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  You Can Do It!


Making a Positive Difference

The wise woman builds her house.

—Proverbs 14:1
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Every child needs a positive push in life. An enthusiastic word, a loving smile, or a prayer of support may be just the encouragement a young person needs to send him or her off in the right direction.

That’s where mothers come in. As moms, we have the opportunity every day to boost our children onward and upward. Ours is a highly influential job. Through our affirmative support and loving care, we are in a unique position to help our children reach for their dreams and achieve their God-given potential.

Unfortunately, in the day-to-day struggles of motherhood, our good intentions toward our kids can seem to fly out the window. We may start off the day with a fresh outlook and high expectations, but midway through the second temper tantrum of the morning (theirs, not ours), we somehow lose our handle on the uplifting encouragement we intended to share. How can we be positive when we often feel like the greatest portion of our day is spent correcting, scolding, and trying to avert minor disasters? It doesn’t help that we’re distracted from our efforts to be affirming by the daily chores of running errands, doing laundry, and putting dinner on the table.

I truly believe that most of us start out as positive mothers when that little newborn baby is first laid in our arms. It is easy to look down at that bundle of precious potential and fill our minds with hopes and dreams of what he or she will one day become (through our guidance and influence, of course). But in the aftermath of those blissful moments we begin to deal with the business of everyday life and child rearing, and we discover that it is more challenging to be a positive parent than we ever dreamed.

This book is written to help every mother rediscover and recapture that spirit of affirmation and encouragement—that sense of great expectation and purpose and possibility we all felt in the beginning—even in the midst of the everyday struggles of raising kids. You can do it! These are four powerful words. Our children need to hear them quite often. But today I want to say them to you.

Yes, you can do it! With God’s help and with his Holy Spirit living inside you, you can be, as the writer of Proverbs says, “the wise woman [who] builds her house” (Proverbs 14:1). The seven principles I offer in this book are meant to help you recognize the amazing power that God has put in the hands of positive mothers—and to inspire you to become the positive mom you want and need to be. Each chapter is filled with quotes, scriptures, and real-life examples designed to encourage you and spur you on.

At the close of each chapter is a section called “Power Point” with a suggestion for further Bible study, a model prayer, and an activity to reinforce the principles you’ve just learned. After all, God’s power is not in the reading; it’s in the doing! These Power Point sections lend themselves well to group study with fellow mothers. In fact, studying this book and completing the Power Point steps with other mothers is a great way to find mutual encouragement and support as you seek to become a more positive mom.

Pass It On

I don’t know about you, but I was blessed to have been raised by a positive mom and dad. My mother passed away several years ago, but her discipline and godly character were powerful examples in my life. She was a kind woman with a servant’s heart who prayed continually for her family and friends. For his part, my dad always taught his kids to look at the positive and not dwell on the negative. Even today he is an encourager—always wearing a smile on his face and ready to speak a good word. I learned a great deal from my parents’ positive influence, and part of my desire in writing this book is to pass on to you some of the wisdom they taught me.

Maybe you had positive parents too. Maybe not. Either way, you and I both have the ultimate positive parent: God, our heavenly Father. The principles in this book are powerful and true, not because I had great parents or because I’m an extraordinary mother myself (although I try my best). Rather, they are supremely powerful and absolutely true because they come from God’s Word.

I’ve spoken about these principles in women’s meetings for several years, and I’ve always enjoyed hearing feedback from women who say, “‘The Power of a Positive Mom’ has made me a better mother.” Interestingly enough, I found myself saying these same words as I searched the Scriptures further and did more research to write this book.

I grew to have a deeper prayer life while writing chapter 6 and studying the faith-filled prayers of George Muller. I became more positive and thankful as I considered the importance of “an attitude of gratitude” while writing chapter 10. I added several time-honored traditions to our family celebrations after working on chapter 16. Throughout the writing of the entire book I learned to encourage my children in more effective ways through my words, actions, and example.

I’m just a fellow journeyman (or should I say journeymom) in this adventure of motherhood. The principles in this book have made a strong impact on my parenting abilities, and I believe they will do the same for you. I’ve written in a “mother-friendly” style, short and to the point, because I realize most moms have only small snippets of spare time to take in a chapter or two. So while the kids are napping or playing happily at your feet, take a moment to relish and reflect on the words of refreshment in the pages that follow. You will find the boost of encouragement you need to make it through the rest of the day.

We live in a rapidly changing world. The values that our mothers and fathers grew up with are no longer being taught in the public arena. We find negative influences and declining moral values every where we look, from television to movies to magazines. Our kids desperately need the positive influence of mothers who love them, who love God, and who know how to tap into the power that only he gives.

The seven principles in this book will help you become not only a positive influence in your home, but also in your community—and possibly in the society at large. As you draw upon the ideas presented in these pages, remember that you can make a positive difference in your world one child at a time. There has never been a more critical time for children to experience the power of a positive mom!
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Adam named his wife Eve, because she would become the mother of all the living.

—Genesis 3:20

When Eve was brought unto Adam, he became filled with the Holy Spirit, and gave her the most sanctified, the most glorious of appelations. He called her Eva, that is to say, the Mother of All. He did not style her wife, but simply mother,—mother of all living creatures. In this consists the glory and the most precious ornament of woman.

—Martin Luther
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 Influence beyond Measure


Never Underestimate the Power of a Mother

She is clothed with strength and dignity; she can laugh at the days to come. She speaks with wisdom, and faithful instruction is on her tongue…. Her children arise and call her blessed.

—Proverbs 31:25-26, 28
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Mothers possess a rare form of wisdom. We know important information that others don’t—such as the exact location of the rest room in every grocery store in town and the correct color of cough medicine to administer to a child with a dry, hacking cough. The rest of humanity may not know how to cut sandwiches into animal shapes or which fast-food restaurants have the best playgrounds, but mothers know. And moms are keenly aware that a chocolate ice cream cone cannot be consumed by a preschooler without leaving its mark on a freshly cleaned outfit or finely upholstered furniture. Others seem oblivious to that fact (especially dads!).

Obviously, we mothers make up a highly informed segment of society. Some days we may wish we did not possess such experiential knowledge, but the truth is we wouldn’t trade this job for the world. It’s the toughest job we ever loved!

Motherhood transforms naive, inexperienced young ladies into wise, accomplished women who command respect. Maternal love strengthens us and helps us grow into selfless, thoughtful, and giving adults. I like how author Susan Lapinski describes it: “I guess what I’ve discovered is the humanizing effect of children in my life, stretching me, humbling me. Maybe my thighs aren’t as thin as they used to be; maybe my getaways aren’t as glamorous. Still, I like the woman that motherhood has helped me to become.”1

Yes, being a mom brings out the best in us!

Granted, the work schedule for a mother is a bit challenging: twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year, with no weekends or holidays off. Some people would balk at such impossible hours, but not mothers! God has given us an inexplicable strength—a strength beyond our own strength—that allows us to tend to the multiple needs and cares of our precious charges. Like the Energizer bunny, we just keep going and going despite midnight feedings, sleepless slumber parties, twice-a-week soccer practices (plus a game on Saturday), and overdue science projects. It generally requires a doctor’s orders for a mom to take “sick leave.”

