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For Zach and Whitney. I love you with all my heart

To my mom and dad in Heaven, who both left a rich legacy of touching people’s lives

To all the courageous single parents persevering every day to be excellent

To my tribe of encouraging friends and family for keeping me going

To God, who makes all things possible






Introduction

Perhaps, like me, you did not choose to be a single parent. That was pushed on me when my previous wife divorced me and I became the primary parent of my daughter, Madeline. We become single parents due to death, defiance, drift, or divorce. More important than how we got here, however, is what we do when faced with such a difficult challenge. It is easy to sink down into despair, not realizing how far we have fallen. It takes courage (and humble willingness to adjust and adapt) in order to rise up and meet the challenges of being a competent single parent.

It turns out that being a single parent to Madeline was one of the greatest joys of my life. It was not because I knew everything and Madeline responded like a perfectly predictable robot. She had a mind of her own, and the choices she made were most often good ones. (Perhaps my gift to her was not to mess things up beyond repair.) Through it all, I had some very good mentors, coaches, and encouragers, like Dr. Henry Cloud, Dr. John Townsend, and Dr. Jill Hubbard. Their wisdom is reflected in this book. I did not know Stacey Sadler back then, but she would have been a great help if I had.

For many years, Stacey has been one of New Life’s most valued facilitators at our weekend intensive workshops. She is trained as a clinician, but she is especially effective in treating trauma and the impact of betrayal on the partners of sex addicts. She is so knowledgeable and effective that I asked her to serve on the board of directors.

Stacey has put all of her wisdom and knowledge to work as a single parent in her own life. Her adult children are a tribute to her single parenting in the toughest of times. She is an excellent communicator, and I believe you will find her writing meaningful and easily applicable to your situation. The writing is mostly in her voice, but you will see contributions from me throughout the book as well.

Stephen Arterburn

March 2022






CHAPTER 1 You Got This: Parenting Well



Being a single parent is twice the work, twice the stress, and twice the tears, but also twice the hugs, twice the love, and twice the pride.

Unknown



“I can’t do this alone!” I said as I bemoaned my fate to my two dear friends. As we sat at my breakfast room table, all my dams of composure and self-respect broke. My friends were seeing me at my pathetic worst. I couldn’t hold back the reality of my situation, and my desperate feelings of rejection and betrayal came flowing out: I was going through a divorce and would be walking the road of a single parent.

“I feel so invisible and disregarded, like I am worth nothing,” I said.

Luckily, God sent friends to walk this road with me. These moments were temporary, and thankfully, moments of victory followed. Somehow, I would manage to get it together, run a few miles, take an online class, pick a kid up from school, and help my children with homework. Then there were the really positive days that I remember exclaiming, “I am woman! Hear me roar!” There was the day I successfully fixed the leaky grease trap under my sink, and the time I fixed my oven door lock switch by myself. Tasks that previously had seemed beyond my abilities, YouTube made doable for me.

Every now and then, I’d slip back into self-pity. I struggled to accept my newly single status in a church I had belonged to for years. “I don’t want to be here,” I told my new single moms’ Sunday school class. “I am supposed to be in the married class.” Some of the members looked at me and said, “Newsflash, neither do we!” I was shortsighted to think that I was alone in my singleness. When I grasped that fact, I was able to embrace a reality that I did not want, and I began to take steps to change what I could.

Yes, being a single parent is challenging. The days can be long. It may feel like there is not enough of you to go around. Financial stressors can add to the strain of being the only decision maker. There may be less quality time with each child when no other parent will pick up the slack. Often, single parents feel like they have no time for themselves, because even when the kids are out of the house, they can be too tired to do anything but sleep.

When you parent alone, discipline falls squarely on your shoulders; no one else can play “bad cop.” If any family members experience a sense of loss, stress can permeate the entire household. You could be living with your parents, or at a lower economic standard than what you had envisioned for yourself. Maybe you have been forced to live in an unsafe area. These are all common scenarios for single parents.

Newsworthy Single-Parent Homes

Being raised in a non-traditional home need not be a recipe for maladjustment. Many folks—public figures and ordinary people alike—attribute their success to the values they learned from their single parents. Here’s how a Georgia mom is making the best of her circumstances: “While I cannot be both a mother and father, I can teach my teen daughters about Jesus and be an example of a godly woman,” she explained in a Focus on the Family online article. “I’ll never be the perfect parent, but I can lead our family in becoming more Christ-like.”1

On the celebrity front, TV news anchor Katie Couric is doing all she can do to turn pain into promise for her kids. Her children were two and six years old when her husband succumbed to colon cancer, but she continued to raise them while flourishing in her career as a CBS Evening News anchor. Other notable celebrities, like Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps, NBA legend Shaquille O’Neal, and movie star Samuel L. Jackson, were raised by single parents and found success despite the challenges they faced at home. Political news satirist Stephen Colbert’s mother raised him alone after his father and two brothers were killed in a plane crash. Many children of single parents say they developed a deep bond with their parent that propelled them toward their dreams. Watching their single parent work hard and sacrifice can create a sense of gratitude in children.2

