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      Praise for HOW TO MESS UP YOUR CHILD’S LIFE


      “This book is perfect for those who want to raise little devils. It contains some of the worst parenting advice available!”


      —Walt Larimore, MD, coauthor of His Brain, Her Brain: How Divinely Designed Differences Can Strengthen Your Marriage and God’s Design for the Highly Healthy Child


      “It’s hard enough to bring kids into the world—who’s got the time or energy left for parenting? The Bruners are definitely

         on to something!”

      


      —Steve and Candice Watters, authors of Start Your Family: Inspiration for Having Babies


      “Some books are gems. This one is a lump of coal!”


      —Dennis Rainey and Bob Lepine, FamilyLife Today


   

      TO OTIS AND GAIL LEDBETTER
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      Your example and coaching kept us out of many a mess! 
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      Introduction


      It’s All Downhill


      F ew careers must be less satisfying than selling exercise equipment. Oh, sure, you might rake in big bucks during the first

         ten days of January when most of the population makes its annual “get fit” resolution. Selling Bowflex and ThighMasters to

         a pudgy population can be great if you believe the gear will actually get used. But it can’t be rewarding earning commissions

         February through December on products gathering dust in the corners of garages—taking up space rather than sculpting shapes,

         creating guilt-induced shame instead of muscle-bound frames.

      


      Sadly, we can relate to the feeling because the same thing happens to those of us who write parenting books. Inspired in a

         fleeting moment of good intentions, many parents buy our advice. But we fear very few put it into practice.

      


      So, tired of watching our advice gather dust, we decided to tackle the issue from a slightly different angle. We dared to

         ask the obvious question: why does so much great parenting advice go unheeded? The answer, it turned out, brought us back to lessons learned way back in the earliest days of Sunday school. Those lessons

         now form the basis of what we call our “theology of kids.”

      


      You see, the Christian faith tells us we are made in the image of God with tremendous capacity for goodness, joy, success,

         and healthy living. Imagine our original ancestors standing atop an unbiased “scale of freedom” with their Creator pointing

         them toward a potentially wonderful existence and away from the problems that come with rejecting the good for which He made

         us.
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      Being made in the image of God means every one of us has the potential to become a saint. That’s the good news.


      But there is also some bad news. Grandpa Adam and Grandma Eve made a choice that infected the human bloodline with a disease

         called sin. They turned their backs on their potential and predisposed all of us to vices like rebellion and laziness.
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      That’s why doing what’s right is so much harder than doing what’s wrong. Reaching our potential for virtue and joy is like

         turning around and climbing a very steep hill. (In fact, the word repent means to turn around and go the other way.) With no effort at all, however, we can speed toward vice and misery.

      


      In this context, we realized that the problem with most parenting books is their tendency to point up a steep hill and shout

         “Climb!” to those who want to do a good job with their kids. Rearing successful children requires much more grit and determination

         than many of us feel we can muster. And so, unheeded parenting advice sits on millions of bookshelves right next to millions

         of unused aerobic videos.

      


      That is why we’ve decided to break away from the pack of parenting experts, daring to defy conventional wisdom. Rather than

         try to motivate moms and dads to climb a steep incline of parenting methods that might produce successful and happy children,

         we thought it high time someone offered an alternative voice.

      


      So, you hold in your hands the first-ever guide to messing up a child’s life, offering timeless wisdom and proven strategies

         for parents who want to go with the flow rather than resist the current, and who prefer a leisurely walk to an exhausting

         climb. In other words, the kind of advice that’s easy to implement because it aligns with our natural bent.

      


      Assumptions


      Let’s begin with a summary of some basic assumptions behind “mess-up” parenting:


      ASSUMPTION #1: EVERY CHILD IS AT RISK OF BECOMING SUCCESSFUL AND HAPPY


      Ask ten people their definition of success and you might get ten different answers. Some will describe a career or financial

         goal, others will talk about the importance of family relationships, while still others might point to great athletic accomplishment.

      


      Funny, we don’t seem to have the same problem when we make the question more specific. Asking ten people to define success

         for a hammer, for example, will likely trigger some variation of the same response. “Driving nails into wood.” We immediately

         recognize success for a hammer as fulfilling the purpose for which it was made. Name any object, and you will see the same

         pattern:

      


      • What is success for a television remote control? Changing the channel.


      • Success for a blender? Blending.


      • Success for an aspirin? Easing pain.


      You get the idea. In every other context, we define success in terms of purpose. Good parents do the same for their children:

         give them a framework for life such as this one from the book of Ecclesiastes: “Fear God and keep his commandments, for this

         is the whole duty of man” (12:13). Or the words of Jesus, who said, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all

         your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment” (Matt. 22:37–38).

