Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 1: Introduction
This evening we are beginning a twelve segment class on Empty-Nest Parenting (running
through May). The big question running through each of these sessions will be “how do
you, as a parent, faithfully relate to your adult children?” Being a parent of infants and
toddlers is unbelievably intense. Being a parent of adult children is unbelievably complex.
If you have adult children or anticipate having them someday, OR if you are an adult child
and you are wondering what your parents are thinking, this class is for you.

1.

A personal quest, OR how this material came to be

2.

What are your experiences or your questions related to empty-nest parenting?

3.

Overview of where we will be going:
Nov 29
Dec 13
Jan 10
Jan 24
Feb 7

Introduction
The Family in Western Contemporary Culture
What IS Family?
Patterns of Interacting
Framework Conclusions

Feb 21
Mar 7
Mar 21

Your Child Leaves Home, and Your Child Gets a Job
Your Child Gets Married , and Your Child Has a Child
Your End of Life

Apr 4
Apr 18
May 2
May 16

Values Conflicts
Your Child Runs Stuck
The Boomerang Effect
Healing Needed

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

4.

Some significant quotes:
“Unlike all other organizations [or relationships], families incorporate new members only by
birth, adoption, or marriage, and members can leave only by death, if then. No other system
is subject to these constraints.” Carter and McGoldrick, in The Changing Family Life Cycle
“Together, male and female, single and married, young and old — every hue and variety of
humanity — we are called to represent God, for the Lord God made us all. Life is God’s gift
to us, and we are called to foster the well-being of all the living, protecting from harm the
unborn and the weak, the poor and the vulnerable.” Our World Belongs to God, 11
See Genesis 1:26-27, Galatians 3:26-28, and Acts 2:5-11. On how we treat the vulnerable among us as a
measure of justice, see Isaiah 1:15-17 and James 1:27. See also Genesis 2:20b-25
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“All spheres of life — family and friendship, work and worship, school and state, play and art
— bear the wounds of our rebellion. Sin is present everywhere — in pride of race, arrogance
of nations, abuse of the weak and helpless, disregard for water, air, and soil, destruction of
living creatures, slavery, murder, terror, and war, worship of false gods, the mistreatment of our
bodies, and our frantic efforts to escape reality. We become victims of our own sin.” Our World
Belongs to God, 16
Among many passages, see Psalm 14 and 53, Amos 1-2, Romans 1:28-32, and Galatians 5:19-21.

Distinguish between expressions of family which illustrate cultural diversity from
expressions of family which illustrate wounds of rebellion.
“We are the family of God, serving Christ together in Christian community. Single for a time
or a life, devoted to the work of God, we offer our love and service to the building of the
kingdom. Married, in relationships of lifelong loyalty, we offer our lives to the same work:
building the kingdom, teaching and modeling the ways of the Lord so our children may know
Jesus as Lord and learn to use their gifts in lives of joyful service. In friendship and family life,
singleness and marriage, as parents and children, we reflect the covenant love of God. We
lament the prevalence of divorce and of selfish individualism in our societies. We belong to
God. Our World Belongs to God, 46
See the apostle Paul’s discussion of singleness and marriage in 1 Corinthians 7. On the importance
of teaching and modeling the ways of the Lord, see Deuteronomy 6:4-9, Proverbs 22:6, and
Ephesians 6:4. Jesus’ teaching on divorce is found in Matthew 19:1-12 and Mark 10:1-12. That we
together reflect the love of God is taught in John 13:34-35 and all of 1 John.

“How joyful are those who fear the Lord — all who follow his ways! You will enjoy the fruit
of your labor....May you live to see your children’s children.” Psalm 128:1,6
“Children’s children are a crown to the aged.” Proverbs 17:6
“As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” Joshua 24:15 – Is this a heart’s desire, or
a heart commitment? What can you do to have this kind of impact on your family?
5.

Is the term Empty Nest Parenting an oxymoron (Oxymoron comes from a combination of two
Greek words meaning sharp dull; jumbo shrimp, hot chilly, bitter sweet, civil war, old news),
or is it a legitimate description of an important stage in the significant calling of being a parent?
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Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 2: The Family in Western Contemporary Culture
1.

Introduction
A. “Change alone is unchanging.” Heraclitus (535 - 475 B.C.)
B. What changes have impacted the family? How do these changes impact parenting?
C. A brief scene from yesteryear

2.

An Overview of major cultural developments and their impact on the family in North America
A. Extended Life Expectancy
1.

Life expectancy for a male born in the United States in 1900 was 46.3 years, and for
a female 48.3 years. In contrast, the WHO reported in 2015 that the life expectancy
for a male born in the United States was 76.9 years, and for a female 81.6 years. To
measure life expectancy without factoring infant mortality, look at the prospects of
a child who just survived their 5th birthday: in 1841 a 5-year old could expect to live
55 years. Today a 5-year old can expect to live 82 years. An increase of 27 years.

2.

Assuming that parenting does not end when the last child leaves home, what are some
questions parents face as parents today specifically because we live longer? What are
some questions adult children face today in their relationship to their parents?

B. Generational Identity and Awareness
1.

As life expectancy increased, the number of generations alive in significant numbers
at the same time has increased. It has become clear that each generation has a distinct
way of looking at themselves, their world, and their relationships. See Let’s Compare
Generations.

2.

How do such generational differences impact the issue of how to be true to yourself
and still have friends or family?

C. Our Mobile Society
1.

Already in 1971, Vance Packard described the United States as A Nation of Strangers.
He refers to data that indicated “that the proportion of people changing their
addresses each year plateaued out from the World War II peak and has been involving
about 19 percent of all Americans each year.” More recent data indicates that people
are moving at a rate of 14 percent per year, or an average of about once every seven
years. Add in to this mix the relatively recent annual migration of Snowbirds.

2.

Packard also notes that “nomadic individuals are far more uprooted than nomadic
bands moving together, and tend to develop a distinctive set of views of life that
might be called nomadic values. Perhaps most conspicuous is a greater tendency to
live for the moment.”
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3.

When families cannot share significantly in person in the day to day events of the
lives of any of their children or grandchildren, it takes intentional thought and
planning to bridge distances. What have you found to be effective ways of doing this?

D. The Speed of Life

E.

F.

1.

Dr Richard Swensen traces the method of keeping time throughout history after
clocks were added to calendars for marking time: “The first mechanical clocks were
alarms of sorts, introduced in the Western world during the 1200s. Only a bell
indicated time. In the 1300s, the dial and hour hand were added. By the 1600s, the
minute and second hands were common. The invasion of the wristwatch began in
1865.” Since then we have quickened the pace to measuring nanoseconds, and even
yoctoseconds.

2.

Columnist Bob Greene refers to the “twitching of America.” Futurist David M. Zach
calls it “hyperliving – skimming along the surface of life.” The late Norman Cousins
called it “a sprinting, squirting, shoving age.” E.F. Schumacher calls it “the forward
stampede.” From “fast food” to the “weekend squeeze” to the “Christmas rush,” time
has us in its grip.

