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To my girlfriends—and everyone else’s girlfriends—
who’ve kept the “little” in their girls,
which helps me keep the “little” in mine…

especially
Kim Helsel and Lori Weibel
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Foreword

Dear Sweet Mother—

Thank you for picking up this much needed book for the sake of your “little” girl. Let me tell you that I read it and I loved it. I found that Dannah is the voice that is so needed to give parents the help they need to protect their girls. My heart was so full of thankfulness to God after I read this book. It is an answer to my prayers!

I have three granddaughters (and five grandsons), and all the things in this book are the things I pray about. I am deeply burdened for all that the world throws at them, and Dannah attacks each and every one of those concerns. As I read, there were times I said to myself: Oh, I hope she addresses such and such! And, by George, she did! And so graciously and yet forthrightly. I think you will find the same answers to the prayers on your heart for your daughter.

Let me tell you how you might enjoy the book by sharing with you how I did. I loved praying the prayers. They were powerful! And Dannah includes so much helpful information: resources, stories, encouragement, challenges, and strategies, as well as the wonderful prayers. She is on this journey with us as she raises her two daughters, Lexi and Autumn, and you can feel that as she writes. We must support one another, and Dannah issues a joint battle cry! She cries out along with me, “Satan, you cannot have our girls!”

I believe dads should read this book as well. (Oh, I so wish I could express on paper what is bursting in my heart.)

I guess the bottom line is this: Do you need help in raising a self-confident, flourishing, God-loving tween girl? Then I implore you, please read this book! Dannah gives us a realistic picture of what is pulling at the heart strings of our tween daughters. Her extensive research, biblical truths, recommended resources, and practical, hands-on helps will bring hope, encouragement, and direction as you raise this priceless treasure—your daughter.

God bless you, dear mom.

Fern Nichols
Founder and president, Moms In Touch International
momsintouch.org




Introducing the Six Ways

Becoming what I am—a mom who shows other moms how to connect to their daughters—didn’t happen by chance. I started praying for it when I was 19.

Why 19? Let me back up to a really critical part of my story. And— it could be that parts of it may sound oddly familiar to you as you look back at yours.

I was 15 years old, a perfectly well-adjusted, well-loved Christian teenager. While attending a conservative Christian high school, I remained active in a very loving missionary-driven church. On weekdays, I stood solemn and tall in my wool skirt that covered my knees while I sung great hymns of the faith like “It Is Well with My Soul” and learned the commandments of God in chapel. On Sunday and Wednesday nights, I donned my corduroys and sang along to choruses like “God Is So Good” accompanied by guitar, and I learned to have a love relationship with Jesus.

I don’t discount the critical importance of either of these discipling experiences. From my school, I learned to serve my God. From my church, I learned to love Him. At that tender age, I did the only thing I felt I could do with these two overwhelming certainties of service and love—I signed up to be a missionary for Child Evangelism Fellowship.

I started a summer of service at training camp, where I learned to teach Bible stories and memorized the “Roman Road.” I have the oddest memory from that week at camp: Kool-Aid. Shortly before camp I felt the urge to write a letter (in case you’ve forgotten, it’s like e-mail but slower) to my boyfriend. It was a hot summer day and I had just mixed up an ice-cold quart of raspberry-flavored Kool-Aid. I took a nice tall glass of it with me into my dad’s office to type my love letter. (Yes, it was the days of typewriters!) My refreshing beverage ended up all over my dad’s carpet after a run-in with the typewriter’s “return.” I spent the afternoon cleaning up, hiding my secret.

And when my parents came home, I lied about it.

That crazy lie followed me all the way to camp, where I called my parents and confessed. Just one little lie about Kool-Aid had put way too much space between me and my parents. We were that close, and I was that innocent!



