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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED

to faithful parents who have been persistent and consistent through the good times and the hard times May your children rise up and call you “blessed.”

to weary parents who are in the thick of it right now May you be given wisdom, perseverance, great joy—and a sense of humor!

to young couples and new parents who are intimidated by the immensity of the task and frightened by today’s prophets of doom May you have courage, insight, and a strong commitment to parenting, the most worthy of earth’s vocations.

AND A LITTLE CHILD WILL LEAD THEM

Isaiah 11:6 NIV


INTRODUCTION

Parents have gotten a bad rap. They are blamed by many of the “experts” for the ills of society, and too many parents have taken this blame to heart. But the truth of the matter is that many parents are doing something right, and they’re doing enough right that their children are impacting the world in a big way.

If you feel defeated and inadequate as a parent, this book is for you. If you fear that the “touch of Cain” will be passed from you to the next generation, take heart. Two-parent families, single-parent families, grandparents who’ve taken on the role of mom and dad—again—foster parents, and blended families all can do enough right to parent children who will grow up to be a positive force in their world.

As I think back on my own childhood, I’m convinced more and more that my parents did many things right when I was growing up. And over the years I’ve had the privilege to meet and know many wonderful Christians—people who’ve achieved success in such diverse arenas as entertainment, politics, business, and ministry—whose lives are a testimony to the fact that their parents knew some of the keys to good parenting, too. Curious, I’ve asked them, “What did your parents do right?” Many agreed to answer that question in writing, and this book is the result.

If you are a parent, you will find much encouragement and practical keys to good parenting that you can put into practice today in your own home. And you will find hope!

No parents are perfect. Mine weren’t. The writers in the chapters that follow admit theirs weren’t either. Yet it is clear from their stories that the impact of the things parents do right—when the heavenly Father is involved in the process—far outweigh the impact of the things parents do wrong. The Bible promises that “all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose” (Rom, 8:28 KJV). The stories you’re about to read are a testimony to that truth.

In the pages of this book, you’ll find a symphony of voices proclaiming that, while their parents weren’t perfect and though they weren’t authorities in child psychology, their parents did something right.

—Gloria Gaither


Tip 1
GUIDE BY YOUR EXAMPLE—not just your words.


GLORIA GAITHER
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For twenty-five years I have had the joy of seeing and hearing words I’ve written being sung, read, quoted, translated, memorized, and excerpted. But when I was a little girl, the last thing I ever dreamed of becoming was a lyricist and singer. As a preacher’s kid growing up in Michigan, I only knew that I wanted to be somehow involved in full-time Christian work. And in those days that meant I had three career options: I could marry a minister, become a missionary overseas, or teach.

I enrolled in Anderson College and majored in French and sociology, thinking I would go to Africa as a missionary. I took a minor in education so I could teach; and then, because I loved words and writing, I also majored in English.

In my early efforts at obedience, I had prepared for a mission I never could have foreseen. I thought I would put writing on the back burner in order to be a missionary, but God had given my husband, Bill, and me a passion for words and music. We have worked with people from every walk of life, and our songs have been translated into many languages, including French! And it was French, too, that led me to Bill in the first place—but I’ll let you read our other books to find out the rest of that story.

As a child I had always written poetry, speeches, and stories, but it never occurred to me to write lyrics. I had never thought of myself as a musician, but gradually I began helping Bill with the words to the music he was writing. Our ideas for songs always came from our lives—something we were learning, some new insight, maybe an incident involving our kids. Our songs grew out of our love for God and for life itself.

My love for God came early in life, and for that I can thank my parents. Through their day-to-day activities and with their very being, my mother and father taught me from an early age about God and about serving him. This was one of the most important things my parents did right in raising me. Let me tell you more.

what my parents did right

It was not until college that I became aware that most of my peers were rebelling against their upbringing. In fact, rebellion seemed to be the thing to do when students reached their sophomore year. I listened without much comment when other preachers’ kids revealed the resentment they felt toward their pastor-fathers who had had time for everyone’s children except their own. I heard stories about growing up in a fishbowl and trying to measure up to the unreasonable demands of parishioners. I saw up close the anger and frustration these young adults felt for not being able to fight back, because the “villain” who stole their father’s time seemed to be the church or even God himself.

During those college years, it began to dawn on me that my love for my home, my respect for the church, and my commitment to God were not the automatic results of growing up in a parsonage. I found myself asking, “What did my parents do right?” I had to conclude that home doesn’t just happen. Somebody had done something on purpose, and part of the beauty of what had been done was that my parents had never seemed put out by the effort. Homing had seemed, well, regular.



“If the commandment to love God is indeed written on our hearts—if we as parents truly love the Lord—we will be teaching our children by how we live, by how we are.”