Cathy is a good example. A mother of two preschoolers, she had rarely taken a leave of absence from her job as a mother. But when she found herself restricted to bed rest under a doctor’s care, she called her in-laws to come to the rescue. Before her replacements arrived, however, her three-year-old son, Ryan, approached her and said with deep concern, “Mommy what are we going to do? Who is going to feed us and put us to bed and play with us?” Tears filled his little eyes. “I need you!” he cried.

Ryan recognized the truth that when mom is off-duty, things just aren’t the same. He was consoled only when he was told that Grandma was on her way. At least his grandmother was an experienced mother!

The Worth of a Mom

A study recently conducted by Edelman Financial Services tried to identify the many occupations that a typical mother might be said to hold over the course of a year. The researchers also examined salary data supplied by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, trade groups, and human resource and staffing firms. Putting all the information together, Edelman estimated that a mother’s worth is approximately $507,000 per year! Here is a breakdown of the various tasks typically performed by a mother and the corresponding median salaries:

Animal Caretaker .....$17,500

Executive Chef .....$40,000

Computer Systems Analyst .....$44,000

Financial Manager .....$39,000

Food/Beverage Service Worker .....$20,000

General Office Clerk .....$19,000

Registered Nurse .....$35,000

Management Analyst .....$41,000

Childcare Worker .....$13,000

Housekeeper .....$9,000

Psychologist .....$29,000

Bus Driver .....$32,400

Elementary School Principal .....$58,600

Dietitian/Nutritionist .....$41,600

Property Manager .....$22,600

Social Worker .....$30,000

Recreation Worker .....$15,500

The Edelman study suggested that since a mother wears many hats and is on duty twenty-four hours a day, she deserves a full-time, annual salary for all seventeen positions. And since the retirement, health, and insurance benefits that workers in these positions typically receive were not factored in, the figures should actually be much higher!2

Quite a flattering list, don’t you think? But I noticed that a few items were left out of the calculations. For example:

Kissing a boo-boo .....Priceless

Fixing a favorite meal just the way they like it .....Priceless

Making them feel special on their birthdays .....Priceless

Getting up during the night for feedings or illnesses .....Priceless

Adjudicating sibling disputes .....Priceless

Searching the entire house for a lost gerbil .....Priceless

Cheering enthusiastically from the sidelines .....Priceless

Scratching their backs while they lie in bed .....Priceless

Baking warm cookies for an after-school snack .....Priceless

Telling stories at bedtime .....Priceless

Holding their hands during vaccinations .....Priceless

Giving a hug, a smile, a word of encouragement .....Priceless

There are some things money just can’t buy! While Edelman’s research may have been on the right track, the truth is a mother’s worth is incalculable. Few can duplicate our loving touch. What price tag can be placed on the sense of warmth and comfort we bring to our homes? On the feeling of protection and safety our children enjoy just because we’re nearby? On our uncanny ability to sense our children’s needs before they even ask?

Recently I asked a small group of mothers, “What makes a mother priceless?” One woman responded, “Nobody but a mom can tell when her child is about to throw up!” Who can calculate the worth of that kind of “mothers intuition”?

Tuning Out Popular Opinion

But the world does not necessarily recognize the unique value of motherhood. In fact, we have to fight hard not to be discouraged by current cultural trends that tend to devalue a mother’s role and downplay her influence in the lives of her children. Modern society tells us three myths:

Myth #1: Genetics and Peer Pressure—Not Mothers—Influence Children Most

In her recent book The Nurture Assumption: Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do (Free Press, 1998), author Judith Rich Harris argues that nothing parents do or say will make much difference in influencing their children’s personality, behavior, values, or intelligence. She concludes that genetics and peer pressure are the main factors contributing to the way children turn out. Parents are overrated, in her opinion.

Many experts on children and family issues do not agree with Harris’s premise, however. “The Nurture Assumption is so disturbing,” responds Dr. T. Berry Brazelton, renowned professor of pediatrics at Harvard Medical School. “It devalues what parents are trying to do. To say that they don’t matter, it’s frightening. Then parents may say, ‘If I don’t matter, why should I bother?’”3

Let me state here unequivocally: Parents do matter! A shifting culture and an increasingly humanistic world-view do not change the fact that a mother has always had—and will continue to have—a powerful impact on the development of her children. Certainly peer groups and genetics play a part in what kind of adults children turn out to be; but it is the parents’ involvement that guides their children’s interests and influences the direction of their young lives.

We need look no further than the Bible to see that God has given parents the job of training and teaching their children. In Deuteronomy 6:4-7, Moses charges the Israelites to faithfully impress God’s commandments on their children’s hearts: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.”

Clearly God places in the hands of parents—not peers, not schoolteachers, not government officials, or anyone else—the responsibility for teaching their children to love God and obey his Word. And as parents we have been specially empowered by God to pass on his commandments from generation to generation.

Myth #2: Motherhood Causes Women to Miss Out on the Exciting Things in Life

Modern society is rampant with self-centered philosophies of “self-improvement” and “self-actualization.” We are bombarded daily with messages that tell us we should look out for number one and pursue our own interests and goals at any cost. This pervasive thinking, by implying that the selflessness of motherhood is not a worthy investment of our time and effort, often creates feelings of inadequacy in moms.

The underlying myth is that if we endeavor to be attentive mothers, we are missing out in life. Not so! Life begins with motherhood. What could be more invigorating, more life-giving, than a house full of energetic teenagers wanting to be fed or a handful of toddlers wanting to play hide and seek or a newborn baby wanting to be held?

Besides, as Jesus said in Matthew 10:39, “Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.” Committing ourselves to love and care for our children as God commands—even if it means putting their needs above our own time and time again—is the way to a full and abundant life. Motherhood has this kind of selfless love built into the job description. I can assure you, we aren’t the ones missing out!

Myth #3: Being a Mother Is a Waste of a Womans Talents and Abilities

Certain women’s movements today deny the significance of motherhood, asserting that our talents and abilities could be put to better use. But the truth is motherhood is not only a good use of our talents and abilities, it actually increases and expands them.

Being a mother broadens our world-view and opens our hearts to a deeper compassion and love for others. It constantly exposes us to new challenges and stretches us to learn new skills. Where else but in motherhood can a woman learn to effectively juggle five tasks at once? A typical mother can cook dinner, answer the telephone, and help with the homework while feeding the baby and scolding the dog. She can work at the hospital, shop for the household, do a couple of loads of laundry, write the bills, and still show affection for each of her loved ones. Amazing!

And remember Edelman’s list of occupational roles filled by a mother over a year’s time? Where else could a woman get such extensive on-the-job training?

Still, we often feel put to the challenge when someone asks, “And, what do you do?” Unfortunately, because of the way society thinks, it seems shallow to answer, “I’m a mother.” Even though we know that motherhood is a high and important calling, we feel as though we must be able to list several substantial interests outside the home to satisfy our inquirers. It used to be that our occupation was spoken of with respect and honor; now it’s treated as a mere accessory in the ensemble of life!



[image: Image]For the hand that rocks the cradle is the hand that rules the world.

—W. S. Ross







No language can express the power and beauty and heroism of a mother’s love.[image: Image]

—Edwin H. Chapin



I love the story of the mother who was approached by a young lady conducting a survey in a shopping mall. The interviewer asked the typical question, “What is your occupation?” Feeling a bit bold on this particular day, this astute mom responded, “I’m a manager for human resources and development.” The young lady hesitated for a moment, then slowly wrote down the important-sounding title on her clipboard.

