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Preparing to Connect
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The Book I Almost Didn’t Write

I argued with God for a long time before writing this book.

When I originally came up with the idea to write a book about connecting with your kids, I was on a “Mom High.” My husband, Roger, and I had been married for five years, and we had successfully blended a family. Two of his, two of mine, my cat, our dog.

Even the challenges I’d had with my stepson, Jeremy, after Roger and I got married were a mere memory. We had learned to care for each other, hang out together, and enjoy each other. And my relationship with my stepdaughter, Amanda, was growing, and we loved being together. All our kids would come over for Sunday night dinner and would often hang out during the week. While I knew we were far from perfect parents, I was excited that Roger and I both had close relationships with our kids.

But then all that went up in smoke.

My son, Justen, was going through a tough time in his life. He grew cold and distant from me. We were fighting and arguing and going through an awful, awful time.

And I needed to write a book about how to be close to your kids.

I cried out to God. I felt betrayed by him. I had poured all this love and energy, time and prayer into my son, and he was barely speaking to me. I felt like a failure. I felt like a fraud. And on the rare occasions that Justen and I had a conversation, I would curl up in a ball and cry as soon as we were done talking. I hated where our relationship was.

I talked with my husband about not writing the book. Not out of shame or embarrassment (and trust me, I felt both of those) but simply because I felt like the principles I had practiced didn’t work. My son was distant from me, and all the praying in the world was not helping. I asked friends to pray for Justen, pray for me, and pray for what this book was supposed to be about.

I’ve written much of this book during my desert time with Justen. I had nothing to hold on to but God’s Word, especially Philippians 4:6—“Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.”

So I waited and I prayed. And I prayed some more.

And now, as I finish writing this book, God has used time and the healing that only he can bring to restore Justen to a good place. It’s taken a lot of time and a lot of prayer. But when I talked with Justen’s counselor, the one thing he said that I will never forget is this: “Justen felt safe enough with you to express his anger to you, because even with all of his anger, he never questioned your love for him.”

I’m afraid that each of my kids—and probably yours—are going to go through hard times. They are going to go through loss and disappointment and sadness, and they are not always going to behave as if all this “connecting stuff” will make a difference. But let me tell you, it does.

Trust the process and trust your parenting. God has given you everything you need. You are not always going to feel like connecting. Do it anyway. Your kids need you to invest in them when they are young so that when they are older, they don’t ever have to question your love for them.
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Why You’re a Better Parent than You Think You Are

I can tell you one thing about yourself right off the bat: You’re a better parent than you think you are. I know that’s a bold statement (especially since we’ve never met), but if you are anything like me and my friends, someone needed to tell you that.

I remember looking at the other moms at church, the dads out in the parks pushing their kids on the swings, and just knowing they all had it way more together than I ever would. Those thoughts started exactly one day after I became a parent.

It was time for us to check out of the hospital with Justen, who at one day and nine pounds and four ounces was just about the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen in my life. I was having a small (OK, enormous) panic attack. I couldn’t believe that the authorities, whoever they were, were going to let me take him home. Didn’t they realize I’d never handled a human baby before? What kind of broken system do we have that would let me (me!) take home this not-so-tiny baby boy?

And that’s when I knew I was sunk. In my mind, no one had ever had those thoughts before. All around me were happy couples who were dying to get their babies home and do what? I really had no idea. But I felt as though everyone else had been given a secret manual, and I had missed that day of orientation.

And the feeling persisted. All the other moms acted as if they had been parenting for decades. They had their parenting methods all picked out and were parenting on purpose.

I had a sneaking suspicion that they had their kids sleeping through the night after thirty days, were breastfeeding without tears, and woke up hours before their children so the house would be clean and activities laid out—activities that were not only creative but also educational. I felt like the world’s biggest loser of a parent.

But then something miraculous happened. I started talking to other parents. I mean really talking. And guess what I found out?