Perks of Obligation

While many single parents don’t have the luxury of spoiling their children, the necessity of their circumstance can actually help create a good work ethic. Kids who help run the household benefit in several ways, including collaborating with coworkers, fostering independent work habits, and developing compassion for others.3 Children who help with chores develop a good work ethic and a sense of teamwork. Children who have fostered independence and responsibility at a young age have greater self-esteem.4 On the flipside, children in both single- and two-parent homes can become entitled and lazy if they get everything they want and are not expected to work for it. This, according to one psychotherapist, appears to be a problem of epidemic proportions these days.5 “Many factors in modern parenting contribute to the crisis in kids’ work ethics,” writes Victoria Prooday, the founder and clinical director of a multidisciplinary clinic for children and parents. “As parents, we bubble-wrap our kids and keep them in their comfort zone.”6 These kids may struggle as they enter the workforce later in life.

Your kids may complain and blame you, but trust me, they benefit from helping with the running of the household, whether they know it or not. Another perk of obligation is the appreciation that our children develop for what they do have. When he was in his teens, my son, Zach, chose to work at Sherwin-Williams to get spending money. The next summer, he worked for an air-conditioning company to earn extra funds to buy a nicer car. Today, Zach appreciates the nice, cool office where he works as an engineer. He says, “I knew I never wanted to work in a hot attic again! So, I worked hard to make the grades to land a white-collar job.”

Another dividend of having household chores out of necessity is accountability. There were many days that my two kids and I felt like a team; none of us wanted to rock the boat of our lives that had finally become stable. We held each other accountable to work hard and do our part to make our “new normal” run smoothly.

And for the single parent? Though you do have to shoulder all the parenting weight alone, you also have complete control over the culture of your home. Parental conflict has been found to lower academic achievement and increase substance use in children.7 When only one parent is in the home, children are exposed less often to active disagreements. The power in your hands to teach healthy communication and model healthy social skills has a positive effect on maturing offspring. My family experienced this. I was able to discuss the bottom line with them and had no one to refute it. The buck stopped with me, and my kids knew it. I had control over the type of movies they were watching, whom they dated, and what consequences they would face when they disobeyed.

When I found out some of their friends weren’t allowed to use cell phones at mealtimes, I followed suit. To compensate, I put a pack of conversation-starter cards next to the salt and pepper shakers, filled with questions like, “If you could wake up every morning, open your bedroom blinds, and look out a huge glass window at the perfect view, what would that view be?” So, when my kids got bored at the table, their little fingers inevitably ended up pulling one out. Not only did this help me and my kids get to know and respect each other on a deeper level, it also developed the conversational skills they would need in life, which electronics inhibit.


God Cares for Single Parents

Did you know there are single moms in the Bible? Hagar, the slave girl, laid with Abraham at the request of her mistress, Sarah—but after Hagar gave birth to Ishmael, Sarah banished her into the wilderness. As she sat, despairing in the desert in fear that her son would die of dehydration, God saw Hagar and recognized her struggle. We read in Genesis 21:17–20 that an angel of God appeared to her and said,


What is the matter, Hagar? Do not be afraid; God has heard the boy crying as he lies there. Lift the boy up and take him by the hand, for I will make him into a great nation.



Then, God opened Hagar’s eyes and she saw a well of water, so she filled a skin with water and gave Ishmael a drink. God was with the boy as he grew up. God thinks highly of single parents. He uses any means necessary to provide for us!

Even though you might feel invisible or like a second-class citizen, God thinks you are pretty special. Open your eyes and see what He is showing you, listen to what He is whispering to you, and open your heart to believe that He will partner with you.

Many others have walked the path that you are walking. I will introduce you to them—their struggles, their mistakes, their successes, and their rewards—in the pages of this book. You will identify with their pain, laugh with their missteps, and cheer for their wins. As you become equipped, your children will learn that difficult circumstances don’t have to define your family. They will watch you overcome, day after day. They will see you make mistakes, apologize, ask for a do-over, and then do better. They will learn to be resilient. They will learn how to thrive in life as they watch you thrive.






CHAPTER 2 In the Beginning: Surviving the Early Days



I have been driven many times upon my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go. My own wisdom and that of all about me seemed insufficient for that day.

Abraham Lincoln



Loella blindly stumbled down the hallway to my office. In a completely befuddled state, she began to talk about how to “play nice” with her estranged spouse, from whom she was separated. For Loella, “playing nice” meant walking on eggshells to avoid igniting the powder keg of her husband’s anger. She was trying to decide how to talk to her kids about the separation in a truthful way that wouldn’t set her husband off if it got back to him. She reluctantly agreed to tell them that he was away on business. For the past month, she had been admitting the truth about her husband to herself. She was grappling with her idealized version of her life and what was actually happening.

