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	Leader’s Guide - Study 1

Balancing the Empty Checkbook

How can single parents survive financial challenges and grow stronger in the process?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	After the divorce is final, the casket is in the ground, or the right person was never there to begin with, we come face to face with reality. Only one income will be adding to the deposit side of the checkbook, yet the same number of mouths will need to be fed. School fees must be paid. The mortgage is still due on the first of the month, and the gas bill continues to climb.

As single parents, how can we deal with the financial crises we face day after day? Can we sustain our faith and teach our children about God when so much of our energy is required just to survive? How do we know when to trust God and when to ask someone for help? We’ll tackle these questions in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #1

Scripture:
Psalm 34:1–10; Matthew 10:29–31; Mark 9:24; Galatians 6:1–5

Based on:
“End-of-the-Month Worries,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, Sept/Oct 1998, p.60
PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the article “End-of-the-Month Worries” from christian parenting today magazine (included at the end of this study).

Daughter No. 1 wants to go to the prom and needs a fabulous dress. Son No. 3 is learning how to drive, so the insurance will triple. The baby has a cold, and COBRA hasn’t kicked in yet. The doctor has prescribed antibiotics, but hours at work have been cut this month and there’s not enough cash to cover the cost. Does anybody care?

Struggles with money confront us all, but they seem especially poignant when we’re facing them alone. Whether we’ve just been through the funeral of our spouse, listened to a judge declare that our divorce is final, or have always been on our own, the reality of paying all the bills on one salary seems overwhelming. Child support and maintenance may not materialize. The absent spouse may have controlled the checkbook, leaving behind hidden debts. The children need so many things, and another new crisis is just a sunrise away. We begin to understand why single moms are listed as the No. 1 poverty group in America, but we don’t want to be included in that list.

Life is a struggle, but the Bible cites many examples of trusting God during financial crises. The apostle Paul was single, yet he learned contentment, even when he had nothing. One single mother in the Old Testament bravely shared her last meal with a prophet. Then the prophet asked God to provide for her future meals. Jesus reminded us that God knows our needs and is able to clothe us more beautifully than he paints the lilies (Luke 12:27–30). God has a special place in his heart for single parents and promises to care for the widow and the orphan. He will provide a way through the maze of money problems.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Do you really believe God will answer your prayers when you ask him for money? Why or why not?

· Have you seen him do a miracle for you and your children? If so, how did you make that a teaching moment for your children?

[Q]
What are some ways to overcome unbelief? 

· How long do you keep asking God before you do something about the problem?

[Q]
How does God show his grace, even when you can’t believe? 

· How do you respond to your children when you can’t give them what they want? 

· How can you teach your children to believe in God if you’re having trouble finding answers yourself? 

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Focus on God instead of the crisis.

Read Matthew 10:29–31. 

God is wise and knows every detail of our lives. If he can count the hairs on our heads, he can also provide the finances we need each month. Before we were born, God knew about this moment, this year, this crisis. Years ago, he saw this particular day and the struggles we would have. Because he cares about us, he is already working to solve the current problem. 

Did you know God created 35 different species of sparrows? Each one is unique in color, design, and temperament. Sparrows work hard to find food and provide for their young. They also glorify God just by being his creation. God cares about us more than these seemingly insignificant little birds. He sent his Son to die for us and promised to give us an abundant life. God will show us how to survive these challenging moments of our lives. He can enable us to find abundance even when we feel needy.

But if we focus solely on the crisis, we can become trapped in discouragement, or paralyzed with fear. Keeping our focus on God helps our faith to grow, and conserves our energy to meet the crisis with courage. Praising God for who he is releases our faith to receive what he wants to do in us—and in the situation.

[Q]
What keeps you from believing that God cares about you? Do you think it’s really possible that God knows the number of hairs on your head? What difference would that make to the details of your life?

[Q]
What does it mean to be worth more than many sparrows? 

· How can you pass this truth on to your children? How does your life of trust exemplify faith to your children?

[Q]
What is the difference between concern and worry? 

· What are some practical ways you can turn your worry into constructive solutions? 

· What does Matthew 10:29–31 teach you about trust?

Optional Activity:

Make a list of the ways God has shown his faithfulness to you and your children. Think about the practical things, as well as the spiritual and emotional. If possible, list a date beside each item when you knew God was at work.

Share your list with the group and discuss how these miracles have helped your faith grow. 

Spend time together in prayer, thanking God for each item on your list and for how his miraculous provision has helped you believe.

Teaching point two: We can pray and trust God, but we should also be proactive in seeking help.

God performs miracles today, just as he did 2,000 years ago. Sometimes he chooses to bless us with a definite miracle; other times, he uses social agencies and the body of Christ. The Bible contains instances in which God’s people showed kindness and practical help. Examples are the widow at Zarephath who provided food and lodging for Elijah; the Philippian Christians who met Paul’s needs while he was imprisoned; and the little boy who gave Jesus his fish and loaves of bread. 

