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Advance Praise for X-Plan Parenting

“This is so much more than a ‘plan.’ . . . This book is relevant to all of us, wherever we are on our journeys, and invites us to trust we are not alone, to trust in God’s grace, and to trust above all that we are loved, just as we are.”

—Reverend Jacquelin E. Compton, pastor, Central Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)

“A book that parents of every faith can use. In this new era of pervasive social media and instant information, X-Plan Parenting integrates ages-old wisdom with fresh insights to help us guide our kids on their life journeys to become strong and responsible adults . . . who can still love and respect ‘good ole Mom and Dad’ for their efforts.”

—Darrell Fetty, Emmy-nominated, award-winning producer, writer, actor . . . and parent

“Fulks’s X-Plan Parenting presents specific strategies and real-life situations for those looking for wisdom, strength, and the faith to face those challenges head on. This book is engaging, authentic, transparent, and beautifully written and is certain to boost the confidence of any parent.”

—David Hermon, PhD, LPC, professor, College of Education and Professional Development, Marshall University

“A Christ-centered guide bursting with humor, refreshing honesty, and wisdom. Using his own missteps as cautionary tales, Fulks reminds readers that conscientious parenting requires self-awareness, humility, and the flexibility to course correct.”

—Marie Manilla, award-winning author of Shrapnel and The Patron Saint of Ugly

“X-Plan Parenting focuses as much, if not more, on what to do about ourselves as human beings as it does on what to do about the kids we parent.”

—Reverend Joseph Bruce Allen Hill, district superintendent, United Methodist Church, former director of Christian Education and senior pastor

“With grace and wisdom, Fulks reminds us that ‘the life they [your children] are meant to lead may not be what you have in mind.’ ”

—Mary Calhoun Brown, author of There Are No Words, winner of eleven literary awards

“Bert Fulks is a storyteller who uses honesty and vulnerability to help guide parents to cultivate their own child’s God-given authentic self. . . . Parenting is a joint venture between parent, child, and God, and with his book, the reader is left feeling hopeful that his wisdom and encouragement can be incorporated in their own X-Plan venture.”

—Margaret Dempsey, PhD, licensed psychologist

“Bert Fulks’s book explores the intense and often complex relationship that adults have with children and the importance of raising them to be open, self-reliant, and successful.”

—Eliot Parker, author and West Virginia Literary Merit Award winner
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For my parents and my kids—I’m grateful for the journey. All of it.


    χ



The X-Plan

Home for lunch, my wife, Laura, was about to head back to work.

“Babe, will you give this a quick read?”

I handed her an article I’d just finished. She proofs everything I write. I trust her judgment and keen eye, but many of my topics are personal and gritty, so I need her permission to put our lives on display. She’s never said, “No, don’t publish this,” but I still ask. Almost three decades of marriage have taught me a few things.

Laura read X-Plan: Giving Your Kids a Way Out, a short piece about giving teens an escape from rough situations using a simple text message. It’s a plan we developed for our younger son, Danny.

“It’s good,” Laura said as she handed me the pages, “but if you submit this, won’t it screw it up for Danny when people read it?”

I laughed. About twenty years prior, I’d left my teaching job to be a stay-at-home dad and write full-time. My brother had scoffed: “I give it six months, and the only thing you’ll be writing is a suicide note.” In some ways, he was right. My fledgling writing career was lost to my real full-time job: raising kids. As they became older, I eventually returned to the keyboard. My readership had grown over time, but remained just a sarcastic smidge below best seller status.

“Honey”—I flipped my X-Plan article in the air—“nobody’s going to read this.”

We now laugh about that.



Technology glitch, I thought at first. My blog’s stats were screwed up—they had to be! Within twenty-four hours of my publishing the X-Plan, traffic exploded from thousands of readers to millions. It wasn’t until I started receiving phone calls, emails, and private messages from total strangers that the reality hit me—this thing was everywhere.

They’re talking about your article on K-LOVE, a friend texted me.

Much like parenting, sometimes God’s blessings feel like more than we can handle. In truth, I wasn’t prepared for the popularity of that piece. God apparently had more faith in me than I deserved.

Friends, I have a confession: just one week before, I was ready to quit writing.

I’d been to a Colorado retreat for a week of prayer, and I was struggling. Walking along a hardpack road, the gravel crunching beneath my boots and wind hissing through the aspens, I was pushing in on God with an all-too-familiar question: “Where are you leading me?” I felt a change on the horizon, but I was adrift and unclear about direction. It’s hard to navigate when you don’t know the destination.