I found out they were just as unconfident, strung out, and secretly ashamed as I was. They too thought their kid was the only one to ever have a meltdown in the middle of Whole Foods. They too thought they had the only child on the planet who insisted on wearing his Spiderman underwear on the outside of his pants. They also thought that everyone else cooked homemade spinach muffins for their kids every morning and did alphabet-training drills starting at age two.

If you can relate to any of this, let me give you a few words of encouragement.

God gave the right parent to the right kid. There are days when this statement couldn’t feel further from the truth. You feel ill-equipped to meet your child’s physical, emotional, and spiritual needs. Because, for the most part, you are. God wants you to rely on him and the people he’s surrounded you with. You are not designed to do this parenting thing alone, even if you are a single parent. There are no gold stars for parents who never ask for help.

God gave the right kid to the right parent. All those things that God needs to grow in you to draw you closer to him? He sent those in a neat little package called “your child.” Each of my kids has taught me something about myself—often things I would choose to ignore if given the opportunity. I would have never thought that I had a patience problem, for example, until I had a patience tester named Kimberly. But there is no chance to ignore such things when they need to be bathed, fed, and loved pretty regularly. I had to confront the parts of me that needed, desperately, to be more like Jesus—and often, I needed to confront my problems with a lack of patience before Kimber woke up from her twelve-minute nap.

Prayer is key. For years, when a kid issue reared its ugly head, I would go to my friends, I would go to my mom, and I would go to my wall of “how to raise a great kid” books to find the answer. I needed answers, and I needed them quick! But as my friend Erin MacPherson, author of The Christian Mama’s Guide to Having a Baby: Everything You Need to Know to Survive (and Love) Your Pregnancy, says when it comes to pregnancy as well as parenting, “Go to God before Google.”

God will direct your heart as you parent. From day one, what I really needed was to know the heart of God and to let that direct me as a parent. Yes, I’m a big believer in wise counsel, but I am a bigger believer in not using God only when things hit the crisis stage (or the principal’s office).

[image: Image]

Now, if you have a couple of years under your parenting belt, would you do us all a favor and tell the other mothers around you what went wrong?

• Tell us how the helpful junior higher you now are raising once threw a toy and knocked out her older brother’s tooth.

• Tell us that you faked dizziness so they wouldn’t release you from the hospital and you could stay another night.

• Tell us that your one and only prayer for the first year of your daughter’s life was, Dear God, please don’t let me screw her up.

When I was in high school, I had a youth leader named Emily Nelson. Emily had it all together. She’d married a great husband and started having great kids. Emily was the kind of person that I would spend a lot of time comparing myself to. You know the kind. You think to yourself, I bet they’re the kind of parent that grows their own organic food while teaching their kids French, as opposed to my kid who learned how to read from frequent exposure to packages of Chicken-Dino-Nuggets.

So imagine my glee when I read this essay by Emily about being a not-so-perfect mom:


As we cruised down the coast, singing along to Veggie Tales, I tossed carrots to my 3 sons who quickly gobbled them up. We arrived at the beach with our fresh-from-the-library-checked-out book about seashells and started collecting. After making sandcastles and letting them bury me neck deep, I pulled out the ice cream maker and made homemade, organic ice cream. I snapped a funny picture of them. “This one is for the scrapbook!” I exclaimed, and they tackled me with a hug. This was a perfect day, but…it never happened.

My REAL beach day started with screaming them into the car to beat traffic, telling them to forage the van floor if they were hungry, and throwing beach toys onto the sand, while I collapsed in my beach chair devouring the latest People magazine. I didn’t even bring the camera.

Looking back I’m tortured with what I didn’t do with my kids: take them hiking, educate them in museums, have family devotions. And I moan about what I did do: harsh words, wishy-washy discipline, and over-involvement in non-family activities. I look at the creative moms, the outdoorsy moms, the homemade-everything moms, the spiritual moms and think they parented so much better than I. Yet one day, as I was recounting my lack of mothering skills to my 27-year-old, he encircled me in a hug, saying, “Mom, you did just fine!” That boy never has to buy me another gift, as he gave me the gift of peace that maybe, just maybe, I did okay.