3.

How does the current speed of life impact the practice of empty nest parenting?

The Changing Shape of Family
1.

Not all that long ago, the most common definition of family would be: husband/father,
wife/mother, and two and a half children – a shape of family often referred to as the
“nuclear” family. There are those who celebrate the demise of the nuclear family as
a measure of progress. Kate Millett, in her book, Sexual Politics, insists that the
[nuclear] family must go because it oppresses and enslaves women. Similarly, David
Cooper, in his book, The Death of the Family, claims that the nuclear family is an
“ideological conditioning device” for propagating an imperialistic world view.

2.

Rather than celebrating the demise of the nuclear family, Karl Zinsmeister, of the
American Enterprise Institute, observes: “There is a mountain of scientific evidence
showing that when families disintegrate, children often end up with intellectual,
physical and emotional scars that persist for life....We talk about the drug crisis, the
education crisis, and the problem of teen pregnancy and juvenile crime. But all these
ills trace back predominantly to one source: broken families (which typically
translates as broken marriages).”

3.

Even if you resolutely maintain your own personal working definition, what dynamics
are you dealing with in your family that you would not be dealing with if the
traditional nuclear family were the only option available? What dynamics do you
anticipate needing to be prepared to deal with in your life time?

FURTHER REFLECTION: What other cultural developments have had an impact on
family and parenting?
-4-

Let’s Compare Generations
The Greatest Generation

Baby Boomer

Generation X

Gen Y / Millenials

Generation Z

(1922-1945)

(1945-61)

(1961-1981)

(1975-1995)

(1995-2015)

The Great Depression, World

Salk Polio Vaccine, Nuclear

Berlin Wall, Watergate, Moon

Rise

Tech n ol ogy,

Rise of Social Media, Same

War II, Korean War, Beginning

Proliferation, Space Race, Cold

Landing, Vietnam War, Civil

Environmental Issues, Financial

Sex Marriage, Civil Unrest,

of the Atomic Age

War, Sputnik, Man on the

Rights

Crisis, Terrorism, 9/11

Terrorism,

Moon, Civil Rights, Hippie

Storm, Women’s Rights, Rise of

President, Columbine - Mass

M o v e me n t

Middle Class

School

Global Events

Revolution,

and

S e x u al

Vietnam

Movement,

Desert

of

War,

First

Shootings,

Black

Global

Terrorism

Watergate

Technology &
Communication

Face to face, Letters, Telegrams,

Land line phones, Answering

Digital

Immigrants,

Email,

Digital

Natives,

Internet,

Technoholics, Smartphones,

Land line phones, Newspapers,

machines, Email, Newspapers,

Mobile Phones, Face to Face,

Smartphones, Email, Digital,

Facetime,

Social

Media,

Radio

Radio, Television

Newspapers, Radio, Television

Instant Messaging

Hyper-Connected,

Instant

Messaging, Youtube

Family Values &
Traditions

Extended Family, Traditional

Extended Family; Traditional

First latchkey kids, Increased

Divorce on the Rise, Single-

Single or Same-Sex Parents,

Values

Values

Divorce Rates, Redefine Family

Parented

Gender

Values

Tradition

Children,

Less

Fluid,

Perceives

Extended Family as Support,
Little Attachment to Tradition

References:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Vance Packard, A Nation of Strangers, New York, David McKay Company Inc. 1971.
Richard Swensen, Margin, NavPress, 1992
Rolf Zetterstein, Train Up a Child, Word Publishing
Let’s Compare Generations is primarily based on Leneita Fix, Z Isn’t for Zombie (materials handed out at 2017 NYWC)
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Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 3: What IS Family?
1.

Introduction
A. What is normal? Is there a trans-historical trans-cultural definition of family?
B. What is it about a family that it remains the same family when it....?

2.

The Nature of Family
A. Families are related by blood (so, life long connection)
1. Carter & McGoldrick: “Children have no choice about being born into a system, nor
do parents have a choice, once children are born, as to the existence of the responsibilities of parenthood, even if they neglect these responsibilities....People cannot alter
whom they are related to in the complex web of family ties.”
2. In contrast to classic liberalism, which focuses on the individual as the basic unit of
society, there is good reason to focus on the significant role of the family in society.
Referring to the family of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Wright concludes that “the
formation of community is God’s central act”
B. Families are structured for nurture (even 3-4 generation family system)
1. Parents are directly responsible for and have authority to nurture their children.
Deuteronomy 6:1-9; Proverbs 22:6; Ephesians 6:1-4. Scripture observes that we can
have a negative impact that reaches 3-4 Generations, and a positive impact that
reaches to 1000 generations (Exodus 20:5-6).
2. The role of parenting is so crucial to the family that if parents were to abdicate this
responsibility, more than the parent-child relationship would suffer. Kalsbeek
maintains that “the structure of the family (emphasis added) would be seriously
affected.” In the same context Kalsbeek observes that “in studying the family
structure it is of decisive significant to realize that its guiding function (emphasis
added) is normative.”
3. Richardson alludes to the “content” of this formation when he writes, “The way we
see ourselves, others, and the world is shaped in the setting of our family of origin.”
4. Hendrikson writes, “whether formed by conception or adoption, families are the
‘second womb’ of the soul.” And goes on to explain that: “Healthy families offer
security – a safe place to belong – despite the demands from school, work,
neighborhood and community. To whom do we turn in times of crises? Most of us
would respond, “Our families.” When families gather together, members draw
healing and strength from each other.
5. “Do you promise to instruct your child by word and example, with the help of the
Christian community, in the truth of God’s Word, and in the way of salvation through
Jesus Christ? Do you promise to pray for her and teach her to pray? Do you promise
to nurture her within the body of believers, as a citizen of Christ’s kingdom?” (Form
for infant baptism) “In putting his blessing on marriage, God intended that it would
provide...a secure environment within which children may be born and taught to know
and serve the Lord.” (Form for marriage)
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C. Families are always in process: As a living organism, the family is constantly dealing with
a variety of “stressors’ which threaten to destroy the balance. Carter and McGoldrick
identify vertical stressors and horizontal stressors. Vertical stressors include: “Patterns
of relating and functioning that are transmitted down the generations of a family primarily
through the mechanism of emotional triangling. It includes all the family attitudes, taboos,
expectations, labels, and loaded issues with which we grow up. One could say that these
aspects of our lives are like the hand we are dealt: they are the given.
3.

The Beginning of a Family: The Marriage Relationship initiates a new family line.
A. Anderson and Guernsey clarify the relationship between leaving and the cleaving. “The
filial bond, formed as a biological or natural order, gives way to the higher demand of
covenant partnership.”
B. The formation of a new family system raises some significant questions: For example,
Îhow do relationships within Extended Family #1 recognize and respect the sanctity of
Marriage/Family #3? Or, Ïhow will these relationship recognize and respect the sanctity
of Extended Family #2? Or one more, Ðhow will the leaders of marriage and family #3
(with connections with the two distinct extended family systems of which they are a part)
insure the integrity of their family sub-system?