Many Christians are gifted with mercy and generosity. They are hoping to use their resources to help someone in need. Deacon boards and benevolence funds are set up to meet the needs of the congregation. As single parents, we can tell those in authority about our needs. It is blessed to give, but sometimes we have to also learn how to receive. 

Read Galatians 6:1–5, which reminds us to be accountable to others. 

This accountability involves our spiritual walk, but it also includes our financial and physical needs. As we carry each other’s burdens, we fulfill the law of Christ. We also strengthen our friendships and teach our children how the body of Christ works. At some point, we may help someone else carry their load, but for now, we are the ones who need help.

[Q]
What prevents you from asking for help from your friends? Your family? Your church?

[Q]
What are realistic ways the church can help you with your financial needs? 

· Who in your church would you ask for practical help?

[Q]
When should you carry your own load, and when should you let others help you with the burdens?


Leader’s Note: A church is often able to help with temporary, practical needs. Many churches will temporarily help with rent, food, clothing, and medical bills. Few are able to sustain this help indefinitely, though, so a person will have to figure out how to meet these needs in the long term after seeking help to get on their feet. 

Teaching point three: Worry is a choice.

In the article “End-of-the-Month Worries,” Barbara Schiller, the executive director of Single Parent Family Resources, says she wanted to take God at his word, but instead she chose to worry. She chose to focus on the bills and her son’s emergency surgery rather than focusing on her miracle-working God. When Schiller remembered the story of the father who brought his demon-possessed son to Jesus, she was able to confront her worries with the prayer from Mark 9:24, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!”

The best place to overcome worry is on our knees—to humbly admit our lack of faith. God is willing to help the single parent who cries out to him in need, either by pointing us to a person who can help, by opening doors with a service agency, or by providing through extraordinary divine action. 

We can pray the worries away, lifting our needs to God and then waiting with faith-filled hearts for his answer. We can choose to believe and let God help us overcome our unbelief.

Read Psalm 34:1–10.

[Q]
How many verses in this passage contain an assurance of God’s provision for you? 

· How can you keep God’s praise always on your lips? 

· What does verse 4 teach you about crying out to God?

[Q]
How do verses 9 and 10 apply to your current financial difficulties? What do you need to do so that you will not lack any good thing?

[Q]
How does Psalm 34 compare with Galatians 6? 

· Is your current financial situation a time for extra faith in God, or a time to ask for someone’s help?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Living as a single parent is difficult in many ways, and the reality of surviving on one income in today’s world is daunting. But many of us do it because we have to, month after challenging month. You are not alone. 

How can we determine if our worry is out of control? If we focus on the problems rather than our faith, we can rapidly spiral into deeper fear. If we are paralyzed by fear, we will have difficulty making the decisions that can help our children survive. Instead of living with anxiety, we can turn our financial crisis into a fresh opportunity to trust God.

Action Points: 

· How can we keep growing in trust? 

· How can we defeat worry? 

Leader’s Note: An old legend states that a good dog and a bad dog are inside each of us. We want the good dog to overcome the bad dog, but the bad dog is stronger. The solution: feed only the good dog and starve the bad one.

· Memorize Psalm 34:1–10. Write each verse on a 3x5 card and recite it as you get ready for work. Feed your mind with the promises of God’s Word and the bad dog of worry will die out.

· Who can you ask for help? Make a list of family members, friends, and church people who have the gift of generosity. Pray about approaching them with a need you and your children have. Be humble, yet bold. Remember, you are trying to help your family survive. If they refuse to help, respect their decision and do not build up grudges. God will take care of you. 

Tips to Save Money:

· Are there cuts you can make in your budget? Keep a tally of where every penny goes for a month. Look closely at the places where you can slash spending. Eating out, even at fast-food restaurants, can rapidly add to the food budget. If you do eat out, eat half and take the rest home for another meal.

· Go online and check into Angel Food Ministries. This organization provides a box of food each month for only $25. 

· Utilize beauty schools for the family’s haircuts, rather than a salon. Some schools charge only $5 for a basic cut. 

· Contact social agencies in your town for help with utilities. Sign up for a monthly leveling plan so that your bills for utilities will stay approximately the same each month. 

· Check into discounted school lunches. Most school systems have discounts based on income. 

· Find a consignment shop for clothing and household goods. You can trade in clothes the children have outgrown, and you might find some nice work clothes for yourself.

· Enlist the help of your small group. Make an “I have” and an “I need” list. Share your list with the group. One person may need a twin mattress that another person is trying to get rid of. Another family may need an extra dog dish that is sitting unused in a garage. Go as a group to garage sales and end with a party, showing off the bargains you found. Share your financial needs in e-mails or blogs, so that you can pray for each other and help each other in practical ways.