In “Death of the Hired Man,” Robert Frost wrote that home is “something you somehow haven’t to deserve.” It’s a place, he said, where “when you go there, they have to take you in.” Having now been both someone’s child and someone’s parent, I have had to conclude that home is a great deal more than that.

When it became apparent that Bill and I would be raising our children in the public eye, we again began to ask even more earnestly, “What did our parents do right?” When we discussed this together, Bill always said that the most important thing his parents did was to “be there.” The way he said these two words suggested a great deal more than physical presence on a regular basis. He seemed to be saying that his parents were there for him in other ways, too: that they were there for emotional stability, for financial and spiritual undergirding, and for intellectual encouragement. “Being there” also had a hint of an all-knowing surveillance and suggested consistent discipline that did not laugh at mischief one day and punish it the next.

My parents were always there, too. In fact, I felt sure my mother had eyes in the back of her head, and I knew better than to even try to con her. Yet she also had eyes for catching my sister and me when we were up to something good and for ferreting out some hidden talent or latent ability in us. When no one else could see it, when others saw only an awkward, clumsy kid, Mother saw beyond the unpredictable growth spurts and adolescent acne to some great rainbow of promise circumventing the obvious.

Right next to “being there” in importance was the fact that my parents taught by being. But then all parents—good or bad—teach by being. You know the old adage: “What you are speaks so loudly I can’t hear what you’re saying.” The clearest biblical instruction for parents is found in Deuteronomy. Here in God’s Word is the bottom-line lesson parents are to teach their children: “The LORD our God is one LORD: And thou shalt love the LORD thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might” (Deut. 6:4-5 KJV).

The instruction continues: “And these words, which I command thee this day, shall be in thine heart: And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up. And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon thine hand, and they shall be as frontlets between thine eyes. And thou shalt write them upon the posts of thy house, and on thy gates” (vv. 6-9). This is a lot of teaching! How could any parent teach so long, so tirelessly? The answer, I believe, is in being. If the commandment to love God is indeed written on our hearts—if we as parents truly love the Lord—we will be teaching our children by how we live, by how we are.

The only way we can ever hope to teach the sovereignty and lordship of God—the only way we can teach our children to love God with all their passion and commitment, with all their being and intellect, with all their energy and stamina—is for that truth to come from what we truly are in our own hearts. Only then can lessons about God come up first thing at dawn, at the table, at bedtime, on walks, and in the busyness of the day. Only when we truly love God can his lordship express itself in what we do with our hands, how we see things, and the atmosphere in our homes from the minute a child comes through the doorposts.

My parents certainly taught me by being. They surrounded me with the Gospel and nestled me in their love for it, I often happened in on my father as he sat alone with the Bible in his hands, tears streaming down his cheeks at the beauty of some revelation. My parents were verbal about their relationship with God, with each other, with us children, and with others. “I love you” was heard daily, not only when we were having family hugs but also when we were having family worship. Prayer was a natural response to problems and crises as well as to good news and celebrations.

The house was always filled with great thinkers, teachers, missionaries, evangelists, and theologians. Mother made sure my sister and I sat by these great men and women at the table and were involved in their deep conversations. Our home was also filled with waifs, orphans, strays, and runaways. I often gave up my bed to the homeless, my plate to the hungry, and my clothes to a child who needed them more. Mother and Daddy didn’t just talk about servanthood; they lived it.

My parents gave me an appreciation for nature and the connectedness of all things. I was taught a reverence for life and an awe for the fact that something—plant as well as animal—gave up its life for every bit of food we enjoyed. From this I learned that we should live in gratitude and practice responsible conservation. I was taught the names of things—trees, wildflowers, algae, animals, constellations, human beings—and I learned that naming was important to identity and value. I was given the gift of solitude in which to listen to the woods, the lakes, the stars, my own conscience, and the voice of God.

My parents also gave me a sense of humor—and believe me, survival in the parsonage often depended on our ability to laugh! Daddy, for example, doubled over with laughter when we told him he had declared in his sermon that “Judas is a carrot,” and we all got a hearty chuckle from the prayer meeting in which a dear old saint testified that “my head hurt so bad that I asked the Lord to take it away—and he did!” A great sense of humor helped my parents not only tolerate but actually enjoy having young people use our home as an activity center, couples use our living room as a marriage chapel, children use our sidewalks as a roller-skating rink, and the infirm use our front bedroom as a nursing home.

While teaching us to not take ourselves too seriously, my parents took us very seriously as human beings and as fellow Christians. In our home we were all becomers. My sister and I could ask any question without being belittled and question any answer without being condemned. But we could not say, “I can’t.” Failure was allowed, but we were always expected to try.