“And what exactly does your job entail?” she asked.

The mother’s response was priceless: “My job requires continuous research and management both in the office and out in the field [translation: in the house and out in the backyard]. Currently, I am busy with three important case studies [translation: I have two sons and a daughter]. It is a demanding job, and I often work around the clock to cover all of my responsibilities. Although the monetary compensation is virtually nonexistent, the rewards and satisfaction go far beyond words.”

The researcher looked at her with great respect and continued with the rest of the questions. When the survey was finished, the mother smiled down at her three young case studies. Then she led them out of the mall and happily treated them to a power lunch at a local fast-food facility.

Now that’s what I call job confidence!

We, too, can be confident in the work we do as moms, knowing that we are making a difference every day in the lives of the children God has placed in our care. Whether we spend a major portion of our day at an office, a school, a hospital, a store, a factory, or at home, we are first and foremost mothers—and we are continuously building values and vision into the lives of our kids.

Sure, it’s easy to become overwhelmed and unduly influenced by the expectations of our culture. But don’t buy the lies! Hold on to what you know deep within your heart: You are absolutely essential in your home and in the lives of your kids. Your job has more than monetary value; it has eternal worth!

Remembering Our Employer

Take a moment now to reflect on the day you first added the word mother to your job title. It was on that day that you began a new and unique journey into the unknown. You took on a monumental obligation and trust, agreeing to a lifelong commitment to love and care for that new person God brought into your life. You probably felt inadequate at the time, but day by day you grew in wisdom, strength, and ability to match the challenges of your new role.

The truth is, mother describes not only what we do, but who we are. From the moment children were first introduced into our lives, we became new people—women with greater purpose, responsibility, and significance.

But if motherhood is our job, for whom do we work? Do we work to please the people of this world—a society that tells us we’re unimportant, even unnecessary? Do we serve only our husband and children? Or are we working to honor our own needs?

Colossians 3:17 gives us the answer. “And whatever you do,” the apostle Paul writes, “whether in word or in deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” Paul continues in verses 23 and 24: “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”

Our work is for the Lord. It is ultimately God we are pleasing as we devote ourselves to our families. It is God who will reward us one day for our untiring effort. If we were working for people in this world, we would no doubt want recognition or pay for our services. But ours is a higher calling. We are not working for money or accolades on earth; we are working with all our heart for the Lord. In fact, our entire job is done from the heart, rooted in the motherly love God has given us for our children.

Dear friend, you and I can go forward with complete job confidence. After all, we work for the greatest employer in the universe! Our work as mothers does matter—because it matters to God. We can wear the title with humility and honor, recognizing that we have the power to influence and mold our children like the precious pieces of human clay that they are.

Listen to the words of this insightful poem:

I took a piece of plastic clay
 And idly fashioned it one day;
 And as my fingers pressed it still,
 It moved and yielded at my will.

I came again when days were past,
 The form I gave it still did last
 And as my fingers pressed it still,
 I could change that form no more at will.

I took a piece of living clay,
 And gently formed it day by day,
 And molded with my power and art,
 A young child’s soft and yielding heart.

I came again when days were gone;
 It was a man I looked upon,
 He still that early impress bore,
 And I could change it never more.4

It’s true: Every new mother holds in her arms a precious bundle of malleable potential waiting to be molded into flourishing adulthood through her tender, loving care. Our job must never be taken lightly! We have a great responsibility—both to God and to our children. As we understand the impact that our words and actions have on the lives of our kids, we realize the monumental nature of our task. But God never gives us a job he doesn’t first equip us to do. As mothers, we have been specially created to influence the lives of the generations that follow.

Consider my friend, Victor Caballero Jr. Victor juggles two demanding jobs. He is a probation officer for a juvenile court during the day and a gymnastics coach in the evenings and on weekends. Victor was one of ten children, raised from his youth by both his mother and grandmother in a household characterized by both strict discipline and unconditional love. He credits these two women with the strength and determination he learned as a young man and which continue to serve him well now.

More than anything else, Victor says, his mother and grandmother taught him the “wisdom of compassion” and how to truly care for others. With great insight, Victor adds, “If anyone understands pain and strength, it is a mother. My mother and grandmother endured much pain in their lives, yet they were incredible pillars of strength mixed with kindness.”

Victor is not alone in recognizing the valuable contribution of the women in his life. Men and women throughout history have given their mothers acclaim and credit for the meaningful encouragement and direction they provided.

Abraham Lincoln, for example, was a great and accomplished president who recognized that he owed much to his mother. She not only taught young Abe to read, but she went to great lengths to obtain books for him. She wanted to enlarge his world and encourage him to rise above the poverty his family experienced. Lincoln later praised his mother’s influence when he said, “All that I am, or hope to be, I owe to my mother.”

The Statue of Liberty offers another magnificent example. Each day hundreds of people visit this great statue to gaze upon the beautiful, feminine figure representing the freedom we experience in this great land. Few realize, however, that they are looking at the image of the sculptor’s mother! Yes, Frederic Bartholdi chose his own mother as the model for the Statue of Liberty since she represented a heroic and influential person in his life. Now her image lights the way for all who enter New York Harbor.

You and I may not have statues fashioned after us. But as mothers, we have a similar opportunity to light the way for our children—to help shape them and direct them toward becoming all that God created them to be. Like Lady Liberty, we too can stand tall!

A Humbling Realization

Before we get too puffed up, however, we must realize that the ultimate provider for the needs of our children is not us, but God. There are times when we cannot be present to assist our children through a crisis or challenge. But God is there, ever present and always able to supply the help our children need.

I recently learned this lesson firsthand when I went on a “Mom’s Weekend Away” with a couple of old high school buddies. Just as we arrived at our hotel, I received a message that my twelve-year-old daughter, Joy, had fallen and dislocated her elbow. She had been rushed to the emergency room of the local hospital by one of our neighbors, and my husband, Curt, had met her there.

“Everything’s under control,” Curt said over the phone. “You don’t need to come home.”

Of course, rushing home was my first instinct. I was only forty minutes away, after all. Surely my baby needed me and would not make it through this crisis without me!

My girlfriends didn’t allow me to persist in my motherly arrogance for long. Curt could certainly handle the situation, they said; and besides, it might just be good for both him and Joy. Even Joy insisted that I didn’t need to come to her rescue.

“Dad’s here,” she said simply.

I’ll be honest. It was difficult for me not to rush to my daughter’s side. But I came to the humbling realization that there are times when our kids can and will make it without us—even should make it without us. It is tempting as mothers to step in and solve all of our children’s problems, thinking we are the only ones who can. The truth is our children need experiences that teach them to cope without us. If we take care of every need and are present in every situation, how will our children learn dependence on God?

Since the accident I’ve noticed that Joy and her father now share a new and unique bond. Yes, I could have stepped in and tried to save the day, but I would have denied them a wonderful opportunity to work through this challenge together. Sometimes we “wonder-moms” need to humble ourselves and get out of the way!