R. J. Thesman works for a nonprofit ministry. In her spare time, she loves to garden, read, and pet cats. Her current goal is to become a columnist or earn her Masters of Divinity—whichever comes first.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- Christian Parenting Today (6-session course)

- Biblical Parenting 101 (13-session course)

- Balancing Work and Home (6-session course)

- Developing the Spiritual Life of Children (6-session course)

- Teens & Sex (5-session course: one for parents, one for teens)



- Money & the Christian (6-session course)

· Going It Alone: Meeting the Challenges of Being a Single Mom, Michele Howe (Hendrickson Publishers, 2000; ISBN 1565634527)
· On Our Own: Help and Hope for Single Moms, Lela Gilbert (NavPress, 2007; ISBN 160006101x)
· The Single Dad’s Survival Guide, Michael A. Klumpp (Random House, 2003; ISBN 1578566703)
· Single Parenting, Tony Evans (Moody Publishers, 1995; ISBN 0802443885)
· The Twenty-Third Psalm for the Single Parent, Carmen Leal (Amg Publishers, 2005; ISBN 0899571751)
· Parenting on Your Own, Lynda Hunter (Zondervan, 1997; ISBN 0310213096)
· Crazy Time: Surviving Divorce & Building a New Life, Abigail Trafford (Harper Collins, 1992; ISBN 0-06-092309-1)

Article

End-of-the-Month Worries

When you have more bills than money. 
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By Barbara Schiller, for the study “Balancing the Empty Checkbook.”

Sudden panic jolted my heart. No matter how I divided my income for the month, I realized I didn’t have enough to pay my bills. The queasiness in my stomach didn’t help matters either. I slumped down and leaned my head against the desk chair and closed my eyes. 

Nikolas’s emergency surgery on his forearm I obviously had not anticipated. How could a “simple” broken arm from playing basketball turn into a seven-day hospital ordeal and surgery? Worry had woven its sticky web around my heart. 

A loud knock on my kitchen door bolted me upright. Through the window, I saw a neighbor boy. I opened the door and asked impatiently, “What’s wrong?” 

“There’s a dead bird in your flower garden,” he exclaimed. “He hit your living room window!” 

Amid the begonias lay a tiny brown sparrow. I picked it up. I marveled how warm this little sparrow felt, and I felt overwhelmed with emotion. 

“Mrs. Schiller,” the boy quietly asked, “are you okay?” 

“Yes,” I replied, “even God takes care of little sparrows.” 

The boy scratched his head and walked away. 

I went to the back of the house, leaned against the wall, slid down, and sat on the grass. No longer able to contain what I felt, I burst into tears. As I cried, God in his unending faithfulness brought Matthew 10:29-31 to my mind: 

“Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father. And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.” 

How many times, Lord, do I need to be reminded of this reality? I shrugged my shoulders. Probably until I see You face to face. Will I ever learn? 
Memories filled my soul as I recalled God’s faithfulness to my family over the years. Thankfully his patience also never ceases. 

I remembered a time when I faced a money shortage at the end of the month. On a bleak, rainy evening I turned to Matthew 6:33: “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” I wanted so much to take God at his word, but I chose instead to worry. As I lay on my bed, the Lord in his patience brought to mind the story of the father with the demon-possessed son. When he asked Jesus to heal his son, Jesus said all things are possible for those who believe. The father’s response melted my heart: “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief” (Mark 9:24). That was and still is the cry of my heart. 

We need to grasp God’s grace as we struggle with unbelief. Are you wrestling today with out-of-control worry? Unsure how you will pay back-to-school bills? Take your worries to him. He cares beyond words and truly, profoundly understands. 

You may need to ask someone for help. We are created to be in relationship with one another. We need each other. Shame is a paralyzing emotion. God may want to fulfill his promise through others. 

Journal your worries and date them. In time, the Lord’s faithfulness will shine forth. 

When the neighbor boy returned the next day, I happened to be outside. “Mrs. Schiller, what happened to that bird?” 

“I buried him in the garden.” 

He had a quizzical look on his face. “What did you mean God takes care of little sparrows?” 

I smiled and shared with him what God had shared with me. I tousled his hair. “Even the hairs on your head are numbered,” I said. 

His eyes twinkled, and he became still. I heard him mumble, “Awesome.” 

That is what the Lord will be for you. 

Barbara Schiller is the executive director of Single Parent Family Resources www.singleparentfamilyresources.com. 

“End-of-the-Month Worries,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, 
Sept/Oct 1998, p.60
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	Leader’s Guide - Study 2

Dual Parenting

Sharing the kids with the ex and the former in-laws requires a delicate balance.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Trust has been destroyed, and the family is now fractured. But the kids need to spend time with their other parent, and they want to see Grandma and Grandpa. Thanksgiving is only one flip of the calendar away, and we know we have to deal with it. The custody agreement clearly states the boundaries, yet we want to grab the kids and run.

How do we learn to share these children we love more than life? How can we trust our children alone with the person who has hurt us so deeply? We know God is in control, but this is beyond frightening. How can we trust our children to be with the one person we no longer trust?

Single parents have to deal with the realities of joint custody. But how do we do it with Christian love? These are the issues we’ll discuss in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #2

Scripture:
Psalm 23; 36; 37:1–7; 2 Corinthians 12:7–10

Based on:
 “Every Other Weekend,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, Nov/Dec 1999

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the article “Every Other Weekend” from christian parenting today magazine, included at the end of this study.