Marriage /
Family #1

Man

Marriage /
Family #3

Woman Marriage /
Family #2

Extended Family #1
Extended Family #2
Figure 3
4.

The Condition of Family: Families are Distorted by Brokenness, and Open to Renewal
A. If marriage were simply the joining of two individuals that would be challenge enough.
When two entire systems overlap, the potential for dysfunction is enormous.
B. Reflecting on the alienation that originates in Genesis 3, Brauch notes that “because God
has created us relationally, our wounds are relational....Sin manifests itself in the context
of our relationships. Sin has its effect for three to four generations. Sin infects the larger
body to which one belongs.”
C. Not only is brokenness experienced within family. As Pipher laments, “Our culture is at
war with families....Parents do not know how to protect their children from crime, media,
poverty, alcohol and bad company.”

Reference: Betty Carter, Monica McGoldrick (1989). The Changing Family Life Cycle; Wright,
1954. P 18; Kalsbeek, 1975. P 209.; Ronald Richardson, Family Ties that Bind: a self-help guide
to change through Family of Origin therapy; Hendrikson, 1997. P 3.; Anderson and Guernsey,
1985. P 145; Brauch, 1998 lecture; Pipher, 1996.
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Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 4: Patterns of Interacting
1.

2.

Introduction
A. Social Sciences are helpful in recognizing and identifying patterns of interaction.
B. Scripture moves beyond pattern recognition (eg., patterns in biblical families [cf Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, David], and the church functions as a body, 1 Cor 12) to pattern formation
(cf 1 Cor 13, especially vss 4-8).
Marriage and Family Patterns as Described by Social Sciences
A. Stages of Development
1. In 1959 Erik Erickson developed the concept of psycho-social development (he
identified eight stages of human development). Tracking development thro the early
stages especially is so common that we would consider it negligent to not track it.
2. With the development of family systems theory, we can identify stages of the family
life cycle, along with standards for each of the stages. Such information can help to
describe, explain, predict, and identify a need to modify patterns of interacting.
3. Parenting experts, and international lecturers, Richard and Linda Eyre, have identified
four “peaks or phases” within the Empty-Nest Stage (your child leaves home, your
child gets their first job, your child gets married, your child has a child). There is
value in adding one additional phase, namely, the end of your life.
B. The Family System: The development of family system theory by Dr. Murray Bowen in
the 1950s has provided a framework from which to observe patterns of interactions
between members of a family, and how these interactions impact each person.
1. Richardson notes that “Well-differentiated people are able to be themselves, to do and
say what they want, think, and feel without undue concern about whether others will
like them or criticize them, and without a need to either flatter or criticize others
inappropriately.”
2. Bowen discovered that the interplay between our need to be close and our need to be
separate is a key pattern to note. Family therapists, Nichols and Schwartz, conclude:
“When boundaries [between family members] are too open, relationships are
described as enmeshed or fused, and when boundaries are too closed, relationships are
disengaged or cut-off.” As Carter and McGoldrick observe, “Cutoff may look like
emancipation but emotional dependence drives the process.” In other words, cut-offs
are an expression of brokenness, leaving those involved with emotionally unfinished
business. See Couple & Family Map on pg 10.
3. The disturbance of customary patterns, along with the accompanying stress, tends to
occur in relation to major losses, disruptive events, or at major transitions. One can
make a case for identifying the transition to the empty-nest stage as one of the more
comprehensive transitions in the family life-cycle. In reflecting on the tasks related
to this transition, McCullough and Rutenberg note that “these tasks provide an
inherent opportunity to reexamine the meaning of family at every level.”
4. Genograms: As an empty nest parent, one of the most effective ways of impacting
your expanded family system in a healthy way is to take responsibility for your own
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3.

4.

actions, emotions and patterns of relating. One of the best tools for doing this is a
Genogram. The goal in doing a Genogram “is meant to change you, not others....This
work is not just a more sophisticated psychological tool for getting them, or getting
back at them, or getting even, or showing them, or blaming them” (Richardson). To
the degree that you understand yourself and are able to work through some of your
own unresolved issues, you will be that much more able to provide effective
leadership in your family system.
Marriage and Family Renewal as described in Scripture
A. Back to Our Roots: If we want to develop insight regarding the creational structure and
mission of family or marriage, it is critically important to listen carefully to God’s Word.
In addition, we will need to understand how this structure and mission have been distorted
by the fall, and how we can take our proper place in these relationships once again.
B. Marriage and Family Renewal: Focusing on renewal of marriage (which will reverberate
in renewal of family) requires careful listening to God’s Word. Hebrews 13:4 notes that
“marriage should be honored by all.” Honoring marriage will show itself in such ways as:
1. Affirming one man-one woman relationships publicly recognized as covenantal love.
2. Husbands and wives taking responsibility to nurture spiritual and emotional health in
their relationship with each other and in their family relationships, enlisting available
resources as needed. For example, in contrast to waging a no-win battle of the sexes,
or striving for the impossible ideal of equality of the sexes (which pretends there is
no difference), those who honor marriage will find a way to demonstrate parity and
unity of spirit.
3. Husbands and wives navigating stressors together. When a husband and wife engage
in any task as complex as empty-nest parenting in one spirit, they are not only
obedient to God’s Word. They are also a living model of marriage renewal which
will reverberate through the family system for at least three to four generations.
C. God’s Resource for Renewal: Anderson and Guernsey raise the question, “to what family,
or household of faith, does the family belong without losing its character as a domestic
community where ordinary and daily life is affirmed and supported?” They then point to
the church whose central task is “to be a reconciled and reconciling community.” See
Ephesians 5:25-27: “Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy,
cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself
as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless”
D. Abiding in Christ: When one is in a living relationship with God in Christ the false
dichotomy of law and grace evaporates. Jesus reflects this unity of spirit perfectly: “My
food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work” (John 4:34). Chartier
applies this specifically to marriage when he writes, “What is a Christian
marriage?....Quite simply, a Christian marriage is a relationship between a man and a
woman in which the goals, tasks, and structure [of their relationship] are shaped and
defined by Jesus Christ and his Gospel.”
Concluding Reflections:

Reference: R & L Eyre, Empty-Nest Parenting (2002); Nichols and Schwartz, Family Therapy; Betty
Carter, Monica McGoldrick, The Changing Family Life Cycle (1989); Anderson and Guernsey, On
Being Family (2012)
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Couple & Family Map: Prepare/Enrich

FO
CR

In the graph above chart your Family of Origin (FO) and your preferred Couple Relationship (CR).
The vertical columns represent 5 levels of closeness, while the horizontal columns represent 5 levels
of flexibility. The FO and the CR in the graph provide an illustration of how you might chart
yourself. After your and your partner have charted yourself, compare your charts.