      


      Believers throughout history have used creeds and confessions to give their children a sense of purpose, such as this from

         the Westminster Confession of Faith: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him for ever.”

      


      A child is dramatically more likely to achieve success when parents explain the purpose for which he or she was made. Mess-up

         parents, by contrast, let their kids grope for some sense of purpose on their own. That’s why so many former children come

         to the end of life and discover that they have been leaning their “success ladder” against the wrong wall.

      


      Yes, every child is at risk of achieving the purpose for which he or she was made and discovering the happiness that comes

         with success. But mess-up parents can mitigate this risk by keeping their children occupied with more trivial concerns.

      


      ASSUMPTION #2: EVERY CHILD IS BORN WITH TREMENDOUS CAPACITY FOR MESSING UP


      When our oldest son, Kyle, hit age two, he fell in love with a little book called All Mine, Bunny. Each night for several months Kyle toddled over to one of our laps with All Mine, Bunny in hand and implored us to once again read “dis one” before tucking him into bed. Children love repetition, even if parents

         prefer a bit of variety in their reading selections. But we didn’t mind. After all, All Mine, Bunny dealt with why we should share—a very important subject for any toddler.

      


      After several months of following that bedtime pattern, we invited another couple who were parents of a toddler to our home

         for dinner. As the four adults enjoyed dinner in the dining room, the kids played in the next room. Much to our delight, we

         overheard Kyle say the word “share.” A few minutes later, we heard him say it again—prompting us to smile and wink at each

         other, knowing our reading ritual was paying dividends in the life of our firstborn.

      


      The third time, we could no longer contain our pride. “Excuse us,” we said, “but we need to take a look at what’s happening

         in the next room.”

      


      Just in the nick of time, Kurt peered around the corner to observe Kyle shouting the word “Share!” in a very demanding tone

         as he forced a toy out of the other toddler’s hands.

      


      We are like balls living on a slant. The pull of our nature rolls down to selfishness and self-destruction. That’s why trying

         to move children uphill toward their potential success and happiness requires intense effort. Mess-up parenting, on the other

         hand, is a simple matter of letting them roll.

      


      ASSUMPTION #3: EVERY PARENT HAS THE SKILLS NECESSARY TO MESS UP A CHILD’S LIFE


      Each and every parent walking the planet started life as a child. And every child, as we’ve already discovered, has the capacity

         for messing up. So, even if your own parents helped prevent your ball from rolling very far downhill, you still have what

         it takes.

      


      The key, of course, is reaching deep for what psychologists call “the inner child”—that part of you that never really grew

         up. You see, each time we suppress a selfish impulse or sacrifice our own desires for a child’s well-being, we inadvertently

         turn the trajectory of parenting uphill rather than downhill. As creatures of habit, we can quickly develop patterns that

         become difficult to break:

      


      • A father getting out of his La-Z-Boy chair to play catch with his son.


      • A mother reading bedtime stories to her small children rather than relaxing in a bubble bath.


      • Parents who drive their kids to church on Sunday morning instead of driving themselves to the country club for a game of

         tennis.

      


      • Driving a used car so you can afford to pay for your kid’s braces.


      • Biting your tongue at dinner table spills instead of biting your child’s head off.


      • Caressing a child’s forehead while he or she leans over the toilet bowl at midnight.


      Such patterns, left unchecked, make it far more difficult to mess up a child’s life. But deep down, we all have a selfish,

         lazy nature eager to impact the next generation!

      


      ASSUMPTION #4: CONVENTIONAL WISDOM POINTS UPHILL


      Virtually anywhere you go for parenting advice, from a family sermon at church to a Dr. Phil special on television, you will

         hear the same basic mantra. In fact, you probably recognize many of the following phrases:

      


      • Be sure to balance love and discipline.


      • Establish and communicate clear rules and boundaries.


      • One of you needs to be the parent in the relationship.


      • Good parenting takes a lot of hard work.


      Read the Bible and you will discover similarly intimidating admonitions:


      • Train a child in the way he should go. (Proverbs 22:6)


      • Discipline your son, and he will give you peace; he will bring delight to your soul. (Proverbs 29:17)


      • Do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord. (Ephesians 6:4)


      Do you notice the common thread? That’s right. The Scriptures and conventional wisdom point only uphill. Both make the major

         assumption that we parents are willing to place the best interests of our children first. They expect us to do what’s hard

         instead of easy, to go against our natural tendencies and to choose the noble path. Making matters worse, the Bible seems

         to expect the same of our children:

      


      • Children, . . . honor your father and mother—which is the first commandment with a promise—that it may go well with you.

