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From Connie


To my husband Ken


The greatest love of my life


The one who made me a bonus mom to


Casey, Kegan, and Erika


To my grandmother Rena


Who was the first to show me DNA doesn’t make you family,


LOVE does


From Steve


To my bonus boys Carter and James


Who are two all-expectations-exceeded blessings in my life










Introduction


It is not a secret that I was in a painful twenty-year marriage that ended when I confronted my previous wife about her unfaithfulness and she filed for divorce. There was no scandal, just a tragedy. I feared for my daughter, Madeline, who was eleven at the time. I knew the statistics about children of divorce, and I set out to make sure she was the exception, or at least do the best I could to that end. She lived with me, and we began our difficult journey together.


To provide some early hope here, Madeline was the exception. She didn’t use drugs or alcohol or have sex in high school. She was accepted at Azusa Pacific University based on her character alone. She graduated with a degree in occupational therapy with highest honors. She is strong and self-sufficient and possesses very good judgment. When the time came, I officiated her wedding.


At that wedding, Madeline was stunningly beautiful. Everyone I spoke to was happy for her and Tim, and they could not say enough about how beautiful she looked. We danced to “Unforgettable” by Nat King Cole, as tears rolled down my cheeks. It took all I had not to break down completely from the pure joy of the moment. After a few minutes, we were interrupted: Carter wanted to cut in.


Carter is twenty-four—my bonus son and Madeline’s step-brother from the blended family Misty and I put together over seventeen years ago. But to Madeline, he is simply her brother, and he wanted to honor her by being part of the dance. They talked and laughed until their brother James, my twenty-two-year-old bonus son, cut in for an all-smiles spin across the floor. That ended when the first child Misty and I had together, Solomon, fifteen, cut in because he did not want to be left out. Finally, before I stepped back in and finished the dance, our daughter Amelia, twelve, stepped in for what she called the best part of the greatest night of her life.


Throughout the evening people continued to comment on what an amazing family we have and how obvious it is that we all love each other, like being together, and were there in every way for Madeline. I am not sharing this so I can take credit for our amazing family. It could be in spite of me and more a result of my great partner, Misty. Plus, children are not robots; they make their own choices, and we are fortunate that they chose to love, accept, and enjoy each other.


Having said that, there are some principles Misty and I followed that laid a foundation for a healthy, happy, loving blended family. I will share those principles alongside Connie Clark’s great work throughout the rest of this book.





It might shock you to know that when two people, each of them with children from a previous marriage, want to marry each other, it is usually a bad idea. That isn’t the result of a bad attitude or negativity—it’s just what science shows us: 70 percent of blended families fail. Knowing that fact and believing it to be true, a wise person would: 1) go slowly into marriage and 2) thoroughly prepare beforehand.


This book is a thorough resource to prepare yourself for a strong and secure marriage with a blended family. Dr. Connie Clark has done the heavy lifting for this book. I wanted to work with her on this project because, first of all, she is one of the best therapists in the New Life network of Christian counselors, coaches, therapists, and psychologists. She had tremendous respect from her peers as both a brilliant educator and an extremely effective practitioner. As you will see as you read on, she has been where you and I have been. This material is from her heart and experience, not just concepts learned from a class or a textbook. Her revealing the mistakes she made (as we all have) and what she did about them is some of the most valuable material in the book. Finally, this book is not just about raising bonus children and blending families. It is about honoring God, implementing biblical truth and principles, and integrating a strong and solid faith in all aspects of marriage and parenting. Connie is theologically sound and effective in integrating faith into the bonus parenting concepts that matter most. You can be assured as you start this book that Connie’s research, experience, and wisdom—along with some of my insights as a father to bonus children—will prepare you to parent kids who were not originally yours. To avoid confusion and make for easy reading, unless noted, the writing is in Dr. Clark’s voice. It is a strong one that can be trusted.


But this is not a book just to help fathers and mothers prepare to take on a blended family. It is written to help you repair any struggle, conflict, or damage that has already been done. The tools are here to repair the deepest hurts.


