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For Our Family






For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.

—GENESIS 18:19








Preface

In the early days of writing my autobiography, So Help Me God, I led a delegation of Heritage Foundation supporters to visit historic sites in France. Our trip culminated in a visit to the Normandy American Cemetery and Memorial.1 It was a cool, cloudy day in Normandy, and one of the men traveling with the group, Price Harding, approached me and made a comment that would stay with me for months. He had heard I was working on a book and wanted to know more about it. When I told him it was a memoir about my life and political career, including the years of the Trump-Pence administration, he was kind and said he thought it would be a success and looked forward to reading it.

Then he paused for a moment and looked at me. “The book I really want to read, though,” he said, “is how you and Karen have the family you have with the life you’ve lived.”

I was genuinely humbled by his interest, and, with his observation, came the idea for this book: Go Home for Dinner. I am grateful for the positive response to So Help Me God, and I felt that there was even more to say—not just about my own career and life but about the family that Karen and I have been blessed with for more than thirty years.

Throughout my life, I’ve been immensely fortunate. I was raised by wonderful parents, married the woman of my dreams, have three successful children and three beautiful grandchildren, and have had incredible opportunities to serve my country. Through it all, my family’s faith has sustained us. Our faith has given rise to timeless principles, ones that have guided our family. I believe they can guide yours, too. They are not unique to us and our story; they are principles common to most successful families I have known. They make it possible to have not only an intact family but one that thrives. I attribute our family’s connection and dedication to one another to the grace of God, as well as our humble attempt to live out these core principles. Our commitment to these principles is based on something I believe with all my heart: that faith makes a family and family makes a life.

This book is a modest effort to share our family and our life, to explain the lessons we’ve learned over the course of our journey that have brought us to where we are today. Although this book includes stories of my family, I hope it is relatable in more general ways. I hope that it reminds you that we all have much in common, that it offers you helpful insights, and that it makes you smile. I pray that the timeless truths put into practice in our little family will be useful for anyone who seeks to balance the challenges of pursuing their dreams and raising a thriving family at the same time.

I’m going to begin with a secret: our culture tells us that “you can have it all,” but you can’t—not without somebody paying the price. We all have to work, to provide some contribution to the world, but success in work is not the most important thing in life. Psalm 127:2 says, “It is in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, eating the bread of anxious toil; for he gives to his beloved sleep.” I often tell people that if God did not exist, it would be nonsensical to give up your productive time for your family, because it would set you back professionally. But when you make God’s priorities your priorities, when you trust Him that family and serving Him are the most important things in life, He will bless you in unexpected ways.

But this book wasn’t written in a vacuum. The cultural pressures of the day inform what I’ve included. I am aware that our country today is not the 1959 America into which I was born. The breakdown of the family is not often addressed in the political arena, but the truth is that the American family is facing hard times. There isn’t the popular cultural support for two-parent households or for couples to remain together that there once was. Marriage rates have been going down in recent years as people decide to get married later or avoid it entirely.2 Social connections and career achievements are given more value than raising successful children and building a marriage that lasts. For those who dream of making family a priority in their adult lives, there are few public models to reference or current examples to cite.

Family vitality, however, is consequential in ways we may not even realize. The steadiness of family life has an impact on the individual level, creating a circle of community on which one can rely. Our families are the primary group to which we are connected. A strong family allows individuals to go through life knowing they have support from their loved ones. But it affects more than our sense of self or our familial relationships; it has an even broader impact. The fate of nations, including this one, ultimately comes down to the strength of the family. Some say that America should come first, but I believe that God should come first, then the family, and then America. But, of course, these are all connected. If you’re wondering what you can do to get America on the right track, look first at your connection with the people who live under the same roof as you. Strong faith-based values make strong families, strong families make strong communities, and strong communities make a strong nation.

This is the inside story of one family’s lessons, which strengthened us to meet the challenges to come. Wherever we went in life, whatever opportunities were presented to us, my wife, Karen, and I did our best to make our faith and family the priorities. The foundational values we put into practice all came out of the belief that if you put your family first, God will handle the rest.