Writing had delivered some success, but it wasn’t paying any bills. Plus, we’d just survived a cancer scare that felt like a wake-up call. (What would become of us if anything happened to Laura?) I’d been considering going back to school and finishing my master’s degree in counseling. Our hometown was crying out in need, and I suspected God was calling me into that arena. The drug epidemic had become a hurricane with no eye, and I was surrounded by its destructive force. I missed a friend’s funeral because of my Colorado trip. He had gotten himself clean, remarried, landed a good job, was walking with God . . . but one slipup killed him. That hit me hard, because if this guy couldn’t make it, who could?

My oldest son, Ben, once found himself stuck on a ladder. Halfway up, fear grabbed him, and he froze. That’s exactly what I was feeling at this time—stuck, unable to go back and too afraid and confused to go forward. With my background in teaching and ministry, maybe God was asking me to add the final piece to my trinity: a counseling degree. Maybe that was the final ladder I’d have to climb.

Walking alone on that mountain road, I paused long enough to light a cigar. Leaning against a split-rail fence, I studied the rock faces on distant snowcapped mountains. A hawk circled above me. I was in the heart of beauty, but it gave me no peace. It somehow spurred the disquiet in my soul.

How could I not hear from God in this place? I’d traveled across the country to come to the mountaintop! I’d been wrestling with my life’s direction for some time, but now it seemed urgent. There was much at stake, and I needed God’s counsel. But the answer I wanted wasn’t coming.

Where are you leading me? Is it counseling? Just yes or no—ANSWER ME!

At some point, my eyes closed and I slipped deep into prayer. The world around me faded.

Father, talk to me! Whatever the answer is, I swear I’m okay with it . . . but I need help here. Is it counseling? Is that what you’re saying? Is that what’s next? Father, PLEASE!

About an hour later I opened my eyes, clouded by tears. There’d been no answer. I wasn’t sure God was even listening . . . or ever had been.	

“Thanks for your help,” I said to no one. “I guess I’ll figure this out on my own.”

I turned back toward the road. Then I saw it. Hanging on a metal gate right in front of me was a brilliant red sign.

    STOP

“The good Lord works in mysterious ways,” my mother says.

I almost collapsed as something rushed over me. It felt like falling into a pool on a spring morning—it steals your breath as every nerve in your body comes alive.

God was here in this place, all around me, within me.

STOP

Stop striving, he said. Stop looking for the next ladder to climb, the next title to validate you. I have you where I want you. Keep doing what you’re doing. That’s your mission. Trust me.

After flying back to West Virginia, the next thing I published was the X-Plan . . . which eventually brought us together here.

When Laura learned that I finally—after twenty years—had a book deal, she cried with me. “God called you to this so long ago,” she said, knowing what a long climb it had been. “But he wanted you to write about being a father, and he needed twenty years to give you that story.”

God is many things, friends, but when you’re willing to trust and obey (as the old hymn goes), he is always faithful.



“Bert, your X-Plan is being shared and discussed around the world,” the interviewer said. “Why has this sparked so much attention?”

I almost said, The blind squirrel found a nut? I didn’t. I was sitting in my living room for this Skype interview, but I didn’t want sarcastic, silly me to get too comfortable and derail a serious discussion.

“Two reasons,” I said. “One, I tapped into a universal constant—people worry about their kids. Two, there’s urgency now like never before. Our kids confront issues on a daily basis that are potentially fatal. It’s not like sneaking a beer at Billy’s house anymore. One bad decision and that’s it, game over. The stakes are too high, and everyone is looking for ways to help their kids survive.”

I was thinking of friends who had already buried their kids, the teens I see each week in recovery, and my own. My eyes scanned the room, studying my kids’ pictures: Katie Jo in her ballet costume. A close-up of Danny’s tiny baby feet. Ben with his buddies in their baseball uniforms.

One slipup and . . . gone.

“Tell me about your kids,” the producer said. I was happy to.

I talked about their integrity. Compassion for others. Their sense of fair play and dedication. Their willingness to come to us with questions and have frank discussions.

“I think they’re just old souls in young bodies,” I laughed. “Laura and I are pretty blessed.”

“Bert,” the reporter pressed, “there are millions of parents who would love to know how to end up with kids like that. Can you share some secrets?”

I wasn’t prepared for that question. My mind flooded with memories—some hilarious, others beautiful, and several more awful than I care to admit.

Holding our sobbing teenager in the midst of betrayal, loss, and devastation. Our deserted first grader (who didn’t believe we’d actually leave her) screaming through tears as she chases the family minivan down the street. Laughing around the campfire. My son sobbing on his birthday over something I’d said. Slamming doors. Badminton championships and gutter-worthy smack talk. Homework battles. Boyfriend and girlfriend drama . . . So many teachable moments and life lessons. So much joy. And pain.

This was a fifteen-minute interview, and I couldn’t answer that question in a few seconds. There was too much to say.