Every parent has struggles. Every parent has those nights when they toss a loaf of bread and some peanut butter on the table and call it dinner. But every parent also has those moments—probably more often than not—when they are a rock, an encourager, and a God-given gift to their children.

Your parenting road is going to have its share of take-the-hubcaps-off potholes. And it may be a long time before you hear the words, “Mom/Dad, you did just fine!”

But remember 2 Corinthians 12:9: “But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.” God is sufficient for all your needs. Even your parenting needs.

You see? You really are a better parent than you think you are.
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Special Blessings:
When You Have a Challenging Situation

As a teen, I was part of an organization called Teen Missions that would send kids all over the world to do building and evangelism projects. Our training ground was the swamps of Florida. Why there? My theory was that the swamps were so bad that wherever you were going on the mission field would seem like a little bit of heaven after your time in Gator Country.

It was a big job, keeping all those kids in line. And when you were having a rough day, and maybe not behaving in the way you should, you were given a “special blessing.” These blessings were things like cleaning out an outhouse…and trust me, no one wanted to be so blessed.

As a parent, I’ve felt as if some of my experiences have been “special blessings”—things that have been given to me to grow me as child of God and as a parent. Here are some of the “special blessings” I’ve had as a parent:

• Getting to parent teens (at one time we had four, ages thirteen to eighteen)

• Being a stepparent

• Being a single parent

Each of these situations required extra grace, extra prayer, and extra reliance on God.

We are going to be talking about how to connect with your kids, but each of the above situations can offer some unique challenges. That’s why I’ve included a section near the end of each connection activity to address these.

Teen Challenges. These are tips and ideas to turn each connection into something your teen would want to participate in.

Step It Up. This section is for those step and blended families and the unique challenges those parents face.

Suggestions for Singles. If you are a single parent, this is the section to encourage you and help you along.

A Note to Dads

If you are a dad reading this, you get major bonus points. I congratulate you on your decision to invest in your kids in a real and tangible way.

Most of the dads I’ve talked to feel a natural connection with their sons. They’ve already bonded through sports or movies or some other common interest. It’s usually the girls that terrify them.

In addition to the connections you’ll make in this book, may I suggest another resource for you dads? 88 Great Daddy-Daughter Dates by Rob and Joanna Teigen is an excellent guide to hanging with and talking to the second most important girl in your life.
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Connecting with Your
Kid’s Personality

I know my kids pretty well. I know that Kimberly could spend all day watching Gilmore Girls while Justen would rather die than see one episode. I know that both of my kids are into steampunk, which, when it comes to literary genres, is about as far as you can get from me and my women’s fiction. I know that Justen has an affinity for numbers (the kid can remember my car’s license number), and I know that for some reason unbeknownst to me, both of my kids have a soft spot for our mean, cranky cat, Zorro, who no one else seems to like.

But I don’t know anything about your kids. I don’t know what makes them literally squeal with excitement. What quirks they have. Or what they’d do tonight if they were given twenty dollars, ten gallons of gas, and a chauffeur to drive them anywhere they wanted.

And you’re probably wondering how I can help you connect with your kids if I don’t know them.

I thought of that too, and I have a plan. Based on the SOCIAL STYLE Model of personality assessments (used with permission of The TRACOM Group), we have provided specific ways to connect with your child’s personality. Of course, in order to do that you have to know what type of personality your kid is. So my friend and personality expert, Cheri Gregory, has created a simple questionnaire that will help you to determine your kid’s personality type. And then, throughout this book, we’ll help you find ways to best connect with that child’s unique personality.