I don’t remember my parents ever talking down to us. Instead they included us in family decisions and important discussions. Other preachers sent their children out to play when it was time to pray about the concerns of the church, but my parents called us in from play to pray with them about some tragedy or need that had been phoned in to the parsonage. Daddy would say, “The Word promises that when two or three agree together touching any one thing, it shall be done. So let’s agree together now about this need.” Often he would call on one of us to voice the prayer as we joined hands.

I don’t remember my parents ever telling us to try to impress or conform to the expectations of someone in the church or to do or not do something because we were the preacher’s kids. Instead they often told us, “Mind God no matter what happens,” and they made it clear that if we were obedient in our commitment to God, they would stand by us even when others didn’t understand us or agree with us. When peers in high school or college were making destructive choices, one of my greatest deterrents from wrong—and encouragements toward right—was my parents’ trust. They believed in me and in my good judgment—and that trust was a treasure so precious that I didn’t want to risk losing it.

Looking back, I’m so thankful for my upbringing and for all the things my parents did right. My mother was my best friend; my precious sister is my dearest ally; and there are days—especially when Bill and I have written a new song about some grand theological concept—when my first impulse is to run and share it with Mother and Daddy. Somehow in God’s eternal present tense, I know that my parents are hearing the song waft its way through time and space to vibrate down the corridors of heaven. Their eyes twinkle, and I hear them say, with a pleased grin, “That’s good, Shug. The Lord is pleased, and so are we.”


Tip 2
GIVE LOTS of physical affection


KAY ARTHUR
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It’s always inspiring to talk with Kay Arthur. Her love for God’s Word is contagious, and her knowledge of the Scriptures has produced a vital and exciting ministry that reaches around the world.

Kay serves as executive vice president and principal teacher for Precept Ministries International, which she co-founded with her husband, Jack. The goal of the ministry is to establish God’s people in God’s Word. Based on the conviction that people will be changed into God’s likeness through the knowledge of his Word, Precept teaches an inductive method of Bible study that gives believers the opportunity to grapple with the truths of Scripture for themselves. Precept classes are currently underway in all fifty states. The studies have been translated into sixty-five languages and used in more than 118 foreign countries.

Besides writing the popular Bible studies Precept Upon Precept and In & Out, Kay teaches on the ministry’s daily fifteen-minute radio program and on its television program, both of which are titled “Precepts for Life.” She has also written more than forty best-selling books.

Kay has known both tragedy and triumph in her life, and experiences of both kinds have lent genuineness and compassion to her ministry. Here she shares from some of the pain of the past—yet her message is one of hope as she writes about how her parents broke the pattern of dysfunction they learned in childhood. Despite their troubled upbringings, Kay’s mother and father demonstrated Christian principles in their own home that helped Kay when she later became a believer.

lessons on love

I got out of the car, my arms loaded down with books. As I closed the car door with my backside, I looked down at the ground. The fragile new grass growing along the dirt path awakened childhood memories.

It had been a hard day, and I was hurting. I wasn’t eager to go inside. There was no one in the house I could share my hurt with, no adult I could talk to. My two precious sons were there, but they couldn’t be my confidants. I was their mother. I was their parent—a single parent. My husband was dead.

For a moment the grass reminded me of Grandpa’s cabin at the lake. It looked like the grass on the path leading down to the rickety old dock that I had played on as a little girl, and I remembered the time I fell into the water and somehow came up under the dock, choking and scared. Daddy took me in his arms and held me while I cried, brushing back the wet hair that had escaped my pigtails and now covered my eyes. When my sobbing stopped, he convinced me to get back into the water.



“I loved my daddy’s arms and welcomed every opportunity to be in them. when i skinned my knees—which happened frequently for this tomboy—i’d run to daddy.”



I loved my daddy’s arms and welcomed any opportunity to be in them. When I skinned my knees—which happened frequently for this tomboy—I’d run to Daddy, Or in the evenings, sometime between doing the dishes and finishing my homework, I’d often curl up in his lap, lean my head on his chest, and feel so secure.

Now, looking down at the grass and feeling the pain of my present circumstances, I wished I were a little girl again. I wished I had someone to hold me, to tell me that everything would be all right and reassure me that I’d survive.

As I turned to walk into the house, I suddenly saw in my mind’s eye a little girl in pigtails flying down a vast marble corridor. Oil paintings bigger than life hung on the walls. As she dashed by, I could almost hear her little shoes clicking on the marble floor. Tears flooded her eyes and overflowed, leaving white streaks on her dirty face. Blood trickled down her skinned leg, making a path in the dirt and gravel embedded in her knee and shin. She called for her daddy and sobbed as she ran.

It was a long corridor. At the end two huge gold doors glistened in the sunlight that filtered through beveled cathedral windows. On either side of the imposing doors stood two magnificently dressed guards holding huge spears and blocking the entrance into the room beyond.