For more information on doing
your Genogram, see Ronald
Richardson, Family Ties that
Bind(1996)

-10-

Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 5: Framework Conclusions

Introduction: Romans 12:1-2
A. Reflecting on cultures of the east, Richard and Linda Eyre note that parents and grandparents are
revered and respected by their adult children. In contrast, in the west we often discard the elderly.
The reason? “Aging people get ‘discarded’ in America [because] they don’t take their rightful
positions as the continuing heads of their grown families.” The consequences? “They suffer for
this, and so do their children and grandchildren.” What would “taking their rightful positions” look
like?
B. Recognized experts in applying systems theory in various settings agree that “leaders are in position
to influence the emotional field in far reaching ways.”
1. Nurturing Changes Its Shape (see sessions six & following re phases of Empty Nest Parenting)
A. In Ephesians 6, Paul instructs infants and adolescents, “obey your parents in the Lord, for this is
right” (vs 1). He continues by referring to the commandment which has no age limit, “Honor your
father and mother” (vs 2). We do well to recognize that there also is no age limit to the injunction,
“Fathers, do not exasperate your children” (vs 4). A footnote in the NIV Study Bible explains this
to mean that “Fathers must surrender any right they may feel they have to act unreasonably toward
their children.” This involves recognizing “that a change occurs in their relationship when obedience
is no longer the issue.”
B. Bob Hostetler describes the stages of parenting on a popular level by identifying a title for each
stage: Commander, Coach, Counselor, Consultant.
2. Embracing Your Role as Family Leader (larger than the role of parent): Scripture never uses the word
“family” to describe a two-generation household. “Family” always means three generations or more.
Family systems theory, likewise, works with the concept of family as a three-to-four generation system
– see diagram on the page below. There is good reason to acknowledge that the leaders of the extended
system have a unique position from which to shape the nurturing that takes place in the entire extended
system.
A. Leaders often carry out three functions (Relational, Task, Visionary functions) simultaneously.
The specific leadership functions below help to further identify the characteristics and
responsibilities of a leader.
< Model - they live out the vision in actions and lifestyle
< Motivate - they inspire so others follow
< Encourage - they come alongside to exhort and admonish
< Facilitate - they empower others, helping them excel
< Coordinate - they bring people together
< Responsible - they are willing to be accountable
< Develop - they are conscious of the need for personal growth
< Problem solving - they can recognize and solve critical issues
< Decision making - they can make necessary decisions
< Crisis resolution - they identify resources for emergency needs
< Apprentice - they constantly seek to train new leaders
B. Modeling and Legacy: We do well as parents to recognize the impact of our choices and our
behavior on succeeding generations. One might conclude, “I don’t want to leave a negative legacy,
something that my children and grandchildren will have to live down or overcome.” Another might
raise the bar, asking, “How can I leave a positive legacy? What can I do that will have an impact
for good on those who follow me?”
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C.

Check Your Patterns
1. In reflecting on choices our adult children make, Campbell and Chapman observe that “Some
of our [and/or our adult children’s] choices can create tension, especially when they involve
deep personal values, such as sexuality or religious beliefs. Such tensions can result in strong
disagreement, even estrangement.”
2. Especially in dealing with such choices, relationships can develop in ways that limit our
options going forward. Weisheit identifies a number of these options: [They may] feel that
they have only one way out of the situation – end the relationship entirely....[They may]
restrict their involvement in [their] lives....They may have to avoid certain topics. They may
have to refrain from giving advice and help.
3. Weisheit concludes: “Parents and adult sons and daughters who have a history of conflict over
authority need not end their relationship – but they must redefine it.” He continues, “They
must establish areas of their lives that they can share and enjoy without bringing up the
problems of control. They need to search for, and find, the good things that were part of their
experiences...They need to find new points of interest that they can share as equal adults.
Most of all, they need to recognize that the relationship cannot be, and need not be,
perfect....They need to look forward to and enjoy whatever events they can share with their
adult sons and daughters.”
4. In choosing your battles, it may be helpful to distinguish between fire issues and swing issues.
Perhaps it will help to remember those moments in the past that you were overwhelmed by this
high calling of being a parent, and somehow God gave you the insight you needed on a need
to know just in time basis. It will be helpful to note that at this stage of parenting there are two
ways you will be sure to fail:
a. You can quit. You can throw in the towel as a parent, withdrawing into activities at
which you know you can succeed, escaping to places in which you can avoid impossible
demands back home.
b. Or, you can act unilaterally. You can decide how you want or believe your family should
behave and interact, and inform everyone of your decision.

D.

Two Levels of Initiative
1. Level One Initiative: Clarify your relationship with each of your children, including such
issues as: how frequently and in what manner will we maintain contact with each other? If we
live next door to each other, will we drop by daily, once a week, once a month unannounced
or by mutual arrangement? If we live across country, will we communicate by email or by
phone daily or monthly? Who will initiate contact – will it typically be initiated by the same
person or will that vary? Will cross country get-togethers happen annually or bi-annually, and
how long will the get together last? Will it be overnight or for a week at your home, or will
we get a hotel room?
2. Level Two Initiative: The second level of initiative moves beyond clarifying the unique
relationships with each of your children’s family to clarifying the nature of your three-to-four
generation family. This will involve some conversations about such things as how, when, and
where to celebrate a special occasion, like Christmas. It will also involve monitoring family
dynamics, and ensuring that necessary conversations happen. Applying family systems to the
church, Peter Steinke notes that “congregational leaders are the key stewards of the
congregation as a unit in itself,” and continues by observing that “they, by virtue of their
positions in the system, can most promote congregational health.” He identifies seven health
promoters for a church setting. We can adapt his insights to the family setting: Clarify your
family vision, manage conflict, promote clarity, promote a positive mood and tone, nurture
mature interaction, respect healing capacities, focus on healing resources.
3. A final caution: Initiate the process, but do not take sole responsibility for the outcome.
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E.

F.
3.

The Gift of the Blessing: In their book, The Gift of the Blessing, Gary Smalley and John Trent
explore how the impact of giving the family blessing, which was so significant in biblical times,
might have a similar impact today. They identify five key elements to giving a blessing: meaningful
touch, a spoken message, attaching high value, picturing a special future, and an active
commitment. (Cf The Tribute re honoring our parents)
Enjoying the Fruit as a blessing of God (see Psalm 128). What if we can’t enjoy the fruit?

Concluding Reflection

Visual of a three-to-four generation family system

To help you personalize this visual in your family relationships, let me illustrate it by identifying my
relationships in the visual:
F1: Marlene and my nuclear family
F5: Les’ family of origin (parents & siblings)
F4: Les’ father’s family of origin – Les’ Grandpa and Grandma Kuiper and their children
F7: Our daughter Laura’s family (Laura and Steve and their children)
F6: Steve’s family of origin (Steve’s parents and siblings)
F3: Our son David’s family (David and Sarah and their children)
F2: Sarah’s family of origin (Sarah’s parents and siblings)
There are factors that complicate the dynamics even more, such as: Friends, Work demands, Church
connections & activities, School connections & activities, Relationship with an ex-spouse and children, etc.