One caveat: this material is only helpful to those who are humble and willing to search their hearts for defects, examine the impact of their behaviors on others, and willingly make changes to become a godly influence rather than an ungodly, destructive force.


That is the path to being a bonus parent who blesses all the children. It is the path that helps you see stepchildren as a blessing, not a burden. As you read on, I invite you to evaluate yourself, not the children. Ask if you are right for them—not if they have been raised right. Determine that you can be part of the 30 percent of blended families that not only make it, but make it well.


This book will show you how to earn the respect of your bonus children, rather than demand it. Seek out ways to show your love rather than wait for a child to figure out how to love you. Learn how to enter and engage in their lives and their world rather than expect them to engage with you at their convenience.


It is never easy for us to change directions, but it is easier than landing in a relationship that was never going to work and never meant to be. Please read thoughtfully.


Stephen Arterburn


March 2022










CHAPTER 1 The Bad, the Ugly, and the Good News about Bonus Families



With tears spilling down her cheeks, Stephanie, a thirty-five-year-old stepmom, sat in my counseling office sighing dejectedly. “I just can’t keep going on like this! There is so much bickering and constant anger in our house.” Her shoulders slumped as she continued, “I love their dad with all my heart and without a doubt know God brought us both together to have a second chance at love. But the kids are making our lives miserable. When they are with us, they walk around sulking and will not look at either of us when we talk to them. Why can’t they accept things and just be happy for us?”


Being in a stepfamily is often hard. In fact, in can be extremely hard. Stepfamilies are built upon loss—either through divorce or death. They are way more complicated than first families and have very different dynamics, so first-family strategies don’t always work. There are many challenges, and emotions are usually very charged and intense. Marriage in itself is hard work, and when you add a blended family to the mix along with ex-spouses, financial stress, differing beliefs on parenting, and children who are still hurting over their parents’ divorce or a death, it is no wonder some people do not want to be in a stepfamily. Blended families are exhausting, complex, and messy. Combining two totally different households can be one of the most challenging things a family will ever face.


Most adults are not prepared for being in a stepfamily any more than the children are. Typically, adults in stepfamilies only have the experiences of a first family, but suddenly, they are trying to parent children who may be unfamiliar and uncomfortable with them. The stepparent role is vague and complex, and most don’t really know how to find the right balance of parenting. It can be frustrating to try to have a relationship with an unrelated child with little history of interaction.


Children are usually not prepared for being in a stepfamily, either. They may secretly hope their parents will get back together after a divorce—but when one parent remarries, that hope is dashed, leading to resentment. There may be pain and trauma inside their hearts, and they silently (or vocally!) grieve. On top of their grief, children may feel guilt over divided loyalties. Some children may even try to sabotage their parent’s new relationship.


As I considered which topics to cover in this book, I thought back over the thirty years I’ve been a psychotherapist and the struggles my stepfamily patients have shared in our counseling sessions. I thought about the many times I told divorcing parents or those looking to remarry, “Focus on the kids.” I realize it’s hard to focus on the children when you have found the perfect mate and your life is finally filled with happiness after sorrow. Many times, I wanted to tell couples considering remarriage with stepchildren not to do it. It’s hard on everyone, especially the children. Although I do believe in second chances, I also know that second chances can be more difficult than the first relationship. They are more complicated because of the additional family members: children, extended families, ex-spouses, and the ex-spouses’ new partners. They are emotional because of the hurts and wounds of a family torn apart. They are difficult because in remarriage, the couple loves each other dearly and yet they may forget that their kids may not love or even like their new partner.


There’s a lot I wish I’d personally known twenty-eight years ago before I started my own stepfamily with my husband, Ken, and his three amazing children. The first thing I wish someone would have told me is how hard it was going to be. My love for their dad was so easy and romantic. Being a stepmother (or “bonus mom,” as our oldest son calls me) has and will continue to be a privilege I thank God for every day. My stepchildren are my children. My stepchildren proved that parental love has nothing to do with genetics or biology. However, becoming a stepmother to three adorable children was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. The emotional roller coasters were the worst part. Not because the kids were problematic, but because they were adjusting. And guess what? So were the adults.