We have made mistakes along the way, and I will be the first to say that I am not the perfect father nor am I the perfect husband, but these timeless truths strengthened our family, and I believe they will strengthen yours. It’s difficult to choose your family when social pressures and enticing career advancements provide more immediate positive feedback. But I truly believe that living out these ideals creates families that are strong and that can withstand even the most challenging circumstances.

And it all begins when you go home for dinner.






1 Go Home for Dinner



Better is a dinner of herbs where love is.

—PROVERBS 15:17



Shortly after I was elected to serve in Congress from Indiana, members of the press and colleagues would occasionally ask where I saw myself in five years. When I would reply, “Home for dinner,” I could tell it wasn’t exactly what they were expecting to hear. But that response came from my heart and a lifetime of lessons learned.

If there is one piece of advice I would share with the busy men and women reading this book that made the greatest difference in our family, it’s this: go home for dinner.

This lesson has its roots in my childhood. My parents raised four boys and two girls in a little house in the Everroad Park West neighborhood of Columbus, Indiana. The 1960s were a busy time and our lives were scattered but full and rich. In the summer, we kids were always outside, playing in the waters of Haw Creek or riding bikes throughout the neighborhood. With all the activity, there were a few constant patterns we could depend upon as kids. The first was attending church on Sunday. My parents put a tremendous value on faith. We weren’t a particularly pious family, but we lived out our Catholic faith: at our house it was Mass on Sunday and grace before dinner, and we were taught to be kind to others.

The dinner table was where we came together to end each day. I remember my mom opening the back door and calling for us to come in from a long day of playing outside. No matter what else was going on, we were required to be at dinner, and each knew where to sit, what tasks were required of us to put the finishing touches on the meal. With my dad at the head of the table and my mom across from him, I saw firsthand the value of being present for family meals. I had a role model to show me how to do it, too. Even in his job as a salesman who traveled throughout Indiana several days out of each week, my dad always made a point to be home for dinner with his family. His days were longer than they would have been had he not come home for dinner with us. And he likely missed out on business opportunities by skipping dinners with customers, but he was always there—and it made a difference.

At our dinner table, children were seen and not heard. My brothers and I knew that if we started kicking one another under the table or whispering to one another, we would be in trouble after the meal was over. We engaged in dinner as a spectator sport and were expected to be on time and well put together, with clean hands and clean clothes. As a young boy, I don’t think I perceived those dinners as fun. They were enjoyable because they were consistent and we knew we could depend on them. Even though my mother was from an Irish family, where the tradition around meals was always to have more than enough, that wasn’t exactly the case in our house. On more than one occasion, I remember looking longingly at the last pork chop left in the middle of the table only to see my dad spear it with a fork and leave me disappointed once again.

It was at that table that I saw what going home for dinner looked like, what it meant in practice to put family above everything else. My parents caught up with each other and smoked cigarettes as the kids observed and learned the values they instilled. If Dad was facing a particularly difficult time in business, he would tell my mother about it, and she would offer him advice. There was often a layer of smoke resting on top of my glass of milk by the end of dinnertime, which had collected as I ate and listened. With no Twitter or text messages, my parents’ attention was centered on each other and what was going on in the lives of their family members. Even though my siblings and I weren’t an active part of the conversation, the meals still made us feel special because our presence was required—and wanted. For the family dinner to be complete, we needed to be there.

In 1985, I married a beautiful schoolteacher named Karen Whitaker. Karen’s parents divorced when she was a little girl, but after her mother remarried years later to a gregarious first-generation Italian American, the dinner table became a focal point of their family as well. Through the example of our families, we had both seen firsthand the benefits of setting aside time every day to reconnect and resolved to share a meal every day. It was a tradition we continued after seeing the birth of three children within four years. Despite our increasingly busy lives, we knew it was an essential part of our family life.

By the early 1990s, I was hosting a radio show syndicated across the State of Indiana from 9:00 a.m. to noon every weekday. It was a call-in talk show to which I brought my Christian, conservative, and Republican values to the news of the day. If Hoosiers were talking about it, we were talking about it on The Mike Pence Show. I had one producer who assisted with the show every day, but beyond that, I had a wide range of responsibilities. I rose early to do all the preparation and host the show. Once I went off the air, I was responsible for working with some eighteen affiliates that carried the program around Indiana and handling most of the sales to advertisers.