Reference: Richard and Linda Eyre, Empty-Nest Parenting (2002); Ross Campbell and Gary Chapman,
Parenting Your Adult Children (1999); Bob Hostetler, ____; Eldon Weisheit, Share Life’s Defining Moments
(1997); Peter Steinke, Healthy Congregations; Gary Smalley and John Trent, The Gift of the Blessing (1993);
Les Kuiper, Focusing for Impact
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Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 6: Your Son Leaves Home, and Your Daughter Gets a Job

Introduction
A. Review: Intro, Marriage and Family in contemporary culture, What IS family?, Patterns
of interacting, and Framework conclusions. Don’t worship children, but be faithful parent.
B. Application to Phases of Empty-Nest Parenting: “There are five times, in whatever
sequence they come, when new issues and needs arise, and when empty-nest
parenting/family leading takes on special intensity and importance. Each of these phases
requires sorting out the evolving relationships and changing roles.”
1.

INTRODUCING SOME RESOURCES
A. Developmental Tasks: identifies & describes tasks to be accomplished at each stage of life
B. Establishing our identities: identifies crises/challenges to be addressed, as well as virtues
and shapes of maladaptions
C. In the chart on page 15 identify the tasks from the charts on page 16 which you and your
adult children are currently working on or still need to address in your current or previous
stages. Keep this page available through the next two sessions.

2.

PHASE 1: YOUR CHILD LEAVES HOME: Have you “accomplished your mission” or fallen
into an emotional abyss? Finding the balance between “hanging on” and “letting go.”
A. Re-tuning your marriage: Learning to live together as a couple again.
1. “It is important to look forward together in the same direction, but it is also important
to gaze into each other’s eyes.” Bucket lists, life hopes & dreams. Been thro together
2. The best thing you can do for your children is to love their mother (or father).
B. Some common questions during this phase: Level 1 & 2 initiatives, ask pure questions.
1. When should kids leave home? When should we push them out of the nest?
2. What should I worry about when my child leaves? What shouldn’t I worry about?
3. What do my kids need from me when they first leave home? What role should we
play in their lives during these first years away from home?
4. What do I need from my kids when they’ve moved out? What should I expect from
my kids when they’ve moved out?
5. How should we communicate with our kids, and how often? Who should initiate?
6. How often should we visit them? How often should they visit us?
7. What should we do if we’re worried about some of the things our kids are doing or
not doing?

3.

PHASE 2: YOU CHILD GETS A JOB: Do you cut the purse strings as much as the apron
strings? Finding the balance between Assistance and Dependence
A. Review your role as parent: The goal of parenting is to gradually work your way out of a
job – never to fully retire but to semi-retire. Relish rather than resist as you watch and
enjoy their exciting new orbit. Your children open up whole new worlds to you.
-14-

B. Some common questions during this phase:
1. How much should I be involved in my children’s career decisions?
2. What sort of financial support (if any) should I offer once the kids have finished
school and entered the full-time work world?
3. How should I help if my kids are out of work?
4. What if they want to move back into the house?
5. Should I encourage my kids to find a job near me/us?
6. How much advice should I offer about how my kids spend their money?
7. How often should I try to get together with my kids?
8. How often should we communicate with each other? Who should initiate?
9. What if my kids’ church activity is slipping?
4.

Concluding reflections
Charting Current Issues to Process

Les

LA

Marlene

LA

Laura

MA

David

MA

Curtis

MA

Adjusting to decreasing strength and health
Adjusting to retirement and reduced income
Meeting social and civic obligations
Adjusting to death of spouse
Balancing integrity vs despair (to be through having been; to face not being)

What questions does this chart raise for you?
Resources: Richard and Linda Eyre, Empty-Nest Parenting; Erik Erikson developed the concept of
developmental stages; Robert Havighurst developed the concept of developmental tasks
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Developmental Tasks
ADOLESCENT (13-18)

EARLY ADULTHOOD (19-29)

MIDDLE ADULTHOOD (30-60)

LATE ADULTHOOD (61 AND OVER)

Achieving mature relation ships with both
sexes

Selecting a mate

Helping teenage children become happy &
responsible adults

Adjusting to decreasing strength and health

Achieving a masculine or feminine social
role

Learning to live with a partner

Ac h i e v i n g a d u l t s o c i al an d c i v i c
responsibility

Adjusting to retirement and reduced
income

Accepting one’s physique

Starting a family

Satisfactory career achievement

Adjusting to death of spouse

Achieving emotional independence from
adults

Rearing children

Developing adult leisure time activities

Establishing relations with one’s own age
group

Preparing for marriage and family

Managing a home

Relating to one’s spouse as a person

Meeting social and civic obligations

Preparing for an economic career

Starting an occupation

Accepting the physiological changes of
middle age

Establishing satisfactory living quarters

Acquiring values and an ethical system to
guide behavior

Assuming civic responsibility

Adjusting to aging parents

Desiring and achieving socially responsible
behavior

How we grow up as we create our identities (psychologistworld.com/behavior/erikson)
(Approximate ages) Stages
and Psycho-Social Crises
Significant Relations
Psycho-Social Modalities
Psycho-Social virtues
Maladaptions and
Malignancies

(12-18) Adolescent
Identity vs role-confusion

(20-45) Young Adult
Intimacy vs isolation

(30-65) Middle-aged adult
Generativity vs self absorption

(50+) Old Adult
Integrity vs despair

Peer groups
Role models

Partners
Friends

Household
Co-workers

Mankind or “my kind”

To be oneself
To share oneself

To lose and find oneself in
another

To make be
To take care of

To be, through having been
To face not being

Fidelity
Loyalty

Love

Care

Wisdom

Fanaticism
Repudiation

Promiscuity
Exclusivity

Over-extension
Rejectivity

Presumption
Despair
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Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 7: Your Daughter Gets Married, and Your Son Has a Child

Introduction
A. Review Phases 1 & 2: Your Child Leaves Home, and Your Child Gets a Job
B. Review the charts from the last session
1.