Three months later, I chose the unthinkable. It made no sense. Although I take full responsibility, almost 30 years later I can’t help but see the deceptive trap set for an innocent teenage girl who was crazy in love with Jesus and on a path to do big things for the kingdom of God. I won’t share the details and reasons for the sake of everyone involved— but with a summer of service and loving the Lord behind me, I walked down another path. At the end of that wooded path, I gave away the gift God meant for me to give my husband on my wedding night.

It hit me without warning. It seemed impossible, and it would begin a terrible cycle of sin. When the reality finally sank in that I couldn’t live a life of purity and stay in a relationship with this guy, I found the courage to break it off, and I began to rebuild my resolve to live according to God’s loving and tender guidelines for my life.

But I was plagued by depression, self-inflicted rules of penance, and loneliness.

And I told no one.

Spilled Kool-Aid was nothing compared to the secret I’d carry for the next ten years. I suffered none of the physical consequences of sexual sin, but I knew well the emotional and spiritual darkness that ensues.

It was a long and lonely pause in my life. And that is how I came— as a 19-year-old—to begin to understand my life message. It was then that I wrote this:

“It’s so easy to fall into bad situations if you don’t build up a very straightforward defense. Believe me! I know! I was just very naive and didn’t have knowledge of what was going on before it happened. I hope and pray that I’ll be able to know when to guide my daughter in building up defenses so she will have a little better time of it than I for waiting. I’ve wasted precious years of growth with the Lord. Now, it’s like starting over! That’s the hard way to go. I know there is no way I can decide how things will go for my daughter, but I’m praying God will give me wisdom to be her friend and guide.”

I wrote countless entries like that during my college years. Some were the ramblings of my heart. Others were prayers and pleadings with God for “my daughter,” though she was yet to be conceived.

But there was good news to be discovered in my hurt that might encourage you. My secret sin—when I gave it to the Lord for forgiveness and healing—became the very strength of the Lord’s plan to use me. It is out of this secret that I have served him, coaching hundreds of thousands of teen girls to live lives of purity. The endless hours, weeks, and months I’ve spent researching teenagers and the risks every parent fears were a catharsis for me. I never intended to become a national spokesperson on modesty and purity. I just did it for my little girl!

FOR A CONNECTING MOM’S TOOLBOX

Let me suggest two comprehensive books on raising girls that could be good resources for you if that’s something you’re looking for.

• Bringing Up Girls by Dr. James Dobson

• Five Conversations You Must Have With Your Daughter by Vicki Courtney



Eventually, my research led me to the knowledge that value formation— concerning purity, family structure, sobriety, and other all-too-common teen issues—does not occur during the teen years. The values are formed from the ages of 8 to 12. Many parents do not realize this and inadvertently allow the culture to speak loudly as they remain mute, planning to deal with these uncomfortable issues “later.” In the meantime, their daughters are pressured to skip being “little” girls and act like they’re teenagers. So Secret Keeper Girl—my ministry of connecting the hearts of mothers and tween girls—was born. (You see, I want every little girl out there to know she has the right to “keep” the deepest “secrets” of her beauty for just one man, and along the way I hope that any other kind of secret can be shared within the safety of her relationship with her mom!)

Most of my Secret Keeper Girl resources are tools you can use with your daughter, and in them I try to keep things pretty light. In this book, however, I get to speak plainly about the risks and risk-reducers. I’ll share with you how you can help your little girl navigate the stormy waters of boy-craziness, modesty, body image, media, internet safety, and more. You’ll pick up some tools for your parenting toolbox to protect her sexual purity. And I’ll share six ways a mom can help protect and guide her daughter, including how you can

• help her celebrate her body in a healthy way

• unbrand her when the world tries to buy and sell her

• unplug her from a plugged-in world

• dream with her about her prince (future husband)

 • and more!

Girl, my heart is one big megaphone to God, pleading for the hearts of daughters—first my own and then countless others. And now yours! This book is my invitation to you to shout out to God along with me for our girls!
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Let me introduce you to mine. I have two teenage girls who are two-and-a-half months apart in age. (My husband calls our home The House of Hormones, and he is thankful for our college-age son, Rob.)

