

[image: Cover: Winning at Home, by Dan Seaborn]




Winning at Home
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Praise for Winning at Home





“It’s no secret that we are in a battle for the family—our families—the haven that is essential to healthy and thriving human beings. Winning the battle of course starts at home with healthy, attuned, godly parents who are courageous, loving, and kind. Parents who are present and have hard, important conversations focused on bringing help and light to the darkness and challenges of this life. In Winning at Home, Dan always communicates a practical biblical truth that is applicable to daily life. I think you will find some amazing insights that are relevant for our times and will speak life into your family…”


—Dr. Tim Clinton, president of the American Association of Christian Counselors, co-host of Family Talk with Dr. James Dobson, and executive director of Liberty University Global Center for Mental Health, Addiction, and Recovery


“Dan and his team have written an outstanding book for all of us searching how to ‘win at home.’ This book covers some crucial, hard topics in a solid biblical way that is easily digestible. Dan is an incredible teacher whom I have spent time with, and I have seen first-hand the results of his efforts. Winning at Home is a must-read. Thank you guys for putting all this down on paper for us to learn from.”


—Willie Robertson, CEO of Duck Commander
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This book is dedicated to my family. I grew up in an imperfect family, and I’m a husband, dad, and papa in an imperfect family now. Out of that, we’re working to learn and grow from our mistakes and also to celebrate our victories. I pray God uses this book to make a difference for other families that are imperfect, just like ours!










INTRODUCTION


My wife Jane and I have been married for nearly forty years, and we have four kids and seven grandkids. As you can imagine, we’ve learned a lot along the way! Some of what we’ve learned came from trying out new things that succeeded. But other lessons came from our missteps and well-intentioned, but wrong, choices. I hope you’ll be able to gain some wisdom from our highs and lows without having to make the same mistakes we did!


My life in ministry started with me serving as a youth pastor and then a family life pastor for about a decade. After working full-time in a church during that period, I felt God leading me to start Winning At Home in 1995, and I have been leading the ministry since then. What started out as me traveling and speaking at churches, companies, and nonprofit organizations has now grown into a multisite ministry that offers speakers, counselors, and coaches to people at all ages and stages of family development and also produces resources and events geared toward helping them lead Christ-centered homes.


In this book, I will partner with several of the credentialed counselors, coaches, and pastors who work with me here at the ministry; they will each contribute to chapters that focus on their specific areas of training and experience. Together, we’ll address many of the challenging topics that you’re facing as you navigate raising children and teens in a world that doesn’t always share our values.


This book will address some complex issues that you may not hear addressed in faith-based settings very often. We hope and pray that this will help parents with kids of all ages to handle challenging situations in ways that honor God.


Dan Seaborn










CHAPTER 1 PARENTING FROM TRUE IDENTITY



Dan Seaborn


We’re starting with identity in Chapter 1 because this lies at the core of how we parent. The following chapters will all focus heavily on your children, but this chapter will primarily focus on you—because if we aren’t intentional about being aware of our own values and priorities, we very likely will unintentionally pass some things along to our kids that we don’t want them to inherit. In other words, if we don’t understand ourselves as fully as possible, we will probably project our insecurities, triggers, frustrations, and unmet expectations of ourselves onto our kids. None of us mean to do this, and none of us want to do it. But that’s the tricky thing about values and priorities. We will pass them on, because we will naturally punish or celebrate our kids disproportionally in the areas where we have strong opinions.


Think about the parent who is a little too into their child’s sports team. Or the parent who pushes pageants or certain professions onto their kids. If we as parents aren’t okay with ourselves and don’t know where our value comes from, we can fall into a pattern of trying to live vicariously through our children, hoping they will accomplish some of the things that we failed to accomplish when we were younger. On the face of it, that might not seem like a bad thing. But all you have to do is go online and search for “sports dad” or “stage mother” to find stories and experiences of people who got too carried away and tried to achieve some of the things they hadn’t in their own lives through their children. That’s not to say that if you don’t figure out your own identity, you’ll definitely find yourself going that far. But if you aren’t reasonably secure in your own identity, then you are likely to project some of your hopes and dreams onto your children in unhealthy ways.