In addition to my counseling practice, at the time I was also an associate professor of psychology and sociology, teaching classes on marriage and family. I had all this educational knowledge, so my new stepfamily would be a piece of cake, right? Hmmm, no. I was not prepared for the adjustments all of us would have to make. Yes, we had incredible family bonding times, but there were still practical matters of combining two households, getting along with the ex-spouse, communicating with multiple sets of grandparents and extended family, and dealing with all the emotions that come with being a stepfamily. As I look back, I laugh at my early attempts to manage that load. And I have shed a few tears, knowing there were times I said and did things that hurt my stepchildren. I don’t pretend to be a perfect stepmother. I have failed many times. But I have learned from my experience as a stepparent, and from researching, reading, and counseling other stepfamilies. I’ve learned ways to correct my mistakes and do better.


You may be that stepparent too. Thankfully, forgiveness, healing, and learning can come from those experiences.


Statistics show the negative impact second families can have on marriages. The odds are not in our favor. Here are a few statistics about stepfamilies:




	Fifty percent of first marriages and 67 percent of second marriages fail.1



	Approximately one-third of all weddings in America today form stepfamilies.2



	Approximately two-thirds of all stepfamilies fail.3



	Thirty percent of all stepfamilies fail within the first two years. Fifty percent fail within the first six years.4



	Fewer than 25 percent of couples with children from previous relationships reach out for help before they marry.5






Yes, the statistics look discouraging, but there is good news. When stepfamilies encounter difficult times and receive information and guidance addressing specific issues, more than 80 percent go on to become stable, loving, and healthy families, according to the Stepfamily Foundation of Alberta.6 That is what I hope this book provides: information and guidance to families seeking it.


I will share stories of people needing guidance on how to have a successful stepfamily. When the adults step up and apply suggestions from these chapters, children will begin to feel safe and centered instead of feeling caught between the people they love.


Rather than telling you how to become a stepfamily, I want to share knowledge about how to help your children adjust to their new arrangements. If the children are adjusted, the stepfamily usually succeeds. Throughout the book I will interchangeably use the terms “stepfamily” and “blended family”; “bonus child” and “stepchild.”


While preparing for this book, the word fortitude came to mind as a theme. The definition of fortitude, according to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, is “courage in pain and adversity.” Fortitude comes from the Latin word fortis, meaning “strong,”7 and in English it is used primarily to describe strength of mind. So what does fortitude have to do with stepfamilies? Everything! Look at its synonyms:


Courage—bravery—resilience—strength of character—strength of mind—toughness of spirit—firmness of purpose—forbearance—perseverance—determination


If you ask anyone who has been involved with a stepfamily, they would wholeheartedly agree with this definition and synonyms. There will be times of hardship, pain, and definitely adversity. Steve Arterburn wrote in one of his New Life daily devotionals,




The fact that we encounter adversity is not nearly as important as the way we choose to deal with it. When tough times arrive, we have a clear choice: we can begin the difficult work of tackling our troubles… or not. When we summon the courage to look our problems squarely in the eye, [they] usually blink. But, if we refuse to address our problems, even the smallest annoyances have a way of growing into king-sized catastrophes.8





Exodus 17 tells the story of Moses standing on top of a hill watching a battle taking place between the Israelites and Amalekites on the plain below, holding his arms in the air. As long as they are raised, the Israelites are winning. However, the battle goes on for a long time and his arms get tired. Whenever he lowers them, the Amalekites start winning. Finally, Moses cannot hold his arms up any longer, so his brother, Aaron, and a friend named Hur each hold one of his hands in the air until the Israelites win the battle.


Think of your stepchildren as Moses: they have gone through a family divorce or a death, and are now trying to adjust to a new family. Think of yourselves, the parents, as Aaron and Hur, standing alongside your children, helping them succeed. Walk beside your stepchildren and support them as they deal with the difficulties in their new lives. They really are in a battle, and they are exhausted.


