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The title of today’s presentation is Understanding Human Behavior.  
 
Good afternoon everybody. Nice to see all of you as we settle into some nice fall weather 
and look forward to the Feast of Trumpets next week. 
 
Last week we finished examining six principles on brain development. This week we’re 
going to think about how we can use those principles in everyday life. I said, at the end of 
the last presentation, we would use them to construct a congregation that was conducive 
to the spiritual growth of children, but in thinking about it, I believe I had the cart a little 
bit before the horse. What I’d like to do instead is to think about how a family should be 
structured to produce spiritually secure children using those six principles. Then we’ll 
come back later to do the one about congregations. So we’re going to take what we’ve 
learned about the brain and consider what a spiritually healthy family looks like – given 
what God has designed into us as humans. 
 
We’re doing this – starting here – because our first social experiences are in the family. 
We learned – one of the big principles here – that our brain is designed to be relational. 
So the first relationships are family relationships. So that would be the logical place to 
start.  
 
One of the things we saw was that, when an infant repeatedly is hurt or frightened by the 
one it wants to see as its caregiver, the child is placed in a dilemma. And all the while this 
is going on – the child is being hurt or frightened – it’s building networks in its brain of 
these experiences. As more and more fearful or hurtful experiences accumulate, all future 
experiences are assumed, initially, to be dangerous. That’s why kids function at a very 
high level of vigilance and why they explode when they think they’re being threatened. 
In fact, that’s the result of all the terrible things that we see today in society. 
 
So emotional security actually is the foundation of physical, human mental health. We’re 
going to see something else, too. Let’s look in 2 Timothy 3:2. Notice what the apostle 
Paul says here about people in the last days. He says: 
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2 Tim. 3:2 – People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, 
abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, without love.... That word there 
is translated – those words in the King James – as without natural affection. The 
sociopath – without conscience. ...unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control.... One of 
the primary markers of these folks that have grown up in hurtful environments is they do 
not have the ability to control their own feelings and impulses. And he continues on: 
...brutal, not lovers of good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than 
lovers of God. Narcissistic, self-centered – those are the modern-day terms to describe the 
things that he’s talking about here. 
 
So, if you think about it, what Paul is showing us here is – and if we put it together with 
what we know about how the brain is constructed and how it works – that spiritual, and 
emotional and mental health are really all connected – that they’re the same thing, in fact.  
 
So if we want to raise a child that is spiritually healthy, that mental, emotional piece has 
to be put in place first, because that is the foundation for spiritual growth. This happens 
first in the family. It doesn’t happen entirely in the family, because people – as they start 
getting older – have to interface with people outside the family. If they don’t, then that’s 
a detriment, too. But, as children get older, they begin to have interactions with other 
people outside their families – relatives, babysitters, doctors, peers, then teachers, 
coaches, and people they meet in stores and restaurants. There are a lot of people that our 
kids have to interact with. All of these people form the social experience of a child. Then, 
of course, there are also the people at church that they interact with – the people that 
make the coffee, the people who straighten up the chairs, the minister, the people that 
teach them their Bible lessons. 
 
So how do all these interations affect the child? Well, let’s ask, “What does the brain 
do?” Well, it’s constantly – we learned this already – comparing new experiences with 
the previous. So the ones that they have with people at church are compared with other 
people that they’ve known. We’ll talk more about church later. This basis – whatever it is 
– whether it’s insecure or whether a baby is nurtured and taken care of – forms a firm 
foundation. If they have that firm foundation, that is the basis from which they start to go 
forward in life. That’s the foundation for their life experience. Those experiences they 
have – before they can even think – are all still stored as experience in memory. So that is 
the foundation for life. That’s the stuff that the brain goes to first when it’s trying to 
understand what’s going on in the present. And if we feel like life is going to be good to 
us, and like we’re going to be taken care of, then that gives us the courage that we need to 
go forward in life. And I mean that word courage in the Adlerian sense of being 
encouraged to go forward – that we believe things are going to work out, so let’s give it a 
shot. 
 