Undaunted, the little girl ran straight toward the doors, still crying, “Abba!” She never broke her stride, for as she neared the doors the guards flung them open and heralded her arrival: “The daughter of the King! The daughter of the King!”

Court was in session. The cherubim and seraphim cried, “Holy, holy, holy!” and the elders sat on their thrones, dressed in white and wearing crowns of gold, talking with the King of Kings. But none of this slowed his daughter.

Oblivious to everything going on around her, she ran past the seven burning lamps of fire and up the steps leading to the throne, catapulting herself into the King’s arms. She was home, wrapped in the arms of his everlasting love. He reached up and, with one finger, gently wiped away her tears. Then he smoothed the sticky hair on her face back into her braids, tenderly held her scuffed leg, and said, “Now, now, tell your Father all about it.”

I walked into my house, went to my bedroom, and got on my knees. Never once have I had a hard time telling my heavenly Father all about it. Never once have I feared he would push me away. My daddy never did and neither did my mother, so why would God?

Although I didn’t come to know the Lord Jesus Christ until I was twenty-nine years old and at a very confused point in my life, I’ve never doubted God’s love. I’ve also never doubted my parents’ love for me—even though I messed up my relationship with them before I was saved (and even afterwards!). And although I knew they were not always pleased with my behavior or my response to them, I’ve always known that they loved me unconditionally and that they believed in me.

I remember a childhood filled with affection—lots of kisses, lots of hugs, lots of spoken “I love yous.” I never lacked for physical affection, and because of what that affection meant to me, I gave the same thing to my sons, I also remember when, as I entered womanhood, Mom and Dad sat me down and told me that no matter what happened and no matter what I did, I could always come home. And because of what those words meant to me, I said the same thing to my sons.

I grew up in a home where love was openly talked about and warmly expressed. I can still picture myself in my attic bedroom, sitting on my bed and fuming at my parents. They had been mean to me and totally unreasonable—at least that was my evaluation of the situation. They hadn’t understood that I was a teenager now and should be allowed certain freedoms. With eyes closed, lips taut, and hot tears streaming down my face, I leaned back against the wall and planned how I would get even with them for hurting me. What would be the worst thing I could do to punish them, to show them how much they had hurt me? It didn’t take me long to figure it out: I would never kiss them again. That would do it! They’d see then!

That’s how important physical expressions of love were in my home. And those physical expressions were indicative of the singularly greatest thing my parents did right: They loved me unconditionally while expecting me to live according to their rules, not mine.

I also learned from my parents’ example and by their training me not to focus in on myself and wallow in pity parties. Both my parents came from broken homes and had difficult childhoods, yet they never dwelt on how “dysfunctional” their families were. They were both survivors, but not survivors at someone else’s expense. They never gave up, walked away, or blamed their parents for some of the great hardships and even cruelties they endured at their parents’ hands.

I found out about their childhoods in digestible pieces. They never dumped on me or my brother and sister. They never blamed, accused, or held the actions of the past against their parents. Although Daddy’s stepmother lied about his behavior as a young boy until his father beat him, I watched my dad and mom care for her in her old age, even taking her into their home.

I saw my sweet momma love my real grandfather, even though he had abandoned her and my grandma and failed to provide for their needs as he should have. I never saw Mother treat Grandpa Miller in any way but lovingly, even though he was far from lovable. I learned how love behaves and forgives because I saw it demonstrated by my mother. I saw what a woman can do and be if she wants to—if she is not willing to let her past determine her future.

I watched her take care of my one-hundred-year-old grandmother who, in her blindness, deafness, and feebleness, needed almost total care. When I was with them, I still heard Mom say what I’d heard all my life: “I love you, Mother.” And I would hear love’s response as Grandma said, “And I love you, too, Leah.” They would tell each other “I love you” a minimum of five times a day—when Mom would get Grandma up, tuck her in, or prepare her meals. From that example I saw that love forgives and moves on, focusing not on what might have been, what could have been, or what you might wish were different. Instead, love focuses on what needs to be done now and on doing it the best you can.

My mother taught me these lessons more clearly than my shorter-tempered daddy did. Yet as I watched him, I gained hope, for I was more like him than like my mother in temperament. Before he died at age sixty-eight (an early age in our family), I saw in him this same persistent kind of love. And since his death my mother has continued to teach me about persistent, forgiving love, even though her husband—the one person she loved dearer than life—was taken away from her.

Together my parents taught me to love; they taught me to press on, forgetting what was behind; and they demonstrated forgiveness. I wonder if they knew then that they were demonstrating principles of life my heavenly Father would teach me in his Word.

My transition from their arms to God’s arms was easier because of what Mother and Daddy did right as parents. No matter the hurts, the pain, the skinned knees, I know enough to get up, go to my Father, and listen as he says, “Press on. Don’t faint. Run with endurance the race that is set before you. I love you with an everlasting love.”


