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Stage 4
The Autonomous Years, Girls, Ages 15 to 19
The Wanderer, Boys, Ages 13 to 17
“What we want for every girl, in these years, is to discover and gain con6idence in her
own voice: who she is and what she uniquely has to offer the world.”
“As boys in the Lover Stage are full of some of their best stuff, the Wanderer will be the
worst version of himself. He needs a great deal of mercy and understanding in this
stage.”

The gap is widening. The girls, in this stage of their development, have basically
lapped the boys. They are leaving the self-absorption of the teenage years behind,
while the boys are thick in the middle of it. Boys are wandering. Girls are arriving…
or at least arriving at the beginnings of their adulthood. The wandering that boys
will take, in these years, will be somewhat difIicult to watch. But let the girls serve as
a reminder. He will get there…it just takes a little more time…and maybe a lot more
patience.

!2

At A Glance
Kids impact each other more than we often can as adults. They hear each other’s
voices the loudest…especially in these adolescent years. That idea is predominantly
the reason we have group counseling at Daystar Counseling Ministries, where we all
work. As a matter of fact, we have 20-25 groups per week at Daystar, based around
age levels and gender—the girls’ 2nd-4th grade group, the boys’ 2nd-4th grade
group, the girls’ 5th-6th grade group, and so on, all the way up through high school.
Traditionally, we have kept the boys’ and girls’ groups meeting separately, except on
the rare occasion when we gather to discuss something like “Why in the world boys/
girls act the way they do.” But, one year, several years ago, the three of us decided to
try something different. We wanted to try a co-ed leadership group. This group
would be made up of some of our most mature high school boys and girls. They were
a part of our “leadership team” at Daystar—a group of kids we hand pick to help
lead our younger kids’ groups and camps. This leadership group would meet every
Thursday night from 7:00 to 8:45 at Melissa’s house, rather than the ofIice. We
wanted these kids to not only feel honored to be included, but to know they had a
unique opportunity to learn from each other.
So, one Thursday night in September, we had our Iirst group. It was made up of Iive
girls and four guys. That Iirst week, the guys were obviously the most nervous. Their
feet shufIled and eyes shifted around the room uncomfortably. The girls, as you
could guess, were a little freer. They laughed easily with each other, having been in
group together for some years. They tried their best to make the boys feel
comfortable, asking them questions to draw them out. It didn’t really work. After
group, the three of us talked for a few minutes. We chalked the girls’ talkativeness
and boys lack thereof up to Iirst week jitters.
Thursday rolled around again. Week two, the boys seemed a little more sure of
themselves walking into Melissa’s living room. The girls were, characteristically,
ready to enjoy the boys and each other. The same thing happened. The girls
dominated and the boys gave a few grunts here and there.
The next Thursday. Same time. Same channel. Same scenario. But, this time, David
tried a little prompting with the boys. “Guys, the girls would really love to hear you
all talk. I want you to do your best to ask questions and get to know the girls.” I
(Sissy) tried to convince the girls to give the guys a chance…that maybe if they didn’t
Iill every bit of silence for them, the boys might be more likely to step up. That week,
the boys increased from grunts to a total of probably three questions. The fact that
the girls had lapped them in development was starting to become painfully clear.
The next week rolled around. The girls tried this time. “Guys, your voices matter a lot
to us. We’d really like to know what you think.” Maybe a sentence or two more than
the week before, but the fact was that it just wasn’t going to work. The wandering
boys were awkward and rendered almost speechless by the presence of these
mature, expressive, autonomous girls. And that was the end of our co-ed counseling
groups at Daystar.
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The girls were disappointed in group in general and in the guys in particular. They
are at an age where the longing to connect has intensiIied. They want intimacy—
want to relate in ways that make them feel loved and known. This particular group
of girls was committed, because of their faith, to stay away from sexual intimacy. And
so their hope was that this group would give them a safe, non-threatening place to
have a sense of emotional and spiritual intimacy with a mature group of guys.
The guys may have wanted some of the same, but just didn’t quite know how to
pursue that kind of intimacy speciIically, or the girls in general.
He desperately wants to feel comfortable in his own skin, but he just doesn’t. This
stretch of development is plagued with physical, emotional and relational change. He
will be the worst version of himself at some point (if not in many moments) of this
stage of his development.
I (David) believe the young men from the group wanted to offer more to the group,
but they couldn’t quite get past themselves. As boys in this stage wrestle with their
sense of identity, they are trapped in insecurity. He tends to mask that insecurity
with arrogance and bravado. He is a man of extremes in this stage. He will swing
from one end of the spectrum to the other. His insecurity will present as silence,
brooding and sullenness in one moment and being irritable, volatile and
argumentative in the next.
We won’t always be able to predict the extremes, but we can certainly be aware of
what is happening with him—and much like our toddler boys needed help, he’ll
need support in taking the insecurity (and all that comes with it) to something
constructive. He’ll need a safe place to take the emotion, as well as the outlets we
discussed to feel his strength and to feel purpose.
He will be extreme in his words. When he does speak, he’s vulnerable to saying
things like
You always make me . . .
You never let me . . .
You are the only parent who . . .
We’ll spend a great amount of time saying “try again” to him in this stage. He will
need to rephrase, rework, rethink, retry, and redeem his words and responses
throughout this stage. He will be so consumed with himself one moment and
completely unaware of himself in another. It will seem puzzling that a young man
who is so acutely aware of how he looks can be so clueless about how harsh he just
sounded.
As he hits the mark and (more often times) misses the mark, he will need mercy and
understanding. You will never have as great an opportunity to reIlect the mercy of
our God to your son as you will in parenting an adolescent boy. You will have the
opportunity to live out the truth of His mercies being new every morning. Your son
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will need you to extend new mercy to him each day as he is stumbling, struggling
and steadying himself in his adolescence. It’s a bumpy stretch of the road. As much
pushing away, separating out and individuating as is taking place, it would be easy to
leave him to himself much of the time, but he desperately needs your input,
involvement and investment. (I will make some suggestions on how to do this in the
Try it Out section).
You will want to become more creative and strategic in how you engage him. Keep
considering the Back Door approach we’ve introduced in how to connect and
communicate with him.
Discussion Questions:
Identify three strengths you see in him and call those out with regularity.