Fundamentally, Understanding and Loving Your Bonus Child is about helping stepchildren. It explores the concept of understanding your bonus child and the challenges a blended family may face, and offers strategies for meeting those challenges in order to help all of you move forward together. Challenges can include:


Accepting realities of being a stepfamily: Unrealistic expectations are common in stepfamilies and must be replaced with realities. If the unrealistic expectations are not challenged, they can become stumbling blocks on the stepfamily journey.


Understanding your stepchild’s personality: Each stepfamily has members with different personalities. It’s important to learn about your stepchildren’s personalities as well as your own in order to adjust more smoothly.


Helping stepchildren manage stress: Children experience stepfamily stresses differently than their parents do. Parents can help children deal with stress by taking things slowly, having realistic expectations, having consistent family routines, and having one-on-one time with their biological children.


Surviving when difficulties arise: There are many difficulties in stepfamilies that can cause intense emotions in all the adults involved in the children’s lives. Moms, dads, stepmoms, and stepdads have to learn to control their emotions because those responses can impact everyone. It’s important to accept the reality that exes will always be part of the family. The children’s well-being is determined primarily by the level of conflict between the coparents and how all the parents deal with their own intense feelings.


Communicating with your stepchild: Good communication skills are vital for keeping stepfamilies strong. When comparing stepfamilies that thrive with those that struggle, those with healthy communication skills are the ones that succeed.9


Strengthening your relationship with your spouse: Many new couples can become disillusioned and discouraged when the difficulties of being in a blended family arise. Things that can help are setting realistic expectations, having a foundation of trust, implementing positive daily habits in the marriage, adopting healthy ways of coping with stress, communicating effectively, having fun with your partner, and reaching out for counseling or a support group.


Applying the voice of truth: Stepfamily members must look at what they are telling themselves (self-talk) when difficulties pop up. The “voice of truth” technique includes being aware of your self-talk, removing the thoughts that are lies, and replacing the lies with the truth.


Increasing happiness in your stepchild: Happiness is a skill that can be learned, and parents can help teach their children to have a happy childhood in spite of their circumstances. These skills can include gratitude, kindness, self-discipline, understanding emotions, happiness habits, optimism, faith, confidence, and connection to others.


Increasing interpersonal skills for the whole family: Research shows that successful stepfamilies use more effective interpersonal tools than struggling stepfamilies.10 Strong interpersonal skills are an asset that can help navigate challenges, adjustments, and day-to-day tasks.


This book emphasizes that strong stepfamilies face the same challenges that struggling stepfamilies do. However, it’s how stepfamilies meet those challenges that will determine their success. Keep building into your stepchildren’s lives, even if they don’t respond. Be flexible so you can adjust to your stepfamily’s needs.


Am I saying you need to do all the things mentioned in each chapter to have a happy stepfamily? No, but I am saying that implementing even one idea you discover can strengthen your relationship with your stepchildren. No parent is perfect; we all are learning and need encouragement.


The purpose of this book is to provide information on issues that are specific to stepfamilies, and to show that stepfamilies can flourish.


Here are six suggestions to ensure success in your stepfamily as you read this book:




	Recognize the areas in which your stepfamily needs to change.


	Be purposeful in identifying the actions you need to take.


	Follow through on your commitment to act.


	Strive for small changes, not perfection.


	Be patient with the process. Take living as a stepfamily one day at a time.


	Seek God’s help daily, as well as the support of others.





Finally, thank you for allowing us to speak into your stepfamily. No matter your circumstances, we want to offer you a strong word of encouragement. By simply picking up this book, we know you have a desire for your stepfamily to be the best it can be. And by taking any kind of new action, you are telling yourself that change is possible—even if you are skeptical. We believe you are a person with great fortitude. Making changes takes courage as you commit to looking honestly at yourself and your stepfamily. God has selected you for your blended family in a role only you can fill. To those readers who turn the page and apply the suggestions from the chapters, we pray God will begin to work great things in your stepfamily.