So to get started, circle the letter(s) in front of the statement that best describes your child:

Assessing Your Kid’s Personality by Cheri Gregory

In photos, my child

E) is always smiling, often with head cocked to one side

AN) sits up straight and looks serious

D) has an “Are we done yet?” look that conveys what an imposition the photo shoot is to his/her schedule

AM) slouches, leans against someone, or lies all the way down

When on the playground during recess, my child

E) loves playing in a group

AN) knows, follows, and enforces the rules of the game

D) plays to win

AM) often watches from the sidelines

When it’s time to clean up or do chores, my child

E) can turn work into a game or a dance

AN) likes knowing where everything belongs and putting it all away

D) thrives on responsibility and chore star charts

AM) may vanish completely during chore time and magically reappear as soon as the work is all done.

When there’s a sudden change of plans, my child

E) is either devastated (if the change causes disappointment) or elated (if the change causes anticipation)

AN) is distressed because what should be happening is not happening (and may even accuse you of lying: “But you said…”)

D) reacts with hostility to the loss of control

AM) patiently rolls with it

Given a choice, my child would prefer to

E) have a party

AN) organize his/her belongings

D) play a competitive game/sport

AM) “chillax”

When relating to authority figures for the first time, my child

E) tries to charm them and make them laugh

AN) analyzes their expectations and strives to meet them

D) challenges them, testing their right to be boss

AM) wants to hang around with them (especially if they’re nice)

When it comes to clothing choices, my child prefers

E) bright!

AN) coordinated outfits in subdued hues

D) functionality

AM) comfort

I would describe my child’s walk as

E) prancing

AN) pacing

D) striding

AM) moseying along

Of the following, the one that I’ve observed is most important to my child is

E) playing

AN) organizing

D) doing

AM) resting

My child seems to learn best by

E) talking

AN) seeing

D) listening

AM) getting hands-on

My child enters a competition and does poorly. To him/her, the worst part of the entire experience is

E) disappointing you; not giving you something to cheer about

AN) making mistakes; trying to figure out what he/she did wrong

D) not being #1

AM) the stress of the entire experience

When learning a new skill, the thing that will upset my child the most is

E) corrections

AN) illogical instructions

D) failure to progress rapidly

AM) complexity

The worst part about being sick for my child is

E) being isolated from people

AN) the germs, messes, and medications

D) the to-do list that’s not getting done

AM) not feeling well enough to actually enjoy the R & R

I’m often told that my child is too

E) talkative

AN) obsessive-compulsive

D) bossy

AM) lazy

My child’s response to a group assignment at school is

E) euphoria that he/she will get class credit for socializing

AN) resignation that he/she will be the one to make sure the finished product is good enough to turn in

D) determination to make everyone do his/her part

AM) satisfaction that there are plenty of other people in the group to carry his/her weight

Of the following, the one that I’ve observed is most distressing to my child is

E) rejection

AN) chaos

D) powerlessness

AM) disharmony

My child is likely to dislike a teacher/authority figure who is

E) critical

AN) late

D) incompetent

AM) insensitive

My child’s biggest time management issue is

E) optimism: acting as if everything will magically work out (and, if not, who really cares if he/she is a little late?)

AN) perfectionism: he/she gets so caught up in little details that projects often remain unfinished

D) energy management: he/she starts too many projects and tries to do them all simultaneously

AM) procrastination: he/she puts things off until the last possible moment

An important contribution my child makes to his/her friendships and to our family is demonstrating how to

E) really enjoy life

AN) care about quality

D) get things done

AM) live at peace

If we were to plan a family trip together, we’d count on my child for ____ (but then…)

E) spontaneous enthusiasm and tons of excited questions (but then he/she might forget to pack half the necessaries)

AN) alphabetized checklists for packing (but then he/she might become stressed from double-checking all the pretravel details)

D) leadership in setting concrete goals for the trip: where to go, what to see, how long to stay (but then he/she might tire us out with a demanding daily agenda)

AM) a calm and easygoing presence, with a bit of dry humor that breaks any tension (but then he/she might dig in his/her heels right at the worst possible moment)