“Just keep breathing,” we tell ourselves as the children walk out the front door. The former spouse is taking them to a movie. We should be excited that we have two entire hours to finish that gardening project or lounge in a bubble bath. But the fact is, the ex is taking the children away, and we don’t like it one bit. 

After a few stutter-start evenings of being without the kids, we begin to relax and grow slightly accustomed to being alone. We gradually learn how to live the entire weekend without kids. Then November stares at us from the top of the calendar, and we realize it’s time for joint custody over the holidays. How are we going to enjoy turkey and mashed potatoes when there’s no one to cook for? How can we possibly survive Christmas without the little faces reflecting joy around the tree? How do we sing Christmas carols with gusto when our hearts are as broken as our family?

Letting our children spend time with the ex and the former in-laws often seems unfair, especially if we are the ones who were betrayed by our spouse. Yet custody agreements must be obeyed, and we have to remember that children need both parents. They also need to establish strong relationships with their grandparents and keep holiday routines. Family traditions are set around the Thanksgiving table and the Christmas tree. Easter egg hunts and Valentine parties seem sweeter when the entire family is involved. But even when we know it’s best for the kids, it isn’t easy to juggle all the issues. The problems often revolve around our own emotions and the parental boundaries we have to set. 

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Why is it so difficult to let the kids go? What are the fears we deal with when our children march out the door?

[Q]
What are some of the boundaries we set for our children when they leave? 

· What are the boundaries we set for the ex? For the ex-laws? 

· What do we do if the rules are disobeyed?

[Q]
Are there situations when we should not let the children go? 

· How do we deal with the emotions of an angry ex? 

· How can we guard ourselves and our children against emotional manipulation?

[Q]
What do these issues teach us about giving grace? Can we be assertive and firm, yet still reflect Christian love? If so, how? 

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Let expectations go.

Although we try to keep the family dynamics the same, the fact is, everything has changed. One person is missing. The family structure no longer looks or feels the same. Yet that other person still exists in the minds, hearts, and very DNA of the children. Somehow, we have to blend past traditions into a new present. We use every possible moment to teach, parent, and love; but we cannot expect that our lives will ever be the same.

The children now have to adjust to two homes, two sets of rules, two churches, two toothbrushes, and two beds. Each time they visit, we have to adjust to new dynamics. We can’t expect young children to sleep easily or even to eat all their meals. We can’t expect teenagers to spend all their time with us. We have to remember our children are grieving, too, and we need to give them space as well as extra attention.

Read Psalm 37:1–7. The first verse reminds us not to fret (worry, have anxiety attacks, or fear). The psalmist David didn’t have to worry about child custody issues, but he had plenty of enemies attacking him. Yet he wrote a song that began with “Do not fret.” In verse three, we see the secret of avoiding fear: trusting in the Lord. But fretting is easier. It comes naturally, from the love we have for our children and also from practicing a mindset of fear. Sometimes it also comes from the ways we have suffered in the marriage and during the divorce proceedings. 

But God knows all about our past. He has only one expectation for us—that we trust him with our hearts. As we delight in him, we focus less on the fear and more on his faithfulness. As we commit our children, our weekends, our holidays to him, we can trust him to protect our little ones. He understands the justice of our cause. He can make us shine in righteousness. As we become still and wait on him, he will teach us patience. Then patience will build a strong defense against fear.

[Q]
Why is it so hard to trust God? 

· What is the difference between the reality of fear and compulsive worry? 

[Q]
How did David learn to trust God, even while he was under attack? 

· What can we learn from his history and his commitment to God’s justice? 

· How can these lessons help us let go of our expectations?

[Q]
What are the desires of your heart? 

· Do you really believe God will give those desires to you? How might your desires differ from God’s desires for you? Is it possible to have the same desires God has for you?

[Q]
How can we be still before the Lord? 

· What does it mean to wait patiently for him?

Optional Activity:

Divide a sheet of paper into three columns. Label the top of one column, “Activities to do with Mom.” Label the next column, “Activities to do with Dad.” Label the last column, “Activities to do with Grandpa and Grandma.”

Under each column, list special activities your children can do with each of the persons labeled at the top. Be as creative as possible. Try not to let any emotions cloud your creativity.

During the next week, ask your children to help you fill out the columns. Share the list when your group meets again.

Mail each column to the appropriate persons, explaining how your children want to share time with Mom, Dad, and grandparents.

Teaching point two: Confront the negatives and march toward healing.

Anger, manipulation, rejection, grief, possessiveness, control, pain—these are some of the emotions that accompany divorce and dual parenting. Sometimes it feels like we are caught in a web of constant struggle. Frustration becomes our mantra. We forget how to live the abundant life, because the lives we are living now are empty of everything except pain. We try to protect our children from the fallout, but sometimes we’re just trying to avoid the inevitable.

King David again helps us understand how to deal with the negative consequences of our situation. In Psalm 36, we find David writing and singing about an oracle—a special revelation from God. David suddenly understands the true character of the wicked: their pride, their ego, their deceit. But this song-writing king doesn’t continue in the negative. Instead, he brings the psalm around to praises about God. Rather than dwelling on the character of his enemies, David focuses on the character of God.