Rest assured, our influence lingers on whether we are right there with our kids or not. Consider what Thomas Edison, one of America’s greatest inventors, had to say about his mother, a wise woman who passed away when Thomas was quite young:

I did not have my mother long, but she cast over me an influence which has lasted all my life. The good effects of her early training I can never lose. If it had not been for her appreciation and her faith in me at a critical time in my experience, I should never likely have become an inventor. I was always a careless boy, and with a mother of different mental caliber, I should have turned out badly. But her firmness, her sweetness, her goodness were potent powers to keep me in the right path. My mother was the making of me.5

Mothers have one of the most powerful jobs on earth. With God’s help, we can influence our children to become world leaders, talented inventors, creative musicians, great athletes, passionate preachers, devoted schoolteachers, committed physicians, and the list goes on. But we must never think pridefully that we are the sole influence in our children’s lives! The truth is that while Thomas Edison was greatly influenced by his mother, he somehow made it through most of his life without her. God can use fathers, grandparents, youth leaders, teachers, and friends to assist our children along their journeys. And we should be glad for the assistance!

Someone has said, “God couldn’t be everywhere at once, so he created mothers.” Not true! God can be everywhere at once. He is omnipresent. On the contrary, it is the mother who cannot be there to meet every need and resolve every crisis in her children’s lives. Yes, we are highly influential; but let us respectfully and reverently recognize our capabilities and limitations.

God has given each of us the responsibility to train, nurture, develop, prepare, and teach the precious children he has put in our care. Through us—and with his constant guiding presence—he is raising up the next generation. May we be faithful to our high calling! The world may not reward us for our selfless love and diligence. It may never give mothers the credit they are due. But we can still keep going and going—fully assured that one day, in the kingdom that is eternal, we will hear our heavenly Father say, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”

POWER POINT

[image: Image]Read: Romans 12. How do these verses encourage you in your role as a mother? Underline or copy the significant verses. Choose one to memorize this week.

[image: Image]Pray: Wonderful Father, thank you for allowing me to participate in the glorious occupation of motherhood. Thank you for being the perfect parent—and the perfect role model! Please help me to remember that my job is significant and eternally important. Help me to glorify you as I work, teach, play, change diapers, and make sandwiches each day. Bless my family with peace and safety as we grow to honor you. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.

[image: Image]Do: On a large index card, write out your job description. Be creative and include all of your responsibilities. Here’s an example:



Investor in Human Resources

Encourages and instructs all clients as to the best use of their time, gifts and talents. Invests love, care, strength, and tears into all clients’ accounts. Drives to most locations. Attends all performances and events in which clients are participating. Provides for basic needs of food, clothing, and clean house. Irons occasionally upon request.



Write out Colossians 3:17 on the lower portion of the card, then place the card on your bathroom mirror or in a frame near your kitchen sink. Use it as a constant reminder of your job’s significance—and the name of your employer.



[image: Image]
 The Secret to Your Success


Plugging Into Your Power Source

Of course I’d like to be the ideal mother. But I’m too busy raising children.

—from the comic strip “The Family Circus” by Bil Keane

[image: Image]

Let’s be honest. During a typical day in the life of a mother, there are times when it is easy to be a positive person, and there are times when it is not so easy. For me and many of the moms I talk to, the most difficult time to be positive is the hour before dinner. The “killer hour,” as many mothers call it, tends to be the time when everyone in the house (including mom) is tired, hungry, and needy. The kids need help with their homework, the baby needs someone to hold her, hubby needs food on the table, and mom needs to figure out some creative way to put together a meal from whatever items happen to be in the pantry or refrigerator. This is the hour that has been known to frazzle even the most positive of moms!

Recently a friend sent me a list of tips on how to be an uplifting wife and mother during the killer hour. Apparently it comes from an old high school home economics book used back in the 1950s. I imagine you will find these guidelines as interesting as I did:

Instructions for Housewives

 	Have dinner ready. Plan ahead, even the night before, to have a delicious meal on the table—on time. This is a way of letting your husband know that you have been thinking about him and are concerned about his needs.
 	Prepare yourself. Take fifteen minutes to rest so you will be refreshed when your husband arrives. Touch up your makeup, put a ribbon in your hair, and be fresh looking. He has just been with a lot of work-weary people. Be a little gay and a little more interesting. His boring day may need a lift.
 	Clear away the clutter. Make one last trip through the main part of the house just before your husband arrives, gathering up schoolbooks, toys, paper, etc. Then run a dustcloth over the tables. Your husband will feel he has reached a haven of rest and order, and it will give you a lift too.
 	Prepare the children. Take a few minutes to wash the children’s hands and faces. If they are small, comb their hair, and if necessary, change their clothes. They are little treasures, and he would like to see them playing the part.
 	Minimize the noise. At the time of his arrival, eliminate all noise of washer, dryer, dishwasher, or vacuum. Try to encourage the children to be quiet. Be happy to see him.
 	Some don’ts: Don’t greet him with problems or complaints. Don’t complain if he’s late for dinner. Count this as minor compared with what he might have gone through during the day.
 	Make him comfortable. Have him lean back in a comfortable chair or suggest he lie down in the bedroom. Have a cool or warm drink ready for him. Arrange his pillow and offer to take off his shoes. Speak in a low, soft, soothing, and pleasant voice. Allow him to relax and unwind.

 	Listen to him. You may have a dozen things to tell him, but the moment of his arrival is not the time. Let him talk first.
 	Make the evening his. Never complain if he does not take you out to dinner or to other places of entertainment; instead, try to understand his world of strain and pressure and his need to be home and relax.
 	The goal: Try to make your home a place of peace and order where your husband can feel refreshed.



A few things have changed in our society since the 1950s, don’t you agree? It’s safe to assume we’d never find these ten tips in a modern textbook! Of course, the “old-fashioned” instructions are not all bad. When I read them to my husband, Curt, he looked at me with a straight face and said, “So what’s so funny? I think these tips are great!”

What husband wouldn’t like such treatment? (Hey, I’d like someone to do the same for me!) But the reality of life at the beginning of the twenty-first century is that women have new and different responsibilities than they had a half-century ago. Instead of preparing a wonderful, three-course dinner to place on the table at exactly six o’clock, the modern mom spends the killer hour hurrying home through rush-hour traffic after leaving her own job or picking up the kids from soccer practice and ballet lessons. Greeting her husband at the door with a smile is likely to be replaced by a quick hello on the cell phone as she runs off to her PTA meeting and he stops to pick up burgers and fries for the kids.

But while our world has changed in many ways, I believe it is still possible to be a positive wife and mom. We may not follow the ten textbook tips from the 1950s, but we can learn to be affirming parents and spouses no matter what decade we live in.

No Perfect Moms

What expectations do you have for yourself as a mother? Do you want a spotless house? Perfectly mannered kids? A Martha Stewart image? No doubt, you, like me, have a picture in your mind of what a “supermom” looks like. But is your vision realistic or just a glorified picture of what you think you ought to be?

Being a positive mom doesn’t mean you have to be a perfect mom. Quite the contrary; the vocabulary of a positive mom generally does not contain the word perfect. A positive mom realizes that neither circumstances nor people are ever perfect. She is realistic in her expectations, recognizing that her husband and children have weaknesses as well as strengths. And most importantly, she humbly acknowledges that she has a fair amount of flaws herself.

The truth is we bring to our families a variety of strengths and weaknesses, talents and faults. As Psalm 139:14 reminds us, we are “fearfully and wonderfully made.” God knew just what he was doing when he made each one of us—imperfections and all! In fact, he uses our unique combinations of abilities and disabilities to help build loving and balanced homes. Our success as positive mothers begins as we realize that we are glorious creations—a special blend of strengths and shortcomings that God has put together to create a beautiful work of human art, known to our families as “mom.”