“I don’t know,” I fumbled. “If I could bottle it and sell it, I would.”

What you’re now holding is the answer I wanted to give. As parents, Laura and I have nailed a lot of stuff . . . and we’ve failed miserably many times. I’m going to show you the good and the bad—we can learn from both.

At the core, I hope you see God’s fingerprints throughout, because when it comes to parenting, none of us can do this without his guidance and grace.

In the next few pages, I’ll share the original X-Plan article. God used it to reach millions of parents. If you’ve read it, feel free to skip ahead. But before we dive in, I want to share something with you.

Although I’ve spoken on this subject more times than I can count, there’s only one question I’ve never been asked: “Why the letter X ?” I can’t decide if that’s because it’s obvious or no one sees what’s there. For me, the X represents three things:

First, at the heart of the X-Plan is that old algebraic unknown: the letter X, that thing we solve for to balance the equation. As parents, the X is the mystery of who each child is meant to become. It’s the expression of one’s identity, the authentic self, the awesome, peculiar way each of us reflects the image of our creator. Laura and I know our kids are not blank slates where we get to write our own scripts. Rather, each child is a unique unknown waiting to be revealed. And once that authentic self begins to shine through, it unleashes the special ability to stand, fall, and rise again in a world full of pitfalls.

But how do we cultivate that in our kids?

Consider the shape of that X. We see two lines going in different directions that come together in one, distinct point. You are one leg of the X. Your child is the other. Your separate journeys come together in that blazing moment of temporary eternity we call parenthood. At the heart of the X-Plan is the parent-child relationship.

Ultimately, though, I chose the letter X for a specific reason.

X (chi) is the first letter in the Greek word for “Christ.” For Laura and me, our relationship with Jesus is the key to our relationships with our children. My kids’ only hope of me fathering them well comes through my own healing. My best parenting moments reflect my walk with Christ. My worst moments—and there are many—have bled out from my own brokenness, the dark, fractured places that are yet to be restored. And I’m okay with that admission. It leaves a lot of space for grace, something we all need.

Any time our kids need help, I pray they know they can come to us . . . and that we continue to point them to Jesus with our words and actions.

That’s our X-Plan.



X-Plan: Giving Your Kids a Way Out (#xplan)

(As featured on Today Parents, Good Housekeeping, People, Her View From Home, Scary Mommy, Huffington Post, Mamamia, MomsEveryday, K-LOVE, and numerous social and news media outlets.)

FEBRUARY 23, 2017 / BERT FULKS

Friends, as most of you know, I spend an hour each week with a group of young people going through addiction recovery. Yes. Young people. I’m talking teenagers who are locked away for at least six months as they learn to overcome their addictions. I’m always humbled and honored to get this time with these beautiful young souls that have been so wounded by a world they have yet to understand. This also comes with the bittersweet knowledge that these kids still have a fighting chance while several of my friends have already buried their own children.

Recently I asked these kids a simple question: “How many of you have found yourself in situations where things come up that you weren’t comfortable with, but you stuck around because you felt like you didn’t have a way out?”

They all raised their hands.

Every single one of them.

In the spirit of transparency . . . I get it. Though I’m in my midforties, I’m still in touch with that awkward boy who often felt trapped in the unpredictable currents of teenage experiences. I can’t count the times sex, drugs, and alcohol came rushing into my young world. I wasn’t ready for any of it, but I didn’t know how to escape and, at the same time, not castrate myself socially. I still recall my first time drinking beer at a friend’s house in junior high school—I hated it, but I felt cornered. As an adult, that now seems silly, but it was my reality at the time. “Peer pressure” was a frivolous term for an often silent, but very real thing, and I certainly couldn’t call my parents and ask them to rescue me. I wasn’t supposed to be there in the first place. As a teen, forcing down alcohol seemed a whole lot easier than offering myself up for parental punishment, endless nagging and interrogation, and the potential end of freedom as I knew it.

X-Plan

For these reasons, we have something called the “X-Plan” in our family. This simple but powerful tool is a lifeline that our kids are free to use at any time. Here’s how it works.

Let’s say that my youngest, Danny, gets dropped off at a party. If anything about the situation makes him uncomfortable, all he has to do is text the letter X to any of us (his mother, me, his older brother or sister). The one who receives the text has a very basic script to follow. Within a few minutes, they call Danny’s phone. When he answers, the conversation goes like this:

“Hello?”

“Danny, something’s come up and I have to come get you right now.”

“What happened?”

“I’ll tell you when I get there. Be ready to leave in five minutes. I’m on my way.”

At that point, Danny tells his friends that something’s happened at home, someone is coming to get him, and he has to leave.