Read the chapter in Wild Things on Ceremonies and Rites of Passage. Consider
celebrating your son and calling out who God is making him to be.

Reassess his outlets for testing his strength and mind, and experiencing risk, adventure
and purpose.

Reread the story of the Prodigal Son and how a young man who wandered was
received following a mistake.

In the last stage of their development, we want to help girls Iind their place in the
world. “Want to help” is the operative phrase here. As parents, as adults who love
these girls, we can no longer do it for them. Most often, they are making the choices
now. We can’t choose their friends any longer. We can’t shelter them and keep them
away from all potentially dangerous situations. We actually never could. But what
we can do, in these important, autonomous years is help.
You can point out the characteristics and strengths that God is growing inside of
your daughter. She is great with people, an amazing artist, etc. You can give her room
to make mistakes and then help her pick up the pieces, or give her consequences
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when need be. With every year, she needs more freedom and more privileges. You
can offer opportunities for her to connect and relate in ways that bring life and
hope. Make volunteering mandatory, but give her options as to where so that she can
actually experience making a difference. You can help her gain conIidence in her and
your readiness for her to leave home and enter the world.
Your daughter is becoming her own person in these years. Just last week, I sat with a
senior in high school named Lizzie who talked about how she was ready to move on
to college and make new friends who really liked her. My response was that what
mattered the most right now is that she liked herself. Lizzie’s response was, “I think I
actually do…or at least I do some of the time.” Some of the time is honestly good
enough in the life of a girl—at least this side of heaven. It is something to pray for in
every stage of your daughter’s life, but maybe particularly in this one. My next
question to Lizzie was “Why? What is it that you like about yourself?” And then I had
the tremendous honor of agreeing with all that she saw and said.
How would your daughter answer that question? It might be worth asking. And it is
more than worth an opportunity for her to use her voice to begin to name the gifts
God has placed inside of her. Then, it’s your turn to have the honor of agreeing. In
this stage of her life, you want her to Iind her voice…to gain conIidence…to like
herself…to have healthy, supportive relationships...and to develop her own sense of
intimacy with a God who likes and loves her far more than she could imagine—all of
the time.
Discussion Questions:
How do you see your daughter emerging from the narcissistic years?

Where do you see her con6idence?

Where do you see her questioning herself?

What do you like about your daughter?
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How could you help her see those things in herself?