Let’s go Psalm 18. Let’s notice something here. David said: 
 
Psa. 18:1 – I love you LORD my strength. The LORD is my rock, and my fortress, my 
deliverer, my God, my rock in whom I take refuge, my shield, and the horn of my 
salvation, my stronghold. I call upon the LORD who is worthy to be praised and I am 
saved from my enemies. The cords of death encompassed me, and the torrents of 
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ungodliness terrified me, the cords of hell surrounded me, the snares of death confronted 
me. In my distress I called on the LORD and cried out to my God for help. And He heard 
my voice out of His temple and my cry for help before Him came into His ears.  
 
So what’s David crying out for here? Well, he’s desperate and he needs help, doesn’t he? 
He needs to be protected and cared for. He’s afraid. He’s filled with anxiety. He’s 
expressing that he needs to be taken care of by God. So those feelings that he’s 
expressing are the feelings of an infant – as related to mom and dad. We never really get 
away from those earliest feelings of needing to be taken care of and of not being 
completely self-sufficient to handle everything life is going to throw at us. Isn’t that 
interesting how that works? And guess who David’s Father is that is going to take care of 
him. Well, it’s God, isn’t it? So God has placed parents in His job of nurturing and taking 
care of us when we’re infants. And if we do a good enough job, then it will be easier for 
us as adults to have faith in God and to trust Him. Isn’t that just one of the most amazing 
things? The way God does stuf is so profoundly amazing! When parents meet this need in 
children, then it helps them connect later to God. 
 
So let’s think about faith for a minute. That’s why some people have an easier time 
trusting God, and having faith, and sticking with their commitments to God. There’s a 
scripture – I belive it’s in Revelation – where it says that God is dealing with those who 
are called, chosen and faithful. The faithfulness comes from trusting in God, and realizing 
that He is going to take care of us, and that it’s profoundly beneficial to trust God. So 
what a gift to give to a child! 
 
So how do we create that secure base in the family? Well, before we go with that, I want 
you to remember that everything has to be age appropriate. In other words, there are 
certain things that can be learned at one age very easily, and yet, if a person’s not ready 
for something, then they’re not going to get it. 
 
Let’s think about infants first. I had a really incredible experience some time ago. I met a 
woman who had been severely abused and also neglected as a child. She now has an 
infant daughter – I guess she’s not an infant any longer. I think she’s, maybe, a year-and-
a-half – maybe a little older. So what would be the chances of her knowing how to 
mother a child properly – having been neglected and abused? High. Very high. And yet, 
as we were talking about her past – and I was quizzing her about her baby – she 
explained to me in detail how she was raising her daughter. My jaw almost dropped open 
when I realized that she had incorporated into her parenting plan all the things that an 
infant needs to develop a secure base – for her to be a secure base as a mother. 
 
She told me that when she knew she was pregnant, she stopped smoking and doing drugs. 
She made sure that she got involved in no violence – that she was not traumatized, that 
she had no traumatic events that frightened or angered her. She had her childbirth 
naturally – without any drugs. And all of that was out of concern for her child. She’s still 
nursing this child at somewhat over seventeen or eighteen months. She described her 
experience of breastfeeding as bliss. So she has a deep bond with her daughter. I think the 
breastfeeding helps her attune herself to her baby. She told me that she engages her baby 
in dialogue – in baby dialogue – while they wiggle and squirm and all that while you look 
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at them and smile and talk baby-talk to them. She said that she talked baby-talk at first, 
but now that she’s getting older, she’s started talking in sentences to her and teaching her 
how to talk like an older child would. She cuddles her. She talks to her. There’s a lot of 
face tie – that was the term that she used. She engages her baby in dialogue. She holds 
her. She senses what she needs and tries to meet those emotional needs. I mean, for 
babies, that’s just like the best thing you can have! So this little brain is building a 
powerful set of networks. And those networks – because they’re put in there so early – 
first experiences – are the basis from which everything is goig to be evaluated later in 
life. These are the go-to experiences that that child will use all of her life.  
 
Compare that to some of the so-called Christian parenting material out there now that 
says, “Babies are carnal. They need to learn they are not the center of the universe. So 
don’t spoil them. It’s okay for them to cry a lot. And blah, blah, blah, blah.” All that does 
is build insecurity into a baby. And that can turn into a lack of faith and rebelliousness 
later. 
 