“He really is my best friend…” Loella told me, her voice quavering. She needed to plan a graduation party for her daughter, whose anxiety made it hard for her to even think about crossing the stage. Loella admitted, “I’m scared I am going to do it wrong.” Several weeks went by like this, as she tried to hold all the pieces together as they were quickly falling apart. It got to be too much, and she finally filed for divorce because she couldn’t stand her husband’s blatant infidelity—especially the fact that he was being unfaithful to her with much younger men.

“I’m afraid and it’s not okay,” she told me. “I taught myself not to feel fear, but in the process I made myself a victim.”

Loella had been thinking that if she just played her part as the dutiful wife and mother, she could make it all okay.

It’s Not So Easy at Times

Sometimes, we carry way too much. Somehow, we grow up believing the old adage, “Don’t worry about the horse, just load the wagon.” We believe we get a gold medal for not having limitations. But the words that no self-respecting perfectionist would ever say—“I can’t handle it”—are actually very freeing. Eventually, you do have to worry about the horse. You have to check in with yourself and ask, “How am I truly functioning?” Are you on autopilot, like Loella? Are you too keyed up to sleep? Can you admit that you need some help? Look further into the future. Can you sustain your current pace for the long haul?

When you first realize you are going to be a single parent, you likely enter survival mode, which means you conserve your resources. This means you take an honest inventory of what is sucking your energy away, and you scale those things back. You may be plagued with negative self-talk as you curtail your activities. Listen to what you are saying to yourself when you decline invitations! You might be surprised to find a critical voice commenting on your limited abilities. Usually, the word “should” pervades these thoughts. Listen and become aware, then record the most negative comments in a journal. You might be surprised to find a committee in your head that has condemned you as worthless. You wouldn’t talk to your best friend that way (at least, I hope not), so why would you talk to yourself that way? After documenting these thoughts, begin trying to stop them.

While you cut back, you have to be kind to yourself and send messages of care and kindness to your inner being. Think about how good you feel when someone offers you compassion and understanding. These reassurances create a sense of safety and stabilization in your body, brain, and spirit. Do that for yourself always, but especially in your early days as a single parent.

The ANTeater in Your Brain

Dr. Daniel Amen, a psychiatrist and brain disorder specialist, studies brains all day, every day. He uses SPECT (single-photon emission computed tomography) scans to map the brain to see how it responds to different stimuli. He notes the interconnected physiological effects of thinking patterns on the brain and body. Dr. Amen says that when we have negative, judgmental thoughts that he calls ANTs (Automatic Negative Thoughts), our brains release chemicals that make our bodies feel distressed. Symptoms include rapid heartbeat, muscle tension, and faster breathing. Memory, judgment, and logical reasoning decrease. When we send ourselves positive, hopeful messages, our bodies respond by becoming more relaxed. Our breathing slows, our muscles relax, and our brains are able to work more efficiently. Dr. Amen suggests employing an “ANTeater to patrol the streets of your mind.”1 For instance, if an ANT says, “I can’t do this,” you change it to “I can do this with the help of God and others.” When you are facing new challenges, and an ANT screams, “You should know how to do things alone!” turn that around to “I can take steps to learn how to do something alone.” (More about this in chapter 18.)

[image: Image]

Faith Foundation

I have a painting hanging on the wall in my office. It is a very unassuming canvas, consisting of yellow and green horizontal stripes of graduating sizes. It looks a little like a sunset. I received it early in my practicum while working at a crisis pregnancy center. When a newly single parent is struggling with his or her own sense of weakness, I get up, grab the painting off the wall, and tell this story:

Lucia was a client, and she was really depressed. When I asked her what she had loved to do as a child, she told me that she loved painting. I asked if she was still painting. She told me no. She said that her husband told her they didn’t have room in their tiny apartment for her painting materials. He also said that they couldn’t afford to buy new canvases. I told her to find a corner, even if it was in the kitchen, and use old canvases, even if she had to paint over them. Just get painting again, I told her! She was an obedient client and took my suggestion. Her depression started to improve, and she began to find her lost heart. She began to have hope again.

In appreciation, Lucia painted this sunset for me. It graces the wall behind my clients as they sit on my couch. As I move across my office and reach over them to take the painting off the wall, I continue, “So, when I got my new office, I put this painting in the window, like this”—and I dramatically place it in the window.