That is the way we can march toward healing. If we continue to live in anger or try to manipulate our ex and ex-laws, using our children as bait, we will only dig holes of bitterness and regret. If we try to control every custody battle and keep our children from their blood relatives, we will teach the next generation how to hate. 

But if we focus on God’s love and remind ourselves that it reaches to the heavens, we will see his faithfulness in every situation—faithfulness as expansive as the skies. If we let our own need for revenge go, we release the justice of God. If we feast on the abundance of God’s power and his wisdom over the entire universe, we will find life and light.

[Q]
How have negative emotions affected you since the divorce? 

· How have they affected the children? Are the children picking up negatives from you, your ex, or the ex-laws?

[Q]
How can you teach your children to focus on God? Can you find ways to be an example of light and life?

[Q]
Have you seen God’s faithfulness in your situation? Have you shared that with the children? With your small group? 

[Q]
How can you share God’s love with your ex? With your ex-laws?

[Q]
Can you find verses in Psalm 36 that reflect the desires of your heart? 

· What are some of the places in your heart that still need healing? 

· Does Psalm 36 address any of those places?

Teaching point three: Dual parenting requires maximum grace.

Read Psalm 23 and 2 Corinthians 12:7–10. These passages may seem to have nothing in common, but a lesson from the Shepherd’s Psalm is hidden within Paul’s letter to the Corinthians. The green pastures did not represent lush hillsides with tall buffalo grass and beautiful wildflowers. This was David speaking, the shepherd who became a king. He lived in a desert land, before the wonders of modern irrigation were invented. He watched over his father’s flocks, kept them safe, and led them to quiet streams. The green pastures were a metaphor for small areas close to the watering holes, where only a few blades of grass grew.

David did not keep his sheep in one area for an extended length of time. Those few blades of grass would have been eaten quickly, and the sheep would need to be moved to another area. There was no certainty from day to day, no way to control life from week to week. Every day was a new adventure, an opportunity to look for another “green pasture.” It was moment-by-moment life.

In 2 Corinthians, Paul asked God to solve his problem and deliver him from his thorn in the flesh. He wanted the problem to go away forever. But God said no. Instead, he promised to give Paul the grace he needed—just enough grace for each moment, just enough “green pasture” to feed his soul for another day. Enough grace to keep Paul from becoming proud and to keep him on his knees during his moment-by-moment life.

We would like our lives to be simple and easy, but the reality is that dual parenting is hard. We need divine grace to make it through each moment. Our goal is to raise children who are not destroyed by the choices of their parents. We want to raise them to love God, to love themselves, and to love other human beings. Teaching them by example is the best way, but we can’t do it by sheer determination. We need daily grace, moment-by-moment strength, and the wisdom that only an incredible God can give.

[Q]
What are some ways you have already learned to give grace to your ex? To your ex-laws? Are there ways you can improve?

[Q]
Has there been spiritual growth in your life since the divorce? 

· Can you see growth in your children? 

· In your ex?

[Q]
How does the issue of forgiveness fit in with the giving of grace? Does forgiveness come first or does the process of giving grace bring about forgiveness?

[Q]
Is it possible to give grace to an ex who is not repentant? 

· What does this teach us about God’s grace?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

In her book Crazy Time (Harper Perennial, 1982), author Abigail Trafford writes, “Research shows that it’s not the divorce per se that affects the children—but the quality of life after the divorce. This in turn depends on the parents’ adjustment to the breakup.”

As the adults and the parents, it is our duty to think about the adjustments our children must make. We cannot use them to manipulate our ex or to make the ex feel guilty. We cannot let our boys become the male dynamo or our girls little mommies. We must let our children be children, which means that we must be stronger parents than ever before. We need to lay aside our own pain so that we can deal with the pain of our children.

But how do we do that with fairness and honesty? One way is to keep the children free of the conflict. Yelling at the ex over the phone or through emails only causes more hurt for our little ones. Using the children as weapons or as messengers dehumanizes them. Keeping them away from their grandparents jeopardizes their sense of history. 

Action Points: 

· Keep the family routines functioning: bedtimes, mealtimes, holiday traditions, birthdays, school and church activities—all the minute details of the family life need to stay the same. If you have to move, try to find a place that is comfortable for the children. Paint their rooms the same color. Keep their treasures and their furniture. Allow them quiet time as well as family time. Don’t take away their pets. Keep the boundaries firm, but don’t become a military dictator. Love them extra hard.

· Watch the movie Mrs. Doubtfire together with your children and discuss it afterwards. What did they like about the movie? How did the resolution at the end make them feel? What are their suggestions for spending time with each parent and with the grandparents?

· Be alert for changes in the children. It may be necessary to begin family counseling. Watch for signs of depression. Children grieve deeply and cannot always express how they feel. This is particularly true for adolescents. Talk with school counselors and teachers. Work together to help your children adjust.

· Spend extra time on your knees, praying for your role in dual parenting. It is a delicate balancing act, but many people do it successfully. You and your children will hopefully grow closer as you walk through the pain together. But remember you are the parent, not the best friend. And the giving of grace begins with you. 