Autumn is my older but second daughter. She is the daughter born from my heart, and we have had just a short time to learn to connect. Bob, my husband, and I found Autumn in China and adopted her when she was almost 14. Now I can’t remember life before her! Our relationship has had many unique challenges, but it’s sweet and filled with the overwhelming sense that God had his hand firmly upon her long before I knew her name. I love her. I will mention her throughout the book, but there won’t be many stories about her since this book focuses on connecting with your tween. Sadly, we missed those years.

Lexi is my first daughter, born from my womb. She and I have a long history of connecting…literally. I called her my Velcro child when she was smaller because I feared she might never stop touching me. Oh, how I long for her touch now during these sweet but separating teen years. She’s still affectionate, but on her own terms and in her own time. It’s part of becoming a teen. Less touching. (Enjoy it now! I have resorted to cuddling with my 75-pound labradoodle, Stormie!)

I’m not the only mom whose experiences you’ll hear in this book. I’ve gathered some gritty stories and advice from moms you may know, like Moms In Touch International founder Fern Nichols, cofounder of FamilyLife Barbara Rainey, bestselling tween and teen author Vicki Courtney, and more! I’ve also drawn from the stories of my readers through the years. From here in the United States to Australia, the Czech Republic, and South Africa, those readers have written to express their delight with the results of following the guidelines I offered in my first book for teens, And the Bride Wore White: Seven Secrets to Sexual Purity. The brides themselves—and often their moms—want to share with me their joy of walking in purity. And I am delighted to celebrate with them.

I’ve been working with tweens since 2003, and it’ll be a few years before I start getting their wedding invitations. Still, I’ve been blown away by the moms who write to me to tell me that their daughter is “finally having devotions,” or “starting to get the modesty thing,” or that she’s a teen now and “not boy-crazy,” or is “teaching all her friends about modesty.”

These moms didn’t just “happen” to have great daughters. And all of us have had—and continue to have—our tough spots! But we’ve applied the wisdom of great Christian psychologists and parenting experts in introducing biblical values to our daughters—just like you can—and it’s working! The stuff in the pages of this book works. So what are you waiting for?


As you go on to the next chapters, there are a few things you should know about Six Ways to Keep the “Little” in Your Girl.

1. This book is not meant to be a comprehensive overview in parenting girls…or even tween girls. My area of emphasis is primarily in the field of sexuality and purity, and the related areas of body image, modesty, and depression. What I’m going to bring to your parenting toolbox is specific skills to raise a tween girl to become a pure, modest, and satisfied-with-her-beauty teenager. In part 2 I’ll introduce the six ways that make this achievable and give you specific, creative ideas to put them to work in your family.

2. The research in this book is valid no matter what your faith is, but I’ll write from a specifically Christian perspective. I’ve been advised and encouraged to write this book for about six years, and some people have urged me to write from a more neutral worldview. “What you have to say is for every mom,” they reason. “Don’t box yourself in!”

My goal has been and always will be to raise children who make choices that are in conformity with God’s written standard of truth, the Bible. That will be apparent as I write. Many of the thinkers who have shaped my parenting in the area of modesty and purity would be considered “far left” politically and perhaps secular humanist in their worldview, but I respect them, and they’ve brought me great insight. When it comes to protecting our girls’ hearts, we can find a lot of common ground. I hope you’ll see that as you read this, even if you don’t share my worldview.

3. There are exceptions to many things I write in this book. For example, when I say that most tween and teen girls will struggle with their sense of beauty, I mean just that. Most! Not all. There will be exceptions. Throughout the book, I’ll be letting you know what the norms are in terms of your daughter’s readiness for talking about sex, or being introduced to the internet. I might suggest a parenting skill that will help with her sense of beauty or her obsession with television, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to work for your child. Every child is unique. There are also daughters who need special individual care and counseling. Please don’t use this book as a fail-proof answer to your daughter’s unique needs.