So once we have that secure base, we later learn that there are boundaries. See, there’s a 
time to learn that you’re not the center of the universe, but it’s not right after you’re born. 
The job of a child up until about two is to learn to connect to mother and father and to be 
the center of attention. Then after that, to start to learn that there are things that one can’t 
do – aren’t allowed to do. So when a child gets a little older, then we start employing 
some boundaries so that they are not only safe, but also grow. 
 
So we want to care for their physical needs. They need a lot of environmental 
stimulation. We know that color and music, if it’s not too loud, and interesting things.... 
What’s interesting to an infant? Well, a pink rattle is. You see things hanging in babies’ 
beds and things that are stimulating. Talking to them is stimulating. That’s because that’s 
relational. We talked about the relational brain and how even infants need to have 
somebody to talk to. And they talk back in their own terminology in their own way. 
 
So let’s move from there to toddlers then. Once that foundation of security and trust is 
built – which is built easily and naturally in the first couple of years of life – children can 
move on to the next level of growth. First, that task is to attach to parents. And then next, 
one is to become one’s own person and develop a sense of autonomy. That’s when we 
start hearing, “No, I can do it myself” – that kind of thing from them. The security that’s 
given and provided in the first years of life is the foundation that allows them to go 
forward and explore their environment. That’s what makes them feel like they can do 
that. If everything is scary and harmful, then a toddler, a lot of times, is going to be 
delayed in their development. If they think they’re going to get their hand smacked every 
time they reach out for something, then that’s discouraging.  
 
Also, we talk about psychomotor and emotional development. Kids need a lot of activity 
at the toddler stage – or even before that. They just want to wiggle and move all of the 
time. And that’s why they need to do that. So they need activity. 
 
Music is really good for them. Singing. Somebody told me – somebody who was musical 
– told me that when you hear people talk about somebody...or they tell you that they’re 
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tone deaf – they can’t keep a tune – that’s because they were never encouraged to sing, 
and taught how to sing, and had somebody sing to them when they were little. They never 
got to sing along. Because everybody has the ability to carry a tune genetically. But we 
aren’t all allowed to, or encouraged to, learn that. Another thing to think about here – 
music is a broad highway into the heart of a child – to all of us, really. Spiritual principles 
can be deeply engrained through music – if it’s age appropriate music. I’ve heard people 
make fun of that song, Jesus loves me, yes I know, but if you’re eighteen months old, that 
is big stuff!  
 
I’ve told my story before – of my experience with music and how I believe God first 
introduced Himself to me that way – through music. So we need to take advantage of 
music and emotions to approach our children emotionally – by using music and art and 
relationship – because emotions are a big part of relating to others.  
 
I remember when I first learned that. I had it really driven into me. I was doing drug 
groups – one of my practicums – and there was this kid who had smoked...I forget how 
many ounces of marijuana for how long a time – for fifteen years? – and he had totally 
flat emotions. He didn’t have any emotions. He said it was really hard to get motivated to 
do anything, maintain any commitments to people or things, because he didn’t get excited 
about anything. He didn’t get sad. He didn’t get angry. He just pishhh...nothing. He said 
it felt like living a non-life. Well, he was living a non-life. 
 
Now there are a lot of people that try not to feel anything, because all of the emotions 
they express always get them in trouble. That’s a problem, too. But the solution to that 
problem is not no emotion. It’s learning to control our emotions – or to express them in a 
way that’s proper. 
 
I remember when my twin grandchildren came to visit us for Thanksgiving, when they 
were two – a little over, right? I knew that they had been listening to classical music on a 
Baby Einstein thing. Julie had told me that there was one particular song that Ethan 
particularly liked, which was classical music. So right after they got there – I can still see 
them standing together in the family room – I went, “Da, da, da, da, da...” and Ethan 
went, “Eh, eh,” with this big grin on his face. He was right with me instantly and he had 
this big smile. So we can use those things to help engage our children emotionally – in 
the family and with God at home. 
 