         (Ephesians 6:1–3)

      


      • Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. (Colossians 3:20)


      Few kids come out of the womb eager to honor or obey. Ours came out looking for a fight.


      Since both parents and children dislike forcing themselves uphill against their natural bent, we seek to offer much-needed

         inspiration. Adopt Bobby McFerrin’s motto—“Don’t worry. Be happy!” After all, it takes far less effort to roll than to climb.

      


      ASSUMPTION #5: SOME CHOICES CAN UNDERMINE RAISING A TRULY MESSED-UP CHILD


      Remember, because every child is made in God’s image, he or she is at risk of becoming successful and happy. We must be on

         guard against the kind of parental choices and patterns that can seriously hamper the effort to raise a messed-up child. If

         we don’t resist the urge to do the right thing, we can throw a wrench in the entire plan. That is why we’ve included a section

         in each chapter called “Taking Precautions,” which highlights examples from those who have messed up the “mess-up” process.

         Pay special attention to these segments in order to avoid repeating the same mistakes.

      


      Seven Habits of Highly Defective People


      Each chapter of this book draws upon a long tradition of biblical understanding about the choices and patterns that accelerate

         a child’s downhill momentum. We’ve chosen the seven “habits” that dramatically increase the odds our kids will mature into

         highly defective people. Tradition calls them the seven deadly sins. Deadly—not like dropping dead upon first offense, but like a terminal illness that gradually kills our capacity for real life. You

         could also call them vices or character flaws. No matter what label you put on them, however, the basic list has remained pretty consistent for hundreds of generations.

         Orthodox Christianity defines them this way:

      


      1.	Pride—The lack of humility befitting a creature of God

      


      2.	Envy—Jealousy of some other person’s happiness

      


      3.	Anger—Unworthy irritation and lack of self-control

      


      4.	Gluttony—The habit of eating or drinking too much

      


      5.	Greed—Too great a desire for money or worldly goods

      


      6.	Sloth—Laziness that keeps us from doing our duty to God and humanity

      


      7.	Lust—Impure and unworthy desire for something evil

      


      Each of these vices has an opposite virtue freeing us from its bondage. Pride, for example, is overcome through humility.

         Greed is defeated by generosity, lust by chastity. You get the idea. These seven could be seen as the collective gravitational

         pull that keeps humanity rolling downhill, the root causes behind a wide range of related sins too numerous for a single list.

      


      Why these seven and not others? Because Christian history views most other sins as the sprouting branches of these seven.

         As British author Henry Fairlie explains in his book The Seven Deadly Sins Today:

      


      The deadly sins are all leashed together, and it is this that is emphasized in the traditional classification. There are not

         simply all the individual sins we can count, of which we are guilty in one degree or another, there are these seven capital

         sins that lie deeply rooted in our natures. Faced by the description of them, we know that we elude none.

         

            1

         

         

      


      For generations the “deadly sins” have created the context within which all human beings, including your children, will make

         choices that move them toward success or failure. In short, we either climb up or mess up.

      


      Benefits


      We recognize that some moms and dads might not be sure they want messed-up children, especially when tempted by books with

         more inspiring titles like Ten Steps to Raising Successful Offspring or Helping Your Kids Reach Their Potential. So we thought it might be a good idea to mention a few of the many benefits associated with choosing this approach to parenting.

      


      BENEFIT #1: AVOIDING DISAPPOINTMENT


      Let’s face it, you won’t find a more common source of disappointment in people than unmet expectations. We all have children

         who, despite our best efforts to instill character and common sense, will make their own choices. And some of the choices

         they make can break a parent’s heart. Why set yourself up for such a letdown? Messed-up parenting fully expects children to

         roll downhill. It even encourages the process. So if they hit bottom—no surprise!

      


      BENEFIT #2: ESCAPING THE COMPARISON TRAP


      If you’ve ever attended an elementary school awards ceremony, brought your son to a Little League team tryout, or participated

         in a church-sponsored Bible memory contest, you know how humiliating it can be when a neighbor’s kid outperforms your own.

         And then there are those times your child throws a temper tantrum in the middle of the grocery checkout aisle, prompting every

         other parent in your zip code to stare that unspoken condemnation of your inferior parenting skills. Mess-up parents refuse

         to play that game, removing themselves entirely from the comparison trap. One can be made to feel like a failure only if he

         or she cares to succeed. Don’t.

