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CHAPTER 1 Here We Are



Patrick and Maria met as students at a small Christian college in Pennsylvania and married soon after graduation. Both had been active in their church youth groups growing up, and neither one had gotten into alcohol or drugs as teen-agers. They were raising their three children—two in college and one who was a sophomore in high school.


Their youngest son, James, played baseball, and his friend group included several boys on the baseball team. Patrick and Maria didn’t know those boys or their families as well as they’d known James’s childhood church friends. And, like many other adolescent boys, James wasn’t quite as chatty or forthcoming as he’d once been.


After James’s Friday night baseball game, he climbed the bleachers to where his parents were waiting.


“Great game, kiddo,” Maria said.


“Awesome hit in the second inning!” Patrick said, beaming.


“Thanks,” James said with a grin. “Matt invited me to go to a sleepover with a few of the guys. That cool with you?”


“That can work,” Patrick agreed. “We’ll just need to be in touch with Matt’s parents. They haven’t left yet, so we’ll go get their phone numbers while you help put equipment away.”


“Cool, Dad. Thanks,” James said, hopping back down and heading toward the team.


Patrick and Maria walked over to Matt’s parents, and while the fathers chatted, the mothers traded phone numbers so they could stay in touch.


“If he doesn’t need to get anything from home,” Matt’s father offered, “we can just take James home with us.”


Patrick and Maria both smiled. They knew their daughter would have had to pack several bags for a sleepover but that James would be perfectly fine with just the sweaty clothes on his back.


“That sounds great,” Maria said. “Thank you.”


The following morning, Patrick was mowing the lawn when his phone rang. Cutting off the mower, he noticed that the number was local, but unfamiliar.


“Hello?” he answered.


“Patrick, this is Michael—Matt’s father.”


“Hi, Michael,” Patrick replied. “Is everything alright?”


“Well…” Michael hesitated. “No one’s hurt, but we do have a situation.”


“I’m all ears…”


Michael explained that James and Matt and their two other friends had been in the backyard, roasting marshmallows around the fire, when he and his wife had gone to bed. The boys had promised to extinguish the fire before heading inside for the night.


“But when my wife and I were working in the yard this morning,” Michael explained, “we found evidence that the boys were smoking pot last night.”


Patrick, surprised, was silent.


Michael continued, “We’ve talked to all four boys, and they all admit that they participated. And we let them know that we’d be calling you.”


“Michael, thank you,” Patrick said. “This is a surprise, but we’re very grateful for your call. I’ll be coming by to pick up James in a few minutes, so I’ll see you then.”


Patrick told Maria about the phone call. They had known that some of the boys on the team smoked, but they were both genuinely surprised to learn that James had been involved. They had more questions than answers.


Was this their fault?


Were Matt’s parents culpable?


Had Matt introduced James to marijuana?


Was this James’s first experience, or was he using habitually?


They agreed to talk to James together, and Patrick left to pick up their son.


As he drove across town to fetch James, a thought filled his mind. This happens to other people—not us.


And as Maria straightened up the kitchen, she had the exact same thought: This happens to other people—not us.


Though neither one had consciously thought they were “inoculated” against one of their children using drugs because they’d tried to do everything “right,” they realized it was what they’d each quietly believed.


Families and Marijuana


“This happens to other people—not us.”


Although they’d read in the news about rising rates of teenage marijuana use, Patrick and Maria were still taken by surprise to discover their own child had used it. But because almost half of twelfth graders in the United States have used marijuana, all of us need to keep our eyes open for the possibility within our families.


Maybe you picked up this book because you are the rare parent of young children who knows you want to begin conversations about alcohol and drug use early on. (Gold star for you, Mom or Dad!)


Or maybe you are the parent of a middle schooler who’s hearing rumors that other people’s children are experimenting with marijuana.


You might be the parent who received a call from your child’s youth pastor to let you know that your son and some friends were caught smoking marijuana during the summer service project.


Or you might be the parent of a twenty-four-year-old who is living in your basement, working a few hours a week, playing video games, and smoking pot.


Wherever you find yourself today, there can be good in store for you, for your child, and for your family.


If your children are young, we want to offer you strategies and tools to begin having conversations about marijuana before they reach middle school. If your adolescent is already experimenting with drugs, we want to equip you to help him or her by dealing squarely with the problem. And if you are parenting a child in late adolescence or young adulthood who is belligerent and unrepentant about his or her marijuana use, we believe there are steps you can take to help your child and yourself. Our aim is to help you understand and love your children.