Often, however, we are tempted to compare ourselves to other women—even to “perfect” television moms—and we forget that God has created us as unique mothers designed with exacting care to benefit our unique homes and families. Personally, I find comfort in the wisdom of an old Chinese proverb: “Nobody’s family can hang out the sign, ‘Nothing the Matter Here.’” Other families and other mothers may look like they have it all together, but in reality they, like us, have their good points along with their flaws, their challenges, and their regrets.

One of my glaring flaws, for example, is that I am “time impaired.” I always seem to be running late. My tardiness is not necessarily the result of selfishness or rudeness, however, but rather a failure to prioritize. I tend to become engrossed in my work, a conversation with a friend, or an activity with my kids, and I simply forget to look at the clock. God has used my family to help me be more time-conscious; they have to be on time to school, practices, and the like, and I’m the one who has to get them there! But God has also used this particular fault to stretch my family, helping them to understand that there are times when a conversation is more important than a schedule. Sometimes we have to be both flexible and forgiving.

Don’t be discouraged by your weaknesses; determine instead to build on your strengths. Rejoice that God is at work in your life. He created you. He is developing you. And he is not finished with you yet! Take encouragement from the words of the apostle Paul: “[I am] confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6).

One Day at a Time

Schedules are one of those areas in which we often compare ourselves to other moms. “Oh, she accomplishes so much!” we hear people say in admiration of a mother who juggles an overwhelming load of responsibilities. But is it realistic to expect that we can we do it all?

It is tempting to think of filling our schedules with a wide assortment of activities and interests. There’s so much for a modern woman to do: find a job, take a class, go to the gym, join a service organization, volunteer at the hospital, host a play group—and the list could go on. But as ironic as it may seem, a positive mom must learn to sometimes give a negative response. In a society offering such myriad opportunities, it is essential that we learn to sometimes say no.



Today, I live in the quiet, joyous expectation of good.[image: Image]

—Ernest Holmes



Usually our decision is not a matter of choosing between good activities and bad ones. For the modern mom, there are many wonderful, bright, intriguing, and fulfilling interests to choose from, and all of them are likely to be equally good.

But as Solomon reminds us in Ecclesiastes 3:1, “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven.” We don’t need to do it all right now! In fact, we must guard against adding too many distractions that will take us away from our main attraction: our relationship with God and our families.

What is on your plate right now? Make a list of all the activities in which you are currently involved. Now add to the list all of your children’s activities. (After all, your kids’ activities become yours when you drive them to and from practices and classes, attend games and recitals, and volunteer to help out at fund-raisers and concession stands.)

Pretty busy, huh? Is there anything on the list you don’t really have to be doing? Is there anything on the list you sense God telling you to stop doing? You and I must reexamine our activity load on a regular basis, asking ourselves these important questions and making adjustments in our schedules as needed. Although we may think an overflowing plate of activities and interests makes us “well-rounded,” the truth is it is more likely to stress us out and make us ineffective in our areas of primary responsibility.

Life always presents us with choices, and some are admittedly hard to make. For many moms it is easier to say yes than it is to say no. But just because you are asked to be president of the women’s organization (or the coordinator for the school fund-raiser or the teacher for the five-year-olds at Vacation Bible School) doesn’t mean you must accept. Is it best for your family? Will it use or enhance your gifts and talents? What is the time commitment? Is your husband supportive? Have you prayed about it? These are questions you and I should ask ourselves before saying yes to any new activity.

Ultimately, when it comes to our schedules, we need to follow God’s direction and “lean not on [our] own understanding” (Proverbs 3:5). After all, only God knows what the future holds.

When my daughter Joy was in the second grade, I was asked to be a room mother. Of course, I wanted to help out in Joy’s class in any way I could, so I immediately said yes. At the time, I was already committed to serve on the school’s Board of Trustees and co-lead a large troop of Sonshine Girls (an after-school, character-building club). In addition, my girls were involved in a number of other extracurricular sports and interests that kept me hopping.

Then, shortly after the school year began, I got a call from a publisher asking me to write a book based on a proposal I’d submitted. That was an opportunity I had been waiting for! Suddenly my plate was so full that it was overflowing—and I found myself constantly struggling to keep from making a mess. How did I make it through that year? Only by God’s grace. But I’m convinced that if I had just sought his direction back at the beginning of the school year, God—who knew that the book project was around the corner—would have guided me into a less harried, more balanced schedule.

A Personal Mission Statement

One of the greatest gifts we can give our families is to stop rushing down the fast lane and start doing what matters most. And what does matter most? Sometimes we have trouble answering that question because our minds are clouded by the “tyranny of the urgent.” We think the most important thing is the thing that’s screaming the loudest for our attention. As a result we zoom through life as if it were a sprint race instead of slowing down and relishing it as a meaningful journey.

We can learn a valuable lesson from a recent Special Olympics held in Seattle, Washington. In the 100-meter dash the contestants lined up, ready to run. Then, as the race began, they started out at a slow but steady pace—that is, all except one. Back near the starting line, a young boy with Down Syndrome tripped on the asphalt and fell to the ground. The other runners heard him cry out, and one by one they turned to see what had happened to their friend. Forgetting the race, each one went to the fallen boy’s aid. One bent down and kissed the boy’s knee and said, “It will be okay.” Another helped him to his feet. Then all the contestants joined hands and walked across the finish line together! The crowd cheered for several minutes as they realized they’d just witnessed an amazing demonstration of selfless love.

Is our objective to be the mom who accomplished the most when we come to the end of the race of life? In the rush to get ahead and get things done, are we taking time to love and enjoy the people God has placed in our care? What is our goal in life supposed to be?

I believe each woman must answer these questions personally and individually. We must prayerfully consider the purpose God has given us as mothers. I’ve found it helpful to actually write a statement of purpose—a mission statement—for my life. This is a declaration of what I believe my life should be about, and it is a helpful guide when I lose my bearings in the midst of the whirlwind around me. Perhaps you will want to write your own mission statement. Here’s a sample you can adapt for your purposes:

My Personal Statement of Belief and Purpose

I believe Christ died on the cross for my sins and his Holy Spirit dwells within me, helping me to live according to God’s will each day. It is my ultimate goal in life to honor him in all I do.

I believe I was created by God with unique gifts, talents, and abilities that he can use to bless and enrich my family and the people around me.

My strengths include __________.

I recognize that I also have weaknesses that I will try to minimize or overcome with God’s help.

I believe my purpose in life is to _______.

My hope for my family is ________.

Your personal statement may read differently, but it should reflect what is truly important to you. When you’re finished, share it with your husband and children and ask for their encouragement and accountability.

There are actually several reasons for writing out a life purpose. First, when we know where we are going, we can take the right roads to get there. Without direction we tend to wander aimlessly, doing everything that comes along as society pulls us in many different directions.

Second, a mission statement helps us reflect on what truly matters most in the race of life and helps us to pace ourselves for the long run. “Raising children is not unlike a long-distance race in which the contestants must learn to pace themselves,” Christian psychologist Dr. James Dobson says. “That is the secret to winning.”1

Our personal statement also keeps us focused in a positive direction, helping us live our lives with a clear purpose. “The secret of success is constancy in purpose,” Benjamin Disraeli once said.2 With this written reminder of our beliefs, hopes, and dreams, we are better able to focus our strengths toward our life goals and keep our attention off of our weaknesses.