What are three strengths you see in her that you could tell her about today?
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The Parent Perspective
“I’ve Iigured out what’s wrong with all of the kids I know and their relationships
with their parents,” said a high school senior after school one day to her mom.
“Really….I’d love to know what you think the problem is,” her mom said with amused
interest.
“Their parents are trying to make the kids into who they think they should be rather
than who they are.”
Hmmmm. Does that statement stir anything inside of you? Frustration? Irritation?
Even a little fear? A father once said in my (Melissa’s) counseling ofIice, “I’ve realized
that all of the things I don’t like in my son are the very things I don’t like about
myself.”
Children and parents. This stage in a child’s life, for a boy, is largely about extricating
himself from his parents. For a girl, it is about discovering herself on her own. Both
have to do with you. Both have to do with separation. And separation is never easy.
Often, as you are raising your child, it’s hard to know where they end and you begin.
From the very earliest stages of his life, you sleep when he sleeps and wake up when
he cries in the night. When she’s in grade school, you are as excited as she is—or
maybe even more—when she brings home her Iirst smiley face on a report card. You
hurt when he hurts…emotionally and even sometimes, physically. You are her
caretaker, provider, hero, and often her best friend. Weeping with those who weep
and rejoicing with those who rejoice feel like second nature as a parent of children
in stages 1-3.
Then adolescence hits—and hits hard.
You have been all of these things and more to your son and your daughter. And, in
some ways, they have become an extension of you. Your identities are so closely
linked as parent and child that sometimes they’re indistinguishable. But now, you
have hit a stage where, in order for your son and daughter to continue to mature,
they have to be distinguished. They have to separate. You have to let go. Ouch.
It is my experience that moms, in these years, are often harder on their daughters
and fathers are harder on their sons. I have spoken to several mothers whose
daughters have chosen a career path that is “just not an option.” The way their
daughters dress, their manner of relating, their commitment to detail is different
than their mother’s—and therefore not okay.
For dads’, it is often a lack of interest in the same interests. Boys who won’t play
sports, who aren’t as motivated academically, who aren’t dating as much as their
fathers did. These boys have an ability to embarrass their dads that seems to be
more about the dads than it really is about the sons.
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I know I’m hitting below the belt here. But I have been assigned this wonderful
section, in every chapter, about how your child brings up issues in your own life.
And, to be honest, I think that this idea of your child as an extension of you is one of
the main issues this stage in your son or daughter’s life brings up.
I was teaching a parenting class recently and a very sweet mother came up to me
and said, “I’m afraid I’m being overly critical of my daughter. She is just so different
than I was or even am. I was quiet as a little girl, where she’s loud. I was always on
the outside. She likes to be the center of attention. I don’t want to squash her. But I
can’t seem to Iind the line between being critical and helping her grow.”
That line is hard to Iind…for every one of us. Your daughter may remind you of
yourself when she was your age. Or your son may be completely different. Her
weaknesses bother you because you struggle in the same ways. He frustrates you
because he is just so different than you were. And you thought he would want to
follow in your footsteps.
As a parent, you have goals for your child—spoken and unspoken. You have dreams.
Hopes. Prayers that you talk to God about on a daily basis. You pray that he will Iind
just one friend to help him get through middle school. You pray that her purity will
be protected. You pray that he will pursue Jesus. You pray that she will be kind and
responsible. Maybe you pray that she’ll make cheerleading or that he’ll one day
decide to marry the precious girl he’s been dating for a few years.
But he doesn’t marry her. She is kind, but not as responsible as you had hoped. He
doesn’t follow in your footsteps. And you had things planned out so nicely…
It’s hard to Iind the line…at least without a great deal of prayer. My hope for you, all
three of our hope for you, as a parent, is that you would be committed to praying for
God’s plan for your son or daughter’s life. His plan may be different than yours.
Actually, His plan will probably be different than yours. It will involve smiley faces,
rejoicing, and some failures along the way, too. But your son’s failures are your son’s
failures. Not yours. Your daughter will make choices that are entirely different than
those you would make yourself or even those you would make for her. They’re her
choices, as she moves into adulthood. Keep praying. Pray that God would continue to
reveal His will, His plan. Your job as a parent, and especially a stage four parent, is to
help your child become who God has created them to be. Your job is to help. Their
job is to become. And God’s job…His wise, perfect, omnipotent job is to come up with
the plan.
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Try It Out—For Parents of Girls
I (Sissy) do a lot of convincing in my job. I try to convince girls that they are okay, or
that they are going to be okay. I try to convince them that they are likable and that
anyone who wouldn’t want to be their friend is just plain dumb. I try to convince
them that their heart matters so much more than the size of their jeans. Most
importantly, I hope to convince them that God really does want their good—and that
He is trustworthy.
For parents of girls in The Autonomous Years, I guess I do try to convince some of
these things, too—although they’re not typically as worried about their friends. But I
also do a lot of silly, practical convincing. I lobby for social media, for cell phones, for
later curfews. I even tried to convince one set of parents to let their daughter watch
horror movies. And I hate horror movies, by the way.
So, what’s with all of the being on their side, you may be wondering? Why am I
trying to convince parents to let their children do the very things that could expose
them to this fast-paced, materialistic, mean-girl, appearance-worshipping world?
Because they’ll get there soon enough on their own.
Especially in these years, they are either being introduced or about to be introduced
to a plethora of outside inIluences—inIluences really being too subtle of a word.
Pressure, or even demands, does more to describe the force they will feel of the
world pushing in on them. However, for some kids, it will be more of a pull than a
push. And that pull has a great deal of mystery and allure.
You can no longer protect your daughter when she leaves the safety of your roof. But
you can be very strategic in gradually giving her a taste of what’s to come. And that
taste can help ward off the force and the allure.
This is where that idea of “increasing by increments” comes in. You want to be very
strategic in these last few years of your daughter’s development. We really believe
it’s important to come up with a game plan today—no matter how old your daughter
is. Think about her bedtime if she’s younger, her curfew if she’s later. Think about
the movies you allow her to watch and privileges she has access to from a
technological standpoint. Each of those freedoms needs to be increasing with every
year. You want her boundaries to widen gradually for two reasons:
1. Your daughter will mess up. And you’d much rather her mess up when she’s living
in the safety of home. You can help pick up the pieces and offer consequences
when called for. You live in the balance between letting the rope out and pulling it
right back in when she’s gone too far.
2. You want the differences in her freedoms to be barely noticeable when she leaves
home so that you can hopefully prevent the “WOO HOO! FREE AT LAST!”
phenomenon that so many kids—and so many of us potentially experienced in
college.
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Let’s go back to the girl and the horror movies. I had been meeting with her for a
year. She was sixteen years-old and her parents would not allow her to watch horror
movies. (For whatever reason, girls in their teenage years go through a phase where
they LOVE horror movies). I agree that they can be scary spiritually and introduce
images you don’t really want bouncing around in your daughter’s head. That’s why I
don’t watch them myself. But Sarah was desperate to—and felt like the fact that she
didn’t made her look silly in front of her other sixteen year-old friends. (Notice that
Sarah is sixteen, not thirteen).
Sarah begged and begged to be able to watch them. So, I Iinally did my convincing bit
and her parents relented. Just a few months later, Sarah came into my ofIice and said,
“Okay, I get why my parents didn’t want me to watch those movies. They really scare
me and give me nightmares.” Lesson learned—but learned with Sarah having a little
control in the process.
Teenagers want control. Girls especially do in these Iinal teenage years. And the
more we choose our battles and give them control in small, safe doses, the less
they’ll push for it in reckless ways.
Please know that we’re not advocating that teenagers should be allowed to do
anything underage or illegal, since they’ll “be exposed to it soon”. What concerns me
is when a seventeen year-old can’t watch PG-13 movies, even though PG-13 today is
what R was when we were growing up. Or when an 18 year-old is just now getting
her license because her parents haven’t felt she was ready. Or when a sixteen yearold has a curfew that’s still 10:30 on weekends or a senior in high school has to be in
at 11:00 after prom.
The complaints I probably hear the most about these issues are from the girls who
are making wise, good (at least in terms of major teenager) choices. They’re not
drinking, using drugs, sneaking out, or sleeping with their boyfriends. Their
comments to me are along the lines of “I’m a good kid and I have no idea why my
parents won’t trust me. It’s not fair when the wild kids are the ones who are getting
to stay out late.” And, honestly, I agree.
If your daughter has worked hard to earn your trust, give it to her. If she acts
responsibly and makes good choices, reward her with your trust…not “Sure, stay out
all night” kind of trust. But stretch the limits of your comfort zone. I believe that girls
still, in these years, really want to please you, as their parents. They will often rise to
the level of trust you place in them. And, the more you give, the more leverage you
have when you pull it back, if she gets in trouble.
Give them roots and wings, as they say. You have given her roots for so many years,
in the truths you have taught and the ways you have loved and delighted in her. Now,
is when you have an opportunity to help her try out those wings.
Where can you loosen your boundaries with your daughter?
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How can you help her know she is earning your trust and respect?