Though we know that many parents have different views on marijuana, we believe that—with the rare medical exception—using it does not lead to human flourishing. While we acknowledge that marijuana prescribed by a thoughtful and intentional physician can have medical benefits, we believe that recreational marijuana use, whether it has been legalized in the state where you live or not, is detrimental to people of all ages physically, emotionally, psychologically, and even financially. We remind parents that, in every state of our nation, marijuana use for those under twenty-one remains illegal. We acknowledge that regular marijuana use for anyone under twenty-five years of age damages the developing brain. And even in states where marijuana use is legal for those over twenty-one and “less” harmful for those over twenty-five, we discourage parents from endorsing recreational marijuana use by their children in any way.


Neither of the authors of this book has ever met anyone who was smoking pot who felt like his life was really going well. None has ever reported that his career was going well, that all of his relationships were thriving, and that using marijuana was improving most of areas of his life. Despite the spin that marijuana advocates offer to justify the nationwide legalization of the drug, we believe that—with the wildly rare exception—adults and children are safer and healthier without it.


Safe and Healthy


When Margot’s three children were four, five, and six years old, the question that fell off those three sweet pairs of lips, seemingly round the clock, was “Why?”


“I need you to finish your brussels sprouts, please.”


“Why?”


“Please hold my hand as we’re crossing the street.”


“Why?”


“We’re not going to watch any more television today.”


“Why?”


“That’s your last cookie.”


“Why?”


As she answered the same question, hour after hour and day after day, she began to hear a theme in her reply. No matter what had prompted the “Why?” question, the answer she continued to parrot was usually exactly the same: “To keep you safe and healthy.”


To keep you safe and healthy.


Why don’t children drink alcoholic beverages? To keep them safe and healthy.


Why can’t children follow that baggage handler onto the runway at the airport? To keep them safe and healthy.


Why do they have to take a nap today? To keep them safe and healthy.


As Margot heard the words cross her own lips ad nauseum, she began to understand more clearly her job as their mother; in part, it was to keep them safe and healthy. Physically. Socially. Emotionally. Spiritually.


Though her children are now nineteen, twenty, and twenty-one years old and are completely responsible for the choices they make, she’s still navigating what it looks like to be a parent who participates in keeping her children “safe and healthy.”


The challenge for many of us is how to parent faithfully in various developmental stages. Long gone are the days when some of us could simply reach up and shove a sealed bag of Oreos further into the shelf that our children couldn’t reach. It’s no longer sufficient to jettison what’s not safe and healthy to a high shelf. As our children mature and practice greater and greater independence, our job description changes a bit.


That shift can feel difficult for many parents. But those who see clearly ultimately discover that when they can no longer “control” their children’s behavior—with a tight grip while crossing the street or tossing high-carb snacks out of reach—there is still one thing they can control: themselves. You’ll learn more about this in these pages.


The Teen Years


During their teen years, our children are facing several challenges. As we help them navigate the passage from childhood to adulthood, it’s important to remember that. Because it’s likely been a few years since we had to suffer the humiliation of changing from our school clothes into a gym uniform in front of the critical eyes of our peers, it’s likely that the palpable awareness of the challenges we faced in adolescence has been mostly forgotten—not to mention that our children are dealing with things stemming from social media that were unheard of when we were their age.


The many challenges our teenage children may be facing include…




	Unconscious social pressure


	Conscious social pressure


	Romantic attraction


	A sense of identity that’s in flux


	
Depression


	Social anxiety


	Other anxieties


	Relationships with caregivers that might be impacted by an adult’s substance use


	And so much more





During these years, our children are exploring, experimenting, and discovering who they are. They’re like a cake in the oven that’s not done baking! And while this can often feel more than a little precarious, it’s also laden with seeds of hope. It means that stealing one of Dad’s beers from the fridge or using marijuana at a sleepover doesn’t signal a life sentence of deviant behavior. It means that our children are figuring out who they are—how they’re like their parents and how they’re different.


While none of us wants our children to have to suffer the bumps and bruises inherent in adolescence, it is a time of learning and growth that we can help them navigate.


Kids Need to Take a Break


Sixteen-year-old Leo lived with his mom and younger brother. His mother, Rebekah, had recently learned that Leo had been smoking marijuana with his friends.


Rebekah had begun talking to her boys about alcohol and drug use when they were young. And though this didn’t inoculate her eldest from experimenting with marijuana, it did mean that the lines of communication were open to speak freely. In fact, when Rebekah discovered that Leo had been smoking, he said that sometimes he didn’t like the way his friends behaved after they’d been using marijuana. They acted more jealous of one another when girls were around. They were moodier. Their teasing was more aggressive. And they were generally just more difficult to be around.


