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I t’s that time of year: tiny kinder-
garteners ride the bus for the first

time, middle schoolers make a switch
to bigger and better things, high school
or college life begins for others. Yes,
they are off on their adventures. But
how do we know they will be okay?
It is a question pondered by parents

around the world. Unfortunately, some
of today’s parenting styles, especially
the “helicopter parent” phenomenon,
seem to be interfering with children 
in a key area: resilience.
A quick definition of resilience is 

the ability to pick yourself up after 
you fall. That might not seem like 
such an important skill. We have all
seen our kids fall at the playground
and get up and brush themselves off.
But what about the bigger blips in life?
Failing a test, not making the team,
confronting a bully, or friendships 
and relationships falling apart?
A recent Washington Post story told

of a volleyball player whose parents
sued when she was benched. Parents
demand teachers change their child’s
grades. Graduate schools report parents
filling out their children’s applications.

Read that last sentence carefully: grad-
uate schools . . . not undergraduate.
This is where we are. But the question
must be asked, Are we helping or
hurting our kids?
I recently had the privilege of talking

with Dr. Bo Smelko, a psychologist and
expert witness in the state of Montana.
He sees “a massive deficit to cope with

immediate stress” in children today. 
In other words, children seem just fine
until an unforeseen problem arises.
Then, because they are so accustomed
to Mom or Dad stepping in to solve
the problem, the children lack the
ability to problem solve on their own.
As you can imagine, this can lead to
disastrous consequences.

By the world’s standards, resilience is
the opposite of reliance. But Christian
families have an added tool. Think of
it this way: resilience = reliance on
God’s Word. The Bible provides many
examples of people failing or being
knocked down by challenges and
picking themselves up: Moses, Ruth
and Naomi, Elijah, Jonah, Peter, Paul,
and the list goes on and on. But the
person never does it alone. It is reliance
on God and his promises that allows
the person to move forward.
What would have happened if

David’s parents had been “helicopter
parents”? What if David had never left
for the fields to tend his father’s sheep?
He was the baby of Jesse’s sons, after
all. The land surrounding Bethlehem
was filled with wild animals, thieves,
every imaginable horror! David was
just a child! But those experiences in
the fields helped prepare David for his
encounter with Goliath. Yet, notice
that David was quick to point out it
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was not his own strength giving 
him the victory: “The LORD who 
rescued me from the paw of the lion
and the paw of the bear will rescue 
me from the hand of this Philistine” 
(1 Samuel 17:37).
David relied on the Lord. And in

the years ahead, many other occasions
would require reliance on the Lord and
would nurture the resilience David
would need: Saul’s hatred and attempts
on David’s life, the death of his best
friend, the death of an infant son, the
rebellion and death of yet another son.
Although a great king of Israel, David
did not lead an easy life. Nobody
does—not in this imperfect world.
David said, “I keep my eyes always

on the LORD. With him at my right
hand, I will not be shaken. Therefore
my heart is glad and my tongue 
rejoices; my body also will rest 
secure, because you will not abandon
me to the realm of the dead, nor 
will you let your faithful one see
decay” (Psalm 16:8-10).
David prepared his son Solomon 

for the task of building the temple
with these words: “Be strong and
courageous, and do the work. Do 
not be afraid or discouraged, for 
the LORD God, my God, is with you” 
(1 Chronicles 28:20). 
David knew that building the tem-

ple was a huge task. He also knew 
he would not be there to help. There
were bound to be bumps and bruises,
frustrations, and disappointments
along the way. But with God’s help,
Solomon would complete the project. 
Interestingly enough, a study done

by Nancy C. Larson and Melissa
Dearmont showed that farming and
ranching communities excel at raising
resilient children. We are talking 
not about “street smarts” but about 
the ability to cope with unforeseen

problems. How is this possible? If 
you were raised in this lifestyle, you
have a slew of stories about unforeseen
problems: weather destroying crops,
the tragic death of a loved one, equip-
ment breaking down in the middle of
a field, etc. This is how David grew
up, as did many in the land of Israel.
But these types of communities

retain other important characteristics:
The nuclear family is still strong.
There is an overlapping relationship
between family and community—the
“everybody knows everybody” com-
munity—and church is still an impor-
tant gathering point on weekends. But
city dwellers and suburbanites can work
to achieve these same characteristics. 
As parents, Smelko says, it is our job

to be “vigilant of deficits in resiliency.”
As Christian parents, it is our job to
foster our children’s knowledge of
Scripture and how it applies to our
lives here and now, so when life’s
blips, blunders, and failures cause us
to fall, we (and they) respond as David
did: “My soul finds rest in God; my
salvation comes from him. Truly he 
is my rock and my salvation; he is 
my fortress, I will never be shaken”
(Psalm 62:1,2).
Regardless of the type of community

you live in, here is a list of tips for
building resilience in your children:

• “Experiential pieces create
resiliency,” says Smelko. Gone 
are the days of hopping on a bike
in the morning and coming home
in time for dinner. But there are
ways parents can step back.
Summer camp away from home
is one idea. A simpler idea is to
just observe the next time there 
is a playground issue. Resist the
urge to jump in and problem
solve for your child. Problems
with a teacher? Talk about it at

home, but then encourage the
child to discuss the issue with 
the teacher on his/her own.

• Community connections are 
also important. This may include
involvement in school clubs, at
church, at home, or even around
the neighborhood.

• Encouragement is key. Nobody
excels at everything, but every-
body excels at something. Know
your children’s strengths and
encourage them in those areas, 
so when they fall in one area,
another area serves as the pick-
me-up.

• Transparency about failure is
healthy. Talk to your children
about failure. Whether it is on
the playing field, on the next
chapter test, or at the school
dance, they will experience 
failure. Acknowledging this in
advance does not make you a
“negative Nancy.” It makes you
realistic in a sin-filled world.
Share your own stories about 
failure when you were a child.

• God’s promises are the founda-
tion of resilience. Teach that
resilience = reliance on God’s
Word—specifically the saving
message of Christ’s death and 
resurrection. His seeming failure
(death on the cross) is our great-
est victory (life in heaven). In the
end, that’s what matters so much
more than report cards, playing
time, and batting averages. 

Heather Bode lives in Helena, Montana, where
her husband serves as pastor for Valley View
Lutheran Church. They have been blessed with
five children. 

(Building Resilience . . . cont.)
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Because they are so accustomed to 
Mom or Dad stepping in to solve the 

problem, the children lack the 
ability to problem solve on their own.
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7. notebook
8. paper clip

9. pencil sharpener
10. eraser

11. marker
12. paintbrush

3. apple
4. pencil

5. crayon
6. ruler

1. Bible
2. catechism

13. glue stick

Find the 13 hidden objects in the picture. When you’re finished, you can color the picture. The answer key is on the back page.
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Christian discipline. What is it
exactly? What does it mean to 

use law and gospel in discipline? 
How does discipline change as your
child grows?
It’s autumn as you’re reading this

article, but I’m writing in spring. I 
e-mailed these questions to a prospec-
tive parenting expert and went out 
to work in my flower beds, still think-
ing about discipline. And there, in 
the garden, was a wonderful picture 
of discipline—the slow, patient, neces-
sary uprooting of weeds and pruning
of branches so that the flowers and
shrubs could grow and bloom even
more beautifully. God’s will for all of
us is to be disciples—self-disciplined
Christians who follow his good 
and gracious will. It isn’t that good
behavior will gain us heaven—Jesus

has already done that. The goal is 
that our faith stay strong, that we live
as well as possible on this earth, and
that our lights blaze to bring others
with us to heaven. Christian discipline
is big-picture stuff and God directed,
but it’s also scary and difficult and 
tiring. Discipline takes repeated
courage. Even with nearly 20 years
experience as a parent, writing about
discipline is hard; I turned to others
more experienced than I.
Richard Gurgel of Wisconsin Lutheran

Seminary is not only a professor and
pastor but also the father of five boys.
He has a wonderful definition of
Christian discipline: “The heart of 
all discipline is helping our children
grow into mature Christian adults 
who know how to return to the death
and resurrection of their baptism[s]

every day by dying in repentance to
whatever would harm their faith and
[lives] and by rising to live by the
power of Christ’s forgiveness and the
strength of the Spirit who is at work 
in Word and sacrament.”
In Christian circles, there’s a lot of