In short, Danny knows he has a way out; at the same time, there’s no pressure on him to open himself to any social ridicule. He has the freedom to protect himself while continuing to grow and learn to navigate his world.



This is one of the most loving things we’ve ever given him, and it offers him a sense of security and confidence in a world that tends to beat our young people into submission.

However, there’s one critical component to the X-Plan: Once he’s been extracted from the trenches, Danny knows that he can tell us as much or as little as he wants . . . but it’s completely up to him. The X-Plan comes with the agreement that we will pass no judgments and ask no questions (even if he is ten miles away from where he’s supposed to be). This can be a hard thing for some parents (admit it, some of us are complete control freaks), but I promise it might not only save them, it will go a long way in building trust between you and your kid.

(One caveat here is that Danny knows if someone is in danger, he has a moral obligation to speak up for their protection, no matter what it may cost him personally. We teach our kids that we are our brother’s keeper, and sometimes we have to stand for those too weak to stand for themselves. Beyond that, he doesn’t have to say a word to us. Ever.)

For many of us parents, we lament the intrusion of technology into our relationships. I hate seeing people sit down together at dinner and then proceed to stare into their phones. It drives me nuts when my kids text me from another room in our house. However, cell phones aren’t going away, so we need to find ways to use this technology to help our kids in any way we can.

Since first publishing this piece, I’ve seen a lot of discussion about the pros and cons. Here are some of the questions folks have had:

Does this encourage dishonesty?

Absolutely not. It actually presents an opportunity for you as a parent to teach your kids that they can be honest (something did come up, and they do have to leave), while learning that it’s okay to be guarded in what they reveal to others. They don’t owe anyone an explanation the next day, and if asked, can give the honest answer “It’s private and I don’t want to talk about it.” Boom! Another chance for a social skill life lesson from Mom and Dad.

Does this cripple a kid socially instead of teaching them to stand up to others?

I know plenty of adults who struggle to stand up to others. This simply gives your kid a safe way out as you continue to nurture that valuable skill.

What if this becomes habitual?

If you’re regularly rescuing your kid, hopefully your family is having some conversations about that.

If you don’t talk about it or ask questions, how do they learn?

If you’re building a relationship of trust with your kids, they’ll probably be the ones to start the conversation. More important, most of these conversations need to take place on the front side of events. Ever taken a cruise? They all make you go through the safety briefing in case the boat sinks. They don’t wait until the ship’s on fire to start telling you about the lifeboats. Talk with your kids. Let them ask questions and give them frank answers.

If they’re not where they’re supposed to be, shouldn’t there be consequences?

Let’s be honest. A kid in fear of punishment is a lot less likely to reach out for help when the world comes at them. Admitting they’re in over their heads is a pretty big life lesson all by itself. However, don’t get so caught up in the details. This isn’t a one-size-fits-all scheme. Every parent, every kid, and every situation is unique. What it might look like in your family could be totally different from mine—and that’s okay.

I urge you to use some form of our X-Plan in your home. If you honor it, your kids will thank you for it. You never know when something so simple could be the difference between your kid laughing with you at the dinner table or spending six months in a recovery center . . . or (God forbid) something far worse.

At the end of the day, however, the most important thing is that you’re having open, honest discussions with your kids. Keep building a relationship of trust. This isn’t the same world we grew up in. Our kids face things on a daily basis that—given one bad decision—can be fatal. Don’t believe me? I’ve been to funerals for great kids from awesome families.

Friends, it’s a dangerous world. And our kids are out in it every day.

Prayers for strength and compassion to the parents out there as we all try to figure out this whole parenting gig—it never gets easy.

I beg you to share this piece. Talk about it with your kids. If this somehow gives just one kid a way out of a bad situation, we can all feel privileged to have been a part of that.

#xplan

Blessings, friends.



PROLOGUE



The Wonderful, Terrifying Climb

I’m on the roof looking down at my eleven-year-old son. Halfway up the ladder, he’s frozen.

“Ben, one hand at a time,” I tell him again. “One foot at a time. Come on. You can do this.”

“Dad, I’m scared!”

He doesn’t need to tell me. I see him shaking. His body is pressed into the rungs, hugging them, and his white-knuckled death grip is impossible to ignore.

“Ben,” I assure him, “you’re almost here. Two more steps and you can touch my hand.”

“I’M SCARED!”  His cry bounces off the hillside.

I understand—I really do. Now a grown man, I’m still not fond of heights. As a boy, I was terrified just like Ben. Even so, I overcame my fear. That’s part of becoming a man, and that’s something I need to help my son unravel. I’ve been afraid for too much of my life, and I refuse to let Ben remain all twisted up, enslaved by fear.

“Son”—I try to sound calm—“look up here.”

His eyes find me. They are rimmed with tears.