Jesus said that we’re supposed to love God with every part of our being. And that would 
include our emotions, right? It would. There are a lot of people who don’t like to think 
about that. They want it to be an intellectual exercise. They don’t want to have to have 
any feelings. Too messy! Sorry. That’s not what God said. 
 
So with all the psychomotor development that comes with toddlerhood, also, just 
naturally, comes boundaries. And guess what? About the time they’re ready to crawl 
around, they’re also ready to hear, “No.” They’re ready to accept that and to understand 
what that means. Isn’t that interesting? That they can learn what no means easier at that 
age than they can at any other time. I mean, you take a kid that has never heard, “No,” 
and start saying it to them when they’re twelve years old and watch what happens. I’ve 
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seen it. And it is not pretty. But you say it to them when they’re little, and they get by that 
in a hurry. 
 
So boundaries have to be set. That’s where the no comes from. They’ve transgressed a 
boundary that we’ve set for them. So they start hearing it when they’re ready to hear it. 
When they’re first ready to hear it, interestingly enough, is when they’re old enough to 
start moving around and can can get hurt. So it all kind of works together for us, if we 
know how to work it. 
 
Now when we impose boundaries on our toddler, it’s important to communicate all the 
care that we first communicated as an infant, while we also communicate limits. So we 
don’t want to shame them. We don’t want to say things like, “Bad boy,” or Bad girl,” or 
“You ought to know better than that by now.” So what would you do instead of that? 
What that is, really, is emotional manipulation.What would you do instead? 
 
I was at a friend’s house the other day who has two little children. I think one was three at 
the time and one was just toddling around. They got into a fight over some toy. She was 
sitting talking to me – we were working on a project – and she got up – and didn’t really 
break sentence while she was talking – and walked over to them, looked at them and said, 
“If the toy’s a problem for us, it goes away,” an she just picked it up and put it on the 
mantle, and walked back and sat down and continued talking. They were both just 
standing, looking up at the mantle, and I mean, that was that. There was no shaming, no 
condemnation. It was just a consequence that naturally happens when we fight over stuff 
– it goes away. 
 
Another thing that we’ve discovered is that discounting children’s feelings has a negative 
effect on them. “You’re all right. Get up. Stop crying. It’s not that bad.” What’s so 
harmful about that? We want boys, especially, to be tough and not be cry-babies and all 
that stuff. Well, what it does is discount the child’s emotions and experiences and it 
makes them think there is something wrong with them, or that they’re not understood, or 
that emotions are to be stuffed away – that we’re not supposed to express feelings. 
 
You know, there’s a really strong connection, they’ve discovered, between teenage girls 
who cut themselves and discounting early on in life by parents. And it makes perfect 
sense, doesn’t it? Because self-harming is about dealing with overwhelming emotions. 
Why would a kid have overwhelming emotions? Because they’ve stuffed them for so 
long. So, I mean, it all makes a lot of sense as to why that’s the case.  
 
What should parents do instead of discounting? Well, “You fell down and that really 
surprised and embarrassed you. And it probably hurts, too.” So that lets the child know 
that the parent is connected to what’s really going on. Not only do they know that they 
feel that way, but they’re understood by the one who loves them and that they love. Huge 
implication for church here, but we’ll talk about that later. 
 
Now another thing that this woman who was attuned to her toddler did was to get down 
on her child’s level to talk to her. She would get down on one knee or sit down and hold 
her face to face, so that they were even – on the same level. She would ask her what she 
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wants, and what she wants to do and give her choices. She let her make as many 
decisions as she was capable of for her age. So what is she doing there? Well, she’s 
treating the child with respect – quite a far cry from the “children are to be seen and not 
heard” idea. 
 
She’s modeling to the child how to treat others. She’s also empathizing with her child, 
which is the only way you learn to be empathic with other people. So what she’s doing 
there – by modeling this and empathizing with her child – is she’s building a loving and 
respectful child. That’s what she is doing. 
 