4. The goal of this book is not to give you methods that guarantee your daughter’s purity, modesty, and sense of true beauty, but to help you to be faithful to do your part to protect her. I’m not seeking to write one of those books that gives canned rules and step-by-step instructions to create a generation of super-daughters. I don’t believe there’s one set of parenting methods that guarantees a specific outcome. (Kids throw great curve balls at stuff like that!) Rather, it is ultimately God’s grace that will craft the values of purity and self-respect into our children.

God gave my husband and me our three children with the expectation we would teach them moral values that would help them to be physically, emotionally, and spiritually whole. With that responsibility in mind, I studied the work of respected family teachers like Dr. James Dobson, Dennis and Barbara Rainey, Tim and Beverly LaHaye, and even the work of some non-Christian thinkers like Mary Piper and Susan Linn. (As I mentioned, we’re often on the same page, even with differing worldviews.) I wanted to faithfully apply sound principles in the moral development of my children, and I’m delighted with the results. I feel like a faithful parent. If this book helps you achieve the same thing, it will have done its job.

5. Faithful parents are still often required to apply grace to children who don’t embrace moral values. Beth Moore, a great parent, had a teen daughter who brushed up against an eating disorder. My parents, who are still exceptional, had a daughter (me) who brushed up against and got bruised by sexual sin. Faithful parents often find themselves aching over their children’s struggles or outright rebellion. It started in a place called the Garden of Eden, where two who walked with a perfect Father rebelled. And it hasn’t stopped.

Be ready at all stages of parenting to apply grace. Just as your 2-year-old threw a fit in public and needed grace, your 16-year-old may create a scene that needs much grace. Ultimately, that’s what our Father God gives to us each day, isn’t it?


Part
One

Becoming a Connecting Mom

Before we dig into the Six Ways to Keep the “Little” in Your Girl in part 2, we’re going to build a foundation. These first few chapters are full of fun research, funky activities to do with your daughter, and the stuff that motivates a mom to press forward toward the six ways. Foundational to our girl talk in these chapters is the verse below. You might want to post it somewhere, like in your bathroom or on your fridge, so you can hide it away in your heart while we’re getting tooled up for motherhood together!



“Train up a child in the way he should go,
and when he is old he will not depart from it.”

PROVERBS 22:6 NKJV


“There is so much pressure on our girls. From magazines telling them to look a certain way, to movies and TV shows telling them to act a certain way, to social internet sites telling them to ‘friend’ as many influences as possible. How do we allow our girls to be IN the world, while giving them the confidence not to be OF the world?”



Laurel, mom of Addy, 8
From the conversation at SecretKeeperGirl.com


CHAPTER ONE

A Mom’s Greatest
Compliment

It was midnight.

I was at Denny’s.

Having just attended my first performance of a little known musical—“Le Petit Rats”—I was invited to hang with the cast after the performance. (Translation: My then-14-year-old daughter, Lexi, acquiesced to my suggestion that I chaperone her late-night party.) She and I sat across the table from two high school girls. Both were 15. Both were vibrant, outgoing, articulate, confident thespians. One a Perky Brunette. The other a Petite Blonde.

I ordered a tall stack and sausage. The rest ordered cheesecakes and milkshakes. Then the girl gab began, and before we knew it, we were on the ultimate girls-only topic. Cramps.

“My best friend used to have like terrible cramps,” piped up Perky. “But her parents were freaking because she’s been, like, dating her boyfriend for nine months. They totally put her on the Pill and her cramps are gone. Isn’t that cool?”

Petite Blonde got really quiet.

I didn’t.

“And what precautions have her parents taken to help her avoid sexually transmitted diseases?” I asked.



girlhood
[gurl-hood] n, the state or time of being a girl; from birth to adulthood.



“You don’t even know!” exclaimed Lexi in explanation to Perky and Petite. “My mom totally writes sex books. She’s not afraid to talk about anything. Aaaa-nee-thing!”

Petite looked ready to slump under the table.