—R. J. Thesman writes from the heartland of Kansas. She survived dual parenting, and her son is a wonderful young man. She enjoys gardening, music, and sunsets.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- Christian Parenting Today (6-session course)

- Biblical Parenting 101 (13-session course)

- Balancing Work and Home (6-session course)

- Developing the Spiritual Life of Children (6-session course)

- Teens & Sex (5-session course: one for parents, one for teens)

· The Co-Parenting Survival Guide: Letting Go of Conflict after a Difficult Divorce, Elizabeth Thayer, Ph.D and Jeffrey Zimmerman, Ph.D (New Harbinger Publications Inc., 2001; ISBN 1-57224-254-0)
· Single Parenting That Works: Six Keys to Raising Happy, Healthy Children in a Single Parent Home, Dr. Kevin Leman (Tyndale House, 2005; ISBN 1414303351)
· One Parent Families: Healing the Hurts, Howard I. Smith (Beacon Hill Press, 1985; ISBN 0834107244)
· Helping Your Kids Survive Your Divorce, Thomas A. Whiteman (Baker, 2006; ISBN 0800787382)
· From One Single Mother to Another: Heart-Lifting Encouragement and Practical Advice, Sandra P. Aldrich (Gospel Light, 2001; ISBN 0830736875)
· Life After Divorce, Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse (Health Communications, 1994: ISBN 1558742824)
Article

[image: image16.png]


Every Other Weekend

Sharing the children is never easy.

By Barbara Schiller, for the study “Dual Parenting.”

I watched my old friend Doug eat another bite of his hamburger. He sure was intense. “Barbara, we are at opposite ends of the spectrum. You have your kids all the time and I see mine every other weekend and one day during the week. I envy you.” 

“Isn’t life weird, Doug?” I responded. “I envy you sometimes! The fantasy of having a whole weekend to myself sounds so heavenly. To have time for me and the freedom to do what I want when I want …“ Doug rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well, try it as a way of life. I feel so detatched from the daily lives of my two kids. I don’t have the opportunity to participate in their daily activities, especially school.” 

As he spoke, I began to see things from his perspective. What would it be like to wake up every weekday morning alone? No children’s voices ricocheting down the hallway—”Hey, Noël, get out of the bathroom. I need to do my hair!” Or Nikolas yelling from the kitchen, “Mom, there’s no bread for sandwiches! What am I going to eat for lunch?” And what about the magic of the bedtime rituals? “Mom, pleeeaasse just one more story! And don’t forget the butterfly kisses, OK?” Wow. There I sat in the restaurant with Doug, and I just lost it! 

Through my tears, I asked Doug to help me understand his side of the situation. “My kids burst in the door,” he began. “We can’t wait to see each other. But there’s an awkwardness that’s hard to describe. We all need to adjust to being together. The kids have to re-orient themselves to my home: Dad’s rules vs. Mom’s rules, Dad’s food vs. Mom’s food, Dad’s style of fun vs. Mom’s style of fun. 

“I’ve learned over the past several years not to expect too much from them when they arrive. At least, not until our routine, Dad’s way of doing things, kicks in. When the kids were younger, I basically followed their lead about how they wanted to spend the weekend. For them, it meant having dinner and doing family activities. Now they like to have their friends around. It’s been hard for me to let go of some of my expectations for our weekends. I guess I’m possessive of my time with them.” 

Doug went on to talk about the holidays and how painfully difficult they were for him. He said, “I know other non-custodial parents who have it worse that me. My ex-wife and I decided to share Christmas the same way every year. I have the children on Christmas Eve with my family, and she has them on Christmas Day with her family. Other parents I know split their entire holiday every other year, leaving one parent without the children. Unless you plan creatively when the kids are gone, it can be very lonely.” 

Doug became very quiet and looked out the restaurant window. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 

“Barbara,” he said, “the hardest part is knowing that my ex-wife’s spiritual values are so different from mine. I’m learning I cannot control what happens at her house. I can talk with the kids about my values and what I believe, but they still get a different message from their mother and I can’t do much about it.” 

Listening to Doug, I couldn’t help but think that even though he and I have struggles that are very different, the journey of parenting alone is in many ways the same. We single parents can help each other through our difficulties by talking openly about our own pain and readily listening to the concerns of others. We need each other and shouldn’t be afraid to lean on one another. My lunch with Doug showed me that sometimes just talking with someone who’s been in my shoes can remind me that I’m not alone. There is hope and healing in the fellowship of other parents. 

Each single parent has his or her unique situation, his or her own battles and frustrations. But all of us, no matter what our circumstances, deeply need God’s grace to live one day at a time. 

Barbara Schiller is the executive director of Single Parent Family Resources www.singleparentfamilyresources.com
 “Every Other Weekend,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, Nov/Dec 1999
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	Leader’s Guide - Study 3

Time for Me

Finding time for self is difficult, yet necessary.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	We know it’s important to find time for the things we enjoy; yet so much of single parenting is more duty than delight. We love our children, and we sacrifice everything for them—even our emotional health. The job, the family, the constant pressure of paying bills—all these things can drain us of the desire for a more creative life. Then one day, we blow up at the kids and wonder why.