“You were excited to climb up here and—”

“I’m going back,” he says. He takes a timid step down the ladder.

“No”—I become stern—“you’re not. You’re afraid to go on. I get it. But it’s not scary up here. I promise. This ladder is safe. There’s no way you’ll fall.” That sounds convincing to me.

“I don’t want to come up anymore, Dad!”

“Okay.” I grab my tool bag and start across the roof. “But here’s the deal. For the next hour, that’s a one-way ladder. It only goes up. You’re going to have to decide if you want to climb up and join me or stay right where you are until I’m finished. But if you go back down, you’re grounded for two weeks.”

“What?” Ben’s voice cracks. “That’s not fair!”

“Fair or not, that’s the way it is.”

I walk to the far side of the roof, calling over my shoulder to my son, who is now out of sight, “Stay where you are or take a few more steps. Your call, son.”

In this—one of my mishandled moments as a father—I somehow manage to ignore the shards of my own brokenness.

For both father and son, times like these feel like we’re performing without a net.

Such is parenting.



PART 1



IT’S NOT ABOUT YOU

The original X-Plan article sparked thousands of comments all across social media. Among them were criticisms like these (paraphrased):

“This is a great way to raise kids who can’t stand up for themselves and think Mommy and Daddy will just take care of everything.”

“Good parents don’t need this. You should never let your kid go where you aren’t one hundred percent sure they’ll be supervised and safe.”

I share these because they highlight two dangerous attitudes toward raising strong kids. The first suggests kids should be left on their own to figure out a confusing, dangerous world. The second waves the banner of control. Both extremes leave kids damaged and lost.

We should always be engaged in our kids’ lives, but we’ve got to give them space to experience life’s challenges, make mistakes, and still know they can come to us for support and guidance.

Ultimately, our kids need to know we’re in this together.

As you read, you’d do well to not expect a “how-to” book. It’s not. I don’t have all the answers. And I’m not sorry about that. My kids and I are still traveling our journey. I’ve learned a lot, but God is still growing me up alongside my kids. My aim is to challenge you as a parent, awaken some things hidden deep within you, and get you to view your relationship with your child from different perspectives. If you’re able to do that, you’ll benefit . . . and so will your kids.

Keep a journal as you read through the book. Write down your reactions, questions, memories that come up—explore these! Pray about it. I promise, God will move if you’re honest and vulnerable. I’ll provide some questions before each section to help get you started. However, before setting out, ask God (and keep asking), “Father, what do you want me to see here?” . . . and then open your heart.





QUESTIONS TO X-PLORE



1 Think back to your teen years. What are some things you kept hidden from your parents? Why couldn’t you share those things with them? What does that say about your relationship? As a teen, did you believe your parents trusted you? Did you trust them?

2 In his book Dangerous Wonder, Mike Yaconelli talks about “dream stealers,” adults who crush a child’s hopes and passions. Were your parents ever dream stealers (possibly without realizing it)? How has that affected you?

3 How did your parents deal with failure when you were a kid? Did it come with shame? Regret? Punishment? Recall times you screwed up as a kid. How did you feel about it at the time? Now? Did your parents ever (over-) protect you from mistakes or failure? Are you now a risk taker or do you play it safe? How do you feel about that?

4 To what extent did your parents praise your successes as a child? How did it make you feel? Did you learn to chase applause and/or avoid failure? As an adult, do your accomplishments ever come with a dark anxiety that you might not be “good enough” to deserve praise?

5 How will your kids answer these questions in thirty years?

Mom and Dad, questions one through four are important.

Number five is crucial.

Because when it comes to parenting, it’s not about you.





CHAPTER 1



Why Trust Matters

To be trusted is a greater compliment than to be loved.

—George MacDonald, The Marquis of Lossie

But even after all he did, you refused to trust the Lord your God.

—Deuteronomy 1:32 (NLT)

Say this with me: “I can’t trust my kids.”

How’s it feel to admit the truth? Does it hurt? It used to destroy me to recognize that cold, harsh reality. My kids know I value few things above honesty, but they still hide the truth from me at times . . . and that might not be their fault.

You want another fun challenge?

Say this one out loud and notice your emotional reaction as the words roll off your tongue: “It’s not my child’s responsibility to earn my trust.”

Feel that knot twisting up in your gut? A bit unsettled by the notion? I hope so, because those emotions are invitations to get to work on your relationship with your kid.



“You want to make it interesting?” I ask.

Danny doesn’t need to say a word. The nine-year-old’s fiery eyes tell me he’s game. Bring it on, Dad, he silently confirms with a single nod. I’m your huckleberry.