In the afternoons after the show was over, I worked in the basement of the modest two-story house that we had bought a few years earlier. We hung fluorescent lights downstairs to create a makeshift office for me, complete with a computer. When you’re trying to build something from scratch, it’s easy to be consumed by work, hustling to make things happen. Yet even though I was starting a new business, with plenty to keep me busy, I knew I couldn’t allow my career to take the place of what mattered most in life. I developed the habit of turning off the computer at 6:00 p.m. and heading upstairs to find one child in a high chair and two others in booster seats at the kitchen table, often with spaghetti sauce smeared everywhere. Because of my upbringing, I knew it was important to be there with Karen and the kids, to get the little ones ready for bed, change their diapers, read them books, and tuck them in with nighttime prayers. Our children needed both of their parents to be a part of their lives, to spend time with them and make memories. The consistent presence of both Karen and me created a stable foundation for their lives.

Once the kids were finally down, Karen and I spent time talking about our day. We didn’t want to stop prioritizing time with each other just because we were worn out. It can be hard to focus on your spouse once your kids are in bed and you have a chance to get back to work. Choosing to set aside time for us took intentionality and an understanding that our marriage was the foundation of our family. We knew that if our marriage wasn’t strong, our family would suffer as a result. Ending the day catching up with each other made sure we stayed connected through the chaos.

At the time, my going home for dinner didn’t involve a commute; I just had to walk upstairs. Even so, sometimes turning off the computer and leaving work behind was the hardest thing for me to do. I like to work and enjoy feeling a sense of accomplishment, but I knew it was more important to end the workday on time and have dinner with my family. It was a conscious decision, something I had to actively choose every day. After all, there’s always “one more thing” you can check off your to-do list. Spending time with family in the midst of starting a new business was not only the right thing to do but allowed me to expand what I was able to accomplish. It helped set a precedent of how we behaved as a family. Making that decision when our family was young established a habit that we continued in the years ahead when life was busier in different ways. Hard times will come and there will be challenging moments, but when your family is strong, you can face more—that is, if you choose to go home for dinner.

After I was elected to Congress in November 2000, our life became even more hectic. The life and schedule of a congressional member are often unpredictable, and families rarely move to Washington, DC. But on the advice of friends who had served in Washington, Karen and I decided to move our family to the nation’s capital. We wanted me to be a part of our kids’ lives every day instead of only on the weekends. I wanted to be home for dinner. Even with late-night votes on Capitol Hill and days full of meetings, I would go home to have dinner with my family whenever I could. That meant skipping the Washington scene of endless receptions and fundraisers. It meant going home in between votes, knowing I would have to head back to the Capitol after spending some time with Karen and the kids. With my family in Washington, I was often pulled in many directions. I would rush home to see the kids before they went to bed, but I was, at times, distracted by the breakneck speed of policymaking in Congress. It meant that I couldn’t always debrief my staff on important developments of the day. I often wished I could be in several places at one time, but I knew that my family mattered more than my career. I had to live that out, even when it was difficult. It was all worth it.

Moving our family to Washington, DC, aligned with our larger commitment to coming home for dinner. As a family, we wanted to spend everyday moments with one another rather than see each other only when it fit into the week’s schedule. Being around them was also essential for me as I tried to live out my values in the thicket of DC. After spending the day on Capitol Hill—where it’s easy for members to start buying into the belief that they are more important than they are—I would walk in the front door of our home to find four people who had absolutely no respect for me whatsoever. My kids have never hesitated to tease me or roll their eyes at my corny Dad jokes. They reminded me that I wasn’t as cool as members of Congress are often led to believe. They kept my feet on the ground.

I was also able to be there for my family in a way I wouldn’t have been if I had lived in a different state for most of the week. I knew my kids’ friends, teachers, and after-school activities. Karen and I had the same circle of friends, too, whether through church, work, or her job at the school our children attended. Instead of my coming into and out of their lives, we were intertwined. We were a family.