Tip 3
BESTOW AN APPRECIATION for the wonder of words


ROBERT BENSON
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Like his father before him, whom he writes about here, Robert Benson is a man of words. A gifted writer, he has published six books that have been acclaimed for both their spiritual insight and their literary style. Articulate with the spoken word as well, Robert leads retreats and classes on spiritual formation and related topics. He lives and writes in a house full of books in Nashville with his wife, Sara, and their two children.

a man of his words

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…and all that came to be was alive with his life” (John 1:1-4, paraphrased).

I only have the one photograph, and I have not looked at it in years. I do not have to. The memory of how I looked in 1967 is, unfortunately, etched in my mind forever. Most of the photographic evidence is, fortunately, lost in the attic somewhere.

It is a black-and-white photograph of about sixteen of us kids from church. We are stretched out in a line across the top of a hill, trying as hard as possible to look like a rock-and-roll band. What we really were was a teenage musical group that used to spend summers traveling from church to church, striking terror in the hearts of the saints every time we plugged in our electric guitars and set up our drums. We were young, we rehearsed together enough to be called a group, and I recall that at least two of us were musical. That seemed to be enough in those days, so off we went. We even took a preacher with us to say a few words and offer a prayer and an altar call at the end, so that the local pastor could say that everyone had been to church.

That preacher was my dad, Bob Benson. Most of the people who heard my father speak thought he got his start working at retreats and colleges or that one year he sprang fully formed onto the stage in front of a crowd of ten thousand at a Praise Gathering. But it isn’t true. He got his start rescuing our church’s traveling youth band. After an hour or so of whatever it was that we did, he would get up and do whatever it was that he did. That is when I first heard my father be the “Bob Benson” people came to know.

In the churches we visited, it was customary for us to sing a song or two in the Sunday morning service to show folks that the evening concert would be worth coming back for. Somewhere along the line, my father got it into his head that it would be a really good idea for the group to have a choral reading to use on Sunday mornings when Larry Norman or Bob Dylan didn’t quite fit. There must have been a lot of Sunday mornings like that, because we often found ourselves reciting the prologue to John’s Gospel: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…and all that came to be was alive with his life.” I am not sure how dramatic our reading was, but I can still picture Dad sitting in the front row, his eyes closed and his hands tapping against his leg to the rhythm of the words as they filled the Lord’s house on a Sunday morning.

My father loved words.

He loved them for their power. The power to move you to tears and to laughter, to action and to rest. The power to transform an argument into an agreement, a hope into a prayer, a moment into something holy.

He loved them for their adventure. For the tales they weave, for the places they take you, for the wild ramblings that are there for anyone to follow.

He loved them for the stories they tell. He loved the poet’s cry, the historian’s summation, and the biographer’s revelation. He loved the letter-writer’s news, the singer’s song, and the correspondent’s report.

He loved words for the sheer wonder of them. The way the right one brings joy in the midst of sorrow, the way the wrong one leaves you empty and sad and careful, the way a funny one makes you smile in the dark.

He loved them in any form he could find them. Scribbled on the back of envelopes and business cards, banged out on a computer screen, bound together in books, forged into historical markers. He loved them whispered at a bedside in the dark, fired across a crowded dinner table, shouted from the top of a hill, breathlessly poured out between gales of laughter, quietly shared from a pulpit or a stage, squeezed in between hugs and tears at a homecoming or leave-taking.

He loved words so much that he made a living out of them. More accurately, he made a life out of them. He was a preacher, a writer, an author, a retreat leader, a poet, a publisher, a philosopher, a confidant, a reader.



“He loved words so much that he made a living out of them. More accurately, he made a life out of them.”



He was a man of his words.

My father taught his children to love words. Though I have no memories of him reading to us when I was little, I am sure that he must have done so. I do remember that he never made fun of me for reading the backs of cereal boxes or of my sister for reading a book in the corner while the rest of us ate supper. I remember that when I was sick, my mother would bring me soup, medicine, sympathy, and a heating pad; Dad would bring me a joke and a book.

Whatever he did to encourage us to read, he must have done it pretty well, for I have come to love books as much as he did. So do two of my brothers and my sister. (The fourth brother cares less for books than we do, but he inherited my father’s gift of saying funny things that people remember and repeat long after he said them. So I have always considered him a lover of words as well. I do so with some degree of envy. More than once I would have traded my library card and my entire set of the works of Charles Dickens for one good joke well told, but I’m sure Tom wouldn’t have traded. If I were as funny as he and Dad, I wouldn’t trade either.)