This part of the discussion is a nuanced one though, because it’s absolutely possible to encourage your kids to do their best and to excel in sports or school or work without it coming from an unhealthy place in your own heart. In fact, encouraging them to excel at those activities is a good thing. That’s what makes this so hard. You have to do the interior work yourself to figure out what your motivations are and where you might be encouraging your kids in a certain direction not because it’s best for them, but in an attempt to make up for your own feelings of inadequacy or lack of success. This can show up in encouraging them to date a lot, to be fashionable, to drive the “right” car, or any number of things. But this chapter will be less about the specific ways this can play out negatively for your kids and more about how to find security and stability in your own identity.


It Starts with You


Much of our culture is driven by status or achievement. You may know this by the phrase “keeping up with the Joneses,” or the more recent idea of conspicuous consumption—buying things that are expensive mostly due to the fact that they’re expensive. Of course, some people just really like rare sneakers or expensive watches or fancy cars or designer handbags, but a good chunk of the people who are using those things are (at least partly) doing so because they are status symbols. It’s a simple way to alert anybody else who is “in the know” that you know about a specific item, and that you have the ability to pay for it.


Or maybe your experience with an achievement-driven approach to life is that you’ve spoken to people who already make enough money to live comfortably and they’re talking about wanting a promotion. When you ask why, they don’t really have a reason other than because it’s the next rung on the ladder. If we don’t check those attitudes in ourselves, we will be approaching life, and parenting, with the underlying belief that getting to that next level or buying that next expensive thing will bring us some kind of satisfaction. We don’t really say those things out loud, and I think that’s partly because we know how silly it would sound. We know that every previous achievement or purchase was exciting for a short time, but then the newness wore off. New promotions come with new headaches. New cars get dirty or scratched. Expensive clothes require special care to the point that it’s a little risky to actually wear them outside the house. New homes lose their luster—even if you build a brand-new one!


It isn’t my goal to discourage anybody; I actually think what I’m sharing here is encouraging if you’re willing to change your perspective. Because if you’ve been chasing achievement or status, you may have been surprised to find that it’s not fulfilling you in the way you hoped it would. And for some reason, when we do something that doesn’t work, our first reaction is to think that doing more of the thing that didn’t work might be the solution! I’m not trying to pick on anybody reading this right now, because I see that behavior in my own life, too. In fact, I’ll share more specifics in a bit. But the truth is that material things can’t satisfy us. And success can’t, either.


The sooner we realize that chasing things and success will ultimately leave us unfulfilled, the sooner we can move on to pursuing our true identity—who we are called to be in Christ. You may be tempted to write this off because you know I’m a pastor, so this is what I’m “supposed” to talk about. But I’m not sharing this out of a sense of obligation; I’m sharing this because I’ve seen it play out countless times. Since Winning At Home is a nonprofit organization, part of my responsibility is to raise money to keep it funded. That means I’m talking to very wealthy and very successful people on a pretty regular basis. I’ve spoken to people who have more money than I could make in ten lifetimes who are stressed out about money. I can’t personally put myself in their shoes and understand why they feel that way, but they tell me that when you lose money in the stock market or you have to pay for a big, unexpected expense, you feel the pinch no matter how much money you have. Like I said, I don’t get it, but I really have had these conversations with people who have so much money that 10 percent of it would solve all my money-related concerns for the rest of my life.


But I want to make it clear that I’m not immune to this. I still catch myself thinking that my value lies in how well my last speaking event went. Or in how the ministry I founded is running. Or how my kids and grandkids are doing in life. But I want to share what I do that gets me reoriented when I get off track from finding my identity in Christ.


My Practice of Listening to God


What I’m going to share here is a habit that I’ve been practicing for more than twenty-five years. I’ve kept at it for so long because God has used my “listening time” to comfort me, challenge me, mold me, and guide me. I’m intentionally describing it with some words that highlight the positive emotions involved in the process and others that highlight the negative emotions involved. That’s on purpose. The process of growth and surrender is a process of letting go and giving up. And those are not comfortable things. But they lead to growth and to places where God keeps working on me.