Perky was unfazed. “Don’t know,” she said, answering my question as if I’d just asked her where my fork had gotten to.

Our food came.

We talked about the show, our political views, nail polish—and Perky texted some guy a few times.

“It’s my boyfriend,” she finally said.

I had to ask— “Are you and your boyfriend having sex?”

“Nah,” said Perky, still completely comfortable with the conversation she was having with the mother of her friend.

I noticed that Petite was trying not to choke on her shake. She was slumping down into the booth trying to stay clear of the conversation.

“His parents don’t want us to have sex and they’ve told us so. We, like, can’t be alone in their house. My dad doesn’t say anything when we’re at his house,” explained Perky. “But my mom is cool about things. When me and my boyfriend sleep over at her house, we’re totally allowed to blow up the inflatable queen bed and sleep together.” Her eyes grow wide. “Can you believe that?”

She was obviously incredulous that her mom was this “cool.”

That’s when I noticed it.

A simple silver ring.

On Petite’s left ring finger.

I had a hunch I knew what it was.

“Hey, what’s that ring on your finger?” I asked.

The question was like smelling salts to her fainting spirit.

“It’s a purity ring,” she beamed.

Silence.

“I have one too,” said Lexi. “I left it at home, but I usually wear it.”

“Honestly?” asked Perky, completely aghast and totally, 100 percent offended.

Silence.

“So, Lexi,” smirked Perky, making a recovery from her shock, “since you don’t have it on tonight, does that mean you can do it, or what?”

(Yes, in front of me, this girl said that!)

 Lexi straightened up and looked her right in the eye: “I’m proud of it.” Her head made a kind of Z-snappish wiggle!

“You seem a little surprised that your mom lets you sleep with this guy.” I dared to say what I sensed.

“Yeah, well…” It was the first time Perky was at a loss for words.

“Would you let your daughter do that?” I asked.

“Nope,” she said. And then she whispered, “Never.”

Let me be the first to say that though I’ve spent the last ten years talking to teens about sex, this conversation threw me for a loop. This Perky little lady was infiltrating the mind of my “little” girl with her sex talk and profanity, and she was doing it right in front of me!

Be sure of this—any Christian girl is at risk these days. You cannot entirely shield your daughter from this world. I’ve listened to the sad story of a mom who raised an immaculately perfect home-schooled girl, only to find her sneaking out of the house to meet guys for sex at two in the morning when she was a teen. I was also the one a stunned mom turned to when she realized that her Christian daughter wasn’t visiting a girlfriend’s house as she’d said, but was going out to buy and smoke weed. Another mom came to me desperate to solve her daughter’s eating disorder and self-loathing when it got so bad that the girl stuck a rusty nail into her arm. I know the risks for my daughters—and yours—are high.

But let me give you a picture of how it can be. That night I sat in Denny’s at midnight as a seemingly stable freshman in high school cussed her way through a conversation with my daughter about sexual freedom.

And I watched Lexi Gresh handle it with confidence and grace.

Lexi and “Will-say-aaaan-eee-thing-mom”: 1.

Perky and “Inflatable-queen-bed-mom”: 0.

I felt sad for their loss.



“Raising a daughter
to reflect your value system
as a teen is—in part—a matter
of introducing those values
to her in an age-appropriate
manner when she
is a tween. ”

—Dannah Gresh

“Mom, I Tell You Everything!”

Lexi is 16 now. Recently, she and I were recounting this astonishing conversation to someone for the umpteenth time. (Two years later, we’re both still a little bit in shock from it.) Afterward, I turned to her and told her how thankful I was that she was comfortable letting me into this world of hers. She gave me the highest compliment she ever has or ever will. It’s what every mom hopes for, dreams of, and spends a lot of time wearing out her knees to hear. Lexi looked at me and said, “Mom, I tell you everything! Why wouldn’t I let you into my world?”