      


      BENEFIT #3: BE LIKED RATHER THAN RESPECTED


      Every parent wants to be a friend to his or her children. But conventional wisdom places a high priority on parents’ commanding

         respect and maintaining a position of authority in the relationship. Rather than live with the tension, however, mess-up parents

         simply abandon the role of authoritarian. Just like that, Mom and Dad can begin focusing 100 percent of their energy on keeping

         the peace. All the stress and strain associated with expecting and maintaining respect dissipates as the “let’s be pals” priority

         prevails in each and every situation.

      


      BENEFIT #4: NO “HIGH HORSE”


      Few things are more obnoxious than people who give parenting advice even when they have not been asked. Nobody likes listening

         to a dad describing his own perfect kids or a mom pointing out mistakes we’ve made with ours. Thankfully, mess-up parenting

         keeps you off such a high horse because you aren’t likely to recommend your own approach to others, nor is anyone likely to

         seek your advice.

      


      BENEFIT #5: A VAST POOL OF EXPERTS


      Mess-up parents can be found everywhere you look. Literally billions of moms and dads have trailed a path before us. Together

         we will learn from that vast pool of “experts” who have chosen the road most traveled—the wide path instead of the narrow

         gate.
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      In the book of Proverbs, Solomon describes the heart of a child as something “bound up” with folly. He goes on to say that

         “discipline will drive it far from him” (22:15). In other words, he or she has the potential to outgrow foolishness if well

         trained. That, in a nutshell, summarizes the uphill and downhill realities of parenthood.

      


      For mess-up parents, this means the less effort put forth, the better. The momentum of folly can quickly overtake every area

         of a child’s life if we simply get out of the way and let it happen—an approach to parenting we further explore in the following

         chapters.

      


      For those not quite sure they want a messed-up child, we ask that you maintain an open mind. Why not invest a few hours ignoring

         the promise of successful, happy children in order to discover the possibilities of a parenting approach that demands little

         of you and less of your kids? Join a growing network of moms and dads who have discovered the freedom and child-rearing results

         available only to those not really trying.

      


   

   	

      CHAPTER ONE
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      Nurturing an Enormous Ego


      (Deadly Sin: Pride)


      N ot one more step!” ordered the little boy’s mother.

      


      Halted in his tracks, the preschool lad peered back over his shoulder from the front porch steps. He had intended to make

         an escape and explore the wide, wonderful world of Louisville, Kentucky, their hometown. Sure, dangers abound. Of course,

         young children are supposed to remain in the protective care of a house under the watchful eye of a mom and a dad. But such

         rules apply to ordinary kids—not kids destined for greatness.

      


      His gauntlet thrown down, their eyes met. Yet another clash of wills was under way, and neither side intended to lose.


      “You heard me,” insisted the mom. “Don’t you dare take another step!”


      And without saying a word, young Cassius glanced back and forth between the next step and his mother’s threatening glare.

         A decision had to be made. Back off, or accept the challenge?

      


      “Cassius!” The stern tone suggested she was in no mood for mischief. If he just turned his little bottom around and walked

         back into the house, he could avoid a whole heap of trouble. But that would mean losing a battle . . . or what’s worse, swallowing

         his pride.

      


      So he took a single step. Just one. That’s all that was needed to make it clear that he, not she, was in control. Cassius

         had a reputation to establish, the promised spanking and early bedtime a small price to pay.

      


      In March 1963, the face of that same little boy was plastered on the cover of Time magazine. A mere twenty-one years old, Cassius Marcellus Clay had been calling himself “the greatest” for years. People who

         knew him thought he talked too much. Some called him the “little smart aleck” with a ton of potential. He threw his first

         punch as a small child, knocking out his own mother’s tooth.

         

            1

         

          Years later, his punch won him an Olympic gold medal and the world heavyweight championship.

      


      Of course, he made many calculated choices along the way similar to the one made on that Louisville front porch. Every challenger

         had to lose, any obstacle overcome. Even if doing so meant hurting others. After all, greatness requires sacrifice.

      


      He quickly sacrificed respect for others, taunting his challengers with derogatory names like “that big ugly bear.” He also

         gave up the trainer who helped him achieve Olympic greatness, trading up to one he considered “top-notch.”

         

            2

         

         

      


      Cassius Clay eventually even gave up his name, adopting the more commonly recognized label Muhammad Ali. Cassius Clay connected him to his father and race. He and his dad had been named after the famous nineteenth-century abolitionist,

         

            3

         

          rooting his identity in the struggle for freedom among former slaves, something he abandoned in favor of a new religious

         identity called the Nation of Islam led by his spiritual mentor, Malcolm X. Cassius’s new first name, Muhammad, meant “one

         worthy of praise.”

         

            4
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