PHASE 3: YOUR CHILD GETS MARRIED: Does “gaining a son” or “gaining a daughter”
have to be as hard as giving birth?
A. Scripture never uses the word “family” to describe a two-generation household. “Family”
always means three generations or more. Family systems theory, likewise, works with the
concept of family as a three-to-four generation system.
B. Your child’s marriage may be the biggest emotional peak of all, and the factor that
initiates the biggest role and relationship change. It is at this point that your child leaves
father and mother and cleaves to their spouse. This is a good time to personalize God’s
blessing to you in your role as parent: Well done good and faithful servant. OR We entrust
our children to you, O Lord.
C. Some common questions during this phase:
1. What is my role in my children’s marriage decisions? What should I do if I am
worried about marriage decisions my children have made? What if my child is
seriously dating (or marrying) someone of another faith?
2. What should my role be in my child’s wedding?
3. What will my children go through during the first few months of marriage?
4. What sort of relationship should I hope for with my married children?
5. What should I do if I see something going on between my child and his/her spouse
that worries me?
6. How much financial support (if any) should I offer my children now that they’re
married? What can I do to help when my kids have a crisis with money or have
trouble finding a new job?
7. What sort of relationship should I try to cultivate with my children’s spouses?
8. What sort or relationship should I try to cultivate with my child’s spouse’s parents?
9. What should I do if my child complains about his or her spouse to me?
10. How do I deal with married kids dividing their time between two sets of parents?
11. How often should we communicate with each other now? Who should initiate?

2.

PHASE 4: YOUR CHILD HAS A CHILD: Can you stop worrying long enough to realize how
wonderful this is?
A. Psalm 128:6 “May you live to see your children’s children.” Proverbs 17:6 “Children’s
children are a crown to the aged.”
B. Some common questions during this phase:
1. How will our relationships change once our kids have their own children?
-17-

2.

3.

How much should I help in providing care for and nurturing my grandchildren?
Disciplining? Setting the record straight?
3. How can I be involved in my grandkids’ lives if they live far away from me?
4. What sort of financial support (if any) should I offer my children and grandchildren?
5. How can I help my kids be better parents to my grandkids?
6. What is the biggest difference between parenting and grand parenting?
7. What should I do if my kids don’t want me to do the things I’d like to do for their
kids?
8. How often should I talk to and/or write to my grand children?
9. How often should I get together with my married kids? How often should I encourage
them to come home?
10. What is my role in teaching the gospel to my grand children and helping them build
their testimonies?
Closing reflections

Visual of a three-to-four generation family system

To help you personalize this visual in your family relationships, let me illustrate it by identifying
my relationships in the visual:
F1: Marlene and my nuclear family
F5: Les’ family of origin (parents & siblings)
F4: Les’ father’s family of origin – Les’ Grandpa and Grandma Kuiper and their children
F7: Our daughter Laura’s family (Laura and Steve and their children)
F6: Steve’s family of origin (Steve’s parents and siblings)
F3: Our son David’s family (David and Sarah and their children)
F2: Sarah’s family of origin (Sarah’s parents and siblings)
-18-

Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 8: Your End of Life

Introduction
A. Review the previous phases and questions
B. Review the charts
1.

PHASE 5: YOUR END OF LIFE: Can you pass the baton and model the hope you have?
A. Passing the Baton
1. Reviewing and refining your legacy (see the Common Questions below)
2. Modeling growing old gracefully
a. Draw a distinction between the person who has grown bitter, hard, and
overbearing as they have grown older and the person who has grown old
gracefully. See Naomi (Ruth 1:20-21; 4:14-15)
b. Thinking of people you know, put a name to each of these two people in 2a.
c. How does your growing-old-gracefully help your children and grand children
“adjust to aging parents/grand parents”?
d. What issues do you need to process in order for you to grow old gracefully?
What resources might you need to help you in addressing these issues?
3. Sharing your testimony and the reason for the hope you have
a. Peter encourages us: “In your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared
to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that
you have. But do this with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15).
b. How would sharing your testimony with your children and grand children help
them to “adjust to aging parents”?
4. The gift of the blessing
a. In their book, The Gift of the Blessing,” Gary Smalley and John Trent offer a
fresh, updated look at the life-changing gift the Bible calls “the blessing.” They
identify:
1). Four functions of the blessing: tying us to God’s creative purpose, uniting
a group, invoking God’s protection, and providing a rite of passage.
2). Five key elements in giving the blessing: meaningful touch, a spoken
message, attaching high value, picturing a special future, and an active
commitment.
b. Our having received or missed out on parental approval has a tremendous impact
on us. If you missed out on receiving your parents’ approval/blessing, you will
be greatly blessed in working through this, and so will your spouse and your
children and grand children.
c. Plan now to give each of your children the gift of the blessing in a significant and
meaningful way, and plan now to pass on a daily blessing as possible.
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5.

Taking care of final matters/getting your house in order:
a. It may be helpful to review and update your will if there have been significant
changes in your life since you last updated it.
b. It will be helpful to compile a file showing assets, location of deeds, passwords,
etc, and to share this information with your estate administrator.
c. It may be helpful to complete and file a document such as a Health Care
Directive or Five Wishes

B. Common questions during this phase: At the end of my life....
1. How do I want my children to remember me?
2. What will each child say about our relationship?
3. What will they say they learned from me?
4. What specific memories with my grandchildren will be my treasures?
5. Did I spend enough time with each grandchild to really know him or her?
6. Did I pay the price to balance my relationship with my children after they left home?
Was I overbearing or aloof?
7. What role do I have in setting my legacy?

2.

Concluding reflections
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Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 9: When There Are Values Conflicts

Introduction
A. Review Framework conclusions and Developmental Phases and Tasks
B. Introduce remaining sessions
1.

Tip-Toeing Through the Landmines
A. Introduce the concept of potential hot-button divisive landmine issues: a matter or issue that is very
important to you, and which you see very differently than your son or daughter.
B. List some common hot-button landmine issues.
C. Process one issue together to illustrate relevant dynamics and principles.

2.

A Case in Point
A. Clarifying the issue:
1. Your son comes home one day and announces, “Dad and Mom, I have a special relationship
with a guy I met at work and would like to take him home sometime soon to meet you.” What
questions might you ask to clarify the focus of your conversation?
2. What have you learned about yourself and how you typically address difficult conversations?
How has that worked for you?
B. Listening to Scripture
1. Malachi 4:5-6 “I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the
Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the
children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.”
2. Romans 12:18 “Do all that you can to live in peace with everyone.”
3. Luke 12:49-53 “I have come to set the world on fire, and I wish it were already burning! I
have a terrible baptism of suffering ahead of me, and I am under a heavy burden until it is
accomplished. Do you think I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I have come to
divide people against each other! From now on families will be split apart, three in favor of
me, and two against—or two in favor and three against. ‘Father will be divided against son and
son against father; mother against daughter and daughter against mother; and mother-in-law
against daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.’”
4. 1 Corinthians 5:1-6 “I can hardly believe the report about the sexual immorality going on
among you—something that even pagans don’t do. I am told that a man in your church is
living in sin with his stepmother. You are so proud of yourselves, but you should be mourning
in sorrow and shame. And you should remove this man from your fellowship. Even though
I am not with you in person, I am with you in the Spirit. And as though I were there, I have
already passed judgment on this man in the name of the Lord Jesus. You must call a meeting
of the church. I will be present with you in spirit, and so will the power of our Lord Jesus.
Then you must throw this man out and hand him over to Satan so that his sinful nature will be
destroyed and he himself will be saved on the day the Lord returns. Your boasting about this
is terrible. Don’t you realize that this sin is like a little yeast that spreads through the whole
batch of dough?”
5. 1 Corinthians 7:12-16 “Now, I will speak to the rest of you, though I do not have a direct
command from the Lord. If a fellow believer has a wife who is not a believer and she is
willing to continue living with him, he must not leave her. And if a believing woman has a
husband who is not a believer and he is willing to continue living with her, she must not leave
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6.