But it wasn’t easy; just because we lived in the same city when I was in Congress didn’t mean I was automatically going to spend time with Karen and the kids. We still had to put in the effort and make hard choices like every other family. Despite our efforts, there were still times when I didn’t make it home for dinner, but because we prioritized time together as a family, we got creative. I have fond memories of Karen and our three children picking up tacos from our favorite spot on the Hill, Tortilla Coast, and meeting me on the steps of the Capitol, where we ate dinner together.

If I had missed lots of dinners, school events, birthday parties, and soccer games, moving our family to DC wouldn’t have been worth it. Having them in Washington meant that I constantly had to choose which career functions I would be able to attend. For example, when I was a new congressman, I was given an early opportunity to meet with President George W. Bush at the White House along with other congressional members. But that night, we also had a family event. It was my daughter Charlotte’s first violin recital. I had to decide: whether to attend an official meeting with the president of the United States where I could share my thoughts and connect with peers or sit through a squeaky concert of young violinists. I knew all the reasons why I should make the obvious decision and go to the meeting: Charlotte was young, and she wouldn’t even remember if I had been at her concert; if I lost my next election because my colleagues didn’t take me seriously after I turned down the invitation, it wouldn’t be in Charlotte’s best interest for me to skip the meeting, either; other members might be given opportunities I would have gotten if I had been there. But ultimately it was an easy call because of the foundation we had laid as a family. I made it to the recital and sat in the back row in a folding chair as my daughter pulled her bow across the strings of what might as well have been a Stradivarius. She was amazing.

Throughout my political life, there have been other times when I chose not to attend what seemed to be a crucial work event or opportunity that seemed impossible to turn down. It’s easy to cave when money, influence, or people pleasing—three things that are abundant in Congress—is on the line. But whenever anyone questioned my decision, I repeated a mantra often heard around the Pence campaign and congressional office. I simply said, “I’d rather lose an election than lose my family.”

That wasn’t just something the Pence family lived by; we also put it into practice in our office. Our congressional staff was not allowed to stay and work past six o’clock in the evening. We didn’t want a workaholic culture—or anyone feeling as though they needed to stay because their coworkers were burning the midnight oil. Years later, Karen continued this in her office as second lady. She encouraged staffers to have lives outside of work so they could spend time with friends and family. Putting loved ones ahead of a job was a standard to which we held ourselves, and we wanted our staff to have rich lives by doing the same.

Finding time to connect with the people who mean the most in our lives is a challenge, and implementing daily schedules that make everybody—bosses, coworkers, friends, and family—happy can seem almost impossible. This is especially true in the world of remote work, where employees can easily feel as if they are always on the clock, even if they are not in the office. Strategies of discovering a “work-life balance” have surfaced to address this very issue. In recent years, it seems as if the concept of “quality time” has grown in popularity as the modern family has become busier and busier. But I actually don’t agree with the idea that the quality of time spent together carries more weight than how much time is spent together. When it comes to being with family, I have long believed that quantity time is more important than quality time.

Today, some people expect to book the time they spend with their children in the same way they fit everything else into their days—by setting aside hours that work best for them. The problem is that kids don’t operate that way. Penciling in an hour between seven and eight o’clock in the evening to connect with them is typically not effective. They could be tired after a long day at school, and that could be the exact time they decide to have a meltdown. They could find the cache of Sharpies at six o’clock, and you could be spending the next two hours cleaning up the mess. They might be closed off and unwilling to share when you happen to have a free moment. And we all know that children often switch preferences for parents, meaning that when they want you, they want only you.

We have to build consistency and give our children time to open up. I remember countless times when I would ask my teenagers about their day after they got home, to which they would answer, “It was fine.” It wouldn’t be until later in the evening, often over dinner, that one of them would ask for advice or reveal something that had happened at school. Your children have a desire to connect with you, but you have to create the time and space for that connection to happen. These moments of connection don’t always occur when it’s convenient. That’s why it’s important to prioritize not only the big events—such as a violin concert—but also the small moments of connection.