What are three things you see in her that you can remind her of today?
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Try it Out—For Parents of Boys
As Melissa mentioned, at one point, we are all three training puppies. If you’d
walked into the Daystar ofIice, you’d be tempted to say that Melissa and Sissy were
succeeding at this task, and you’d have struggled to say something positive about my
efforts in this category.
Every Saturday, I piled my children and Owen into the car and we’d head to Puppy
School. During one class, I asked our instructor if she ever trained puppies who were
on the long journey to become therapy dogs and thought “I don’t know that this one
is cut out for this line of work.” She laughed and commented that she had observed
puppies who didn’t have the temperament to become therapy dogs. I got up the
courage to ask if she was having those thoughts when she watched Owen. She
assured me she wasn’t and that my frustrations with him were on target for a dog
who was only 16 weeks old and still learning.
During class that day, while the other dogs were heeling, sitting, laying in a down
position and staying for extended periods of time, Owen was growling, wandering
around my legs and tangling us both in a web of leash. Every time I gave the
command he’d look at me grumpily, half follow through, make this grumbling,
growling sound and reach for the treat. She walked over to Owen and said, “feeling a
little snarky, are we?” She was spot on with that word. It well described Owen and a
number of other snarky creatures I spend time with regularly.
I went home and looked up the deIinition of “snarky” and found everything from
snide and sarcastic, to testy and irritable, growly and reactive. I even ran across a
dog trainer/vet in Connecticut offering “Snarky Dog Classes.” They advertise the
class for “dogs who act inappropriately in public. They may react to people, dogs or
distractions in general. The goal of the Snarky Dog class is to help you better read
your dog to prevent the inappropriate behavior, and to teach and encourage your
dog to do the right thing.”
I think adolescent boys are snarky. They are snide and sarcastic, testy and irritable,
growly and reactive. I’m thinking of offering Puppy School for Teenage Boys. I’m
going to use the same class description and just replace “puppy” with “son.” The
descriptions reads - “This is class is for boys who act inappropriately in public or at
home. They may react to people and get distracted. The goal is to help you better
understand your son to prevent the inappropriate behavior and to teach your son to
do the right thing.”
The truth is that our snarky boys do need us to understand them better. They need
us to take a deeper look at the biological chaos that plagues them, the arrogance and
insecurity, why he’s so argumentative and his need to individuate. This young man
needs other voices, mercy and forgiveness, and the outlets we’ve discussed.
We train snarky dogs with treats and afIirmation. A snarky teenage boy loves food
and needs a lot of afIirmation as well. Work hard to catch him in some good
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moments. Release him to other trusted, positive, adult voices. Adolescent boys have
an ability to hear from them differently.
Plan a day trip or weekend trip to a place he’d love. Camp, hike, Iish, travel to an out
of town stadium for a game, Iind a band he loves on tour and go to that city, google
the world’s fastest roller-coasters, try out a water park. Choose an opportunity to
spend time with him with the primary focus being enjoyment rather than
instruction.
Check out the 50 movies we recommend at the end of this document for more
suggestions. Identify a family you enjoy, share values with and have an adolescent
son your son’s age. Sign up together to build a Habitat for Humanity house, serve in a
soup kitchen, go on a short term missions trip, or volunteer to serve at a camp for
inner-city kids. He needs the outlet to feel purpose and will likely enjoy the
experience differently with a friend.
Choose a book to read with him about his journey to become a man. Read a chapter
a week and go to a local donut or coffee shop to have a conversation with him about
it. Consider partnering with some other fathers and sons to experience this.
For early adolescent boys, I’d recommend:
Flight Plan: Your Mission to Become a Man by Lee Burns and Braxton Brady
Guy Stuff: The Body Book for Boys by Dr. Cara Natterson
For mid to late adolescent boys, I’d recommend:
Wild at Heart by John Eldredge
Killing Lions by John & Sam Eldredge
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Driving toward ConBidence
“For you have been my hope, Sovereign Lord, my con6idence since my youth.”
-Psalm 71:5
Do you remember the Iirst time you got behind a wheel? Your mom or dad was in
the passenger seat. Your heart was racing, palms were sweaty as you tightly gripped
the wheel and pulled the gear shift into drive…
For both boys and girls, this stage is when they learn to drive (unless you live in one
of the crazier states where they let narcissistic age girls and boys behind the wheel).
But, for most kids, they will Iind themselves in these years, sitting beside you. Heart
racing, palms sweaty…and we haven’t even started talking about them yet.
Instilling conIidence is one of the chapters Sissy and I included in our book, Modern
Parents, Vintage Values. Your child, in these years, feels anything but conIident. She
is Iinding her voice, but is still insecure, maybe particularly about the way she looks.
He is insecure about most everything. But neither one of them is likely to admit it.
You’ll only pick up on it in slight glimpses. He overcompensates with a sense of
bravado, when you secretly know he is terriIied to ask a girl to homecoming. She
lingers a little longer in the kitchen with you before she leaves for a party, suddenly
wanting to talk. These are the cracks in the conIidence they are so wanting to have,
yet are so profoundly lacking in these autonomous and wanderer years.
It’s funny how many teenagers will tell me their favorite verse is Philippians 4:13—I
can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. I think that’s for a reason. I
think guys and girls cling to this verse as an answer to their insecurity…as hope for
who they can be.
It’s easy to forget how important driving was in the beginning. Now, it feels more
like a hassle. But think back again to the Iirst time that you drove your own car…to
your Iirst car. How proud were you of it? Do you remember some of the songs that
played on your radio? Even the sound of the blinker? The conIidence you felt driving
your very own car?
When your son or daughter drives out of your driveway for the Iirst time without
you, you will have that same heart-racing experience. You will check your watch
every thirty…or Iive minutes, worried about them coming home in one piece. You
may even track them on your phone—not because you don’t trust them, but just to
make sure they’re okay.
But, as Sissy and David have been talking about, it is important that they pull out of
that driveway. Driving is just one way that they have an opportunity to move away
from you and toward their own identity, their own sense of conIidence. You will be
terriIied they’ll make mistakes—fail—wreck themselves and their cars. And, quite
possibly, they will. It will be hard for you to watch. But they need the experience of
living, which includes the experience of making mistakes.
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For your son to learn to walk, you had to stand at a distance and let him walk toward
—or away from you. He would toddle a few steps and then fall Ilat on his bottom.
You were his safety net to explore the world, as we talked about in Stage One. You
are still that safety net today. Now, instead of toddling away, he’s driving. He is
driving toward becoming a conIident man. She is driving toward a conIidence in who
she is and what she has to offer. But we’ve got to let them drive. They can do all
things with Christ who strengthens them. And so can you—including letting them
back down your driveway.