It was a singular rite of passage to start getting books from Dad on Christmas or birthdays. For each of us, there came a certain age when the rite was performed, and we knew that we had passed a milestone that was important in some mysterious way. It always happened after we had ripped open everything else—the toys, the clothes, the games, the bike, or whatever was the big gift that year. We would be sitting there thinking it couldn’t possibly get any better when a little package would appear. We all knew what it was: a book.

I would be surprised if any of us remember the name of the first book we received. The title didn’t really matter. What mattered was the fact of it and the note inside the front cover. And that you could look forward to getting a book from Dad every holiday or birthday from then on—always a good book, always one that you would love, and always with a note in the front. To this day, when I am discouraged with myself and my work and my failures and my fears, I open up the front cover of a certain book he gave me one Christmas, and I read his note to me. They are good enough words to make me stand up straight, smile at my lot, and go back to work.

Of all the things my father ever did for us, giving us books for gifts may be my favorite. Reading to us over the phone runs a pretty close second.

Dad would usually call early in the morning or late at night. He would spend a few minutes talking about something else, but it was always just an excuse to call. For some reason he was embarrassed to admit that he had called simply because he had read or heard some words so good that he was about to burst, and only reading it aloud to someone would help. He shouldn’t have been embarrassed. In an informal survey, I discovered that those of us who received such calls name them among the things we miss most now that he is gone.

Dad’s phone calls were where I first heard of Frederick Buechner, Henri Nouwen, Annie Dillard, and others whose works line the shelves in my house and whose words light the corners of my heart. His phone calls were where I first heard the bits and pieces of writing that would later show up in his newsletters and his books. Of course, those of us on the phone call list also miss the fact that we could share with him from whatever we had been reading, too. Dad seemed to like that almost as much.

If the number of books on the market is any indication, parenting seems to be something that most of us have to study and work at. For my father, it was a natural expression of the person he was. He would not have said it quite this way, but I have a sense that the part of the image of God in him that was labeled “father” was somehow more fully alive than other parts.

Though it couldn’t have been easy to raise five kids in the sixties and seventies, I have the sense that he never really broke a sweat over it. I knew him well enough to know that he wasn’t a perfect father and to know that he didn’t think so either. Furthermore, the five of us managed to amass a pretty fair list of disappointments and failures to go along with the shining stories that we like to have told about us. But I also knew my father well enough to know that he didn’t think the object was to raise perfect kids anyway. He thought the object was to love us and teach us what he thought was important and to help us learn to hear the voice of God within us and without us. And that he did.

Of all the important things he did right as a father, teaching us to love words was the most important, I think. Everything else begins and ends there. Because if you can find the words, you can do anything.

With a few words, you can say hello or make a friend or meet a girl or say goodbye. You can stand your ground or make peace. You can hurt someone, and you can also heal a wound. You can write a song or a letter or a book or a note.

With the right combination of words, you can explore the world beyond yourself or find the home within yourself. You can learn the past and explore the future. You can trace the paths of the saints, you can learn to walk the paths of prayer, and you can learn to pay attention for the Word that was with God and is now with us.

During the summers that our youth group traveled, my father would get up and speak—after we’d finished our assault on the musical sensibilities of the unsuspecting congregation—with the prologue to John’s Gospel. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…and all that came to be was alive with his life,” he would read in a voice that sounded as though he had just read the passage for the first time.

Then he would talk about how he believed that whatever life there is comes from that Word. And that whatever love, whatever joy, whatever hope and light and truth and grace and beauty exist in the world come from that Word as well. All that summer he taught us that wherever you saw any of those things, wherever you heard any expression of those things, wherever you found any of those things in your own life, then you had found the same Word that was with God and was by God and was God. My father seemed to be saying there is no distance between the life that was in the Word and the life that is in the world around us. I believed my father then, and I believe him now.

I am also coming to believe something else I think he was trying to teach us that summer: that there is no distance between the Word and all other words. That whenever there are words of hope, of joy, of grace, of light, of love, then the Word is present. There are simply no words that exist without the presence of the Word.

I have a friend named Bob Conn who has written about the stories of Jesus, both the ones Jesus told and the ones told about him. (My father would like Bob Conn, because Bob Conn likes to read to people on the phone too. In fact, I heard some of Bob’s book one night around midnight.) Bob says that while he was thinking about the way the earliest Christians passed on the stories of Jesus to those who never met him, it struck him as curious that, as he puts it, “the word became flesh only to become words again.”

If my father were alive, I would call him up on the phone and read that line to him. And then I would tell him that I know why he loved words so much. And that I have finally come to understand what he was trying to say with every book he gave us for Christmas and every note he wrote in the front of them; with every rescue-the-singing-group talk he gave that summer and every book he delivered to a sick teenager in 1960-something; with every late-night phone call he made and every “I love you” he whispered over the form of a sleeping child.