Going home for dinner means sitting around a dinner table, passing food around, and sharing stories about the day whenever possible. For some people, this might not be realistic every night. Not everyone can have dinner with their family because of work shifts, military deployments, or health issues that supersede setting aside time to sit down and have dinner together. When it isn’t possible to share a meal, find other ways to sit down and connect with your family. Researchers have found that even having a different meal together during the day—such as breakfast—can be an effective work-around.1

Being “home for dinner” is more than just eating together. It means being present in the lives of family members and making a conscious effort not to be distracted when you are with them. Nothing can replace moments spent together and there is little in the life of a family that is more important. Making the time to be with one another, to talk, and to listen can make all the difference.

The Bible says, “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself” (Matthew 6:34). So leave tomorrow’s work for tomorrow. Make your family your priority today. Go home for dinner.






2 Be a Parent Who Listens



You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise.

—DEUTERONOMY 6:7



Throughout my childhood and young adult years, my mom and dad seemed to be constantly moving forward. They took every opportunity to make sure their kids had full lives, worked hard, and learned the important lessons. It was a given that family came first. If there was a conflict between spending time with friends or family members, my siblings and I knew that family was the priority. That was the expectation, and my parents returned it by putting us first, too.

One of the main ways they did this was by listening to their children. But each of them had a unique way of doing so, proving how parents with different personalities and styles can effectively listen to their children in meaningful ways.

My dad was the kind of father I wanted to be and pray I have been. He worked hard, made his own way in the world, and provided for a family that he raised with an intentionality and purpose that I have tried to emulate. He and I were known to hash out our disagreements, but we respected each other. He didn’t hesitate to share his thoughts, and he valued honesty, believing it would ultimately serve us well if he told us the truth, even when it was hard to hear.

For example, when we were growing up, one of my brothers had an especially high opinion of himself when it came to a particular sport he played. Where other parents would have been encouraging, Dad sat him down and told him he wasn’t as good as he thought he was. He wanted to tell my brother that before somebody else came along and let him know in a less generous way. Dad was very protective of us, but he would always give it to us straight.

My mother is a redheaded first-generation Irish American girl from the big city of Chicago who also valued listening to her children. Dad was always willing to hear us out and offer advice, but the interest in the minor details that my mom showed was a great blessing to me as a child and later as an adult. When I got home from school in the afternoons while growing up, she would ask me about my day and really want to know everything. That was different from our family dinner table, because during dinner, we were taught to remember our place and give the adults time to talk. But one-on-one, my mom was always quick to listen.

My mom also believed that people learn from their mistakes. If one of her children was hurt, it would break her heart. She wanted to protect us, but she knew she shouldn’t always intervene. She had the opinion that there is only so much parenting one can do, and once children are grown, they must learn how to fix their own problems. My mother was always ready to listen, but she didn’t want to solve all of our issues for us. And her loving nature didn’t extend to letting me wallow in life’s difficulties. My mother is relentless in love, but she is impatient with pity.

After I left home to attend Hanover College, I often told people that my mom had a “hot pot of perspective” on the stove waiting for me every time I went home for a visit. Though she was intensely curious about my life and would listen to almost anything, there was one thing she would not entertain: she wouldn’t listen to me complain about how badly things were going for me. She had no time for complaints. If I started describing how hard something was or how discouraged I was feeling, she only wanted to know what was next and what I was going to do about it. She had an Irish stoicism that left no room for self-pity. She wanted me to believe in myself and stick to the task at hand, no matter how difficult it might be. Her indomitable spirit always left me feeling encouraged. Even as an adult, when I would head back to work after a conversation with her, I had a newfound sense of strength because I had spent time with someone who knew me, listened to me, and believed in me. I could feel it. It showed. There’s really no substitute for that. And with her at ninety years young, it’s still true today.

In Congress, I called home almost every Sunday to catch up with her. When I served as governor of Indiana and later as vice president, my calls to her continued. I wanted to hear her thoughts on the week’s news, and she never hesitated to share her opinion on how I was handling a situation. But first she listened.

And I listened to her. But the reason I was willing to do so was because of the foundation of love she had established throughout my life.