!16

The Power of Encouragement
“For you know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children,
encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into
his kingdom and glory.”
-1 Thessalonians 2:11-12
Every year, we have a fundraiser called The Bike Thing. I (Melissa) named it that
myself. For several years, I may have had a lapse in creativity. Everything we did at
Daystar was called The ________ Thing. Monday night thing, the Bike Thing, and so on.
But, anyway, the Bike Thing is the one “Thing” at Daystar that is left over from my
creatively challenged days. We’re now celebrating our 25th Annual Bike Thing. What
is the Bike Thing, you’re probably wondering at this point. It’s a bike ride along the
historic Natchez Trace to raise money for Daystar. The trek is either 20 or 40 miles,
with what we call “Sag Wagons” spaced every so often with water and snacks. It’s
not a professional bike ride. It’s what we call a “family friendly” bike ride, which
means our riders range in age from typically six or seven to sixty-something (which
is me). It’s a wonderful day…late fall, typically a blue sky, riding through the hills of
Tennessee seeing the fall foliage turn, and ending with an old-fashioned picnic on
quilts.
I’m making it sound really glorious, but even the 20 mile version is no small feat.
Several years ago, I remember riding behind a seventeen year-old girl and her dad.
She was not a regular exerciser…her parents used the “lazy” word about her from
time to time, but she still wanted to show up for the event to raise money for
Daystar. And we were more than grateful. But the last few miles had proved to be a
challenge. At mile 18, there is one giant of a hill—a slow, progressing incline that
spans almost a mile and seems to stretch beyond the next curve—and the next.
Then, you’re lulled into thinking you’re done with a downhill that is nice and quick.
But, then, there’s this roller-coaster kind of section. It’s in the last half mile, and it’s
like the portion of the roller coaster where they need to advance you on the track
but don’t have space for a big hill, so they send you on Iive quick ups and downs.
So, back to Grace and her dad. They were on these little, irritating, laborious hills.
She was bent over the handle bars of her bike, pedaling hard. Her dad must have
seen the effort it was taking her at the end. He quietly rode up beside her, put his
hand on her back, and pushed. I think he pushed her all of the way to the Iinish line,
or at least until the people standing at the Iinish line would have seen his hand on
her back. Then he let her cross on her own.
When I think about this verse in 1 Thessalonians, I think the easiest parts to master
in parenting teenagers are the urging and comforting. We naturally teach them. I
remember a divorced dad saying to me about his daughter, “I just have so little time
with her. I want to teach her everything I can when I’m with her.” Urging. But, at this
age, they have heard most of the teaching we have to offer. We’re more frequently
now, just repeating ourselves. And you know how that goes over with a teenager…
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The comforting comes naturally, too. You see your son hurting over a bad loss in
basketball and make his favorite dinner. You sit on your daughter’s bed as the tears
Ilow over her breakup. They hurt and we comfort—if they’ll let us.
But it’s so often the encouragement they need the most, in these years. As we have
said over and over, teenagers don’t really like themselves. They may not show it, but
they are terribly insecure individuals. They need our encouragement. And the kind
of encouragement they need is no longer the running in front of them as they learn
to ride their bike shouting “You can do it!” that we did in their younger years. It’s the
quietly riding up beside them and placing our hand on their back. And then
removing it just in time for them to feel like they are the ones who really can do it.
Larry Crabb and Dan Allender, in their book called Encouragement, talk about
speaking words to someone’s unspoken fears. Your teenagers are battling so many
fears. Are they capable? Are they enough? Would someone still care about them if
they really knew them? Can they do it? We hear these questions and so many more
from them in the quietness of our counseling ofIices.
You have an opportunity to encourage them, to answer these questions, speak to
these fears—even when they are unspoken. The trick with teenagers is answering
them in a way where you offer just enough encouragement to encourage, but not so
much that they feel like they’ve done it because of your encouragement.
Think back on the wolfpack verse from the last chapter. “Don’t draw attention to
yourselves.” Put your hand on his back, and then remove it. When you hear her
talking down about herself, you can simply say “That’s sure not the person I see.”
Saying just one comment…one compliment…one sentence of encouragement can be
enough. Slip a note in his lunch telling him how proud you are of him. Write a
sentence on her bathroom mirror about how beautiful she is—inside and out. Keep
urging and comforting, but don’t forget the power of encouragement. It doesn’t take
a lot, but just enough to get them past those last few years—and hills of their
development.
How could you encourage your son today?