As I describe my process, just know that this is not the only way to practice something like this. Many people do something similar by going for a walk out in nature. Others practice some form of meditation. Others are more like Brother Lawrence, whose conversations and letters were turned into the Christian classic The Practice of the Presence of God and described how he would do his cooking and cleaning in the kitchen at a monastery while putting all of his attention on God. I mention all of those things before I describe my own practice because I don’t want anybody to think mine is the only way, or the best way. Whatever practice helps you get quiet before God and connect with Him is the version that will be best for you.


Having said all that, here’s what I do. I go to a quiet place in my home (that might not exist in your home if your kids are young!), or I close the door to my office at work and spend some time in the silence intentionally listening for God. I like to have a pen and paper with me because that helps me to get any thoughts out of my head and written somewhere so I don’t have to work hard to remember them; I find that if I keep trying to remind myself to do things like Make that phone call, then I can’t really spend time listening for God. I’ll get so focused on working to keep track of the to-do list in my mind that I will lose focus on Him.


I learned this practice from a woman named Mary Geegh. When I met Mary, she was ninety years old and living in a nursing home near the church where I was a youth pastor. She had been a missionary in India and had written about her experiences in a book called God Guides.1 As I read it, I was shocked at the stories about her faith and God’s faithfulness. I was so shocked that I asked her if the stories in the book were actually true. She told me that they were and offered to teach me how to listen to God.


I should clarify that during my listening time, I don’t “hear” God audibly. This time when I quiet myself is not about a conversation in the usual sense that we think of. But God brings thoughts to my mind; He encourages me and prompts me to grow during these times. When I was learning this practice from Mary, I remember going back to her with some questions after a few weeks. At one point, I wanted her guidance on a specific leading I was sensing. I told her, “I think God is telling me to go and ask for forgiveness. But it’s from somebody that I haven’t talked to in a long time. I actually don’t even think they’ll remember me.” Mary smiled as she looked at me and said, “Oh yes, that sounds right.” That didn’t make much sense to me at the time, but today I definitely understand what she was talking about.


God has used my listening time to encourage me and help me to grow in a huge number of ways that have required surrender and a “dying to self” that I never could have imagined. If you’re reading this and thinking, Well, that doesn’t sound appealing! I understand where you’re coming from. It’s not a pleasant process. But I’ve found that God is inviting me into those moments because He knows what is best and healthiest for me. And He knows that, left to my own devices, I will inevitably value the wrong thing. Thomas Merton writes beautifully about what it looks like for us to value the wrong thing:




All sin starts from the assumption that my false self, the self that exists only in my own egocentric desires, is the fundamental reality of life to which everything else in the universe is ordered. Thus, I use up my life in the desire for pleasures and the thirst for experiences, for power, honor, knowledge and love, to clothe this false self and construct its nothingness into something objectively real. And I wind experiences around myself and cover myself with pleasures and glory like bandages in order to make myself perceptible to myself and to the world, as if I were an invisible body that could only become visible when something visible covered its surface.2





It may be helpful to go back and read through that quote again—but more slowly this time, because it’s astoundingly powerful. It’s a big, dense idea that he’s getting at here. What Merton does in this passage is lay out exactly what God works to remove from us when we fully listen and fully surrender to Him. When we spend time listening to God, He will call us to let go of things that we’ve “covered” ourselves with, to use Merton’s language. So don’t be surprised if God uses your listening time to show you some areas of your life that He invites you to change. You’ll see some of your habits and attitudes and relationships in a new light—and that will be very intimidating at first.


In fact, our kneejerk reaction will be to hold onto and protect these things at all costs! Because we think that what we’re being asked to let go of is actually us. We think that if we forgive, we won’t be strong anymore. That if we admit to being wrong, we won’t be wise anymore. That if we admit wrongdoing, we won’t be respected anymore. But what God knows (and what we learn if we’re obedient when He leads us) is that there isn’t actually a connection between any of those things in the first place. You don’t become less strong by forgiving. You don’t become less wise by admitting you got something wrong. You don’t become less respected by admitting fault.