Plugged Into the Power Source

Cell phones used to be a luxury item; now they seem to be a necessity. It’s hard to remember how I ever got by without mine! There’s only one thing I hate about them: They have to be connected regularly to a power source in order to be recharged. Many times I’ve had to make an important call only to see the display on the phone blink “low battery.” Cell phones may be a great convenience when they are fully charged, but they are useless if they run out of juice!

The same is true for mothers. Our batteries get drained too. We get tired physically and emotionally from the constant effort to discipline, entertain, and care for our kids. There are days when we feel overwhelmed. Most of us can relate to Erma Bombeck, who said, “When my kids become wild and unruly, I use a nice, safe playpen. When they’re finished, I climb out.”3 We all need a break, a respite, a safe haven in which we can reenergize from the cares of motherhood.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could plug into an outlet and recharge our battery as easily as we juice up our cell phones? But while we may not be able to recharge electrically, we can spiritually. God’s Holy Spirit is our power source, and he is “ever-ready” to meet our needs. The Bible tells us the Holy Spirit helps us in our weaknesses (Romans 8:26). He strengthens and encourages us (Acts 9:31). He leads and guides us (John 16:13). He renews us and replenishes us (Isaiah 32:15). As God’s Spirit is at work in our lives, he brings forth wonderful fruit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self control (Galatians 5:22-23).

Have you plugged into the power source? Has the Holy Spirit come to dwell in your life? The Bible is quite clear that when we believe in Jesus Christ and trust him for salvation, he places his Holy Spirit within us (Ephesians 1:13-14).

God’s plan is simple: It starts with faith in Jesus. John 1:12 says, “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” What about you? Do you have a relationship with your heavenly Father, the Living God? If not, perhaps you would like to take a moment right now to examine the Scriptures (I suggest reading the Gospel of John in a modern Bible translation) and discover for yourself Gods beautiful message of salvation—the good news.

What do I mean by good news? The good news is that God loves us. Although none of us is completely good and pure, God—who is perfectly good—wants to have a relationship with us. Jesus came to offer his life as the price for our sins so we could be clean and forgiven before God. Now we can have a relationship with the heavenly Father simply by believing that Jesus gave his life for us. We can’t work our way into heaven; we can’t do enough good deeds to make up for our bad ones. We only have to put our faith in Christ.

Here it is in a nutshell: Out of love for you and me, Jesus came to this earth to die on the cross for our sins. He rose from the dead, giving us hope of eternal life. Now that’s good news!

When we are connected with Christ through our faith in him, we are automatically plugged into the power of his Holy Spirit. The Bible says that same great power that brought Jesus back from the grave is at work in the life of every believer (Romans 8:11). That power is flowing from his end; we just need to throw open the switch on ours. We do that by abiding in Christ day by day—by acknowledging his supremacy in our lives, following his leading, and obeying his Word.

When we learn to “plug in” daily, we can begin to experience on a regular basis the spiritual refreshment that only God can give. We can begin to bear the fruits of “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23). And that, dear friends, is the real secret to our success as positive moms.



[image: Image]Commit to the LORD whatever you do, and your plans will succeed.

—Proverbs 16:3





POWER POINT

[image: Image]Read: Romans 8 in an easy-to-understand Bible translation. Notice the verses that deal specifically with the Holy Spirit’s work in your life. Choose several verses to memorize (I suggest verses 28, 38, and 39).

[image: Image]Pray: Thank you, God, that you have not left me alone to try to live life by myself. Thank you for your Holy Spirit, who lives in me and helps me to be a positive, loving, peaceful, and joyful person each day. Your power—and not my own—is at work in my life, making me the woman you want me to be. Thank you for forgiving my sins and loving me through my weaknesses. Help me to be a positive mom today. In Christ’s name, amen.

[image: Image]Do: Prayerfully prepare your own personal mission statement. You may want to refer to the example given earlier in this chapter to help you get started.


Principle #1
 [image: Image]


[image: Image]

Therefore encourage one another and build each other up.

—1 Thessalonians 5:11

[image: Image]

Few things in the world are more powerful than a positive push. A smile. A word of optimism and hope. A “you can do it” when things are tough.

—Richard M. De Vos



[image: Image]
 Apples of Gold


The Positive Impact of a Good Word

A word aptly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver.

—Proverbs 25:11

[image: Image]

A number of years ago, a junior high teacher from Minnesota wrote a letter to “Dear Abby” telling the story of a remarkable life lesson she learned from her students. She began by describing a difficult day in her math class when the kids were particularly cranky with one another and discouraged about the lesson. Frustrated, the teacher told the class to put away their math books and place one sheet of blank paper on their desks. She then instructed them to list the names of their classmates along the left-hand side of the page and write next to each name the nicest thing they could think of to say about each person. The impromptu exercise helped, because as the students turned in their assignments, the teacher noticed that everyone was a little more relaxed and at ease.

Over that weekend, the teacher took the time to write each student’s name on a blank page and painstakingly copied the kind thoughts that were expressed about each of the kids. On Monday morning, she handed the students their lists. The room was abuzz with whispers and comments such as, “Wow, really?” “I didn’t know anyone liked me that much!” “I never knew that meant anything to anyone.” Then the assignment was put away, and class continued with the students feeling better about themselves and each other.

Years later, the math teacher attended the untimely funeral of one of her students who was killed while serving his country in Vietnam. After the service, the parents of this brave young man approached the teacher and said, “We want to show you something Mark was carrying when he was killed.” The father pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his wallet, and as he unfolded it, the teacher recognized her handwriting. It was the paper from that long-ago assignment consisting of all the nice things the young man’s classmates had said about him! The parents thanked the teacher, saying that their son had always treasured the encouraging words.

Other former students standing nearby spoke up. One smiled sheepishly, saying he kept his list of compliments in his top desk drawer at home. Another said his sheet had been placed in his wedding album. A third person pulled out his wallet and proudly displayed his folded page as if it were a prized possession. Overwhelmed, the teacher sat down and cried, realizing the full value of that impromptu assignment and the power of encouraging words.

Abby responded to the teacher’s letter in her column with a quote from George Herbert: “Good words are worth much and cost little.”1

There is no greater investment we can make in the lives of our children than giving them generous doses of encouraging words. It costs us so little in time and effort, but the rewards are priceless. When our young people are reminded of their God-given value, they receive deposits of confidence, security, and well-being in their emotional bank accounts. They begin building on their strengths, knowing they have something to contribute to this world. On the other hand, when our children have nothing positive to believe about themselves, their emotional bank accounts can become bankrupt—overdrawn by the negative comments and disappointments that occur every day in the world around them.

The old adage “Sticks and stones can break my bones but words will never hurt me” is certainly not true. Think back to when you were a child. Do you remember a taunt or jeer you received from other kids at some point in your growing-up years? Most of us can! No matter how small or insignificant the comment was, the hurt can still linger in our memories. Isn’t it amazing that we still remember these incidents, even though many years have come and gone?

Some psychologists say that for every negative comment a person receives, they need to hear ten positive comments to overcome the effects of the negative one. Ten to one—now that’s a lot of positive words, especially when you consider all the negative input our kids are likely to encounter during a typical day.