Where does your daughter need your support?

How can you come alongside him or her in a way that helps him feel like you’re there
with him, but he is the one who can do it?
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Food Fights
“So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

-John 8:36

“Food and I just don’t get along,” a high school girl said to me (Sissy) a few years
back. It usually is a love/hate kind of thing for us girls and our food. And I honestly
have to say I think it’s becoming worse. I remember years ago, a mom at a Raising
Girls seminar said to me “I’ve taught my ten year-old daughter all about unsaturated
and saturated fats. That way, when she’s in the lunch line as a teenager, she can say
‘No, thank you. I don’t eat those kinds of fats.’” I walked away from that seminar with
that mom’s face in my mind thinking “Uh oh.”
Just last year, her Iifteen year-old daughter came in for counseling with an eating
disorder. She had learned the differences between fats, but she had also learned to
obsess over food.
Let me say right here…I am not the healthiest eater. If I were marooned on a desert
island, the food I would most want to have with me would be queso and chips. And,
honestly, I have no clue which kind of fat is in queso—but I do know enough to know
that it’s probably not a good kind. I think, this is in part, because I’m a little
rebellious. It’s not that I don’t care about my body. I just have been around too many
people who care too much. Another teenager said to me, “I have given myself over to
this god of thinness.” I feel strongly that our bodies and diets have taken on entirely
too much importance in our culture, much to the detriment of young girls.
I do advocate healthy eating for the girls and families with whom I work (and am
trying to do a little better myself). I know the rewards healthy nutrition have on our
physical and emotional state of mind. I think it’s important to teach girls to make
wise, nutritious choices and to model those as a family. Where I get concerned is
when those choices become too important.
I have a growing number of girls who are choosing to be either vegan or vegetarian. I
have noticed that, as more and more girls are making this choice, they are often the
same types of girls who end up with eating disorders. They are typically hard on
themselves and have control issues. An article in Psychology Today quoted a study
reporting that women suffering from eating disorders are four times more likely to
be vegetarian than women who don’t have eating disorders.1 It is not always the
case, by any means, but some co-occurrence makes sense to me. So much of an
eating disorder begins with what counselors call “disordered eating”, which is
centered in an obsession with food. Vegetarianism or veganism can cause more
focus on food, simply because a vegetarian has to put more thought into their
choices than others.
I know physically and emotionally healthy vegetarians and vegans, as well, who
really do change their diets because of animal cruelty or health concerns. I applaud
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these folks who are much more disciplined than my queso-eating self. But I worry
about girls. I particularly worry about girls and our love/hate relationship with food.
And if there’s ever an age that it kicks in, it’s this one. They want more control over
their lives. They are expecting a lot out of themselves. And, as we said in the
podcasts, their hormones slow down after puberty and cause them to become
curvier.
Eating disorders are hands down the most difIicult issue I ever have to walk through
with girls. They are enslaving and profoundly addictive—you can stay away from a
bar for the rest of your life, but you can’t stay away from food.
We devoted a section in the book Raising Girls to eating disorders—to
understanding the why’s and how you can help, if you suspect your daughter is in
danger of either an eating disorder or disordered eating.
In seminars, we often tell parents, “If you have issues with food, your daughter most
likely will, too.” I believe the mom who was concerned about her daughter’s
knowledge of fats was even more concerned about her own body image. In The Back
Door to Your Teen’s Heart, we talked about those crazy fun house mirrors. We look in
them and see ourselves as taller or shorter or fatter than we really are. You are a
mirror for your daughter’s growing identity. You hold it up for her. And when your
image is distorted, you will reIlect a distorted image right back to her. I remember
another girl who once said, “I weight more than my mom. If she really believes she’s
as overweight as she talks about, I can’t even imagine what she thinks about me.”
I have walked with countless women who have struggled with eating issues. You can
be free. With Jesus and the wise counsel of a trusted friend and/or professional as
guides, you can experience a freedom from this love/hate relationship with food.
You can live life conIident that you are much more than the sum of your body parts.
God has given you a hope and a future that doesn’t have to be deIined by the way you
look.
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Dignity and Respect
“Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged.”
-Colossians 3:21
I (David) met with a family this week that moved from out of state when the father’s
company transferred him. The move has been difIicult for everyone, and in
particular their 16 year old son. He liked his old school, his old friends, his old house,
and according to him “everything about my old life.” He’s struggling to let go of the
“old” and reconcile himself to the “new.” He has become more sullen, withdrawn and
in turn, depressed.
His mother brought him to counseling after a teacher emailed that he seemed
depressed every time she tried to engage him. In our Iirst conversation the mom
said, “we are all struggling with this move, but we’re Iiguring out how to deal with it.
He’s the only one refusing to move forward.” I reminded this well-intentioned mom
that the move took place while this young man was in the middle of all the
developmental tasks we’ve been discussing – individuating, Iinding his voice, and
