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Introduction
I recently had a conversation with a mom about her concerns regarding raising children
in a culture than often seems at odds with her worldview. She loves her kids deeply and
is nervous about how to guide, protect and encourage them in the face of forces she can’t
control. As I thought about our conversation, I recall stories in scripture when God gives
clear directions to expecting parents.
Luke tells of an angel who speaks to Zechariah about how to name and raise his son John.
Luke also describes an angelic visit to Mary, including details on how to name and raise Jesus.
In Judges, the writer tells of an angel who visited Manoah’s wife to instruct her on how to
raise Samson.
Apparently, a few families get supernatural directions about how to parent their children
towards a specific destiny.
The rest of us, however, have to navigate the seas of uncertainty and ambiguity when it comes
to investing in our children. We struggle to know when to hold on and when to let go, when
to speak up and when to stay quiet, when to expose our kids to certain topics and when to
protect them, when to double down on a decision and when to reconsider our stance.
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With all this in mind, I made a list of the topics I wanted to address in response to this
mom’s concerns. When I sat down to write my letter, I realized I had more to say than she,
or anyone else, wants to read in one sitting. So, instead of one letter, I’ll write six different
notes based on this list:
1.

God loves your kids more than you do.

2. God has already given you everything you need to thrive as a parent.
3. God will use the hard conversations you have with your kids to build trust.
4. The world has been broken for a long, long time.
5. People with different worldviews are not the enemy.
6. Prophets are more effective than warriors.
I won’t be writing to a specific person, but an imaginary composite parent, I’ll call Jennifer.
But I think you’ll resonate with her concerns. This is a conversation, not a manifesto. Join me
as I say, “Dear Jennifer, fear not. The Lord is with you on this wild journey we call parenting.”
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Letter 1
Dear Jennifer,
No matter how old your child is, every parent has moments of panic. We ask ourselves
“Am I doing this right?” “What if I screw up?” “How do I protect my child- physically,
emotionally, spiritually?”
These are good, normal and natural questions. And sometimes the answers are scary ones:
• “No, I’m not always doing it right.”
• “No, I don’t know how this choice will affect my child down the road.”
• “No, I’m not powerful enough to defend my child from every possible threat.”
But here’s a grace-filled lifeline you can cling to in your moment of terror:
• God loves your kids. Even more than you do.
• I know it’s hard to imagine, but if the scriptures are correct- God had a head start.
His love for your child began before you even knew you were expecting. Before you met
your adorable son or precious daughter, God knew their name. Look at what God speaks to
Samson’s mom, the prophet Jeremiah and John’s dad, Zechariah:
• Judges 13:7 "You will become pregnant and have a son. Now then, drink no wine …
because the boy will be a Nazirite of God from the womb until the day of his death."
• Jeremiah 1:5 “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set
you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.”
• Luke 1:13-14, 15b But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has
been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John. He
will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, … and he will
be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is born."
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God saw your sweet daughter in utero.
God formed your adorable son in the womb.
God started working in your little guy before he was born.
God wired you daughter with gifts, talents and dreams – out of love for, and delight in her.
The author of Judges says, “The woman gave birth to a boy and named him Samson. He
grew and the Lord blessed him, and the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him while he was in
Mahaneh Dan…” (Judges 13:24-25).
Consider this: Is it possible the Spirit is stirring in your child now… at 5 months, at 5 years,
at 15 years, at 25? And if so, what is the Spirit doing? How is God, in rich and boundless love,
stretching, growing and leading your child, even if you aren’t consciously aware of it?
If you get stuck this week when that wave of anxiety for your daughter’s present or your
son’s future slams into your heart, pray this prayer:
“God, will you remind me that this child is yours first?
That you’ve loved him longer and that your love for her is greater than my own?
Show me that you are with them and that you are for them.
And that you are stirring in them for their good and for your glory.
Amen.”
Fear not Jennifer, you are not alone in this journey. God is parenting alongside you on
this journey.
Sincerely,