As the sunlight comes through the back of the painting, a picture of Jesus appears. You really have to see it to believe it. My client’s jaws predictably drop. I then say, “I called Lucia and asked how she did that magnificent thing. She had no idea what I was talking about, until I explained that there is a picture of Jesus behind the painting of the sunset that is virtually undetectable when on the wall. She told me that she followed my suggestion and painted over some pictures of Jesus that she didn’t like.”
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Wow! My client and I usually just look for a minute at our Savior staring back at us. I then quote 2 Corinthians 4:7: “We now have this light shining in our hearts, but we ourselves are like fragile clay jars containing this great treasure. This makes it clear that our great power is from God, not from ourselves” (NLT). If, in your solo parenting, you are a tough piece of pottery, God’s glory cannot show itself. But if you are fragile, limited, and have a few cracks, His richness can show up and show off most often on your behalf.

Superhero

Another client, Gena, fondly refers to herself as “Wonder Woman”—probably because she needs a constant reminder that she can do it. I think it is very possible that Gena’s support system helped crown her with that title. When parenting on your own feels impossible without superpowers granted to us from on high, a superhero reference can be helpful. What single parent doesn’t want Spidey senses, super speed, or a little shapeshifting in order to get everything done? But, while we occasionally need reminders of our super strength, we need to lay down the cape and let God be God.

Even Superman has his kryptonite. We know that he doesn’t succumb long to the powerful radioactive poison. But it does force him to pause for a while, regroup, and develop another strategy. Often in single parenting, we must do the same. When struck down by the realities of mortal weakness, we have to accept our limitations and agree to receive help. Specifics of how to receive help will be covered in chapters 8 and 9. The bottom line is that Superman is still super even when he has been broken down by kryptonite. And Wonder Woman is still wonderful even when she can’t use telepathy to understand what her kids aren’t saying. Your value is not in your ability to perform. There is way more to you than that! Your worth is in the fact that the Savior of the Universe gave His life for you and would do it again, over and over, because He loves you that much.

Tools for Successful Resource Management

You have likely heard the expression “my plate is full.” Take a minute to consider your plate of life. Each of your activities and commitments are items on your plate. Now, visualize emptying your plate. That’s it, clean it off. Observe the clean plate. Now, add back each item in order of priority. Only replate what you can comfortably handle.

When emptying, ask yourself the following questions:

What can I scale back on?

Can I completely subtract this responsibility?

Can I release this obligation or delegate it to someone else?

When replating, ask yourself:

Is this life-giving?

Is it a top priority?

Is this really my responsibility, or someone else’s?

What happens if I don’t do this?

As you unload responsibilities, seek God for guidance. So often, we forget that we have the Holy Spirit residing in us to help us discern direction and priorities. Take time to notice what feelings arise as you scale back your commitments. Listed below are some of the common self-denigrating beliefs—Automatic Negative Thoughts—that can deplete a new single parent.

ANTs:

I should be able to do it all.

I am weak.

A good parent would…

I should have more energy.

I am not good enough.

I am a loser.

I can’t ever do it right.

I am not as good as…

ANTeaters:

I am reserving my energy.

I need rest.

I am accepted by God.

I am a good parent.

I can’t handle that.

It’s okay to relax.

I am enough.

The Gift That Keeps On Giving

Be a good steward of your resources for your children. Model balance for them. Mimic God’s design for a day of Sabbath. Your children will feel the effects of your balanced parenting by the vibe you give off. This “vibe” will give them permission to have limitations themselves. This is the best defense you can give them against performance-based living. They will see that it is okay to say no, okay to rest, and okay to admit that you have limits, beyond which your efforts become ineffective. They will learn to depend on God instead of merely their own resources. Who doesn’t want to help develop this kind of faith in their children?

My daughter’s friend Allie learned a valuable lesson from watching her dad take a week off during the holidays after his divorce. He knew he was grieving and couldn’t do his best at work and at home. A month later, when Allie broke up with her boyfriend, she tearfully announced, “Dad, I think I need a mental health day from school today.” Her dad obliged, and together, they learned that it is okay to have limits.

These are the steps to owning your limitations as a single parent:

First, become aware of them. Honestly assess your ability to manage your health and your responsibilities in this new stage. This is when you assess your plate to see if it is well balanced or overflowing.

Second, take steps to unload some obligations. This is when you empty your plate.

Then, when you are ready to reload your plate, ask those questions in the previous section to assess whether the activity or responsibility you are considering is life-giving. Set boundaries and reset your expectations for yourself. Become an ANTeater: battle the negative thoughts and change them into life-giving statements that will rebalance your psyche. Accepting that you are not always Superman or Wonder Woman does not discount who you are as a person. Become balanced in your being and model humility for your children.

You can do this! You are now aware that having limitations is normal. You know now that negative self-talk has deleterious effects on your body and brain. You have the tools to make your plate more manageable and be compassionate with yourself. Begin making these changes so that your children will see a stable parent handling life well. Now, let’s learn ways to navigate the difficult feelings that accompany single parenthood.
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