talk of using both law and gospel in
discipline. But Professor Gurgel points
out that there’s also pressure from a
society that “thinks it is a fault to 
offer any kind of external compass of
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ in dealing with 
their children. Such a hatred of the
law is a threat to the present and 
eternal welfare of [our] children. By
nature, the inclination of our hearts 
is ‘only evil all the time’ (Genesis 6:5).
It is certainly true that we Christians
are impacted by such a culture in
which to call anything ‘sin’ is the 
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only sin. When we Christian parents
allow that culture to impact us and
refuse to apply God’s unchanging will
for our lives—his law—to the hearts
and lives of our children, we are really
refusing to love our children as God
calls us to love them. It is also critical
to remember that the most important
use of the law is to help our children
grow in [the] understanding of how
desperately in need of a Savior we
remain until the day we die!”
While the law is a vital component

of discipline, Gurgel warns that “the
greater danger is to fall into a law-
predominating spirit. We really don’t
seek to achieve a balance of law and
gospel. The law can only kill, warn, and
give directions, but it has absolutely
no power to change a heart and
empower fruits of faith. The gospel
must have predominance in parental
discipline. Only the gospel wins hearts
to offer to God a loved child’s obedi-
ence rather than the empty ‘slavish’
obedience of someone merely seeking
to avoid punishment. The goal of dis-
cipline is NOT primarily to compel
our children to do what we want them
to (and thus save us embarrassment
when they misbehave). The ultimate
goal of discipline is that their hearts
are won by Christ’s love for them so
that they love in return as they have
first been loved. That means that the
Christian home is NOT primarily a
place with better or more rules than
other homes; it is a home with a better
heart: Christ. The heart of discipline 
is the gospel of Christ.”
“As with all things parenting, 

discipline is done best when we
remember we are striving to work 
our way out of a job. The day is 
coming when our children will be 
out of our home on their own, and
our ability to provide such day-to-day
discipline will cease. The goal of all
parental discipline, then, is to lead 
our children to the grace-empowered
maturity in Christ that enables them 
to exercise self-discipline. Such 
discipline, or self-control, is listed
among the fruits of the Spirit by Paul
(Galatians 5:22,23) and also by Peter 
(2 Peter 1:5-7).”
Parents who are more concerned

about insulating their children from

failure than about disciplining them
aren’t fostering self-discipline.
Christian counselor Linda Evenson

Reed has worked with families for 30
years. In her response to my e-mailed
questions, Reed says she’s noticed a
change in parenting styles over time.
Today “helicopter parents hover over
every aspect of their children’s lives.
This over-involvement may result 
in children who are unprepared for 
life or who lack confidence in their
decision-making ability. Parents need to
know when to step back and let kids
fail and then be there to help them learn
from it. Sometimes the balance is off
between empathy and setting limits. My
dad always said, ‘Isn’t it a good thing
parenting isn’t a popularity contest? I’d
lose!’ You can be empathetic and still
maintain consistent limits. Holding
your ground is very often the most
loving thing to do.”
As children grow older, our disci-

pline will change. Gurgel reminds us
that we would be wise “to begin to
turn more and more decisions over 
to our children while they are still
around us to help, as parental disci-
pline little by little gives way to 
more and more self-discipline. Still,
Christian parents will be on guard so
they aren’t a ‘willing party to their
[child’s] death’ (Proverbs 19:18) by
doing nothing when spiritual life is 
at stake. My children have plenty of
buddies who will be willing to say
whatever [my children] want to hear, 
but they have only one mom and dad
who are willing to let them be upset
with us for a while because we would
not tolerate what was sinful.”
On the other hand, Gurgel says, 

“If I pay too close attention to every
roll of the eye and every misplaced
sock, I can create a constant state of
tension between my child and me.”
(Paul warns in Colossians 3:21 that we
do not want to “embitter” our children
so that they become “discouraged.”)
Gurgel continues, “It also tends to

mean I’ve forgotten the heart of the
matter is the heart of the matter. It is
changed hearts by the grace of God
that a gospel-focused Lutheran parent
is after, not outward perfectionism.”
Reed wants parents to remember that

as they discipline and raise up young
Christians, “you are not in this alone.
You have a heavenly Father who loves
you and your children more than you
could possibly imagine. Give your anxi-
ety to him. Every day. Again and again.”
Gurgel adds, “Remember to stay 

on the same page as God. You are
after changed hearts, not merely nice-
looking behavior. Your task is to help
your children recognize two things: the
beyond-full-comprehension sinfulness
of their own natural hearts (Jeremiah
17:9) and, most of all, the beyond-all-
measuring width, length, height, and
depth of their Savior’s grace. Your
greatest weapon in discipline is not a
stern rebuke (though that is a legitimate
tool). Your greatest weapon is a patient,
forgiving heart that, like Jesus’ heart,
refuses to break a bruised reed or snuff
out a smoldering wick (Isaiah 42:3).”
Like a garden, by God’s grace, the

Christian home nourishes and disci-
plines young hearts for life here on
earth and, most important, their 
heavenly home. May God guide and
bless all our efforts.