Steve
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Letter 2
Dear Jennifer,
Recently, I was talking with a young mom, and she admitted, “I don’t read parenting books
anymore. I just get overwhelmed by the all the information out there. And there are so
many conflicting views of what’s the ‘right’ way to parent.”
Don’t get me wrong. I have more than a few parenting books on my “To Read” list, but
she’s right. We have access to more resources on becoming the perfect parent than any
generation in human history. It’s easy to get buried in the avalanche of books, blogs,
podcasts and films offering to solve every parental challenge.
Here’s the good news: God has already given you everything you need to thrive as a parent.
Consider the story of Hagar, a single, pregnant woman living three thousand years ago in
the Ancient Near East. She’s alone in the desert, with no money, no husband, no community
network. God meets her in the midst of her crisis to remind her he is with her.
The author of Genesis says, “The angel of the Lord also said to her: 'You are now pregnant
and you will give birth to a son. You shall name him Ishmael, for the Lord has heard of your
misery.' She gave this name to the Lord who spoke to her: 'You are the God who sees me,' for
she said, 'I have now seen the One who sees me' (Gen. 16:11, 13)."
God says, “Hagar, I hear your cry for help. Name your son Ishmael” (which means ‘God
hears’). And in response to her encounter with God, Hagar names God- Lahai Roi (which
means ‘The Living One who sees me’). Every time Hagar speaks Ishmael’s name, she’s
reminded of the God who hears her concerns. Every time Hagar thinks of God, she’s
reminded he is the One who sees her: her struggles, her dreams, her trials, her victories.
He sees the dirty diapers and the late nights and battles over when he can have his own
smartphone and how old he has to be to download the apps all his friends have.
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Because God sees and hears her and her son, Hagar can parent with confidence.
She already has everything she needs to love and lead him well.
We come into our parenting with:
• God-given desires for our child’s future,
• our unique knowledge of our child’s uniqueness and
• our experiences from our family of origin, both positive and negative, that frame our
dreams for our own family.
The apostle Peter wrote these lines about 2000 years ago: “His divine power has given us
everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge of him who called us by his own
glory and goodness” (2 Peter 1:3). As parents, God’s power gives us all we need to love our
children well as we pursue and know God.
The more we grow in the knowledge and awareness of: God’s presence, God’s promises and
God’s perspective, the more we operate from a place of peace, rather than panic.
So, fear not Jennifer, you are already well-equipped for the task at hand.
Sincerely,

Steve
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Letter 3
Dear Jennifer,
When kids are toddlers, they ask all sorts of random questions, many of which start with
“Why…?” or “How come…?”
Eventually, the conversations get trickier, often more pointed.
“Why does our family believe 							?”
“Isn’t it close minded to think 		

about 				?”

“Now that our culture is here on 		 , how can you still be there?”
When our kids express doubts about faith, it’s easy to get disoriented. On bad days, we think
it means we failed to teach the right values to our kids.
Maybe you’ve heard this line: “Start children off on the way they should go, and even when
they are old they will not turn from it,” (Proverbs 22:6). We’re often tempted to conclude that
if they turn from the “way”, it’s entirely our fault.
But it’s important to remember the Bible offers guidelines, not guarantees for parents. We’re not
promised our parenting will result in our desired outcomes for every child in every season of
their lives. There are bumps and bruises, hurdles and heartache throughout the journey.
Here’s a lesson I’m learning: God uses hard conversations we have with our kids to build trust.
If a 16-year-old son or 18-year-old daughter says, “I don’t agree with this value/ belief anymore",
the temptation is to argue, shame or manipulate them into alignment with our beliefs.
But the better approach is to open the door for an open and honest conversation. Rather
than saying, “You’re (or your friends or your favorite influencer or teacher) wrong,” move
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towards, “That’s interesting. Tell me about how you arrived at this conclusion. What does it
mean for the choices you’ll make going forward?”
Author Kara Powell says we can be proactive about creating a safe space for these
conversations by asking our teenagers two questions: “What do you believe that you think I
don’t believe?” and “What do you no longer believe that you think I do believe?”
It may be hard to hear their answers, but these conversations allow us to explore our
convictions together. The truth is all of us face doubts in our spiritual lives. If we aren’t scared of
our kids’ questions, we tell them it’s ok to process them with us. But if we respond defensively,
we risk shutting their questions and the possibility of future conversations, down.
Powell says, “If your child asks a question you don’t know the answer to, say ‘I don’t know,
but I’ll get back to you.’”
Finally, if your child is exploring a theme or idea you don’t understand, have the humility to
ask them for recommendations on how you can learn more about it. A few years ago, I had
a colleague who didn’t consider herself to be a person of faith tell me about a book that was
deeply formative in shaping her worldview. It was a 443-page book I’d heard of, but never had
any reason to read. I didn’t understand big chunks of the book. But if her story mattered to me,
I could honor her by meeting her on her turf, rather than demanding she meet me on mine.
Remember, the author said, “When they are old, they may circle back to what you taught
them.” He just never says exactly how old they’ll be then. It could be the seed you sowed
when they were young won’t sprout until much later in their journey.
Don’t be afraid of the hard conversations, Jennifer. How you have them matters more than
how they end. The goal is keep the door open, and trust intact, for another conversation to
happen in the future.
All the best,