A few weeks before his seventeenth birthday, Leo approached Rebekah while she was doing dishes in the kitchen.


“Mom,” he began, “I’m going to give up marijuana for my last year of childhood.”


“Excuse me?” Rebekah asked, putting down her towel and turning to face him. “I thought we’d agreed that you were done after our last conversation.”


“Sorry, Mom. My bad. But I’ve been thinking about it,” Leo explained, “and I want to see what it would be like without the influence.”


Surprised and delighted but trying to act nonchalant, Rebekah asked, “So what precipitated this?”


“Well,” Leo mused, “I guess I see how it can complicate things. Friendships. Friends being touchy and moody. I didn’t tell you this, but Tom gets really mean to me when he’s high.”


“Hmmm,” Rebekah quietly reflected. “That probably doesn’t feel good.”


“I guess I just want to spend my last year of childhood without the complication of that.”


The whole “last year of childhood” business tickled Rebekah, but she couldn’t let on. She said simply, “Sure, that makes sense.”


“And,” Leo continued, “I’m also wondering how it’ll affect my health. My digestive stuff. My soccer season. And just how I feel in general.”


“Well,” she answered, “you already know I’m all for it. Let me know if there’s any way I can support you. I’m proud of you, babe.”


Because of the climate that Rebekah had established in her home—one in which everyone was being educated, practicing awareness, taking appropriate responsibility, and exercising courage—Leo was learning how to make choices that made him safer and healthier.


Whether you’re holding your toddler’s hand or the hand of a grandchild, we believe that there is hope for your child who is using marijuana. Whether your engagement is preemptive or whether you’re parenting in the wake of a prison sentence for drug trafficking, you can always take responsibility for yourself in a way that helps your child. Keep reading to learn how.










CHAPTER 2 How You Can Be the Kind of Parent Who Makes a Difference



Mary Jo and Paul had been divorced for four years when they began to notice that their daughter Samantha’s mood and attitude toward them and her siblings had changed. She’d recently begun dating a boy from school named Trent, and they’d been spending more and more time together.


Six months earlier, when another parent had caught Samantha and her friends drinking after a school dance, Mary Jo and Paul had grounded Samantha and revoked her phone and social media privileges. Part of the consequences for her choice was that she had to give her social media passwords to her parents.


One day, Mary Jo was at work when she received a text from Paul, who’d continued to keep an eye on Samantha’s social media accounts. The text chain also included Lisa, Paul’s new wife. The three adults were committed to parenting Samantha together.


“I’m following a conversation Sam is having right now with someone who’s selling her weed,” Paul wrote.


“Wait, what?” Mary Jo replied.


Paul explained, “I still have her password for Snapchat. It’s a friend of Trent’s, and they’re meeting him right now at the corner market across from the high school.”


Mary Jo’s brain raced to figure out how to handle the situation.


She answered, “I know she’s on her way home to get her soccer cleats before practice. What should I do?”


As if it was plain as day, Paul quickly replied, “Confront them.”


Mary Jo imagined confronting the pair of teens in her driveway and listening as they denied any wrongdoing. Even if she insisted on searching the car, she couldn’t imagine how the scene would end successfully.


“What I don’t want to do,” Mary Jo texted, “is to be lied to and not find the marijuana on them.”


At that moment, Mary Jo heard Trent’s car rumble in to the gravel driveway.


After breezing in the back door, zipping through the kitchen, and grabbing her cleats from the mudroom, Samantha offered a quick, “Hi, Mom! Bye, Mom!” before shutting the back door and returning to Trent’s car.


Dizzied and unsure of the best course of action, Mary Jo heard the pair leave. What to do in a situation that would have seemed so cut and dried if her neighbor had shared it with her on a morning walk felt confusing and overwhelming in the moment.


“Well,” she reported on the text thread, feeling as though she’d failed, “she just came and went. So what’s next?”


Paul’s wife Lisa, who hadn’t yet chimed in, gently offered, “I just don’t feel good about her driving with someone who might be under the influence.”


Of course. The soft words were the smack in the face Mary Jo needed. Of course! Rather than dwell in regret, she sprang into action.


Dialing her daughter’s phone, she waited for Samantha to pick up.


“Hey, Mom,” Samantha answered brightly, in a pleasant tone that had become atypical for the teen. “Whuzzup?”