Instead, we come to learn that our true identity is who we are in Christ, and that can’t be impacted by anything anybody else says, does, or thinks. This is almost impossible to believe until you go through the process of letting go and “dying to self.” Because most of our interactions with other people are situations where if one person wins, that probably means the other person loses. The amazing thing is that with God, it’s not like that. He’s not trying to get us to let go of things so He can gain something at our expense. He’s inviting us to let go of things because He knows what’s best for us—and because He wants what’s best for us! I like to remind myself that He always has my best interests in mind. Often, it doesn’t look that way to me, but He does. Just as we make our family rules because we’re trying to protect our kids and set them up for success, so does God.


Things to Avoid


Don’t get caught up in the ups and downs.


If you’re finding your identity in any of the temporary and changeable things happening around you, you will most likely find yourself feeling great when things are smooth, and terrible when they aren’t. If you tie your identity to things that cannot satisfy, you’re completely at the mercy of your circumstances. That means when things at work are going well, you’ll be a more engaged and positive parent. But when they aren’t, you may be more detached or negative. Or when your kids are succeeding at school or in their extracurricular pursuits, then you’re riding high. But if they’re struggling in a class or don’t make the team, you’re feeling down and discouraged. In other words, when your identity is attached to changeable circumstances, you become less predictable and reliable for your kids. That’s part of the reason that finding your identity in Christ is so important: because life will be full of constantly changing circumstances. No matter how healthy or rich or successful you are, you can’t insulate yourself from tough circumstances.


Don’t make your kids’ pursuits about you.


You can tell you’re finding your identity in what your kids do when you’re more disappointed than they are that they didn’t get picked to be on a certain sports team. Or when they’re excited to tell you that they were runner-up in some contest and your first thought is about how second place isn’t the goal. These are not hypothetical examples. We probably all know parents who think like this. We might be parents who think like this. And when we’re finding our identity in our kids’ performances, then it’s a big blow when they lose a basketball game or get eliminated from a spelling bee or have an experiment go haywire at a science fair. And that’s just addressing things that happen in lower-stakes arenas of life; never mind how we would feel if they flunked out of college or stopped going to church or started dating somebody we don’t approve of. Or if they were making even more destructive life choices than that.


This isn’t to say that we won’t be affected by what happens with our kids. We will still be disappointed when things don’t go well, and we can absolutely still talk to our kids about any of these things. But when we are coming from a healthier place within ourselves, we’ll be able to keep those disappointments and failures in proper perspective. And our approach will be about what is best for our kids, not what would make us feel less like we made mistakes as their parents.


Don’t just tell them what you would do.


We’ll all be tempted to give our kids advice based on how we would handle a situation they’re facing if it were happening to us at our current stage of life. But that’s actually not very helpful because they’re not at our stage of life. In other words, we’ve probably learned not to let immature comments from people we aren’t close to impact us very much, but giving that advice to our kids won’t help them with where they find themselves today. It’s important that we put ourselves in their shoes as much as possible, and that requires realizing that the way we naturally want to handle things isn’t the perfect (or only) way to do it.


Don’t let your hurts cloud your judgment.


It’s very easy to be triggered into memories of our own teenaged selves when we see our kids do a certain thing or start thinking a certain way. We start to think we can predict exactly what comes next for them because we remember what came next for us. So if concerts were where we ran into drugs or bad influences, we assume that’s why they want to go to live music events. Or if we had kids when we were seventeen or eighteen, we want to stop them from ever having crushes or dating anybody until they’re old enough to care for a child of their own. But if we’re thinking in those terms, we’re likely to do a good amount of harm in the name of “protecting” our children. As I got into my adult years, I realized this was what motivated my dad to put many overly restrictive rules in place in our home while I was growing up. For instance, I wasn’t allowed to go to my school’s sporting events. I found out later it was because when he was younger, my dad and his friends had gone under the bleachers and gotten themselves into trouble with their actions. Your rules may be a little less “on the nose” than that one, but it will still be helpful for you to examine whether you’re making some rules based on your behavior in the past rather than on your child’s personality or behavior in the present.