Steve
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Letter 4
Dear Jennifer,
In our last conversation you said, “This is a scary world to raise a kid in.” And you’re right,
it is. Concerns about politics, race, the environment, the economy, education, sexuality,
the impact of technology, and freedom of religion abound. It’s easy to get overwhelmed
and even easier to believe this moment in time poses parenting challenges no other
generation has faced.
To be sure, some of the specific challenges are unique, but the truth is: The world has been
broken for a long, long time.
I remember sitting in graduate school when the school’s president, Dr. Richard Mouw,
addressed this question. He said many Christians are concerned current societal trends
are resulting in a world that is less moral, less wholesome, less pure and a direct threat to
people trying to live and raise families the “Christian” way.
He went on to read the following passage the apostle Paul wrote to a group of Jesusfollowers in ancient Corinth: “It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among
you, and of a kind that even pagans do not tolerate: A man is sleeping with his father’s wife.
And you are proud! Shouldn’t you rather have gone into mourning and have put out of your
fellowship the man who has been doing this?” (1 Cor. 5:1-2).
Mouw went on to explain that when people first started following Jesus, they were
exposed to behavior, not just in society, but in their own churches, that was twisted and
inappropriate. His conclusion? The world isn’t any more “sinful” now than it has been
for centuries. Our call is to live courageous, faithful and pure lives in the midst of such
behavior, rather than expect a utopian earthly existence where it doesn’t exist.
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As much as we might want to, we cannot pretend we don’t live in a broken world. And while
fear invites us to crawl into well-built bunkers to make sure our kids aren’t exposed to such
a world; this is neither helpful or sustainable.
Jesus prays a powerful prayer for his disciples, which includes us and our families. He says,
“My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil
one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. Sanctify them by the truth; your word
is truth. As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world” (John 17:15-18).
It’s a compelling model prayer for our families as well.
“God, you don’t desire to take us out of the world, but to spiritually protect us in it. For all our
days, let your truth direct, purify and anchor us. You are sending us into this world as agents
of hope, peace and healing. Give us wisdom, courage and love to represent you well today.”
Don’t be afraid, Jennifer. The God who is at work in and through us is greater than any
darkness or threat you sense in the world.
All the best,

Steve
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Letter 5
Dear Jennifer,
When we last spoke, you expressed dismay in publicly displayed symbols that represent
a worldview that’s at odds with yours. The prevalence of this imagery feels threatening,
disorienting, unnerving. You feel like you’re fighting a losing battle, like the last dam that’s
protecting your young kids from a hostile world is about to break.
The apostle Paul, in his letter to a group of Jesus followers in ancient Greece, writes these
lines, “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God,
so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against
flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark
world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” (Ephesians 6:10-12).
Know and remember this: as a parent, your struggle is not against flesh and blood. Your
fight is not against school teachers, school boards, neighbor parents, neighbor kids, political
parties, ideological groups or any breathing person. People who have thoughts, values and
perspectives that are different than yours are not the enemy. If you spend time and energy
resisting them, you will lose perspective and lose your way.
If you haven’t yet done so, consider reading The Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis as a family.
It’s a witty and insightful take on how we can see and stand against the devil’s schemes.
And Lewis tells us the spiritual battle we find ourselves in is far more subtle, and I contend,
dangerous, than the culture wars many U.S. Christians are tempted to fight.
The problem with fighting ideological battles with people is threefold:
1. It demonizes other people.
They become opponents to be defeated rather than people God created and loves.
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2. It diminishes our capacity for discernment and dialogue.
		 Instead of learning how to:
		

• engage ideas that we might not agree with,

		

• find the slice of truth in that concept (very rarely will you disagree with

		
		

100% of what another person believes)
• initiate respectful conversations, … we teach our kids it’s ok to run

		

away screaming while covering our ears when we come across something

		

that makes us uncomfortable.