Ann Ponath lives and writes in Stillwater,
Minnesota, with her husband, David, and their
four children (ages 20, 17, 14, and 11). She also
serves as an organist, music coordinator, and
teacher at Christ Lutheran Church and School,
North St. Paul, Minnesota. 

“We Christians are impacted by 
such a culture in which to call 
anything ‘sin’ is the only sin.”

Paul’s prayer for his spiritual
children in Ephesians 3:14-21 is 
a wonderful prayer for Christian
parents. (See the back page of 
this issue.)
A good read: Patient Parenting:

Raising Your Kids in the Shadow of
the Cross, John Juern, NPH, 2006. 



S omeday soon, when your child is
out in the big, big world making

friends—mostly good ones: caring,
fun, trustworthy people, but not 
especially Christian—one of those
friends may share with your child 
why the Bible “doesn’t make sense” 
to them, why they “couldn’t see them-
selves ever believing” what Christians
believe. They’ll be polite about it, and
well-meaning.
Here’s the kind of thing you want

your child to think right then: “This 
is just how Mom or Dad said people
would argue against my faith. I feel
prepared for this conversation. Jesus,
help me say good things!”
Why does this matter? It matters

because your child’s faith is on the 
line right then, under attack, feeling
the enemy’s sharp weapons—wielded

by his or her own caring friends. It
matters because it could happen that
your child would say, “I never thought
of that before. Why didn’t my parents
tell me there are such reasonable argu-
ments against Christianity?” It matters
because right then your child has a
chance to say what needs to be said 
to save a friend’s soul.
In a way, you need to “vaccinate”

your child against the disease of 

atheism and the thinking that says, 
“I only believe what makes sense
to me.”
Maybe you are tired of the contro-

versy over vaccines. Should parents 
be allowed to refuse to have their 
children vaccinated? Doesn’t that put
other children at risk? What if those
parents are really convinced the vac-
cines are more dangerous than the 
diseases they are supposed to protect
against? Should those parents be
forced? 
What about preparing your child’s

spiritual immune system, equipping 
it with antibodies to fight off the 
good friends’ (or college professors’ 
or favorite media personalities’) future
arguments against the Bible? You 
could do that in the controlled envi-
ronment of your Christian home 

by intentionally
exposing yourself
and your child 
to atheistic, anti-
biblical arguments.
You would bring
some of the 
disease into 
your family 
conversations in
order to prepare
your child to 

resist it in its more virulent forms 
out in “real life.” But what if that
vaccine might be too dangerous to
administer? What if you and your
child aren’t ready—like a person
whose immune system is too weak 
to handle an MMR shot? What if 
those conversations just confuse 
you and make your faith weaker?
Thing is, I’m not sure what your

other option is.

For sure, the most important thing
to bring into your family conversations
is the truth, the Bible, the laws and
promises of God. That’s what’ll keep
your child in love with Jesus and solid
in faith. Make it a vital part of daily
life. Have conversations that ask,
“Why does it matter today that we’re
baptized?” “What encouragement 
did you find today from remembering
the Lord’s Supper?” A healthy, well-
nourished body is less needful of 
vaccines—the same goes for a healthy,
well-nourished faith.
But with prayer, in small doses add

conversations about the big questions
atheists are asking. How do you know
other religions are wrong and yours 
is right? How can a loving God send
anyone to eternal hell? How do you
know the Bible is true, besides the fact
that the Bible says it’s true? If God is
real, why does he let so many people
not believe in him? (Plenty of atheism
websites have more questions.) And
how do we answer these questions by
relying on God’s Word, not on our
own human reason?
What happens when the questions

are too tough? “Let’s check our Bible
concordance or the index in the cate-
chism.” “Let’s ask Pastor for Bible 
verses on this.” “Let’s check our copy
of What Luther Says.” “Let’s pray.”

Jesus, help us parents say good
things!

Pastor Christopher Doerr serves as broad reach
editor for Northwestern Publishing House. He
lives in Milwaukee with his wife, Carrie, and their
six sons. Their daughter is in heaven with Jesus.

