Coping with Change #3

“What Is Happening with My Children?”

Philemon 4-16

Change is a part of life and coping with change is one of life’s greatest challenges. Over the past two weeks we have considered coping with changes in our culture and with changes in our church. This week’s topic hits very close to home—literally—as we focus on our ever-changing, ever-evolving relationships with our children. Yes, children grow up fast, especially in the early years. But the relationship between parent and child grows continually, and if we don’t adapt, we will be wondering, “What is happening with my children?”

The Common Mistakes

Let’s begin by identifying the common mistakes we often make with our children. (These can also apply in varying degrees to our grandchildren as well.) Ted Cunningham writes in his book, Trophy Child,  

There is a new kind of trophy being sought by parents. It’s the prize that is our children. Bumper stickers, Facebook and Twitter posts, unlimited opportunities, no-loser competitions, and excessive praise elevate our children to a whole new level of recognition. They do not stand on shelves, but everything they do is on display.

Children have become an extension of their parents. Mom and Dad exhaust themselves with the performance of their children. They offer constant praise in an attempt to build self-esteem. In doing so we have placed our children in the driver’s seat.

The shift started around 1980 and continues today with the phenomenon of the kid-centered home. Psychologists and parenting experts like Oprah Winfrey (eye-roll) preached their mantra, “Children must come first!” over and over. Parents began shifting their style to be more encouraging, nurturing, and praising, bombarding kids with excessive praise, gold stars for every paper, no-loser competitions, no-failure-allowed assignments, big moments on the stage or field, and plenty of opportunity and privilege. 

The shift toward the kid-centered home has many roots, but divorce is one of the leading causes of the kid-centered home and the raising of trophy children.
 (Or maybe the kid-centered home is a leading cause for divorce? The chicken or the egg?) Parents misinterpret love. They believe they are doing their children a service by elevating them and protecting them from any hurt or failure. They believe this is the best way to communicate love, not realizing the damage caused by revolving the world around their children.
 

The “miracle child” syndrome is another example of the kid-centered home. Parents who struggled with infertility prior to having a child often refer to their child as a miracle. They hold on to them with fierce diligence rather than letting go and trusting God with their children.

This leads some to become “helicopter parents,” so called because they hover over all aspects of their children’s lives.
 These moms and dads obsess, interfere with, and micro-manage every detail.
 They do this in order to protect their children or to guarantee their success.
 One admitted “helicopter parent” put it this way: “I was terrified of taking my hands off the control panel. I was worried that something terrible might happen to them if I wasn’t there.”

This phenomenon was initially recognized on college campuses in the early part of the twenty-first century. Parents had hovered over their children to such an elevated degree that first-year students were terrified to launch into the college experience without their parents beside them every step of the way. These kids were accustomed to Mom or Dad making sure life was easy for them so that they never experienced failure or hardship. These parents always came to their kids’ rescue at the slightest evidence of a challenge. They problem-solved difficulties for their children. And many of them overextended themselves in the process. In turn, this type of parenting produced young people who lacked independence and leadership skills and were spoiled and lazy.
 They were being unknowingly set up for a lifetime of dependence, frustration, and disappointment.
 Dr. Archibald Hart counsels, “So, helicopter parent, ground yourself. You are hampering your children’s development.”

Now I don’t believe these parents are intentionally trying to hamper their children’s development nor do I sense that they are control freaks who must always be in charge. Today’s parents believe in a worldview of which embraces a cause-and-effect determinism. Psychology proposes that parenting determines how a child behaves and ultimately turns out—in other words, that parenting produces the child. That’s why, if you go see a psychologist about a problem you’re having in your life, the likelihood is that the good doctor will help you explore your childhood memories. Thus seeking a cause for your present psychic discomfiture, he will find one. He will, in a great “Aha!” moment, connect some “trauma” or unresolved issue in your childhood with your present problem.
According to psychology, bad parenting produces or leads to bad or dysfunctional adult behavior, and good parenting produces good or functional adult behavior. But common sense (and the Bible) says that’s just not so. Some kids raised in good families do really, really bad or just downright stupid things (and don’t seem to learn from their mistakes), and some kids raised in really bad families turn out well. Contrary to the psychological myth, parenting does not produce the child. Parenting is an influence, and your job is to maximize the positive aspects of your influence. But in the final analysis, your child takes your influence and he decides what he’s going to do with it. It’s all about free will, the ability to choose.
 We can give them the best opportunity to make right choices, but in the end the choices are theirs.
When we buy into this thinking, though, we end up taking too much credit and/or blame for the way our children turn out. Christian parents know the verse, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it” (Prov. 22:6). That verse causes many sleepless nights for parents. Parents of adult children cringe each time it is quoted in church as they reflect on the life of a child who chose a lifestyle far away from Jesus.
We falsely interpret that proverb as a guarantee or promise, rather than as a general understanding. Another example of that kind of interpretation method is Proverbs 10:4, “Lazy hands make a man poor, but diligent hands bring wealth.” I know plenty of hard workers who struggle financially. Diligence instead of laziness simply gives you a better shot at success. The same is true of parenting.