It is easy for any child to become a target for cruel words in today’s society. Kids ridicule each other for everything from physical features to clothes to being a “goody-goody.” The adolescent years can be especially difficult with its added pressure on young teens to “fit in” and belong to a group. Many of the school shootings reported in the national media in recent years were carried out by kids who were ridiculed by their classmates or treated like outcasts. The hurt that comes from being mocked or ostracized can leave an indelible imprint on a child’s impressionable mind.

Even a caring family member, youth leader, or teacher can make a careless statement and unknowingly hurt a child. What may seem to an adult like a slight or simple comment can loom large to a young person. I remember an incident my daughter Grace experienced when she was five years old. Grace is a lovely young lady, and she is blessed with a good many freckles on her face. One day at church, a well-meaning adult commented on her appearance and concluded, “Your nickname should be ‘Freckles’!” What seemed like a quaint observation to the woman crushed Grace, who had not realized that her freckles were so noticeable to others. It actually took many more than ten positive comments from mom to overcome this one negative comment that had unintentionally hurt Grace’s feelings.



When someone does something good, applaud. You will make two people happy.

—Samuel Goldwyn



Reckless words and unkind criticism are like a highway demolition crew in our children’s hearts. They have the potential to cause great damage and make for a rocky road in life. But as mothers, we have the responsibility and the privilege of filling in the potholes. Do the math. If our kids encounter just two negative comments or put-downs during the course of the day, they need approximately twenty fillings of love and appreciation to plug up the potholes.

How many times during a typical day do you build your child up with encouraging words? Two, maybe three times? Some days, that may not be enough! We need to be deliberate about building up our children’s strengths and putting regular deposits in their emotional bank accounts. We need to make sure they’re getting a positive picture of who they are.

Not that our children’s sense of self-worth should be dependent on the affirmation we give them. This is an important concept to understand and pass on. Our children’s self-worth, like our own, must be based on the fact that God made us and loves us. Every person has value as a beautiful and miraculous creation of their heavenly Father. We affirm our kids—and others—not because they are dependent on praise, but because our encouragement can provide them with the strength they need to press on to reach their full potential. In fact, the word encourage means “to put courage into, to give strength.” We have the responsibility each day to give strength and courage to our children to help them face life’s opportunities and challenges.

As part of that process, we need to teach our kids that they are valuable no matter what comments are made about them, good or bad. “If God is for us, who can be against us?” Paul writes in Romans 8:31. From an early age, children need to establish in their hearts and minds that their worth is not wrapped up in what they do or what anyone else thinks about what they do; rather, it is based on who they are in Christ.

Consider the analogy of a luxury car and the fuel we put into it to make it run. The positive affirmation we give our children is the gasoline we put in the tank of their car. The car has value whether we put gas in the tank or not; but if we want the car to go somewhere and stay in good condition, we need to fill it up with quality fuel. Our kids have great value. The more we fill them with the fuel of encouragement, the more energy they will have to reach their goals and follow their dreams.

Are you filling your kids with quality, high-octane fuel? Proverbs 12:25 says, “An anxious heart weighs a man down, but a kind word cheers him up.” Our kind words and encouragement have a powerful effect in our children’s lives. They’re some of the most effective tools available for positive moms.

Be on the Lookout!

Sometimes my kids must think I have an invisible magnifying glass that focuses in on everything they do wrong. I can’t blame them. There are definitely days when it seems I’m constantly finding something to correct in their actions or conversation. I’m not totally out of line, of course; it is my job as a parent to discipline, train, and help my kids grow into well-behaved young adults.

Most moms, I think, are like me—fairly adept at discovering their children’s faults. Somehow it’s easier for us to find and focus on our kids’ mistakes than it is to be attentive to what they are doing right. But our challenge as positive moms is to identify our children’s positive attributes and actions and encourage them in those things. Unfortunately, no one has invented a magnifying glass powerful enough to uncover the good in our children. We have to make our own observations—and some days that can be difficult!

In the summer of 1998, our family had an exciting opportunity to go to London for a business conference. Imagine our delight when, several months before the trip, my husband decided we should take an extra week to see Paris as well! To prepare for our journey, I immediately began teaching Grace and Joy about the French culture and language. We learned about key points of interest such as the Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe, the Louvre, the palace at Versailles, and more.

The Eiffel Tower seemed to capture the girls’ imagination the most, and as our plane touched down in the French capital, they pressed their noses to the window to search for the famous landmark. Sure enough, they found it! During the taxi drive to the hotel, they found it again. Then they found it from our hotel window. In fact, every place we went in Paris and the surrounding areas, they were on the lookout for the Eiffel Tower—and they found it every time!

Why were they able to find it? Because they were looking for it! We too can find the good qualities in our children. They’ll pop out at us from nearly every vantage point if we’ll just be on the lookout for them.

What are the Eiffel Towers in our children’s lives? We need to be on the lookout for qualities such as kindness, gentleness, joyfulness, gratitude, self-control, patience—attributes the Bible calls “fruit of the Spirit” (see Galatians 5:22-23). We should notice and encourage these qualities as we see them begin to sprout in our children’s words and actions. Unique talents and abilities (a good singing voice, a skill in soccer, a mind for math, a way with words, an artistic flair, etc.) offer additional opportunities to encourage our kids to reach for their highest potential. We must simply be determined to find these points of praise! Just as my daughters were bent on finding the Eiffel Tower from every location in Paris, we can be on the lookout for our children’s positive gifts and attributes in everything they do from day to day.

How do we identify these pillars of positive potential? We begin by paying attention to our children’s interests. Do they enjoy drawing? Odds are we will find an opportunity to give a sincere compliment as we observe their finished artwork or watch them create a new masterpiece. Do they like to swim? We need to take a moment to watch them paddle in the pool and verbally admire their skill. The key is making ourselves available to our kids. How can we comment on a soccer game we didn’t see? Or praise a poem we didn’t take the time to read? To be positive moms, we need to spend quantity as well as quality time with our children.

Secondly, until encouragement becomes habit, we need to remind ourselves to fill up our children’s emotional fuel tanks with accolades. Unfortunately, our kids don’t come with an “affirmation gauge” like the gas gauge in our cars. We don’t necessarily get a warning that lets us know they’re almost on “empty.” We need to stay constantly on the lookout for good and admirable qualities so we can seize the moment and offer encouragement when an opportunity arises.

While shopping recently, I found a pillbox in the shape of the Eiffel Tower. The price was fair, so I purchased it and set it on a bookshelf in my study. Now it serves as a daily reminder to diligently and deliberately search for the good qualities in my daughters and find opportunities to strengthen them through my words. What will help you remember to encourage your kids? Perhaps you can purchase several inexpensive magnifying glasses at a local drugstore and attach a note to the glasses saying, “Have you searched for the good in your child today?” Then you can place the magnifying glasses in strategic places you’re sure to see, such as by your purse or in the pantry or in the car. Or you might draw a little gauge on an index card and write yourself a note saying, “Have you put fuel in your kid’s emotional tank today?”



I have yet to find the man, however exalted his station, who did not do work and put forth greater effort under a spirit of approval than under a spirit of criticism.