Don’t try to mold them to your personality.


When you’re parenting from your true identity, you don’t feel the need to mold your children to be just miniature versions of you. Instead, you can see them for the uniquely gifted and uniquely flawed individuals that they are—and instead of trying to make them better versions of yourself, you will desire to empower them to be themselves. Having that support from you and the knowledge that you are cheering for them to develop their own personality, likes, and dislikes will actually free them up to be themselves.


You’ve probably heard people talk about their achievements as being driven by a desire to win their parents’ love or approval. And some parents might even withhold those things in an attempt to push their kids to achieve more and more. If you’re tempted to do that, I hope you’ll ponder this question Paul David Tripp asks in his book Parenting: “Could it be that your desire for success has caused you to exercise a level of control that actually is in the way of your child’s growth and development?”3 It’s a sobering thought to realize that what we mean as “help” is actually causing harm. But when you’re parenting from your own true identity, you know that you no longer have anything to “prove” to anybody, and you want to pass that freedom along to your kids. It won’t be as simple as telling them not to work for approval, but when you give them the freedom to be themselves instead of miniature versions of you, it will go a long way toward helping them find their own true identity.


I hope you can see that the idea behind this entire chapter is that if you don’t know who you really are, you’re much more likely to pass that sort of approach on to your kids. If you’re constantly searching for your identity through success in any number of fields—finances, relationships, work, attractiveness, achievement, fitness, etc.—then you will (even unintentionally) teach your kids to look for their identity in those places, too. Because if we’re not feeling fulfilled by the thing that we’re pursuing for fulfillment, we tend to think that more of that thing will do it for us! (And I’m not writing this as somebody who is above and beyond this challenge.)


By nature, I’m a very nostalgic person. We have photos and small keepsakes from both my parents and grandparents and Jane’s featured prominently on a hanging fixture. Right below this fixture, we have an old butter churn that my grandmother used to use. I like being able to show my grandkids a tangible piece of our family history. They’ve never seen anything like it, so they think it’s neat just because it’s so unique, and of course, there is a major emotional connection for me. But my nostalgia also shows up in a desire to collect. We still have most of the dolls, action figures, accessories, and books that our kids played with as they were growing up. It’s ended up working out, because now all the grandkids play with them and are constantly asking all of us adults to help them identify obscure, thirty-year-old toys from Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and a wide range of other Saturday morning cartoons. But we didn’t really save them in hopes that the grandkids would play with them; we saved them because I like to collect and hang on to stuff.


But I don’t think you’re getting the picture here. At my house, you can find old Pogs (remember those little paper milk caps that kids loved for a year or two in the ’90s?), old magazines, old Barbies, old video game systems—pretty much anything old, but not old enough to be collectible or valuable! I have an emotional connection to that stuff, so I like to hang on to it. But I also proactively like to collect basketball cards. Kevin Durant is my favorite current NBA player and Michael Jordan is my all-time favorite (he’s a lot better than LeBron, by the way). I sometimes notice myself searching for a card that I really want to add to my collection. First, I’ll put it on my eBay watchlist. Then I’ll try to figure out how to save up or trade to get it. And I’d be lying if I said I never think, If I can get this card, that will feel so satisfying.


I don’t buy all of the cards I dream about—there are a lot of Michael Jordan cards that are really expensive! But when I do get the ones I want, the anticipation is almost greater than the excitement of actually holding the card in my hand. Before I get it, I can watch the tracking information and see it go from one shipping checkpoint to the next. Then I will finally get the beautiful update that it’s “out for delivery.” When I get home later that day, I’ll grab the bubble mailer and rip it open so I can finally get a look at this card that I’ve been waiting for! I’ll hold it up and look at it as I enjoy the satisfaction of having acquired something that I love so much. But after enjoying that “fulfillment” for a while (maybe thirty seconds to a minute!), I’ll put it in the box where I keep my cards. Usually, not even a full day goes by before I start looking at the rest of that eBay watchlist and telling myself that the next card I get will be the one that will bring longer-lasting contentment.