I have come to believe that the Word became flesh and then became words because the Father was about to burst. The Word was simply too good not to share with those who would be his children. It was the only way to give them life and to bring them home again. And I think my father was about to burst for the same reason. The Word and all the other words about that Word were too good not to share with those of us who called him Dad. It was the best way he knew—the only way he knew—to give us life, to bring us home, and to send us out again into the world. In the end, and in the beginning, that is what fathers are supposed to do. And that is what my father did well.


Tip 4
ALLOW SIMPLE PLEASURES TO create a sense of security in your home


WILLIAM K. BREHM
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Some of you will recognize the name William K. Brehm from his days in the Department of Defense. Bill began his career in the aerospace industry after finishing his collegiate studies at the University of Michigan. In 1968 he was nominated by President Lyndon Johnson to serve as Assistant Secretary of the Army, a position he held through December 1970. After a three-year sabbatical from government, Bill was appointed by President Richard Nixon to be an Assistant Secretary of Defense, and he served in that capacity until the end of the Ford Administration in January 1977.

Bill returned to industry and joined a computer systems firm. He also served as a consultant to the Defense Department, specializing in defense management and crisis-response planning.

In October 1980 Bill became executive chairman of SRA International, an information technologies firm based in Fairfax, Virginia. He holds that position today. He also serves on the boards of Fuller Theological Seminary (where he was chairman for three years), Guideposts, the Center for Naval Analyses, and the Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation. He is a retired director of Herman Miller, Inc.

In addition to his accomplishments in business and government, Bill is a published composer and lyricist who has written more than seventy compositions for piano and voice. He also enjoys nature photography and trail climbing, especially in the High Sierras.

Bill and his wife, Dee, have two married children, Eric and Lisa, and six grandchildren. You won’t be surprised that the key to this special man’s success is the sense of security his parents gave him as he was growing up.

a song in our hearts

How do parents give a child a sense of security? For me, security came from simple things. Let me explain.

My folks were farm kids born in the late nineteenth century. That meant that their formal education would lose out to the imperatives of farm work; that Dad would serve in the army in World War I; and that their new marriage and Dad’s entrepreneurial adventure in the city would be buoyed by the optimism of the twenties.

As a young married man, Dad started working in an automobile factory. But the yearning to be in business for himself led him to buy an old Mack truck. Soon he bought a second truck and started a transportation business. He purchased waste products—ashes, specifically—from a plant that produced electricity and sold them to a plant that made cinder blocks. His profit came from both reselling the material and moving it across the city.

Then came the thirties.

The Depression and I arrived at about the same time. Dad’s budding business was soon put aside in favor of a regular paycheck on the assembly line, courtesy of Mr. Ford of Dearborn, Michigan. I’ve been told that Dad was kept on that job through the worst part of the Depression because he—under five-feet-eight-inches tall and weighing about 160 pounds—worked harder than just about anyone else. In addition to his regular tasks on the line, he would, for example, occasionally speed production by lifting a Ford V-8 engine block from one conveyor belt and putting it on another, shortening the normal trip the block had to make.

Dad’s pay was about twenty-five dollars a week, and that didn’t go far—even in those days when a kid could enjoy a matinee double feature and a candy bar for a dime! My folks were unable to make their house payments for three years. Although they managed to keep the interest paid, Mom was terrified at the end of each month that the bank would foreclose. It never did. In fact, the bank may have been just as nervous as my parents were—it probably had no desire to add our house on Indiana Avenue to its long list of empty properties.

During this time the two Mack trucks were, literally, put out to pasture. Both the dump truck and the big flatbed with its solid tires were parked in the vacant lot next-door. Struggle as I might, I couldn’t quite manage to climb onto the platform of that flatbed. But I had friends—older and bigger friends—who not only could boost me up, but who also decided that we should use that flatbed for a stage. They organized neighborhood skits, plays, and especially musicals. We all had parts.

I was shy, but I liked being a part of the show. I guess I got two boosts from the older kids: a physical lift onto the platform and an emotional lift in self-esteem. So Dad’s trucks, even when idle, were important in my life.

Now I know those were very hard times—I was too young to appreciate how tight things really were—but I never felt deprived or insecure. Why not? Better question: Why did I feel secure?

We were not openly affectionate in our family. We weren’t free with the verbal “I love yous.” But the love was there—in simple things.

When I was little, my mother always escorted me up to bed. Each night I sang the good-night prayer that she had taught me. I learned the Lord’s Prayer from her, too, and said that every night. I can still see her sitting on the edge of the bed in the dark. It was quite clear: She cared.

Then three hours later I might—just might—be back down in the living room in the dark, sitting on my dad’s lap as he and I listened to Harold True and the News in Revue on WWJ. Dad didn’t seem to mind my being there, and I know I didn’t! That image, that memory, still seems warm to the touch.