—Charles Schwab





Experts say the best way to form a new habit is to deliberately do the action for at least twenty-one consecutive days. Why not begin now to form the habit of speaking positive words to your children? Set a goal of saying at least three encouraging comments to each child each day. As you put them to bed at night, check to see if you have put enough verbal deposits in their emotional bank accounts that day. If you come up short, you can use this bedside time to make up the difference before they doze off.

Be deliberate and persistent for three weeks. Look for those opportune times when you have a quiet moment or two with your child. Besides bedtime, I find the two best times for me to compliment and encourage my daughters are when I take them to school and when I pick them up in the afternoon. It’s easy for me to think of good things to say about them as I send them off in the morning, and I can usually find areas for encouragement in our afternoon review of the day’s events.

We need to practice this “attitude of accolades” in order to make affirmation and encouragement natural parts of our daily conversation. But the best practice is not done with our kids, our spouse, or any other person. The best practice is to begin each day by praising our heavenly Father. We should, after all, adore him first and foremost in our lives. “I will praise the LORD all my life, I will sing praise to my God as long as I live,” the psalmist wrote in Psalm 146:2. As we focus on the praiseworthy qualities of Almighty God and form the habit of praising him, we can’t help but become more positive and encouraging—and more likely to have positive comments on the tips of our tongues for our children and others.

Giving Strength through Our Words

When it comes to strengthening and encouraging our kids, there are four guidelines that can help our words have greater power and effectiveness.

1. Be Specific

“You’re terrific!” “Wow, you did great!” “Super job!” These are uplifting sentiments that can encourage and inspire our children, and our kids certainly benefit from hearing them. Brief, general phrases like these have their time and their purpose. But if we truly want to give a special gift to our children, we need to offer them specific compliments. Instead of broad statements that could fit almost anyone doing almost anything, “personalized praise” lets our kids know we’re really paying attention.

“I think you are a terrific goalie. Very few soccer goalies can stop the side kicks like you can.” “I loved the way you painted that picture. You really have an eye for color!” By using specifics, we not only give our children a wonderful gift, we add a beautiful bow and a card that says, “This compliment is meant for you, and only you.” Children recognize our sincerity when we use specific details to describe the qualities we appreciate about them.

2. Be Prepared

It may seem insincere to prepare positive comments in advance, but preparation doesn’t undermine the sincerity we want to convey to our kids. A public speaker is not deemed insincere simply because she has planned out what she is going to say beforehand. Quite the contrary; she is able to deliver a much better, more thoughtful address when she puts her thoughts together in advance.

The same is true for moms and positive comments. It never hurts to be prepared! If we know we will be attending our daughter’s piano recital, for example, we can think of some specific compliments that will fit the situation. “Honey, I am so proud of you,” we might say. “It takes a lot of courage to play in front an audience, and you did so well. I especially liked …”

Here are some other comments we can have ready to use when the time and place is right:

 	“I love spending time with you. You are a bright spot in my day.”
 	“I’ll never forget the day you were born. You were so beautiful, and you still are.”
 	“God made you special, and I am so glad he made you a part of this family.”
 	“You gave it your best effort. That makes me proud of you. You are a hard worker.”
 	“Your hugs are so special. Can I have one right now?”
 	“You did a fantastic job! Your hard work and preparation paid off!”
 	“I love the way you _______. I can tell God has given you a special talent.”
 	“Thank you for _______. You bring joy to our family.”
 	“I appreciate the way you _______. You are a very thoughtful person.”



3. Be Creative

It is helpful to use a variety of ways to express affirmation and encouragement to your family members. Variety is the spice of life, they say—even when it comes to speaking positive words.

Several years ago, the Camp Fire Boys and Girls declared a national “Absolutely Incredible Kid Day.” Recognizing the value of affirmative words to children, the organization encouraged parents, teachers, and youth workers to get creative and write special notes of appreciation and praise to the kids in their care. The goal of the Camp Fire effort was to get adults to begin raving about their children’s assets—and to promote the best qualities of the next generation.

We don’t need a national holiday to write special notes to our children. We can pen a sentence or two on a sticky pad or note card and leave it:

 	On their pillow
 	In their lunch box
 	In their shoes
 	On the door to their room
 	In their backpack
 	Between the pages of a textbook or their Bible
 	On the bathroom mirror



For more variety, try e-mailing a note to your child or sending a card through the mail. (It’s always fun to receive a letter in the mailbox.) Or write a few sentences of encouragement, fold the paper into a small box, and wrap the box with fancy paper and a bow. Then present the gift at a special moment.

If you want to get even more creative, make an audio or videotape expressing your appreciation for your child. (You can bet that tape will be played over and over again!) If you have a poetic bent, write a poem or song. Or use the letters in your child’s name to make an acronym, with each letter standing for some positive trait you see. Then add artwork (if you can) and frame the page.

4. Be Resourceful

There are many good resources that can serve as catalysts for our positive words. Bible verses can be particularly effective in offering godly compliments and building on eternal qualities such as love, joy, and peace. I’ll never forget the letter I got from my boyfriend Curt (now my husband!) the summer I served as a camp counselor in East Texas. He quoted from Proverbs 31:29: “Many women do noble things, but you surpass them all.” Wow! I walked a little taller that day, knowing that Curt cared enough to compliment me with such a meaningful verse!

We can use Scripture to encourage our children as well. We can compliment them on demonstrating the same kind of loyalty that Ruth showed toward Naomi or being a good friend like Jonathan was to David. Quoting from Psalm 139:13-16, we can assure them that God designed them to be unique and special. Turning to Proverbs 1:7, we can let them know they show wisdom when they reverence the Lord. As we read the Beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount, we can tell our kids that we see in them a pure heart or a hunger and thirst for righteousness. From 1 Corinthians 13 we can point out the qualities of love we see in their words and actions.

Reading books or watching television or movies with our children can be resources too—offering both good examples for comparison and bad examples for contrast. For instance, as we read Little House on the Prairie by Laura Ingalls Wilder or watch reruns of the old television show, we can point out Laura’s respect for her parents and say, “I’m grateful that you have the same kind of respect for your dad and me that Laura seems to have for her parents.” Later, as we read Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer or watch one of the movies adapted from the book, we can point out the heartache that Tom’s troublemaking caused Aunt Polly and say, “I’m certainly thankful for the way you behave. Your obedience is a blessing to me.” After a comment like that from mom, a child is not going to want to run toward mischief anytime soon!

The Right Kind of Attention

A number of years ago a peculiar man decided to dress up in a silly-looking red Spiderman suit, attach suction cups to his hands and feet, and climb up the side of one of the tallest buildings in the world. When he reached the top, 125 stories up, the crowd that had gathered below broke out in thunderous applause. Both the police and news reporters were on the roof ready to greet the self-made superhero.

“Why did you do it?” they asked.

His reply was simple: “I love to hear the applause.”2

A man risks his life in a pair of red pajamas—just to hear the applause of people! It is amazing the lengths we will go to receive encouragement and praise. But as William James once said, “The deepest craving of human nature is the need to feel appreciated.”3

Children are no exception. In fact, I’m convinced kids are born with an invisible sign around their necks that says, “I want to feel important.” Too often, however, they must struggle to gain the attention and praise they need from the important people in their lives. Schoolteachers know that children who do not seem to get enough attention for doing the right things are the ones who tend to act up. In the kids’ minds, negative attention is better than no attention.
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