“Sam,” her mother announced calmly, “you’re not going to soccer practice today. Please have Trent bring you home right now.”


“What?” Sam asked indignantly. “Why?”


“Your dad and Lisa and I know that you just bought marijuana,” she said patiently. “I need you to come home right now and bring it with you.”


“What are you talking about?” Sam asked, her tone sounding like a desperate animal caught in a cage.


Mary Jo had experienced her daughter’s tenacious denials before, and today she wasn’t having it. She also wasn’t going to let on how the parenting trio had come by the information.


“Sam,” she said sternly, “come home now. Bring the marijuana.”


Seeing no way out, Sam backpedaled, “Mom, it isn’t even ours. It’s for someone else—I promise.”


Sam had little awareness of how little her promises had come to mean.


“Now,” her mother reiterated. “And bring what you bought.”


“Whatever,” Sam huffed, hanging up the phone.


Five minutes later, Mary Jo heard the car in the driveway again. Dragging herself through the back door, eyes down, Sam dropped a small baggie of marijuana on the kitchen counter.


“Phone, too,” her mother instructed.


Without a word, Sam dropped her phone and marched through the house toward her bedroom.


Before going to speak with her daughter, Mary Jo texted Paul and Lisa. “Sam’s at home. We’ll talk more later. Lisa, thank you.”


In a sudden situation that felt overwhelming, her ex-husband’s new wife had reminded Mary Jo of one of the prime parenting directives: protect your child.


Parental Ambivalence


We see far too many parents today who feel caught in the bind in which Paul and Mary Jo found themselves. They recognize a problem, but they’re hesitant to do what needs to be done when it needs to be done.


Jim Burns and Stephen Arterburn cowrote How to Talk to Your Kids about Drugs (formerly titled Drug-Proofing Your Child) because they were convinced that parents can protect children when they take action. But of course, not all parents are taking action. And according to the authors, there are four reasons why.


The first reason why parents fail to make a difference is ignorance. Even those who agree that marijuana use is a problem in our country can easily fool themselves into thinking it’s not in their town, not in their high school, and not in their home. Choosing to remain ignorant not only blinds us to the problem, but also prevents us from being a part of the solution.


The second reason why parents fail to make a difference is denial. We refuse to face our child’s condition because we’re unwilling to experience the temporary pain that comes when choosing to intervene for the good of another. If we deny what’s happening, we don’t have to deal with the problem.


A third reason why parents aren’t making a difference is guilt. It’s easy for parents to blame themselves when something goes wrong with their children. They might also feel guilty if they’re abusing substances themselves. But when they’re paralyzed by guilt, they can’t make the tough decisions necessary to serve their children.


A final reason why parents don’t engage effectively is fear. Some fear being rejected by their children. Some fear the unknown of what life might look like after the child changes. And others fear doing the wrong thing, possibly exacerbating the problem. Yet if they’re going to help their kids, they need to move toward action.


We suspect that one or all of these resonate with you in some way. But rather than feeling burdened by these natural temptations, why don’t we flip them and look at the strengths you will need for this journey toward health?


How You Can Make a Difference


As we journey together in this book, we want to reinforce the same four principles that make a difference in the life of your child when it comes to drug prevention, drug use, and drug recovery.


Education


First, we want you to educate yourself. We’ll share some of the basics you need to know about marijuana and also answers to questions a lot of parents like you are asking. When you reject ignorance, you choose education. Learn all you can about teen marijuana use and continue to seek out the best information.


Awareness


In addition to education, we encourage you to commit to becoming more aware. We know how tempting it can be to keep our blinders on, but when you reject denial, you can finally embrace awareness. Refuse to shut your eyes to the signs—subtle and overt—that your child needs help. Stay vigilant.



Appropriate Responsibility


Thirdly, we want to educate and equip you to take appropriate responsibility for the choices your child makes about drugs. In some cases, that will mean you’ll accept responsibility for the role you might have played, or are currently playing, in the choices your child is making. And in other cases, accepting appropriate responsibility means you will reject guilt and shame that is not yours. When you reject guilt, you embrace appropriate responsibility. Rejecting guilt doesn’t mean you’re completely innocent! But when you accept appropriate responsibility, you refuse to stay stuck in guilt.


Courage


And finally, we encourage you to practice courage in your parenting. We understand the fears you’re facing, but when you reject fear, you embrace courage. Commit to bravely confronting the problem and seeking solutions. Know and trust that there is One who will meet your needs in every moment.