We need to talk, too, about consequences and how the brain learns by experience – 
repeated patterns of experience. It’s really not so bad if a child is warned about falling off 
the couch and then allowed to do what it wants. A fall of eighteen inches off a couch onto 
carpet probably is not going to hurt it, especially since their heads are rubber at that point 
– and all their bones are malleable and flexible. So if they’re warned about falling off...in 
fact, I don’t know if you even have to warn them about it, because they just automatically 
learn about gravity when things like that happen to them. So parents don’t have to be the 
couch police. Right? 
 
So when would we want to warn them? Well, we wouldn’t want them to fall off a 
countertop onto concrete, or off a ladder, or run out in the street. So when danger is a part 
of the picture, then there have to be boundaries. If what they’re doing can be taken care 
of by itself with natural consequences – that are just automatically going to happen – then 
we might want to let those natural consequences take place. 
 
When kids are in elemenary school, if they forget their lunch money, you don’t really 
have to do anything about that. You just let them go without until they remember to take 
it and you don’t have to be the lunch-money police either. They’ll learn to take care of 
that. And isn’t that a great gift to give to a child – to become a responsible person about 
things like that?  
 
And doesn’t God do the same thing with us? He sets consequences – boundaries – for us, 
and He tells us what the consequences are going to be, and then He lets us decide. And 
really, that’s the way most of us learn. That’s how kids learn the best, too. So that all fits 
in with how the brain works, too – the experience that is built up there is what is 
compared.  
 
When we face a situation in the presnt, if we have an experience in the past that we can 
relate to it, then we’re going to learn something from it. But if we go to school, and we 
don’t take our coat, or we leave our coat in our locker, and then we come to the morning 
and it’s cold, if our parents drive us to school, the experience we have is, “If I whine 
enough, my parents will take me to school and I don’t have to worry about my coat.” So 
when we bail kids out of these things that they do – that they need to learn on their own – 
we’re really kind of building in something that isn’t good for them. It’s not just that 
they’re not learning what they should do. It’s that they’re learning to be manipulative. 
God isn’t like that, is He? He tells us how it is, He tells us what’s going to happen, and 
then we get to decide after that. 
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Let’s talk about preschool. What happens here? What can kids learn here? How do you 
construct life for a preschooler that is going to help them become spiritually strong – 
given the things that we know about the brain? Well, kids need to learn social skills at 
this age. And isn’t it interesting that God says, “First love God – learn to trust God, learn 
to have faith – and then you learn to love your neighbor as yourself.” Well, that’s the way 
it is in development, too. First we learn to trust, then we learn to relate. 
 
So after we’ve got the trust thing down, and after we’ve started to learn a little bit about 
consequences and how to move around, then we start – in the preschool age – needing to 
learn to interact more with people our own age and other people, too – to learn how to 
treat other people. At this age we can teach our kids and they’ll just soak it up easily and 
naturally. We can teach them things like empathy, and consideration, and friendship, and 
patience, and sharing. That is really where that foundation of security serves us well, 
because we’re rubbing shoulders with other beings who are just learning these things, 
too. So many hurts and insults and selfishnesses occur because we’re just learning to do 
that. 
 
Kid’s world is tough. The world of a preschooler is not fun when placed with peers. So to 
survive it, as a child, they need to believe that they’re okay and that they’re going to be 
taken care of. And we need to be secure enough to let them have those experiences and 
then help them understand what’s going on when they occur. And that’s how little 
children learn how to act and how not to act, and how to have concern and care for other 
people, even when provoked. 
 
So, at that point, boundaries are about emotions and treatment of others, as well as 
activity. It goes beyond “You can’t run out in the street.” It goes to how you talk to 
people, what you do with your toys, and how you share and things like that. So we can 
learn, hopefully, that it’s okay to get upset, but instead of hitting, we talk about it – how 
we feel and what we want. “When you hit me, it makes me angry and it makes me not 
want to like you.” And “When you share with me, it makes me want to play with you.” 
And while we’re teaching them to say that to others, they’re also getting that message 
about their own behavior as well. 
 
I had a little girl tell me that nobody liked her at school. And after watching her for 
several weeks – she’s the one I’ve been talking about – I can certainly see why. So, as she 
gets to trust me more, we’re going to have some discussions about how to get liked at 
school – because that’s something that she wants, but she just doesn’t know how to do it. 
And it’s tough when you have the emotional development of a three-year-old, and yet 
you’re nine. The expectations everybody has of you are way outside of what you can do. 
And that’s not her fault, but that’s where she is. 
 