Recreation is good for the soul. As we learn how to relax and recreate, we benefit. Playtime for Mom or Dad is also good for their children. But first, we have to examine ourselves and find out why we don’t take time for fun. 

Are we ignoring our emotional health out of fear or guilt? Do we have the attitude that we are the only ones who can meet every need for our child? Have we decided to become lifelong victims? These are some of the ideas we’ll look at in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #3

Scripture:
Psalm 27; 71; Ezekiel 36:23–36; Ephesians 4:26–32

Based on:
“Time for Myself,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, July/Aug 1998, p.52

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the article “Time for Myself” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

It’s been a long time since you’ve had any fun. Once you became a single parent, time for yourself was gone. You’re caught in a rut between working 8 to 5 and running the kids all over creation for their activities. The teachers want to talk to you about your middle child, the junior in high school needs a prom dress designed and sewn by you, and the first grader is having trouble learning to tie his sneakers. Everyone wants a piece of you, and even at church they think you should lead a group on single parenting. Use your gifts. Serve. Die to self.

But the last time you saw a real movie, popcorn was 30 cents. You don’t remember how it feels to have dreams about the future. Your clothes are outdated, because you don’t have time to shop. Other people get manicures, and you secretly envy them. You just want 15 minutes at the local coffee shop to sip a latté and read a magazine. But if you do that, life at home will fall apart and you’ll feel guilty again. 

You feel life isn’t fair, and justice happens only on television law shows.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
When was the last time you had fun? What did you do? Would you like to do it again?

[Q]
Why do you think we avoid having fun? 

· Would it make a difference to our emotional health if each member of the family had fun time? 

· Is it more important to schedule fun times with the children or without them?

[Q]
Where did you go on your last vacation? What was the best part of your time away?

· If you could go anywhere, where would it be?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Discover the root.

Gardeners know that when you pull the leaves of a dandelion, you are wasting time. To eradicate those pesky weeds, you have to get the entire root system. If you don’t get the root, the dandelion will soon grow back and destroy the beauty of the garden.

The same truth applies to our study. God intends for us to be balanced people who are moderate in all things. We have to work hard at parenting and at our jobs, but we also need to devote time to play. We buy our children toys because we know how important play is to their mental and emotional health. We also need to spend time in play.

Barbara Schiller, executive director of Single Parent Family Resources, writes, “I’m often driven by guilt. I push down my needs in order to satisfy my children’s needs.” Schiller goes on to ask the question, “Am I driven by the feeling that I need to make up for what may be lacking in their lives?”

All parents deal with guilt, usually a false sense of guilt. But if guilt is keeping us from play, it is creating an unhealthy atmosphere in our souls. 

Read Ephesians 4:26–32. 

If guilt is the culprit, the apostle Paul tells us how to deal with it. Confess. Get rid of the anger, the slander, the bitterness, and all the ugly roots. Forgive and learn to give kindness to those who have hurt you. Forgive yourself and learn to be kind to your own soul.

[Q]
Do you think guilt has kept you from play? 

· How does guilt affect your mood? 

· How can guilt grieve the Holy Spirit?

[Q]
What are other roots that can destroy your sense of fun? 

· Is fear a valid reason to keep away from play? Are you afraid of playing alone?

[Q]
How can we recognize traits of feeling like a victim? 

· Could these traits also keep us from play? How can we avoid self-pity?

[Q]
Is Christian counseling a good option? Why or why not? 

Teaching point two: Fun begins with baby steps.

After several months or even years of no play, we may find it difficult to have fun. So we’ll need to begin with tiny steps. The first step is to convince ourselves that it’s okay to play. There are no commandments against play. In fact, Jesus invited children to be around him, and kids like people who are fun. 

Read Ezekiel 36:23–36.

Notice how God provides for his people in stages. This is a passage about the restoration of Israel, and we can apply it to our lives. First, we focus on who God is and what he can do. He is the one who cleanses us from guilt, fear, or other harmful roots. Once we are clean, he gives us a new heart and a new spirit. He removes the heart of stone, the heart that cannot play. He teaches us how to obey his laws, and he saves us from anything unclean. He provides what we need so that we don’t have to wallow in worry or self-pity. He cultivates good things in us, rebuilds our lives, and restores us from the inside out. 

Once we are free from the burdens of the past, we can re-discover that unique part of us that once enjoyed life. In her book Crazy Time, Abigail Trafford writes about the importance of not getting stuck between the past and the future. She devotes one chapter to the “Emergence of Self.” Trafford declares that as we move out of the pain, real life can sneak up on us. As we accept it, we “Bring to new life a survivor’s confidence and a tourist’s vision that the world offers many different experiences. It’s just a question of deciding what you want to do.”