It’s been my goal to create that kind of relationship for her and me to share as a mother and teen daughter. Fortunately, my life work led me to learn that a mom has to start opening up her 16-year-old’s heart…when she’s 7! Social science offers us statistical footprints for how a little girl will turn out based on what she is exposed to and when.

For example, after two years of study by an American Psychological Association (APA) task force on the sexualization of little girls, we have clear evidence that a mother’s “hunch” she shouldn’t let her nine- year-old run around in a miniskirt with belted bling blaring the Pussycat Dolls’ “Dontcha wish your girlfriend was hot like me” is more than a hunch. The APA task force’s report states that music lyrics, internet content, video games, and clothing are now being marketed to younger and younger girls. The sexual content of the marketing and the products themselves—while creating no apparent immediate effect—is clearly linked to eating disorders, low self-esteem, and depression when these girls become teenagers.1

On the upside, my past 12 years of studying at-risk teen behavior has over and over again led me to good news. My research indicates that tweens who are exposed to a basic, age-appropriate, Bible-based value system between the ages of 8 and 12 tend to be less likely to engage in early sexual activity, substance abuse, and violence. They are also more likely to have healthy friendships, excel academically, and become positive social contributors in their communities.

It’s not rocket science. It is social science paired with a whole lot of prayer and Bible study. By applying the factual information I gleaned from my research with an unequivocal confidence in God’s directives for raising my girl (and an immeasurable dose of prayer), I got a teenager who “tells me everything.” (Don’t ask me yet how to raise a teenage girl. I’m still learning and making a lot of mistakes. But I do think I have a good view of the tween challenge you have in your hands.)

As we move along through this book, we’re going to apply some of the same methods I used when Lexi was a tween—and others I’ve seen work well for other committed moms—to your relationship with your daughter. Our goal: to create a mother–daughter connection so tight that no cussing, queen-sized-inflatable thespian, no text-messaging boyfriend, no bong-bearing brainless friend, no miniskirt, no vampire-love-story craze, and no Black Eyed Peas lyrics will come between the two of you in the delicate teen years just ahead. While that is our obvious goal, what you might not be able to see yet is that you’ll be building a strong value system for life into your little girl.



Getting Started
    To get started, back away from the laundry and grocery lists. Head out to your favorite coffee shop for some relaxation. I’d like to hear that this book feels like two moms chatting over a chai latte and a tall caramel macchiato, and that it was fun to read. But besides that, we really do have a God-sized goal in our hearts and to accomplish it, we’ll have two very distinct roles.

Consider me your “research assistant.” I sit surrounded by piles and piles of research within a library of every authoritative book on teens, tweens, parenting, and at-risk behaviors I could get my hands on. In an instant, I can put my eyes upon a report called “Generation M: Media in the Lives of 8-18 Year-Olds” by the Kaiser Family Foundation. To my left is a copy of the book entitled Branded: The Buying and Selling of Teenagers. On my laptop computer is a copy of the American Psychological Association’s Report on the sexualization of girls. I can do the heavy lifting, okay?

Your role is to be a mom focused on connecting to her little girl. This works best if you can just let loose and have a little fun when I encourage you to “back away from the book” and go try something fun with your daughter. But before we get started with the fun, mind if I let you see just how high the stakes are? Turn to chapter 2.

BACK AWAY
FROM THE
BOOK:

Breakfast for dinner!
In honor of my night at Denny’s with Lexi, I assign you to have breakfast for dinner one night this week. The best part? You’ll let your tween daughter in on the fun. She can mix the pancakes while you fry the bacon. Here are two wickedly wonderful Gresh family variations on pancakes.
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Peppermint-bark pancakes
Great for the winter months! Chop peppermint bark into an almost powderlike consistency, with a few good chunks. Mix about a quarter of a cup into a standard batch of pancake batter before you cook the cakes! Top each warm cake with a dollop of whipped topping and a sprinkle of the remaining peppermint bark.

Banana pancakes
These are our summer treat! Make your cakes as usual, but top them with freshly sliced bananas and whipped topping!






End of sample
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