Throughout my childhood, other simple things gave me a special sense of security and warmed and enriched my life. Dad, for instance, smiled a lot, even in the bleak 1930s, and he smiled not just with his mouth but with his eyes. And he whistled. He could smile and whistle at the same time! He usually whistled his own melodies, but he often whistled “Yankee Doodle Dandy.” That march captured his fancy and mine. I can even remember Dad singing it, especially on weekends. I can see him sitting on the side of his bed singing that funny little lyric. I say funny because it always made me laugh and because it didn’t make any sense to me—and it still doesn’t: “He stuck a feather in his cap and called it macaroni”?

Dad would whistle when he did chores around the house. And he often whistled when he and Mom did the bookkeeping—which couldn’t have been a picnic in those days. What I learned was that when Dad whistled, he was OK, and that meant everything was OK. And that meant I was OK.

Mom had her music too. One song she liked was “The Parade of the Wooden Soldiers.” I’d sing it with “datta-da-da-da,” and then, pretending we were wooden soldiers, we’d march around the living room, veer into the dining room, go through the hall, and then swing back into the living room. Mom also taught me “’Til We Meet Again,” and I always felt close to her when she harmonized with me.

When Mom’s friends came to visit, she would encourage me to sing for them. With a bit of coaxing and the promise of a piece of cheese, I usually agreed. But I also got to hide behind the door while I sang. Mom gave me the freedom to be shy.

A romantic, Mom had her dreams; and subtly she conveyed them to me through music and other people’s lyrics and melodies. When I was four, she had her piano shipped from the farm where she was born to our house so that my brother and I could study. I remember looking forward to my first piano lesson and being excited about the arrival of Mrs. Rowe, a teacher who made house calls. A lot of affection flowed through that piano, and I think it represented one of Mom’s dreams. Perhaps her boys would learn to play the songs she loved. And maybe create some new ones.

My brother, Ervin, six years older than me, had a natural flair for music. He took piano lessons for a year and then changed to the guitar. That is another warm memory: listening to him play and sing country songs. He often joined up with a musical friend or two to entertain civic groups. Occasionally he took his kid brother along to play a number on the piano for contrast—maybe something like “The Parade of the Wooden Soldiers.”

Ours wasn’t a family with a built-in string quartet. We weren’t like the Lane sisters in the movies, performing under the watchful discipline of patriarch Claude Rains. But the music we had and the way it was part of my parents’ lives and dreams made it a source of my security.

Our music didn’t cost much, and it didn’t take a lot of my parents’ time. But I think it was part of the “I love you” in our family life, and maybe it was the most important part for me.

When Dad whistled and sang about macaroni, when Mom marched with me like a wooden soldier, when we harmonized on “’Til We Meet Again,” when Ervin sang country—well, that meant everything was OK.

And that meant I was OK.


Tip 5
TEACH YOUR CHILD TO BE accountable—to you and to God


JILL BRISCOE
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Jill Briscoe has an active speaking and writing ministry that has taken her to many countries. She has written more than forty books, including study guides, devotional material, poetry, and children’s books.

Jill is executive editor of Just Between Us, a magazine of encouragement for ministry wives and women in leadership. She serves on the board of World Relief and Christianity Today, Inc.

A native of Liverpool, England, Jill launched into youth evangelism after becoming a Christian at age eighteen. She married her husband, Stuart, in 1958, and since then they have ministered together through Telling the Truth media ministries at conferences and mission organizations around the world. They reside in suburban Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where Stuart has completed thirty years of ministry as senior pastor of Elmbrook Church. Both Stuart and Jill now serve Elmbrook as ministers-at-large. They have three children, David, Judy, and Peter, and enjoy the blessing of thirteen grandchildren.

a foundation of faith

We were playing a game of cards with our school-aged children when one of them looked at the hand I had dealt him, threw a tantrum, and walked away from the game. I made that little person come back, pick up his hand, and play it out. He needed to learn about winning with whatever hand he’d been dealt. That’s an important lesson for life. Some people are dealt a pretty lousy hand; their parents are a mess and their lives are damaged. Other folks are dealt a pretty good hand, and still others are dealt a wonderful one. I am writing to testify to the wonderful hand I was dealt by my parents.

My parents had a simple, private faith in Christ. They believed in his salvation, and they put Christian principles into operation in our family as best they knew how. We didn’t go to church, but we were taught that God does not live in a church-shaped box to be visited like a sick relative on Sunday. Our parents showed us a present-tense God who would hear our prayers, treat us kindly, and hold us accountable to them and to him at the end of the day. They gave us what they knew; and for me, it was enough to lay a foundation for faith and make it easy for me to accept Christ when I was presented with the Gospel.
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