struggling with his identity. I also reminded her that she’d reported to me that he
was somewhat withdrawn and sullen before the move, and this transition had
simply exaggerated what was already there.
With the boy’s stamp of approval, I recommended that her husband come in for a
family session to give us a chance to talk together. The Iirst time the three of them
entered the room, you could have cut the tension with a knife. The father was an
intense, driven, highly successful man. Counseling can be particularly difIicult for
this type of man.
At an honest point in the conversation, the boy admitted to withholding to punish
his parents for the move. He knew they were concerned and wanting information
about his life. He felt their desperation and said “conversations with the two of you
start to feel like an interrogation by the Counter-Terrorist Unit. Sometimes I just
don’t want to talk, especially when you force me to do it.”
I asked the parents what they were hearing and how they wanted to respond. The
mom teared up and said she realized the more afraid she felt for him, the more
demanding she became in getting access to what was going on inside of him. She
offered to give him some space, permission to say he didn’t want to talk and a chance
to negotiate a time to talk at some point later. The boy looked mildly relieved.
I afIirmed her decision to honor his need for some space and avoid a CTU
interrogation. The father looked at me like I’d just recommended they buy him a
sports car and let him quit school. He moved up to the edge of his seat, pointed his
Iinger at me and exclaimed “not you or any other yahoo is gonna tell me when I can
and can’t ask my son questions. I don’t need permission to be a parent. I’ll ask
questions when I want answers, and it doesn’t concern me whether it’s good timing
for him or not.” His face was Iiery red and he Iinished with “I put a roof over his
head, clothes on his back and he’ll talk when I say it’s time to talk.”
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I made sure he was done with his rant, and then chose my words carefully.
“You don’t need permission to be a parent. You are a parent. You provide all the
things you just acknowledged and more. I don’t think anyone present is challenging
that. You can ask him questions whenever you want. I’d hope you’d always do that
with respect and dignity. The kind of respect you talked earlier about wanting
yourself.”
I went on to say “I believe you are afraid. You love this kid so much and you know
he’s struggling. I imagine you feel guilty that the move happened because of your job
and everyone in your household is feeling the residual effects of that.” At that point,
he looked as if I’d shot him in the gut with an air soft gun.
I Iinished by saying, “it’s ok to feel scared. It’s part of what comes with parenting. We
love our kids so much and it pulls at every part of us when we know they are
hurting. As men, we are wired for action. We want to Iix it, and sometimes we just
can’t. You aren’t resolving anything when you demand he talk to you. I would
imagine your son feels what I felt when you started pointing your Iinger at me,
screaming about what you will and won’t do. There’s no dignity in demanding
someone speak to you on your terms. So you can keep trying to force him to talk to
you if that makes you feel more in control, or you can try something more honoring
to your son who is struggling.”
He then scowled like he’d prefer to shoot me with an air soft gun. Fortunately he
backed down a step. It created enough space for him to look at his son - to look
through this boy’s anger and resistance to see his hurt and his ache. This family has
a long way to go, but they took some small steps in the right direction that day.
As you require respect with your children, are you equally focused on parenting
them with respect and dignity?
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Designed for the Job at Hand
“Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and
you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how to take a real rest. Walk with me and work
with me – watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay anything
heavy or ill-6itting on you. Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and
lightly.”
-Matthew 11:28-30, The Message
I (David) love these words. I need these words. I forget these words. I’ve read them
more times than I could count, and I need to hear them again and again. I live more
days than I care to admit as if I’ve never heard these words before. I know the place
to go with my weariness, my anxiety, and my fear. And yet I live like I’ve no clue what
to do.
I reread those words a couple of years ago and began reconsidering the words of “I
won’t lay anything heavy or ill-Iitting on you.” I started thinking about all the things
that burden me, how much I carry, all the things I fear and hold on to.
I think about moments in my own journey of parenting when I’ve lost sleep over
something taking place with one of my children - their health, their struggles, their
relationships. I worry about my role in it – am I doing enough or am I doing too
much? I worry about the outcome – how will this affect them in the short and long
term? I worry if they have enough resilience to make their way through a particular
challenge or struggle?
There are moments where it just feels like too much - more than I am capable of
handling. Then I remember this promise. Nothing I’m given in my journey will be too
heavy or ill-Iitting. There are plenty of challenges that exist within my parenting that
feel better suited for someone else, but the reality is that it all Iits on me. As Melissa
said earlier, I’m designed to be the father to my three children. And you are designed
to be the parent to yours. That was written before time began. Nothing we come up
against in our journey of parenting is ill-Iitting. It may feel that way in many
moments, but it’s exactly as God intended it to be.
Where are some particular areas of parenting that feel ill-6itting right now?

Is there a particular struggle you are carrying that may cause you to parent more out
of fear than out of love?