CHAPTER 2 Stepfamily Truths



Here are some statements I’ve heard in my counseling practice over the years: “If my parents had not divorced, my life would be so much better.” “It’s all my stepchildren’s fault.” “It’s my ex, she makes my life so miserable. It’s her fault I feel this way.” And to be honest, as a stepmother, I’ve said things like this as well. If we’re facing challenging circumstances, it’s easy to blame our misery on someone or something else.


The truth of the matter is that stepfamily life is hard. There are definitely challenges and times of feeling overwhelmed. However, everyone, whether they are in a stepfamily or not, has circumstances that are not pleasant or perfect. And when I write this, I’m not trying to be insensitive to the pain and frustration that is real in stepfamilies; I live it, so I know. But we must look at what we are telling ourselves in the midst of our circumstances.


This chapter is short but powerful. It focuses on what we tell ourselves in our thoughts. We must ask ourselves if these thoughts are truths or lies; if they are lies, we must remove them and replace them with the truth.


This technique of replacing lies with truth has been around for hundreds of years with different names. Some of my favorite psychiatrists and psychotherapists have called this technique cognitive behavioral therapy, truth therapy, or catching your thoughts. This isn’t a new concept. The Bible tells us in 2 Corinthians 10:5 to “take every thought captive and make it obedient to Christ” (ESV). I have my own name for the technique: the voice of truth.


Casting Crowns, a contemporary Christian rock band, released a song in 2003 by that title.1 When I first heard it, I thought, This is what I’ve been telling my patients over the years—to listen to the voice of truth instead of the lies in their thoughts. So when I’m helping patients challenge and replace the thoughts that are lying to them and making them miserable, I ask them, “What is the voice of truth for that lie?”


This technique is simple, fast, and effective. It doesn’t take years of digging into your childhood to apply it. It’s not complicated or hard to understand. Both adults and children can learn to apply this to their thoughts and improve their relationships. It involves three easy steps:




	Recognize your self-talk (thoughts you say to yourself).


	If the self-talk is negative or full of lies, then remove those thoughts.


	Immediately replace the lie or negative thought with the truth.





Over my years of working with stepfamilies, and living in one with my husband and three stepchildren, I have noticed that most of us think events and situations cause our ups and downs, our frustrations and irritations. What we don’t realize is that our feelings and behaviors are caused by what we tell ourselves and how we interpret the event or situation. We interpret events through our thoughts and beliefs.


Here are examples of replacing lies with the truth in the areas of negative self-talk, anxiety, anger, and relationships with others.


Negative Self-Talk


Lie: “My life is horrible. My parents hate me, or else they would not have divorced.”


Truth: “Yes, my parents are divorced, but that does not mean they hate me. They love me and show me their love in many ways. My life is complicated because of my parents’ divorce, but I can still be happy and enjoy my life.”


Lie: “I will never be good enough for my stepchildren. They hate my cooking and complain at every meal.”


Truth: “My value as a person is not impacted by someone criticizing my cooking. I can listen to them and learn what they like and don’t like to eat. I can come up with win-win solutions like teaching them to make a sandwich if they don’t like what I’ve fixed. I choose if I will be upset or not.”


Anxiety


Lie: “After my parents divorced, we moved and now I’ll never have friends like I did at my old school.”


Truth: “Being the new kid in school is hard and lonely at the beginning. I will look around and see if there is someone else who is sitting alone and needs a friend.”


Lie: “I must get the approval of my husband’s ex. After all, I have her children on the weekends, and it’s important that she likes and accepts me.”


Truth: “While it would be great if my husband’s ex thinks well of me, I can still live perfectly well if I don’t have her approval or acceptance. It’s unrealistic to believe everyone is going to like me.”


Anger


Lie: “It’s my stepchildren’s fault that I get angry. It’s disgraceful when they don’t do what I tell them to do.”


Truth: “I am the only one who can make myself angry. It’s unpleasant when my stepchildren don’t do what I ask, but it’s not horrible.”


Lie: “I can’t stand it when my ex is angry with me and she doesn’t tell me why. It ruins the whole weekend when I get the kids.”


Truth: “It’s unpleasant when my ex is angry with me, but it’s not the end of the world. I can choose to enjoy the weekend with my kids whether someone is mad at me or not.”
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