3. It diverts energy and resources.
Rather than investing in our kids and pointing them towards Jesus, we 		
inadvertently model how to fear and mistrust others.
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn wrote, “The line separating good and evil passes not through
states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either -- but right through every
human heart -- and through all human hearts. This line shifts. Inside us, it oscillates with
the years. And even within hearts overwhelmed by evil, one small bridgehead of good is
retained.” If we take his claim seriously, it means no person is an irredeemable sinner and
we, even on our best days, are not infallible saints.
Our fight then, isn’t personal, cultural or philosophical. It’s spiritual. And the sooner we
remember it, the better we’ll be at choosing our battles.
In the meantime, fear not, Jennifer.
All the best,

Steve
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Letter 6
Dear Jennifer,
In our last conversation, you mentioned how unsettling it is to be raising kids in a
combative, polarized society. This week people are raging over masks, vaccines and
COVID treatments. And this is on top of the ongoing debates we have about politics, racial
justice, gun control, immigration reform, sexuality and abortion.
In the midst of this charged environment, it’s tempting to believe, not just that your
opinions are under attack, but that your very way of life is under fire and that the only
option as a family of faith is to: fight back.
Unload both barrels.
At anything that moves.
At anything that sniffs of a threat.
Every day.
In person. Online. In private conversations. In public meetings.
Forget “ready.” bypass “aim.” Just “fire.” Relentlessly fire. Then reload, and empty that clip too.
And yet…
The writer of Proverbs says, “Better a patient person than a warrior, one with self-control
than one who takes a city” (Prov. 16:32).
There is power in patience, he says. And the ability to self-regulate (your thoughts, your
emotions, your words) is better than the capacity to conquer your opponents.
The apostle Paul agrees. He says, “The acts of the flesh are … idolatry and witchcraft;
hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions… But the
fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law” (Gal. 5:19a-20, 22-23). It
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seems like the hallmarks of culture warriors (disdain, ambition, dissension) are completely
at odds with the fruit of the Spirit (love, joy, peace, peace, patience, etc.).
If we’re going to fight culture wars, we need to be prepared to lose them.
The problem is: American Christians haven’t proven to be gracious losers. We have a
propensity to double down, maybe go underground to regroup and then emerge again for a
lengthy guerilla war. Thus far, it hasn’t proven to be effective.
Jesus’s opponents tried to bait him into contemporary debates all the time:
• Do believers have to pay taxes?
• Can we get divorced for whatever reason?
• Is it permissible to stone people who get caught in adultery?
• Is it ok to heal on the Sabbath?
And every time, Jesus refused to play their game. He willfully and consciously chose not
to get lost in the weeds. He didn’t want people to think having the “right answer” was the
pinnacle of spiritual maturity. Jesus was an equal opportunity offender. His words and deeds
rattled people on both ends of the political / theological spectrum and everyone in between.
Jennifer, you get to choose: Will your life, and the lives of your children, be marked by your
willingness to be combative or your desire to be prophetic? A culture warrior is driven
by self-righteous indignation and the certainty she has it all figured out. The prophet,
according to scripture, lovingly and boldly invites everyone (allies and enemies alike) to a
fresh encounter with a God who is seeking to transform her.
Listen to what God says through the prophet Ezekiel to the people of Israel, “I will show
the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among the nations, the name you
have profaned among them. Then the nations will know that I am the Lord, declares the
Sovereign Lord, when I am proved holy through you before their eyes” (Ezekiel 36:23).
In this context “the nations” (i.e., the Gentiles) are the “bad guys.”
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Ezekiel’s tribe is hoping for their defeat. But God doesn’t just say the Gentiles are guilty of
profaning God’s name, but the people of Israel have done it too. In short, Israel isn’t better
than non-Israel. When it comes to living a righteous and God-honoring life, everyone
(including those with the “right answers”) falls short.
The good news? God is going to reveal himself (“be proved holy”) through Israel, not so the
nations can be obliterated, but so they can come to know God too. The warrior wants to win
the current battle (over policy and ideology); the prophet understands the bigger end game:
seeing everyone experience the love and hope of God.
You only get one life. And your life is bigger than this moment and whatever conflict is most
pressing on your cultural radar. Be patient. There is something larger, better and more
beautiful that God wants to do with your family’s time, energy and resources than raging
against the boogeyman du jour.
All the best,

Steve
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