7.

8.

9.

3.

him. For the believing wife brings holiness to her marriage, and the believing husband brings
holiness to his marriage. Otherwise, your children would not be holy, but now they are holy.
(But if the husband or wife who isn’t a believer insists on leaving, let them go. In such cases
the believing husband or wife is no longer bound to the other, for God has called you to live
in peace.) Don’t you wives realize that your husbands might be saved because of you? And
don’t you husbands realize that your wives might be saved because of you?
1 Corinthians 8:4-8 “So, what about eating meat that has been offered to idols? Well, we all
know that an idol is not really a god and that there is only one God. There may be so-called
gods both in heaven and on earth, and some people actually worship many gods and many
lords. But for us, There is one God, the Father, by whom all things were created, and for
whom we live. And there is one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things were created, and
through whom we live. However, not all believers know this. Some are accustomed to thinking
of idols as being real, so when they eat food that has been offered to idols, they think of it as
the worship of real gods, and their weak consciences are violated. It’s true that we can’t win
God’s approval by what we eat. We don’t lose anything if we don’t eat it, and we don’t gain
anything if we do.
1 Corinthians 9:19-23 “Even though I am a free man with no master, I have become a slave
to all people to bring many to Christ. When I was with the Jews, I lived like a Jew to bring the
Jews to Christ. When I was with those who follow the Jewish law, I too lived under that law.
Even though I am not subject to the law, I did this so I could bring to Christ those who are
under the law. When I am with the Gentiles who do not follow the Jewish law, I too live apart
from that law so I can bring them to Christ. But I do not ignore the law of God; I obey the law
of Christ. When I am with those who are weak, I share their weakness, for I want to bring the
weak to Christ. Yes, I try to find common ground with everyone, doing everything I can to
save some. I do everything to spread the Good News and share in its blessings.
1 Corinthians 11:18-19 “First, I hear that there are divisions among you when you meet as a
church, and to some extent I believe it. But, of course, there must be divisions among you so
that you who have God’s approval will be recognized!”
Other passages: James 1:19; Job 1:4-5; John 8:1-11

C.

Clarifying relevant dynamics and principles: some possibilities to consider
1. Distinguish between a values conflict and a worldview conflict
2. Affirm your love for your son/daughter
3. Pick your battles – fire issues and swing issues
4. Ask pure questions
5. Identify and enlist resources
6. Claim God’s covenant promises
7. Trust the Spirit
8. What are some other possible dynamics and principles to consider?

D.

When you have blown it: How do you hit the re-set button when you can’t even see the button?

Concluding Reflections
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Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 10: When Your Son/Daughter Runs Stuck
Introduction
A. Review Framework Conclusions and Developmental Tasks
B. Identify items to cover in our final session
1.

When you need to consider the shape of love
A. List some circumstances in which your adult son or daughter might run stuck
B. Introduce the concept of the different shapes of love – your love is as strong or stronger
than it has ever been, but familiar shapes won’t do (infant, adolescent, teen, adult child).
C. We will process one set of circumstances to illustrate relevant dynamics and principles.

2.

A Case in Point
A. Clarifying the issue: Your daughter calls home collect one day and, between sobs, tells her
story. She has been arrested for driving under the influence of alcohol, her third such
offense. Her husband is furious and is talking about the possibility of divorce, and
demanding custody of their three adolescent children. What are some of your initial
thoughts on how to respond?
B. Listening to Scripture (themes Live Generously, Touch Love, Dependable Presence)
1. Leviticus 19:10 “Do not go over your vineyard a second time or pick up the grapes
that have fallen. Leave them for the poor and the foreigner. I am the Lord your God.”
2. Deuteronomy 4:19 “When you are harvesting in your field and you overlook a sheaf,
do not go back to get it. Leave it for the foreigner, the fatherless and the widow, so
that the Lord your God may bless you in all the work of your hands.”
3. Psalm 27:9-10 “Do not hide your face from me, do not turn your servant away in
anger; you have been my helper. Do not reject me or forsake me, God my Savior.
Though my father and mother forsake me, the Lord will receive me.”
4. Proverbs 6:6 “Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways and be wise!”
5. Proverbs 27:10 “Do not forsake your friend or a friend of your family, and do not go
to your relative’s house when disaster strikes you—better a neighbor nearby than a
relative far away.”
6. Matthew 5:39-42 “But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on
the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. And if anyone wants to sue you and
take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. If anyone forces you to go one mile, go
with them two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the
one who wants to borrow from you.”
7. Matthew 6:2-4 “ “So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets,
as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others.
Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you give to the
needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your
giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will
reward you.”
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8.

Luke 15:18-24 “I will go home to my father and say, ‘Father, I have sinned against
both heaven and you, and I am no longer worthy of being called your son. Please take
me on as a hired servant.’” So he returned home to his father. And while he was still
a long way off, his father saw him coming. Filled with love and compassion, he ran
to his son, embraced him, and kissed him. His son said to him, “Father, I have sinned
against both heaven and you, and I am no longer worthy of being called your son.”
But his father said to the servants, “Quick! Bring the finest robe in the house and put
it on him. Get a ring for his finger and sandals for his feet. And kill the calf we have
been fattening. We must celebrate with a feast, for this son of mine was dead and has
now returned to life. He was lost, but now he is found.” So the party began.
9. 2 Thessalonians 3:10 “While we were with you, we gave you this command: ‘Those
unwilling to work will not get to eat.’”
10. 1 Timothy 5:3-5 “Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need. But
if a widow has children or grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their
religion into practice by caring for their own family and so repaying their parents and
grandparents, for this is pleasing to God. The widow who is really in need and left all
alone puts her hope in God and continues night and day to pray and to ask God for
help.”
11. Other passages: Psalm 1; Make your bed, lie in it
C. Words of wisdom
1. “Parents of addicts will often tell you that they needed to withdraw their support and
allow their son or daughter to finally hit bottom. Letting his or her child drown is a
parent’s worst nightmare, and it goes against every parental instinct.” Chuck DeGroat,
Leaving Egypt (Grand Rapids, Faith Alive, 2011), pg 170
2. When Helping Hurts: How to alleviate poverty without hurting the poor...and
yourself, by Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert
3. Tough love
D. Clarifying relevant dynamics and principles: some possibilities to consider
1. Affirm your love for your daughter
2. Ask pure questions
3. Identify and enlist resources
4. Claim God’s covenant promises
5. Trust the Spirit
6. Distinguish between helping and enabling (When Helping Hurts)
7. What are some other possible dynamics and principles to consider?
E.