Twice in the book of Jeremiah, God laments through His prophet that nothing He has done has succeeded at causing the Israelites, His chosen people (one might substitute His most cherished children), to listen to and obey Him: “Yet they did not listen or pay attention; they were stiff-necked and would not listen or respond to discipline.” (Jer. 17:23); “They turned their backs to me and not their faces; though I taught them again and again, they would not listen or respond to discipline.” (Jer. 32:33). Sounds like the early Israelites suffered collectively from attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder and oppositional defiant disorder—or, ADHD and ODD. Perhaps God should have given them daily doses of some psychiatric drug—laced their water supply with it, for instance. Instead of manna, medication from heaven. What a concept!
But seriously, when God created us, He gifted us with free will, the ability to make autonomous decisions. Interestingly enough, God has set things up such that He can influence us, but He cannot control us (it’s probably more accurate to say that He can control us but has chosen not to). Likewise, you can influence your children, but you cannot control them. Every child has a mind of his own.
 There is no guarantee.
The Changing Maturity

Perhaps the way to avoid these common mistakes is to reevaluate the overall goal of parenting. Our job as parents is to raise children who leave home as responsible adults.
 We are responsible for helping our children develop the practical life skills they need to live on their own.
 Growing up involves the changing maturity of a child.

“Where is that found in the Bible?” you might ask. Right at the beginning, in Genesis 2:24, “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.” Children must be prepared for that day they leave Mom and Dad in order to live as adults on their own.

How do we do this? We encourage and develop responsibility by allowing children to make age-appropriate choices and decisions; permitting them to experience the consequences of wrong choices and the benefits of right choices; giving increased freedom when they are responsible and restricting freedom when they are irresponsible.

As parents we sometimes forget that our children are temporary gifts from God. Just as arrows are made to be thrust from the bow, children are created to soar on their own. The more we pray and trust in God’s personal involvement in our children’s life, the less possessive and reluctant we will be to release your child into His hands. In short we must let go.

• Let go of seeing our children as an extension of ourselves.

• Let go of our desire to possess our children.

• Let go of the inclination to control our children.

• Let go of our expectations for our children.

• Let go of jumping in to save our children from failure.

• Let go of seeking harmony at all times.

• Let go of our need to be appreciated.

• Let go of parenthood as our primary identity.

Think of a relay race. The pass-off of a baton requires that the first runner, at the right time, clears the lane so the second runner can run the next leg of the race. You don’t ever see the first runner, with a hand still on the baton, trying to continue to run alongside the second runner. For one thing, both runners would be disqualified. For another, it would be physically awkward, and the two could never run as fast or effectively as the one. Yet parents attempt to do this all the time. Some parents are terrified to let go of the baton and allow their teenagers to run their own race. It can be especially difficult if their teenager, after taking the baton, starts running off in a different direction.

Letting go is hard. Some parents delay allowing their children responsibilities to keep them from potential failure, pain, and loss. Keeping children at home means keeping them safe, while letting them venture out on their own means we are no longer in charge or control. That is scary.
 But it is ultimately unhealthy for the children.
The parable of the prodigal son describes the response of a parent suffering the pain of raising a child who rejects his early training and goes his own way. Think about it: the godly father in Luke 15:11–32 let his rebellious son go! He gave his child the dignity of choice, while maintaining a heart of hope.
 While letting go doesn’t always result in the child returning home, it keeps the door open if they so choose to return.
The Correct Manner 

How do we do this in a practical way? For that I would like to turn to the tiny New Testament book of Philemon. It is found just before Hebrews in your Bible, in case you haven’t turned there in a while (or ever!) This is a very personal note between the apostle Paul and a man named Philemon, someone Paul had brought to Christ.