I am fully aware that this description of my process sounds a whole lot like what kids do on Christmas morning—and what adults laugh about them doing. I’m excited about the “gift.” Then I get what I was dreaming of, but I find that the “joy” it brings is actually just very short-term enjoyment. I need to keep reminding myself that having my little collections of different things is all fine and good, but if I ever find myself thinking that acquiring that one right thing will bring deep satisfaction, I’m chasing the wind. And I need to check that attitude in myself to make sure I’m not teaching my kids or grandkids (even accidentally and without knowing it) that the pursuit and acquisition of “stuff” has the ability to bring joy. Because it absolutely doesn’t. I know it doesn’t, and you know it doesn’t. But I think it’s also true that deep down, a little part of me thinks that maybe it does. And what I know about myself is that if I lose sight of the truth that my identity is found in Christ, there’s a good chance I will accidentally teach my kids that “stuff” has the potential to satisfy.


It’s not fun to think through how this shows up in your own life. Trust me, I just did it for a couple of pages and I don’t love what I’m seeing there! But we need to do it, because ignoring our tendencies to find our identity or satisfaction in anything other than God is essentially setting ourselves up to pass some of these unhelpful and unhealthy approaches on to our kids. They will be able to see how we live our lives, and they will be able to tell where our priorities actually lie—not just where we say they do. I know this is a pretty strong and “in your face” challenge. But I’m making this point so strongly because of how important it is. Our kids need us to model healthy attitudes and behaviors so they can pattern their own attitudes and behaviors on them.


This topic bleeds into so many of the other chapters through this book. How you understand yourself in light of your sexuality impacts how you parent. How you understand yourself in light of your relationship with technology impacts how you parent. How you understand yourself in light of your interpersonal relationships impacts how you parent. In other words, we don’t approach each parenting challenge with a blank mental slate; we bring our own pain, grief, and baggage to many of the things we’re seeing our kids struggle with. And because of that, we may find that we’re reacting rather than responding to some of those situations.


But when we find our true identity in God, we can let go of some of those other things. As we pursue God, we will find that we naturally deprioritize some of the things in which we used to find our identity. That is why spiritual practices like prayer, reading Scripture, and listening to God are so vital. They help us to keep things in the right perspective. And when we have our priorities in order, we are much more likely to set our kids up to do the same!




	
1 You can find Mary’s book for sale on Amazon or at winningathome.com.


	
2 Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation (Norfolk, VA: New Directions Books, 1961), 34–35.


	
3 Paul David Tripp, Parenting (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016), 81.













CHAPTER 2 PARENTING A CHILD WITH MENTAL HEALTH CONCERNS



Dan Seaborn and Dr. Emilie DeYoung


One of the silver linings of the COVID-19 pandemic is that mental health issues have taken center stage in the public arena. You’ve probably seen the mental and emotional toll it’s taken in your own life as well as in those of your friends and coworkers—and you’ve undoubtedly noticed that kids and teens also are really struggling with loneliness, isolation, fatigue, worry, and occasionally, thoughts of harming or killing themselves. Some of those symptoms may be confusing, while others are downright scary. Parenting kids who are navigating mental health issues can be exhausting and can leave us feeling helpless.


Dr. Emilie DeYoung heads our division of Child and Adolescent Therapy at Winning At Home. She started this department and has been leading it since 2005. This chapter will focus on some of the things that Dr. Emilie consistently sees kids and parents struggling to work through together. She’s been seeing children, adolescents, and families for more than twenty-five years and has some great wisdom to pass along to the rest of us.


The Big Two


There are several mental health issues that kids could be struggling with, but by far the two most common are anxiety and depression. If you have never experienced these issues or journeyed with a loved one who has, you may be unfamiliar with the specifics of how this plays out in a person’s life.
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