Consequences. I’ve already talked about this, but this, maybe, ought to fit more in this 
age category than toddlers. Sometimes there are things that kids shouldn’t do that have no 
immediate consequences. That’s when parents need to create a consequence that connects 
back to the misbehavior. “You two keep hitting each other, and that makes me worry that 
you might hurt one another. And I just love you so much that I don’t want that for either 
one of you. So until I feel like you won’t do that anymore, I’m going to have to keep you 
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really close to me. So turn off the TV and come with me while I wash the dishes. You put 
your finger in this belt loop, and you put your finger in that one, and when I feel like 
you’re not going to fight anymore, maybe you can go back to the television.” See how 
that works? It’s done out of love and it’s not pushing them away from you and isolating 
them, and saying that they’re bad, but it’s drawing them to you because you care about 
them. But it still cramps their style. It’s not punishment. It’s love. Right? So it’s just a 
continuation of the attuning and the taking care of that a child needs at birth. But, at the 
same time, it also limits them and makes it something they don’t want. So without feeling 
isolated or ashamed, the child is learning that their freedom is going to be curtailed if 
they hit their siblings or their friends – if it’s consistently applied. If it’s inconsistently 
applied, then the child learns that sometimes they can hit others with no consequences. 
And that encourages them to go for it more and play the odds.  
 
So here’s the principle: inconsistency of any imposed consequence or discipline actually 
tends to increase misbehavior – more than if you did nothing. 
 
Self-control. If you’re wondering how I’m going to get all the way through teenage, the 
fact is, most of the learning happens early on. And the stuff that happens in teenage isn’t 
as much. So it won’t take as long to cover that. But talking about preschoolers and self-
control, at that age, the part of the brain that mediates self-control is coming online in a 
big way at this time. So when we see them exercising self-control – as in getting upset, 
but not lashing out, for example – we can say, “I saw that you were upset and yet you 
didn’t lash out. How did you do that?” And of course, they’re going to tell you the truth 
and say, “I don’t know,” because they don’t, but they’ll still think about it. You’re still 
talking to the part of the brain that’s developing. You’re talking to the self-control part. 
So we have them focused on something positive that they were able to accomplish, and 
it’s right down the pike of what they’re developmentally striving for at that age. A 
preschooler could probably hear that once a day – maybe four or five times a week – and 
it would probably help them quite a bit. It works especially well at that age, because 
that’s what they’re ready for. 
 
The other thing that preschoolers need is a relationally rich environment. All this 
relational learning implies an environment that’s rich in relationships. So you can’t lock 
them away and expect them to develop social skills. They need to visit the relatives, to 
interact with peers, with teachers, with other people. They need to meet and get to know 
lots of people. 
 
How does that fit in with what we learned? Well, it’s because the brain is relational. I 
know people that sit at home with their child all day. They teach them to read and things 
like that, and they think they’re getting them ready for kindergarten, when actually, a 
child can learn to read a lot easier later. What they need at that age is to learn to relate to 
people. That’s what they can learn easily then. 
 
Elementary age. One of the big things here is skill development. And everything we’ve 
discussed so far needs to be extended to allow for new growth – more people to get to 
know, enlarge boundaries, all of that – plus we want to include skill development for 
elementary-aged kids – lessons, sports, classes, learning things from mom and dad, going 



Page 10 
 
fishing, learning to sew – that kind of stuff. Elementary age is pretty broad – from 
kindergarten through ten – so you have to think about what a kid is able to do within that 
range – but generally what they’re interested in – and also, probably, some things they’re 
not interested in, but need to learn how to do. 
 
Another thing that they need is to have the adults around them interested in their world. 
“Show me what you learned at karate today – but don’t do it to me.”  
 