I reach into my pocket and fish out a crusty penny: ruddy bronze with corrosion eating across Lincoln’s face like mold on a corpse. I wish I had a shiny new one—it would be easier to see—but this will do. Plus, it increases the level of difficulty, which always adds to the excitement.

Between my thumb and forefinger, I hold the penny in front of my son’s face like a magician about to dazzle his young imagination.

“One shot at a time,” I tell him. Danny studies the coin . . . my face . . . and then the coin again. “First one to hit it wins.”

I can see him working things out in his head. “And the loser?” he asks.

We’re a competitive family. To the victor go the spoils, and losing comes with a cost. I am prepared for his question.

“The loser has to do a lap around the house . . .” The morning sun is climbing high and it’s already getting warm—a fine day for baring it all. The birds must know my next line, because they’re chatter-laughing before I even finish the sentence. “. . . in nothing but his underwear.”

“Oooooh,” Danny says as an ambitious grin crawls up his cheeks, reducing his eyes to slits. “You are so on!” The young gunslinger is filled with foolish vanity, and he’s about to be shot down by Wyatt Earp, I’m thinking. Tempering fantasy is a time-honored task when it comes to parenting, and I’m about to remind the boy why I’m the boss.

We lean our BB guns against the deck rail, and Danny scampers off to the garage to fetch some tape. I consider grabbing the video camera. This might be worth recording. Footage of Danny running around the house nearly naked will be great material for his graduation or wedding reception video. Might come up in therapy someday, too, but I’m hopeful the experience won’t damage the boy too much.

Danny returns with the tape and meets me in the yard. The cardboard box we’ve been shooting for the past hour looks like Swiss cheese. We manage to find a solid spot, Danny hands me a piece of tape, and I secure the penny in place.

“One shot at a time,” I remind him as we walk back to the deck. The grass has come in thick this year, and we’re two riflemen walking across the prairie. In my mind, I can hear our spurs jangling. “First shot wins. I’ll even let you go first.”

Danny takes hold of his rifle, pumps it five times, and then leans against the deck rail as he takes aim. Laura probably won’t like this, I’m thinking, picturing the boy taking his lap of shame in his superhero boxer shorts. Man, I hope he’s wearing The Flash! That will be poet—

My thought is interrupted by a metallic PING that echoes through the entire neighborhood. It’s like a bell calling everyone to church . . . or a public hanging. That beautifully awful sound will echo in my brain for eternity.

My son. The one who struggles so much to find his place in the world. The boy who usually avoids risk altogether or gives up too early because—even at nine years old—he’s learned to anticipate failure. The very first shot. A solitary BB. He nailed Lincoln right in the head, but unlike John Wilkes Booth, Danny did it from an impressive distance.

“Yes!” My little marksman pumps his rifle into the air, and all I can do is smile. It was an incredible shot, and I couldn’t be happier for him. Until he turns and takes aim at me, that is.

“Drop ’em, Dad!”

I suddenly remember a Brian TracyI quote: “The glue that holds all relationships together [ . . . ] is trust, & trust is based on integrity.”

Trust suddenly becomes the topic in my inner dialogue:

Surely I don’t have to run around the house in just my underwear to gain my son’s trust.

You do if you want to keep it. If Danny can’t trust you with the little things, will he be able trust you in the heat of battle, when it really matters?

It’s a beautiful day! Everyone’s outside—kids playing, people working in their yards, there’s a young couple walking their dog. Someone will call the police . . . or think I’m crazy.

Trust me, they’ll see it’s you and think nothing of it.

“Mom!” Danny yells through the screen door into the kitchen. “Dad has to run—”

I don’t give him a chance to draw a larger audience. I throw my shorts down and jump out of them as I yank off my shirt. I leap from the deck and take off in a dead sprint. Arms pumping like a maniacal train gone off the rails, I circle the house. My feet barely touch the ground. As I steam around the corner, my headlights bring into view my oldest son, Ben, and one of his friends standing in front of the garage. They scream and dive out of my path as they cower in terror, arms over their heads.

I clear the steps to the deck in one jump, scoop up my clothes, and disappear into the house. Standing in the kitchen, my hands on my knees as I gasp for breath, I realize I’m not alone.

“We’ve been together for over twenty years,” I hear Laura say. She’s standing at the window that looks out over our front yard. “I had no idea you could run that fast!”

Danny is back on the deck, now laughing as he tells Ben about our BB-gun challenge and his single shot.

Trust demands vulnerability. But it’s hard to look like a noble, trustworthy father when you’re sucking wind in your underwear.



Take a moment and consider every shattered relationship in your past. Without knowing any details, I guarantee every story that comes to mind has one thing in common: a loss of trust. Whether or not there is betrayal, when you lose faith in someone’s motives and intentions toward you, the relationship can never be the same.

“I don’t trust you.”