Listening to our kids is not only an essential part of parenting but you cannot have a strong family without it. And it doesn’t happen automatically. Asking, listening, and providing advice take time. They involve fully being there—not just partially or when it’s easy. And there are certainly times when doing so is hard. As a father, I’ve had many conversations with my children where we didn’t agree. Those conversations were difficult for both sides. In those moments, I have had to come to the table and patiently hear them out while they voiced their concerns. I’ve learned that the most important thing I can do is let them know that I take their opinions seriously and want to understand their point of view.

The example my parents set for me by putting their family first and taking the time to invest in their kids’ lives set me up for success in my own family. As a father and husband, I am far from perfect. However, being home for dinner was the first step in creating a space where I could be a parent who listens to his children. It provided space for me to hear what my kids were going through, understand the questions and dilemmas they were facing, and know the details of their days. It was a known factor for them—that I would be there and that if I wasn’t, I wanted to be.

When you spend time with your children, make sure you invest in their concerns, questions, and dreams—even when you don’t see the world the same way. Be a parent who listens.






3 Fulfill Your Purpose



For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.

—GENESIS 18:19



The habits of going home for dinner and being a parent who listens were established years before I entered service in politics, but I didn’t always have those convictions. I had to learn how to put my family above everything else. As a young father, I was plagued by questions about what kind of difference I wanted to make in the world and what impact I wanted to have. God gave me answers to my questions, revealing what His purpose was for me and what He was calling me to do.

The year was 1997, and our family had recently started attending church on the south side of Indianapolis at the Community Church of Greenwood. With our three young kids in tow, Karen and I made our way through the double doors of the church and found seats on the edge of the aisle so we could make a quick departure if one of the kids started crying.

I was facing a difficult time in my life. I had grown up with a persistent, burdening belief that I was destined to be of service and make an impact in the world. But I had seen those aspirations consumed in the fire of my own vanity. A few years earlier, I had lost two congressional elections in a row. The campaigns hadn’t just ended; they had ended badly. My dreams had come crashing down—and it wasn’t because of some negative circumstance or unavoidable problem but because of me and my own mistakes. I engaged in negative personal attacks in the campaigns, which weren’t honoring to God and did little to advance the conservative cause, resulting in the consecutive defeats that embarrassed me and left me in a place of questioning. The big goals I had always thought I would achieve in life had suddenly come to a screeching halt. It looked as though the career I had wanted and thought I would be good at was gone forever.

Ever since my boyhood, I had dreamed of representing my hometown in Washington, DC, as a member of Congress. I had focused the entirety of my studies on my passion for politics. In high school, I had been active in speech and debate clubs, and I had been good at it, winning national competitions. When I had gone to college, I had studied history under the instruction of dedicated teachers, with whom I would remain in contact for years. I had later decided I wanted to further my education and had gone to law school, where I learned the foundations of our legal system. Every decision I had made in my life had been done so I could chase the dream God had placed in my heart. Yet there I was with that dream utterly dashed.

I was beginning to consider that maybe it was time for me to turn away from the dreams of my youth, grow up, and accept that those ambitions were gone. I had been convinced that God was paving the way for those aspirations to be fulfilled, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that doors had not just been shut—they had been slammed in my face.

Along the way, my long-awaited family had arrived, fulfilling years of prayers and patience. In three short years, we had welcomed our son, Michael, and our daughters, Charlotte and Audrey. Our joy in them was boundless, but I still felt as though I was missing out on something. Then everything changed. I found renewed purpose for my life somewhere I wasn’t expecting—in those little blinking eyes and a sermon at the church we had just begun to attend.

At the Community Church of Greenwood, we got settled into our seats and the senior pastor, Pastor Charles Lake, arrived at the pulpit to welcome the congregation. He looked like Johnny Carson and had the depth of knowledge and personal touch that made him an excellent teacher and a gifted communicator. He would go on to have a profound effect on my life. Little did I know when I walked through those church doors on that Sunday that Pastor Lake’s message would define my philosophy of career, family, and faith for decades to come.