I was talking to a woman recently, who is so afraid that her husband will not provide for 
her, or will leave her, that she tries to spy on him, and check up on him and control him 
all the time. She was baffled because he’s done nothing that she can think of to indicate 
that he would leave her, or that he is running around on her, or anything like that. As we 
began exploring her life, she told me that her parents left her home alone in the morning – 
when she was five years old – with her two-year-old sister in a playpen, and they would 
go off to work. And she knew – five-year-olds and time don’t go together – but she knew 
that when the big hand got to the top, that it was time to leave for school. And she would 
be the first one home in the afternoon – or maybe around noon. And she was expected to 
mother and care for her little sister the rest of the day at five years old. Experiencing that 
kind of neglect, she always expects people to neglect her – that she’s not going to matter 
to them, and that she’s ultimately going to be abandoned. And we know where that came 
from, don’t we? What happened to her early on is the basis for her assumptions about 
how life is going to go as an adult, because the brain goes to those early things first. And 
she can sit and realize academically, or intellectually, that he’s not going to do that, but 
when she gets stressed, she always falls back to that early stuff. So every time they get in 
an argument, that just kicks in full blown on her. 
 
What else can kids learn at that age? Well, they need to hear relational stories about their 
parents childhood and about where the family came from. That gives them a sense of 
belonging to family history and it is itself relational. It helps them develop a sense of 
contribution to the family. And all that can be very informal. I used to love to listen to my 
parents tell stories about their childhood – especially my father, who grew up on a farm 
and had a lot of brothers. And they got into all kinds of trouble. And we’d hear all those 
stories about that. 
 
Kids at this age – elementary age – need lots of choices, as well as interest and care. 
Elementary-aged kids can make decisions about what they’re going to wear and all that 
kind of stuff. They might not be able to make a decision about whether they’re going to 
do their homework, but they can decide whether they’re going to do it before or after 
dinner. You can give them as many choices as they can handle. That prepares them for 
the tough choices they’re going to have to make when they’re teenagers.  
 
Care. Elementary-aged kids need a lot of care. A woman came to my office once to talk 
about her teenage boys who were out of control. They were cursing at her. The nineteen-
year-old boy, who was not not going to school and not working, but just freeloading off 
her, had even hit her once. She complained that there was nothing she could do about it. 
He was too big. Well, I remember my mother, who was shorter than I am, and if I had 
ever raised a hand to her, I probably would have lost it! But she complained there was 
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nothing she could do. I didn’t say anything at the time, but she told me later about an 
experience she had as a child. When she was seven she was lying on the couch in her 
living room and she had terrible ear infections. Her ears were just killing her. Her parents 
were there in the room, and as she was lying there on the couch, she was thinking to 
herself, “I’ll bet there’s a doctor somewhere who can stop this pain, but my parents are 
not going to take me to him, because I don’t matter and there isn’t anything I can do 
about it.” So that helps us understand why she had this sense of helplessness She had a 
case of learned helplessness. And like so many people that have that, she was really 
depressed. So I just made the comment, “It’s no wonder that you don’t feel capable of 
dealing with life’s problems.” That’s all I said. The next week when she’d come back, 
when her son had cursed at her, she threw him out of the house, and told him he could 
only come back if he had a job and promised not to swear anymore. I mean, she 
connected the dots and understood that she did not have to be that way and that where all 
that was coming from was from the past. 
 
So kids need to be taken care of and that goes all the way through teenage. Some adults 
have terrible trouble discerning between care and control. You have to have care with 
choices. 
 
Teens. Boundaries around dangerous behavior – drugs, alcohol, promiscuity, unsafe 
driving issues, criminal activity, criminal friends – that kind of thing. But other than that, 
by the time a kid is in mid-teens, they ought to be able to decide when and if they’re 
going to do their homework, and all of those kinds of things. They should be given 
choices, but with the parents interest. 
 
When a kid turns thirteen, within five years they’re going to have to make all their own 
decisions about their life. They’re going to be eighteen. Will they be ready? You’ve got 
to back way up and start preparing them early for those choices. The way to help them is 
to let them make their own choices more and more. I will say, if those choices include 
drugs, alcohol, crime, other life-threatening activities, then parents have to step in and try 
to do something about that. And they can even get in trouble or be influenced negatively 
by those things. So they have to take care of themselves as well. But almost everything 
else a teenager can learn on their own from making choices, and then learning about what 
happens as a result – just like you and I did. 
 