A friend said that to me several years ago, and her words still haunt me. We’d worked in ministry together and fought side by side through several intense spiritual battles. We’d shared more laughs and tears than I could count, so her unsuspected confession landed like a sucker punch.

As she explained her feelings, I felt myself becoming defensive. A couple of years prior, I’d gone through some life changes and pulled away from several organizations and obligations, some of which my friend remained passionate about. However, that wasn’t the source of her pain. She was wounded because she felt I hadn’t been transparent with her about what was happening in my world. She’d been getting second- and thirdhand information, and the conclusions being drawn weren’t kind. Remember the old telephone game? The message gets distorted as it moves through the channels. Same thing here. In hindsight, I could’ve handled it a lot better, but I’d never said or done anything deliberate that should have caused her to lose faith in me. But that didn’t change how she felt—betrayed. In fairness to her, I should’ve been more intentional in defending our friendship.

Webster’s Dictionary defines “trust” as “firm reliance in the honesty, dependability, strength, or character of someone or something” and a “reliance on something in the future: hope.”

Trust lost the ability to hold us together, and our friendship fell apart. We occasionally see each other and exchange social pleasantries like strangers on a bus. It’s both awkward and painful. I think of her often and pray she’s doing well, but I’m quite certain I’ve lost a friend forever, and we’re both the less for it.



According to psychologist Erik Erikson, our personalities are shaped through psychosocial developmental stages of conflict resolution. That’s a mouthful of jargon that basically means we go through a series of personality conflicts throughout life: struggles like industry versus inferiority and identity versus role confusion. Think of each “conflict” as a linear scale with each possible outcome at opposite ends. How you resolve each conflict shapes your personality, according to Erikson. The person who ends up closer to inferiority than industry is less likely to take risks and try new things; she won’t be very industrious (it’s the old “not good enough” mentality). However, the person at the extreme of identity will likely be so hardheaded and sure of herself, she’ll never accept the challenges of new ideas; she won’t risk admitting she might be wrong.

The first conflict we experience as babies, Erikson proposed, is a question of trust versus mistrust. Are the world and the people in it consistent and reliable? If a baby cries when she’s hungry, will Mother appear promptly to meet her needs? Our ability to trust is one of the most basic, fundamental elements of who we are as individuals.

When it comes to trust versus mistrust, either extreme is dreadful, and most of us end up somewhere in the middle, risking our hearts with certain people while keeping others at a safe distance. Think of the people you know. Some folks are natural skeptics and can’t believe anything without solid proof. Others are dangerously gullible and will fall for anything. Imagine a clown standing beside his 1978 Chevy van at the city park. The windows are heavily tinted. Free Candy is spray painted on the sides of the van. Do you want your kids to trust that clown? No way! But you don’t want them to live in fear, doubt, and isolation, either. You hope they learn to trust certain people in certain situations. But how do you navigate those murky waters?

Start here: Can your kid trust you? You should always be wrestling with that question as a parent.

Consider your faith in money. You’re in a store and pick out a shirt you love—it’s perfect! Right size, color, and price. You’ve got enough cash in your pocket, so you know you can head to the register with confidence, pay for your shirt, and stroll out with no hassle. But what if the value of your money fluctuated each day? A dollar was worth a hundred credits yesterday, but the value plummeted this morning. It might only be worth forty-five . . . or just five credits. You can’t be sure you have enough to buy that shirt until the cashier tells you how trustworthy your money is.

Can you imagine the anxiety of every single purchase if you constantly had to wonder if you could trust the value of your own money?

Trust allows us some security in an unpredictable world.

I want my kids to know they can trust me (for their sake and not my own ego). To achieve that, we have to constantly nurture that confidence, because the world is out to destroy it. Trust is always the primary target of evil, and has been since the beginning of time.



Imagine the dawn of creation.

Adam and Eve are strolling in the cool of the garden. Foliage so lush it’s like a velvet painting. Greens and yellows and oranges and reds. Birds singing as they dart through the trees. A herd of deer is drinking at a crystal stream.

Adam pulls a thick, violet fruit from a vine and bites into it. The juice runs down his chin and onto his chest. Eve smiles as her ezer kenegdo—her helper, her intimate life mate—offers her a bite. Brushing her hair from her face, she takes a delicate nibble.

Paradise . . .

God has provided for every need and offered his constant companionship. All of creation belongs to Adam and Eve to explore. They don’t know struggle and drudgery, and they get to revel in the adventure of each new day.

And then evil enters the story.

“Hey.” A whisper rises from the brush, so soft it could be the wind or maybe just Eve’s imagination. “If you think that’s good, you should try this. It will change . . . eeeeeeverythiiing.”

