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Nurturing our Children
(Deuteronomy 6:1-9)

On Children
This morning I wish to talk for a few moments about raising children.  

I don’t ever recall thinking much about having children throughout my growing up years, and into adult and married years.  The assumption was there in our marriage that we would have children someday, and then, with a little appropriate planning, Elijah was born.  And right then, as we took him into our arms and hearts, everything changed.  

Glena and I have often said that having children changed our lives more than getting married did.  We were always on the naïve end of things, and we had to peddle fast to try to figure out what to do, and how to be a parent.  For the most part we just sort of did whatever came to us, we intuited from “what would our mom and dad do?” and we prayed for patience and for our baby’s well-being.  I believe to this day that raising children is more art than science.  I believe there is no extant “abc” blueprint for raising children.  I believe that sometimes stuff, bad stuff, just happens and I also take the Bible at its word when it says that God doesn’t give us more than we can handle.  I believe that parents have a foundational responsibility to teach, largely through their actions, their children that they are fundamentally okay, created by God, just the way they are.  I believe that, of course, there is basic guiding, directing and correcting to be done, but parents need to imbue in their children that they are loved as they are.  I believe in the importance of a community in raising a child.  Our schools, football teams, boy scouts, clubs, and more, all the things that form the fabric of a community, are very important—but I’m particularly enamored with the place of a faith community in the raising of our children.  It’s so vital.

The Bible and children
In the biblical record children are a sign of blessing.  The Psalms compare a parent’s compassion for his/her children to the Lord’s love for humankind.  Jesus said, “let the children come to me for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 19:14)  Jesus said that “blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the sons and daughters (children) of God.”  In Ephesians Paul says that children are to obey their parents.  Paul reflects in Corinthians that there was a time when I spoke and acted like a child, but the day comes to put those ways to the side.  With that recognition comes the knowledge that faith, hope, and love abide, and the greatest of these is love.

Though it’s a tragic, even ugly, story, I think about David and his son Absalom.  Remember how Absalom rebelled against his father the king.  They ended up sending their armies against each other.  In the course of the battle Absalom, riding a mule, gets his hair hung up in an oak tree, suspending him “between heaven and earth.”  He’s eventually killed by Joab and his men.  

Then there’s the scene where David learns of the death of his son.  His son has turned on him but his love for his son has not changed.  David’s agony, his weeping for his son is one of the Bible’s poignant scenes.

Deuteronomy 6 reflects our responsibility as parents to instruct our children.  But teaching isn’t just words, it’s living.  This is the core Hebrew prayer.  First you love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and might. That’s what you do.  Then you recite that to your children and you talk to your children about loving the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and might—and you do this all the time, in the morning as you get up and in the evening as you prepare to lie down.  

Later in the same chapter the writer poses a question out of the mouth of a child, namely, “what is the meaning of all these decrees and ordinances that the Lord has given us?”  And the answer is a story, the story of what the Lord has done. It’s the great story of liberation out of slavery in Egypt.  The Lord who brought us out of slavery asks us to live in these ways, the ways these statues and decrees teach.

So what more can we say about raising children?
Obviously, in our time and in this cultural environment, it’s tough to raise children.  With the disintegration of so many families, and with too many children born into environments that are not nurturing, it puts a strain on all of us.  Teachers are asked to play the role of parent.  Social workers have to go into homes and rescue children.  Foster homes are needed.  Wonderful programs (like our local teen moms program) exist but there is still so much more that needs to be done.

So, what can we say, really and practically, about raising children?  There’s no cookie cutter way of doing this.  But, I could suggest the following.  Reading together with your child is a good thing.  Showing up at their activities is important, a parent’s presence says a lot.  Negotiating how much tv is watched, how much surfing the internet is permissible, how late your child can stay out—setting those limits and then standing by them, that’s important.  Eating together regularly is important.  I suggest a conservative approach to handing over money and a liberal approach to opening the doors to your home for your child’s friends to come over.  One has to establish basic limits but as a child respects those lines, then more freedom can be granted.  It’s important to talk.  Our experience is that when the moment suddenly arises for a big conversation can take place, it’s important to drop other things in order to take advantage of the moment.  

I suppose we could go around the room and every one of us could offer a word either from a child or a parent’s perspective of something that worked in our own experience.  And we all could come up with some negative stories as well.  But here’s the thing, a parent has just got to express unconditional love.  Our children just must know that we love them without reservation, that we’ve always “got their back.”  And our church needs to do that as well for our children.

Not coincidentally, when we display unconditional love we are reflecting the way God loves us, God’s children.  

As a parent I’ve marveled at how each stage of life has been so great.  Now I’ve reached the point where my relationship with my kids is more “adult to adult” though it’s still well known who is the dad and who is the child.  I suppose we will reach the day when they become the parent and I’m the child.  

No matter where we are on the journey it’s vital that our children know we love them, that we respect them, that our door is always open to receive them.  May it be that way in our homes, and in our church as well.  Amen.

--October 3, 2010
--2010.40
--First Mennonite Church, Reedley