Some of us were controlled too much when we were teenagers, so we got out of our 
parents’ control when we had to make a lot of choices and make a lot of mistakes. Our 
kids don’t have to do that, if we’ll give them enough room to navigate. 
 
This same woman, who was left alone at five, told me that, as a teenager, she played the 
piano in the school orchestra and was given a lot of awards. She was on the school track 
team and was one of the better people on the track team. She got better than straight A’s 
in school and graduated at sixteen years old – with a 4.2 average. Her parents never came 
to a single track meet or ever once said, “Good job.” Never one time. So at sixteen she 
moved in with her boyfriend and did drugs instead. So teens need their parents to be 
interested and concerned and involved without being controlling. I mean, I was talking to 
her and she said, “I learned that what I did didn’t matter, so why not do drugs and have 
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sex, since it didn’t matter.” I mean, that is what she took from the way her parents treated 
her. So teenagers do need their parents to be interested, but not controlling. 
 
For teenagers, too, I think it’s really important to live in a home where parents live a 
Christian life – where forgiveness is practiced, respect is a part of the family values, 
people are kind, there’s a lack of condemnation, there is a protecting and standing up for 
the helpless, caring for those in need, absence of gossip and judgment, and an obvious 
devotion to God – prayer, marital accord and fidelity – all of those kinds of things. Not so 
much preaching to them about it, but living it in front of them. 
 
And then, of course, for teenagers, a wide relational field with peers, adults and children 
to relate to. Why children? Don’t teenagers just naturally gravitate to peers? Yes, they do, 
but a lot of them learn that they have a gift to work with children. So it’s always good to 
have younger children around teenagers so they can find out if they’re...and they can also 
learn to be patient and empathetic, which is very much a part of their development. 
 
I think about a lot of kids that are home schooled as teenagers. I’ve seen some excellent, 
excellent kids who have been home schooled who are very well balanced, but most of 
them that I’ve known are really under socialized. And that’s just because they haven’t 
had enough social experience. For their age, they’re behind when they go to college, 
because they haven’t had enough social contact with other people. 
 
I know some home schooler parents who want to protect their kids from the evils of the 
world, but I think some of them also – and you can be offended by this or not – I’m not 
saying that every home-schooler parent is like this, so if you want to think you’re not, 
that’s fine – but some of them are into the control thing. That’s sad to say. It’s really hard 
for them to let go. What that’s going to do is cause the relational rift between them and 
their children at some point if it’s not resolved. 
 
Okay, finally, let’s just talk for a minute about college age. You really don’t have to do 
much here. What they need is interest, contact and care – calls while away at school, 
emails, support. Most college-aged people can make their own way if they have to, but 
it’s a lot easier if they have some parental support. I’m talking about money as much as 
anything. It probably should be support that’s lessened over time, instead of being a 
perpetual handout. 
 
And they also need to see an example of spiritual steadfastness. Quite a few young people 
in this age bracket experience a crisis of faith when they graduate from college and have 
to face the job market as sabbatarians. So the best thing parents can do there is keep the 
Sabbath themselves, project spiritual steadfastness, be available to listen and to 
understand, and be non-judgmental about it. I think, if we’ve been judgmental of others 
in their presence, or of them in the past – when they were younger – they might not seek 
us out for support, but hopefully they will. But even if they don’t, we can still offer non-
judgmental support when we have contact with them. 
 
Okay, so that’s the six brain principles applied to raising children at home to be 
spiritually healthy. Next time we’re going to project these principles into a congregation 
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to understand how the conregational experience of children affects their faith for good or 
for bad and see what to do to make that experience good. And not only how the 
congregation affects our children, but how it also affects all the adults as well, because 
we’re all kids grown up. 
 
I’m going to leave you with one thought. Paul knew better than most of us why God 
called the church, “Jerusalem above, the mother of us all.” The congregation has a lot to 
do with our spiritual nurturing and upbringing. And that’s why we’re going to look at that 
next time. 