Eve’s gaze follows the voice and lands on a tree so full of fruit, the branches almost touch the ground. Their father has given them the entire world to enjoy, save one thing: a solitary tree, the only boundary placed upon an otherwise limitless existence. Without understanding why, the woman wants it at once, an unknown craving so desperate it hurts. She takes a step toward the tree, but stops. Something deep within her tells her, NO! She lingers . . . suddenly unsure . . . confused . . . lost.

“He’s lying to you, you know.” The voice kisses the dark corners of her mind like a lover’s whisper. “He says you’ll die, but that’s not true, and you know it, don’t you? That is the best thing he created, and he just doesn’t want you to have it. But you’ll actually be doing him a great kindness, because you won’t need his protection anymore. You can unlock everything he’s hidden from you so you never have to rely on him again.”

She reaches out and takes hold of a fruit so ripe that her fingers leave indentions. It will be rotten tomorrow.

She hesitates only a moment, and then bites into it—Quick, before you lose your courage!

Lies, she thinks as an unexpected bitterness fills her mouth.

Adam stands passively at her side the entire time. He does nothing to defend what will be lost forever.

Trust.



I can’t imagine the spell that overcame Adam and Eve. To be in the presence of an evil so timeless and cunning that our minds can’t begin to fathom—it must have been torturous. Psychological warfare at its worst.

Most of us know the story of Adam and Eve, Satan, and the fall. We’ve known it since the earliest days of Sunday school. The story is ingrained into our broader culture, too. But have you ever considered how original sin came to be? Most people point to desire as the linchpin. This is why so many Christians think we need a litany of rules and regulations to keep people in line—we can’t be helped; we’re slaves to desire! Sadly, that attitude has done more harm than good—it’s robbed more life than it’s given, that’s for sure—and it ignores the real crux of what happened to Adam and Eve.

Satan didn’t attack them with desire. He struck a more sinister blow by targeting their trust.

If you reduce the fall of man to its most basic element, original sin came through a loss of trust. “You can’t trust him . . . He’s lying to you . . . hiding things from you . . . His motives aren’t as pure as he would like you to believe.” The entire world belonged to Adam and Eve. God had already provided an answer for every desire they would ever have, and Satan knew it, but if he could just get them to doubt God’s motives and intentions . . .

Satan knew if he could plant a seed of mistrust that would grow just a little, it would blow the whole thing apart. It would drive a wedge so deep that Adam’s relationship with God would be splintered forever. And he was right. The evil one is old and wise. He knows that an adversary is easy to defeat if he can scatter their forces. In the garden, evil’s assault on trust was the entire battle plan, and just like Danny’s epic BB-gun victory, it only took one shot. That’s how fragile a commodity trust is.

After the fall, no more walks with God in the cool of the day. No more peace. Confidence, shattered. Adam and Eve are left with soul-sucking feelings of isolation, fear, doubt, and anxiety. Just look at what happens next.

God comes walking through the garden, calling out to Adam: “Adam? Adam? Where are you?”

And where is our hero? Hiding in the bushes.

“I was afraid, so I hid,” he admits to God.

Think for just a moment the psychological truth in that statement. When we are afraid and unsure, when we’ve lost our confidence in ourselves and others, we hide. Perhaps not always physically, but emotionally and relationally, we certainly do.

This has become part of our wiring since that epic fall.

Notice, however, that God did nothing to betray Adam’s trust. He didn’t deserve the doubt that was planted in Adam’s and Eve’s hearts, but their relationship was shattered nonetheless.

Now, Mom and Dad, I ask you: How might your kid be hiding from you?

I know my kids play some things close to the vest. I realize there’s a lot they don’t share with me (it would be unhealthy if they did). However, I don’t want them to hide from me. I don’t want them to live with a crippling fear that they’re ultimately alone in this world. It’s an awful thing for a kid to grow up believing it’s them against the world and them against their parents. They need to know I have their backs and we’re in this together.

They need to be able to trust me.



I can remember a time when, as a youngster, I lost some faith in my parents. First let me say that my parents are incredibly loving and caring people. Mom would wear herself ragged trying to care for everyone but herself. I can’t count the number of times I saw DadII hand ten bucks to a homeless guy, no questions asked (and we rarely had ten dollars to spare). However, one incident splintered our relationship, and they never realized it.

To help pay the mortgage, Dad had sectioned off the second floor of our home and turned it (plus the garage) into apartments. One day a young black couple came to see one of the vacant units. They were very nice people, and I remember being mesmerized by their dark skin. (We didn’t see many black people in our part of town.) Mom graciously showed them the apartment and chatted as if they would become fast friends. After they’d taken the tour, Mom asked them to write down their names and a phone number.

“I have someone ahead of you who wants it, but if they change their mind, I’ll call,” she told them.
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