The passage Pastor Lake spoke about that day takes place after God appears to Abraham and tells him that Sarah, Abraham’s wife, will have a son. Sarah hears that and laughs, thinking that it can’t possibly happen because of their advanced age. The promise has special importance, as Abraham and Sarah do not yet have their own children and desperately want a child. The Lord questions if He should hide from Abraham what He is about to do and says, “Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through him” (Genesis 18:18).

The next verse, however, is the one that changed my way of thinking. It reads:


For I have chosen him [Abraham], so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.1

—GENESIS 18:19



The Lord had chosen Abraham, not to journey to the promised land or found the faith, but to “direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just.” And the calling came with a promise, that “the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.”

It was the latter part of that verse that astounded me. Above all else, God was directing Abraham to lead his family. He was calling on Abraham to be a leader in his home. Only through Abraham’s commitment to his family would all of the things God promised him come to fruition.

For several years I had been struggling with a lack of purpose, but when I listened to the sermon that day, something moved in my heart. The message opened my eyes and showed me that although God promised that Abraham would have great influence, His instruction to Abraham was that his family came first. His family was his purpose. And I knew from that moment on that it needed to be mine, too.

It was a liberating thought. A warm, comforting feeling washed over me as the weight of what I had been carrying lifted. My perspective shifted. Instead of looking out at the world and anxiously wondering what role I would play in it, I began to focus inward toward my family. My purpose in life was to be a godly husband and father, and if I did that, the Lord would fulfill His purpose for me. God’s Word penetrated my heart and mind in new ways of understanding. Suddenly everything clicked: what He wanted me to do right then was put my family first—to love Karen and to lead Michael, Charlotte, and Audrey before I led anyone else.

I had found my purpose; it was to lead and love my family. I needed to see to the members of my own household first and put them above my career, above my aspirations. Getting that right, doing that every day, and making choices to prioritize them is the reason that our family has been able to thrive and do all that God would call us to do.

The sermon gave me a new outlook on life as I realized I didn’t have to have every dream fulfilled at that moment. I didn’t have to worry about tomorrow. As long as I prioritized being the kind of husband and father that God was calling me to be, the Lord would handle whatever role He wanted me to play in what He was doing in the world. I have read and scratched notes in my Bible for decades. Next to this passage in Genesis are the words “God’s promise for me,” a note that I wrote to remind myself of the powerful message of that sermon.

And it was true. God’s purpose unfolded in our lives. Opportunities emerged, doors opened, and Karen and I would go on to serve our country in ways I never dreamed as I sat in the pews of that church in Greenwood, Indiana.

Perhaps you are like I was in the 1990s and have watched your hopes for the future be shattered. The dreams you felt certain about might have disappeared, and you might be wondering what comes next. I like to think that Abraham and Sarah felt the same way as they entered old age and their dream of becoming parents felt increasingly out of reach. But no matter what you may be going through, there is hope. There is time to build a foundation and to live out principles that will result in the kind of family you want to have and the kind of life you want to live.

First you must come to terms with what your purpose is and choose to live it out. If I may make a humble suggestion: your purpose is leading your family. It is the most important thing you will ever do. Second, trust God to handle the rest.

Once you’ve decided to lead your family, you can’t do it halfway. This central purpose comes with the responsibility of making choices that reinforce it as the most important thing in your life. This isn’t easy. Placing one’s family and faith above everything else comes at a cost. You will sacrifice time, money, professional opportunities, and a wide network of friends, among other things. Some people will laugh at you, and others will say you will never make it to where you want to go. Some might try to convince you that in order to have influence, your home life is a necessary sacrifice.

For some, it might seem easier to focus on family instead of pursuing service outside the home. I found it to be harder. It was challenging to cede my hopes, dreams, and ambitions, not knowing how they would be fulfilled. And even though family is a smaller stage than public life, I have often had less control in my family than I do in my public life. Maintaining relationships with those closest to you is hard work; being a consistently patient father when your children aren’t paid to listen to you isn’t easy.

But as I learned, if we focus on our families, God will fulfill the plans He has for our lives. As Genesis predicts, there is a promise on the other side. Put your family first, and God will fulfill your purpose.
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