3.

Identifying possible resources
1. For your daughter and her family
2. For you and your spouse
3. Preview the final session and encourage invitations

Concluding Reflections
A. What have you found most helpful in these sessions? What questions do you still have that
you had hoped would be addressed?
B. Notes about the final session.

-24-

Parenting 401
Navigating the Complexity of Empty-Nest Parenting
Session 11: When Healing Is Needed
Introduction
A. Welcome
B. Review where we have been
1.

Healing begins from within: It is very likely that the demanding journey of parenting has left
you deeply wounded.
A. Review the story of David and Absalom (2 Samuel 1), concluding with David’s response:
“The king was shaken. He went up to the room over the gateway and wept. As he went,
he said: “O my son, Absalom! My son, my son Absalom! If only I had died instead of you
– O Absalom, my son, my son!” (vs 33)
B. Naming and measuring (1-10) the wound: rejection of you/your nurture, abandonment,
verbal/emotional/physical abuse, neglect, blame, shame....
C. Presenting the wound to God for his healing touch
1. “Churches are much too hesitant in acknowledging the depth of pain and struggle in
people’s lives....For the most part, North American Christianity lacks a theology of
suffering. We major in praise songs and minor in lament.” Chuck DeGroat
2. Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann writes that Israel, at her best, knew how
to trust God in the midst of deep pain. “Israel unflinchingly saw and affirmed that life
as it comes, along with its joys, is beset by hurt, betrayal, loneliness, disease, threat,
anxiety, bewilderment, anger, hatred, and anguish. The study of lament may suggest
a corrective to the euphoric, celebrative notions of faith that romantically pretend that
life is sweetness and joy, even delight. It may be suggested that the onesided...renewal of today has, in effect, driven the hurtful side of experience into
obscure corners of faith practice or completely out of Christian worship.”
D. Claiming Psalms of lament:“The Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what
we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot
express. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit
intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will” (Romans 8:26-27).
1. Introducing Wayne Brouwer’s book, Harvey Smit writes: “The book of Psalms is a
collection of 150 worship songs and poems. Written by a variety of authors, they
reflect almost every human thought and emotion: anger and fear, longing and wonder,
sorrow and comfort, complaint and trust, praise and thanks. The psalms serve as a
model, lesson, and guide to believers on how we may and should speak to our God.”
2. Commenting on Psalm 64, Wayne Brouwer writes: “Probably much of our meanspirited whining is [a bit sacrilegious]. But consider this: our excessive complaining
is actually a reflection of the excessive evil that surrounds us and even spills out from
our own hearts. Perhaps if we ever stop complaining about that, we won’t have a
prayer left.”
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3.

See: Lamentations
Psalms of Communal Lament: e.g., 44, 60, 74, 79, 80, 85, 90
Psalms of Individual Lament (by far the most common type of Psalm): e.g., 3, 5, 6,
7, 13, 28, 56, l13, 142,etc.
Psalms of Royal Lament:

2.

Seeking reconciliation
A. Identifying a possible need for reconciliation:
1. Picking up on the hints and clues
2. Observing patterns of interaction
B. When you need to apologize: “Researchers have found that six things increase the
effectiveness of an apology: an expression of regret, an explanation of what went wrong,
an acknowledgment of responsibility, a declaration of repentance, an offer of repair, and
a request for forgiveness. The most important component [of an apology] is an
acknowledgment of responsibility. One caveat that the researchers noted, however, is that
in the study, the participants were merely reading apologies, not hearing them in person.
‘Clearly, things like eye contact and appropriate expression of sincerity are important
when you give a face-to-face apology.’"
C. When you need to talk: “Make asking your prime conversational approach with your adult
children. Hold off on the advice, judgment, and criticism that jumps into your head. Ask
questions instead. Don’t ask like an interrogator or a cross-examiner. Ask like an
interested friend. Ask about feelings and hopes. Ask about day-to-day activities. And when
you really feel like you know what’s going on (and they really feel like you care), ask what
you can do to help.” Richard and Linda Eyre
D. When healing and/or reconciliation doesn’t happen....yet. “Those who trust in the Lord
will find new strength. They will soar high on wings like eagles. They will run and not
grow weary. They will walk and not faint.” (Isaiah 40:31)

3.

Concluding reflections
A. Thank you
B. Session notes will be available on the church website at least for several weeks.
C. Prayer for healing: see Worship Sourcebook, pg 224

Resources: Chuck DeGroat, Leaving Egypt: Finding God in the Wilderness Places, Grand Rapids,
MI.: Faith Alive Resources, 2011, pg 32; Walter Brueggemann, The Psalms and the Life of Faith,
Minneapolis, MN.: Fortress, 1995), pg 68; Wayne Brouwer, Hear Me, O God, Grand Rapids, MI,
CRC Publications, 1995, pg 3,130; Sara G. Miller, on Live Science, Here’s the Best Way to
Apologize, According to Science; Richard and Linda Eyre, Empty-Nest Parenting, Salt Lake City
UT, Deseret Book Company, 2002, pg 253; Worship Sourcebook, CRCNA.org
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This prayer is adapted from Worship Sourcebook. As we pray, please respond to the phrase, “Jesus
Christ, lover of all,” with the words, “bring healing, bring peace.”
There will be opportunity to verbally name some specific people who come to mind with the
various prayer promptings. Please do so carefully. There will also be opportunity to silently name
some specific people – I will specifically identify that moment.
Let us pray: Christ our Lord, long ago in Galilee, many who were sick and suffering needed friends
to bring them to your side. Confident of your goodness, we now bring to you those who need your
healing touch. We name before you those who are tormented by parenting failures or regrets, with
painful memories which linger, difficult to heal, those who suffer restless days and sleepless nights.
[Names of specific individuals may be said aloud.]
bring healing, bring peace.
Jesus Christ, lover of all,
We name before you those who are troubled in mind, distressed by the past, or dreading the future,
those who feel trapped and cast down by fear. [Names of specific individuals may be said aloud.]
Jesus Christ, lover of all,
bring healing, bring peace.
We name before you those for whom light has been turned to darkness by the death of a son or
daughter, by the breaking of family bonds, or the fading of hope. [Names of specific individuals may
be said aloud.]
Jesus Christ, lover of all,
bring healing, bring peace.
In silence we name before you those whose names we may not say aloud. [Silence]
Jesus Christ, lover of all,
bring healing, bring peace.
We ask your guidance for those who are engaged in nurturing and creating resources to strengthen
family relationships, that they may persevere with vision and energy; and for those who serve in
providing comfort and peace and hope when families experience pain, grant that they may have
wisdom and compassion.
Jesus Christ, lover of all,
bring healing, bring peace. Amen
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