Does Any of This Feel Familiar?


We can relate to what Mary Jo, Paul, and Lisa faced as parents who discovered their child on the cusp of adulthood had been using marijuana. And the twisty logic with which we, and many other parents, were afflicted sounded something like this:


If he’s under eighteen, I can’t throw him out on the street. So I have to put up with this behavior.


If he’s over eighteen, he’s technically an adult and is making his own choices. So I have to put up with this behavior.


If you’ve felt stuck in that thought process, we understand. We know that when parents first learn of their child’s experimentation with drugs, we can quickly spiral into thoughts of our beloved babies living in an alley under a cardboard box. And that fear of what might happen to our loved ones can paralyze us and keep us from taking action. It can be hard to see clearly.


Steve has remarked that parents’ biggest hesitation for implementing predetermined consequences is the accusatory voice in our heads that says, “You can’t throw her out on the street!” And that’s actually fair. Steve notes, “If you throw them out on the street, they might get hit by a car. The driveway or front yard is far enough.”


When your child is living at home, you have something they want: food and shelter. And to allow them to use drugs while they’re living in your home enables them, encourages them, and perpetuates the problem. Margot learned that from Steve, and it was a critical insight that helped her. A friend who was helping her think through how to respond echoed that wisdom by telling her bluntly, “Your house, your rules.” While it felt cold, something about this insight felt very right! (Her friend also offered to send her a tent that her child could use for shelter when he was living in the driveway.)


For so many years, her home had been a “nest” where her baby birds were protected and nurtured, first by two parents and then by one on-site and one off-site. It was the one place in the world where they were always loved. Always accepted. Always received. So it was a challenge for Margot to shift the way she thought about her home. And truthfully, she didn’t want to assume a posture that felt very cold to her: my house, my rules. She also suspected that establishing those firm boundaries would be a bit more difficult as a single parent than it would have been if she’d had a partner.


As parents who purpose to pattern our lives after Christ, many of us have embraced a self-emptying posture toward our children. The sacrifices we make—leaving work early to attend soccer games, missing an event at church to care for a sick child, or foregoing purchases we might enjoy—don’t feel like sacrifices at all. Both biological and adopted, these little (and not so little) people are bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh. We would do anything for them, wouldn’t we?


So the shift Margot had to make in her head was that “my house, my rules” actually was loving and serving her child. The rules she’d established for her home—curfew, quiet hours after 11:00 p.m., a parent needs to be home if friends are over, no occupants using illicit drugs—were in place for the sake of her children. She had to reframe her thinking to agree with the reality that saying “my rules” was not self-serving but was in service to her child.


It took some time to wrap her mind around that one. The nagging voice of the enemy badgered, “What kind of parent kicks their child out on the street? What kind of monster are you?” And in the midst of the madness, the voice of truth reminded her, “You are not the offender here. Your child is making these choices. Establishing clear, healthy boundaries is the most loving way forward.”


Would people look at her sideways when they heard she’d kicked her child out of the home? Maybe. But hoping the problem would go away on its own wasn’t working.


Stay in the Game


After Sandy and John discovered their son Josh was vaping marijuana, they committed themselves to staying in conversation with him about it. They sent him articles about how marijuana affects the brain. They shared YouTube videos of celebrities who’d chosen to leave marijuana behind. And they even arranged a conversation between Josh and a family friend who was a psychiatrist to help him better understand the potential impact of the choices he was making. They were strategic about how often they brought it up, but they didn’t back off because of some grumbling or an eye roll.


Sometimes their intervention would be formal; they’d pull up a video to watch together after dinner. Other times it was more casual. When John picked up Josh after a party with the other members of his baseball team and smelled Josh’s clothes, he initiated a conversation by blurting “Man, what’s up?” instead of ignoring it or waiting until a “better” time. He and Sandy would occasionally remind Josh, “Don’t drive with anyone who’s been using. If you call us for a ride, you won’t get in trouble.” While they didn’t hammer on marijuana use day and night, they were consistent in communicating with their son.


Their efforts, as many of ours can be, were hit and miss. Josh didn’t read most of the articles they shared, but he did get invested in watching some of the YouTube videos. And in surprising moments when John or Sandy would bring up the issue, the family had some good exchanges.


Sandy now counsels other parents, “Be vigilant. Put on your sleuth hat. Notice the patterns.”


What Sandy and John did right was to stay in the game. It would have been easier to sit their son down, have one difficult conversation, and then move on. But they were committed to keeping the lines of communication open with their son.
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