It matters because 
your child’s faith is 

on the line right then.
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The fire alarm dragged me from a
deep sleep. Momentarily unable to

remember where I was, I observed my
three children reacting to the alarm in
the hotel room. The oldest, methodical
and practical, found her shoes and
jacket and prepared to go outside. The
middle child, emotional and exuberant,
let out a shriek of pure terror and ran
around the room in a panic. The
youngest, laid-back and relaxed, slept
soundly through the entire ordeal.
Although they came from the same
gene pool, each child had a distinctively
unique way to deal with this crisis. 
How do you handle crises? Some of

us methodically make a plan of action;
others run around in panic; while still
others remain calm under pressure.
Though we may have a unique way to
deal with a crisis initially, as Christians
we meet adversity secure in God’s
promises. We look to God’s Word for
guidance and encouragement as we
weather life’s storms and teach our
children to do the same. 
In the upper room on the first

Maundy Thursday, Jesus spoke to his
disciples about suffering: “In this world
you will have trouble” (John 16:33b).
Trouble indeed. Jesus’ disciples would
experience persecution, beatings, and
imprisonment. Some would even be
martyred. In view of this suffering, an

inconvenient fire alarm or most of the
things I stress about on a daily basis
barely qualify as trouble. Yet with these
words, Jesus teaches his disciples and
us how to deal with the whole gamut
of trouble. Everything from scrapes,
bumps, and bruises to crushing loss.
This world is warped by sin in every
way. As long as we live on this side 
of heaven, we can expect trouble.
Strained relationships, financial hard-
ships, persecution, depression, sick-
ness, and death surround us. As we
deal with the blows life throws at us,
we can remember that we are prom-
ised trouble—no getting around it, no
expectation of heaven on earth.
Even with our expectations grounded

in the reality of Jesus’ promises, we are
still tempted to despair and meet our
hardships with negativity and grum-
bling. Yet, by his grace, Jesus gives us
a reason to rejoice in our troubles.
Through his Word, God shows us
what trouble is—an exercise for our
faith and an opportunity to glorify
God. “. . . though now for a little while
you may have had to suffer grief in 
all kinds of trials. These have come 
so that the proven genuineness of 
your faith—of greater worth than gold,
which perishes even though refined by
fire—may result in praise, glory and
honor when Jesus Christ is revealed”

(1 Peter 1:6,7). In these dark moments,
our faith, more valuable than gold, is
being focused on what really is our
strength: Christ. Suffering pulls us away
from the false comforts of this world
and pushes us to rely on Christ alone.
As we lean on Christ’s promises, our
faith is strengthened. 
In spite of all this, I am still tempted

to run around in panic as I face adver-
sity. (My middle child gets that from
me.) That’s when Jesus quiets me with
even more promises: “Be still, and
know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).
Don’t worry about how this is going 
to be resolved or why this is happen-
ing. Just trust that he is working this
all out for your own good. Finally,
Jesus’ discourse in the upper room on
suffering didn’t end with a prediction.
Instead, he continued with a promise:
“But take heart! I have overcome the
world” (John 16:33c). These troubles
are only temporary. Our Savior who
defeated sin, death, and the devil on
the cross gives us his victory. Take
heart! One day these troubles will be 
a thing of the past. We will be rescued
from this sinful world to praise our
Savior trouble-free for eternity. 

Katie Martin is a wife, mother of four, and author
who lives with her family in Speisheim, Germany.

Katie Martin
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“Flying is such a
hassle these days.”
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“For this reason I kneel before the Father from whom
every family in heaven and on earth is named. I pray that
He may grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to
be strengthened with power in the inner man through
His Spirit, and that the Messiah may dwell in your hearts
through faith. I pray that you, being rooted and firmly
established in love, may be able to comprehend with all
the saints what is the length and width, height and depth
of God’s love, and to know the Messiah’s love that sur-
passes knowledge, so you may be filled with all the full-
ness of God.”
“Now to Him who is able to do above and beyond all

that we ask or think according to the power that works
in us—to Him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus
to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.”

(Ephesians 3:14-21 from the Holman Christian Standard Bible)
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Key for Fill Your Backpack puzzle (p. 3)

1.Bible
2.catechism
3.apple
4.pencil
5.crayon

6.ruler
7.notebook
8.paper clip
9.pencil sharpener
10.eraser

11.marker
12.paintbrush
13.glue stick

We Pray for
Our Children