Now tally up your kid’s score by writing down the number of times you circled each letter:


E __________

AN __________

D __________

AM __________



If you answered:

Mostly Es, your kid is an enthusiastic, social, and creative Expressive personality

Mostly ANs, your kid is a consistent, practical, and conscientious Analytical personality

Mostly Ds, your kid is a confident, competitive, and bold Driving personality

Mostly AMs, your kid is a sensitive, loyal, and steady Amiable personality

* Note: some kids are a mix of two or more personality types. So if you find yourself answering questions evenly, that’s fine. Just make sure to consider both personality types as you work on connecting with them.

So What Now?

Now that I’ve whetted your appetite for learning about your kid’s unique personality, I’m going to help you to use that information to build a stronger relationship with your kid. At the end of each connection in this book, I’ve included a section titled “Connecting with Each Personality.” Those sections will include simple ways to adapt that connection activity to fit the unique needs and desires often associated with each personality type. So as you read through this book and start connecting with your kid, remember to tune in to that child’s God-given personality and consider what he or she needs as you connect.

This isn’t meant to box your kid in. Quite the opposite. This is meant to give your kids the freedom to be who God designed them to be without you having that nagging feeling that, because your kid doesn’t respond to discipline in the way you did, or your kiddo couldn’t care less that you praised him publicly, something is wrong. God has equipped each of us with a unique personality, and there were no mistakes!
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A Quick How-To Guide for 21 Ways to Connect with Your Kids

The purpose of 21 Ways to Connect with Your Kids is to spend time intentionally loving on, caring for, and connecting with your kids. And since the point is to focus on connecting with your kids, the last thing you need to do is stress about getting it done according to a certain timeline or doing things the way Mrs. Perfect Mom (or seemingly perfect) next door does it. That’s why I encourage you to make this yours. Here are my suggestions on how to get started.

1. Read through all of the connections.

This is your chance to get a feel for all twenty-one of the connections. Feel free to use the margins to make notes as you think of ways to tailor-make each connection to work best for your family.

2. Figure out a timeline.

As I said, I want you to make this yours. So spend some time figuring out a timeline that works for you. Here are a few ideas:

• Do one connection a week for twenty-one weeks.

• Do the shorter connections (3, 4, 8, 10, 12, and 20) on busy weeknights, then plan to do one big connection each weekend until you’ve done them all.

• Group the connections thematically like this:

Week 1: Encouragement (connections 3, 4, 8, and 20)

Week 2: Time (connections 1, 2, 10, 16, 17, and 18)

Week 3: Service and Missions (connections 5, 6, and 15)

Week 4: Legacy (connections 9, 13, 19, and 21)

Week 5: Passion (connections 7, 11, 12, and 14)

• Figure out a timeline that works for you.

Whatever you do, make sure you plan out when you’re going to do each connection and write it down.

3. Find two other friends who want to do the connections with you.

It doesn’t matter if they’re phone friends, Internet buddies, or face-to-face girlfriends you meet with at Starbucks down the street. Location is not important; consistency is. You just want someone to bounce ideas off of, share triumphs with, and listen when you’re struggling.

4. Look over the connections and come up with a plan.

I’ve provided a variety of ideas, but it’s up to you to decide how you’ll carry out each connection. Get creative; think about your kid’s unique personality and come up with how each connection is going to best work for your family.

Write in your calendar in advance what you’re going to do for each day. We’re parents, and I have yet to meet one who is able to function at a sane level without an agenda and a to-do list. This will help you to stay on track. You’ll also need to make some specific plans along the way. Is there a connection that requires you to order supplies? Baking a certain cookie recipe? Get what you need now.

5. Be flexible.

We’re talking about kids here, which means there are going to be those days where your kid just needs to go to bed early or needs some extra snuggle time on the couch. It’s fine to reschedule a connection if a certain day just isn’t working.




End of sample
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