Follow along as I read verses 4-21, and listen to how Paul addresses Philemon:

I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, because I hear about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints. I pray that you may be active in sharing your faith, so that you will have a full understanding of every good thing we have in Christ. Your love has given me great joy and encouragement, because you, brother, have refreshed the hearts of the saints. 

Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, yet I appeal to you on the basis of love. I then, as Paul—an old man and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus— I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me. 

I am sending him—who is my very heart—back to you. I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced. Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for good— no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord. 

So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back—not to mention that you owe me your very self. I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ. Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask. 

The matter at hand revolves around a slave named Onesimus, whose name means “useful” in Greek, who had stolen from his master Philemon and run away. He wound up in Rome where he met Paul, who was under house arrest awaiting trial. This unlikely duo struck up a close friendship and Onesimus became valuable to the apostle. But Paul knew that Onesimus needed to return to Philemon and make things right.

The problem was that Philemon had the legal right to do whatever he wished to Onesimus as a runaway slave, including whipping, branding, or putting him to death. It was quite a risk for Onesimus to return to his master! 

So Paul intervenes and writes this letter on behalf of Onesimus, requesting his friend Philemon to extend grace and forgiveness to this runaway. And the way he does it provides us with the correct manner that parents can relate to our grown children as the relationship changes from one of authority to one of advisor. In a previous message on Philemon I addressed the subject of tact under the title, “Speaking the Truth in Love.”

Paul begins in verses 4-7 commending Philemon. This is not flattery, buttering him up so he will agree to what comes later, but rather establishing the relationship between them. Notice that Paul refers to him as “brother” in verse 7—a peer or equal.

Verses 8-9 are key: “Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, yet I appeal to you on the basis of love.” Here we see the transition in the relationship—because of Paul’s spiritual authority over Philemon, he could have commanded him to take Onesimus back. Some parents retain their authority over their children even after the children have grown and moved out on their own. They still feel the right to tell their children what to do and how to do it, and expect their grown children to obey, even as they were expected to do when they were much younger.

Yet Paul takes a different route. Instead he “appeals” to Philemon. The word translated “appeal” (parakaleō) is the term used by Jesus to describe the ministry of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer in John 14-16. The Holy Spirit does not ride roughshod over us, and we should not act that way toward our grown children. Here Paul offers a solution, requesting that Philemon be open to reconciliation, yet honoring Philemon’s prerogative to make up his own mind.

We see this again in verses 13-14, “I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced.” As parents—particularly those who want to make sure everything turns out right for our children—we are tempted to force the issue with our grown children, or with our grandchildren, which can interfere with our children’s parental authority. Again Paul takes the tactful route of asking instead of demanding, appealing instead of ordering.

In verse 16 Paul sets aside his own status in favor of Philemon’s: “He is very dear to me but even dearer to you…” As parents we may be tempted to take the attitude of, “They may be your children, but they’re my grandchildren!” Instead we should say, “They may be my grandchildren, but they’re your children.” (As Tammy will tell you, this becomes even harder when dealing with great-grandchildren!) We ought to support their authority as parents rather than usurping their authority when it comes to their kids. Yes, we have the right to share our experience and expertise with our grown children (and grandchildren), but they have the right to follow it or not. And we need to come to grips with that if we want to have a meaningful relationship with them down the road.
“So if you consider me a partner…” Paul begins verse 17. Rather than, “Since I’m your parent, do as I say!” we can reach out to them as a partner in the process, a welcome source of advice but not the ultimate source of authority. And Paul concludes in verse 21, “Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask.” This may sound manipulative to us, but he is instead communicating his confidence that Philemon will do the right thing. When we address our grown children positively we build up their own confidence in their role as a parent. And who doesn’t need that?

Our relationship with our children is complex, challenging, and constantly changing. As they grow up in our home, we need to gradually allow them to take on more and more responsibility, preparing them to live on their own as responsible adults. Once they leave home, we need to respect their autonomy and authority, especially when it comes to their children. We can be there to advise and assist, but ultimately adjust to the new stage of our relationship. Ultimately we must trust God to do what we cannot.
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