!23

Keeping Your Eye on the Path
“Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right,
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or
praiseworthy—think about such things.”
-Philippians 4:8
Sissy and I went mountain biking a few years back with our friend Pace. None of the
three of us had ever been mountain biking. But how hard could it be? You ride up the
ski lift and have those wide, green, ski runs to come down. You can probably even
choose between green, blue, or black runs. We felt a little daring and thought we
could probably handle the blues.
If you’ve ever been mountain biking, you’re probably chuckling to yourself right
about now. If you haven’t been…well, let me tell you about it. This is not the way it
works—at all.
They drive you up this windy mountain and put you on the “back side” of the ski
area. No green slopes in sight. You are biking more on gravel and through rocks and
trees, with most of the path dropping off completely on one side of you or the other.
And by dropping off I mean scary-rocks-tumbling-down cliff types of things.
So, here Sissy and Pace and I were somewhere in Utah—on mountain bikes on this
trail that we had no business being on. Pace, being athletic and adventurous, took
the lead. Sissy has this way of calmly doing things—going at a steady, quick pace, and
doing things well. Me, not so much.
I had a bike accident a few years back that continues to affect my balance—or you
could just cut to the chase and say my brain. But I still love to ride bikes (although
mountain bikes no longer make the list). But I have this problem. When the man
dropped us off, his last words were “Don’t worry about the obstacles. Just focus on
the path and you’ll do Iine.”
Obstacles. The obstacles on our path were trees and big boulder-type rocks. I hit
most of them on the way down. I would start going and think “Don’t look at the rock,
don’t look at the rock” and Bam! I’d hit the rock. “Forget about the tree, forget about
the tree, Melissa” and soon I’d have pine needles sticking out of my socks. Sissy and
Pace laughed that every time I caught up to them (stopped and waiting), I’d have a
new trickle of blood running down my leg.
Toward the end, however, I learned to focus on the path. When I kept my eyes Iixed
on where I was going, rather than the obstacles around me, my ride was actually
easier—with much less bumps and accidents along the way.
Is this starting to sound a little familiar?
There are a whole lot of obstacles in these last few years of raising your boys and
girls. There are cars and boys, drama and girls, being invited to parties, not being
invited to parties, social media, arguing, power struggles, breakups and heartaches
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and a whole host of other hiccups your children will hit in these years. You could be
swallowed up in fear if you focus too long.
But Paul, in his letter to the Philippians says his version of “Focus on the path”. And
we would echo his words to you.
Finally, dads and moms, grandparents and godparents, aunts and uncles, whatever is
true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely,
whatever is admirable (and they so want to be admired by you)—if anything is
excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.
We’re going to talk, in the next section, about what fear can do to you as a parent.
But, for now, let’s sufIice it to say it will run you and your teenager into the very
obstacles you’re trying to avoid.
Instead, think about what is excellent in your son. Tell your daughter what is
praiseworthy about her. Give thanks for the true and right and pure things about
your child. We promise they are there. God has placed so much good inside your son
and your daughter, even in these autonomous and wandering years. Think about
such things.
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Sabbath
“Oh! May the God of green hope 6ill you up with joy, 6ill you up with peace, so that your
believing lives, 6illed with the life-giving energy of the Holy Spirit, will brim over with
hope!”
-Romans 15:13
We want you to take this day as a Sabbath, every week. There will be 6 devotionals,
and then a day to take a Sabbath. Sabbath literally means to rest from labor. Our
prayer, today, is that you will Iind rest and refreshment through Christ. You are in the
place He has chosen you to be. God is a god of hope, joy and peace. May He grant you
that today and this week in your journey to Raising Boys and Girls.
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Books & Movies
Books:
1. The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas
2. The Hunger Games Series by Suzanne Collins
3. To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee
4. The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton
5. Animal Farm by George Orwell
6. The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini
7. I Know why the Caged Bird Sings by Make Angelou
8. Night by Elie Wiesel
9. The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot
10. Lord of the Flies by William Golding

Movies:
1. Forrest Gump
2. In America
3. Catch Me if You Can
4. On the Basis of Sex
5. Green Book
6. The Blind Side
7. The King’s Speech
8. Les Miserables
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9. The Good Lie
10. Iron Lady
11. Radio
12. Hotel Rwanda
13. Good Will Hunting
14. The Help
15. 12 Years a Slave
16. The Butler
17. Slumdog Millionaire
18. The Namesake
19. Lion
20. Lincoln
21. Dead Poet’s Society
22. Spotlight
23. Life is Beautiful
24. Mandela: Long Walk to Freedom
25. He Named Me Malala
26. The Color Purple
27. The Boy in the Striped Pajamas
28. The Truman Show
29. A Brave Heart: The Lizzie Velasquez Story
30. Denial
31. The Hate U Give
32. The Kite Runner
33. Suffragette
34. Million Dollar Baby
35. Philomena
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36. Dances with Wolves
37. The Founder
38. The Theory of Everything
39. Big Eyes
40. The Devil Wears Prada
41. Free State of Jones
42. Miss Representation
43. The Mask You Live In
44. Erin Brokovich
45. Saving Private Ryan
46. Mona Lisa Smile
47. Driving Miss Daisy
48. Woman in Gold
49. A Beautiful Mind
50. The Post
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Notes
Stage 4
1Carolyn

C. Ross, Vegetarianism and Eating Disorders, Psychology Today, https://
www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/real-healing/201211/vegetarianism-and-eatingdisorders
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