God gives us choices, and even though we have many responsibilities, we can also ask ourselves, “What do I really want to do?” Maybe we can spend five minutes playing a game of solitaire. Tomorrow, 10 minutes strolling around a garden. On Sunday afternoon, get a manicure. And don’t feel guilty about it.

[Q]
If you didn’t have to work, what would you like to do? 

· What is keeping you from a piece of that dream? 

· What is the first step to realizing that dream?

[Q]
What creative gifts do you have? How about composing a song, writing a poem, or painting? Do you like to journal? Maybe you have gifts that you haven’t even discovered. What creative gifts would you like to pursue?

[Q]
Who is your favorite author? Why? 

· Have you thought about joining a reading group? Or a community choir? Or becoming a master gardener? 

[Q]
Do you have debts that are keeping you from play? 

· Have you considered Crown Financial Ministries or some other type of financial counseling? 

· What financial tips have you learned that you can share with the group? 

Teaching point three: Move from surviving to thriving.

June Hunt, a biblical counselor, says the stage of thriving “Flows with deep waters of inner strength.” She suggests that we thrive by learning more about God and realizing that he is in control of our circumstances. He cares about every detail of our lives, and he knows we are in a character-building process. True thriving, Hunt writes in her Hope for the Heart Biblical Counseling Library, means “Knowing that you would not trade who you are now for who you were before the divorce” (or before the death, or before you got pregnant). 

Trafford concurs. She writes that during the emergence of self, “You are less afraid of the future … you take piano lessons, become a minister. You finally become you.”

King David adds his own comments in Psalm 71. He writes about how knowing God gives him confidence. In fact, he is so confident that he has become a marvel to many. He spends time praising God and scorning his accusers. David ends the psalm by declaring that even though he has had bitter troubles in life, God has restored him. 

Read Psalm 71. 

[Q]
What would you consider a restored life? 

· How has God already restored you? What can you praise him for?

[Q]
Have you seen character building in yourself since the divorce? 

· Have you seen it in your children? 

· Are you hopeful for the future? Why or why not?

[Q]
What fun activity would you like to plan with your children? Have you asked your children what they would like to do? 

· What is a fun activity you would like to do alone? 

· With a friend?

Optional Activity: 

Find another small group that will watch the kids in your group. Rent the movie Under the Tuscan Sun starring Diane Ladd. Everyone bring a snack and make an evening of it. After the movie, discuss the possibility of a dream trip to Tuscany. Plan another evening for an Italian meal. If there’s a “Little Italy” in your community, plan a field trip. Plan once-a-month fun activities for your group that are easy on the budget.  

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

As we learn to play, we discover a rebirthing of self. We are writing new scripts in life and carving out a niche for ourselves in the world. Although we are now rewriting our lives as singles, God is with us. As we redefine who we are, we gradually move toward hope. We can believe in the joy of living again. 

Psalm 27 is another song of King David’s that focuses on joy. He begins by declaring God as his light and his salvation. Then he remembers that he doesn’t have to be afraid. In verse 13, the king gives us a statement we can focus our lives on: “I am still confident of this: I will see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.”

[Q]
Do you believe that statement? Do you believe that God can make good come into your life again? Why or why not?

[Q]
What does it mean to have confidence in God? 

· In what areas do you feel most confident?

[Q]
Have you already seen God’s goodness in your life? Share it with the group.

Action points: 

Schedule days of joy. Most of us live by lists, planners, or some type of daily calendar. The best way to begin having fun is to write it into our schedule. Plan a day of joy. Look at your calendar for next week. Use a pen or a Sharpie to fill in some time for yourself, then find someone to watch the kids. (If you use a pencil, you’ll be tempted to erase it!) Call a friend who would like to share a day of joy with you.

Make an appointment for a free makeover. Many of the beauty counters in department stores give free makeovers. They hope you’ll buy something, but you don’t have to. You’re actually buying time and enjoyment for yourself. 

One single mother takes her journal to a garden center. Surrounded by flowers and butterflies, she writes what is on her heart. Then she prays about what she has written. She returns home enriched not only by her words, but also by being surrounded by nature.

Drive to a recreation center that provides free services. Spend 30 minutes on the treadmill or the stationary bike. Treat yourself to an iced tea with a drop of lemon.

Browse through a bookstore. Buy a latté and skim through a coffee table book. Enjoy the pictures. 

Rent a video that you’ve always wanted to see. Take it to a friend’s house and watch it together. Have a chocolate treat or a bowl of popcorn.

Drive to a miniature golf course for a few holes. Keep score and treat yourself to ice cream if you make par.

Save your quarters until you have enough for a massage. Make an appointment and totally relax.

Keep a dream jar. Every week, throw your extra change in the jar. Start saving for that vacation you really want to take.

Memorize Psalm 27:13. Start praising God for all the good things he will bring into your life. Thank him daily for his restoring power.

Consider the words of Adoniram Judson (1788–1850), a missionary to Burma. “The future is as bright as the promises of God.”

—Study by R. J. Thesman, a busy mother who takes her journal to the garden center. She has decided to plant a butterfly garden.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- Christian Parenting Today (6-session course)

- Biblical Parenting 101 (13-session course)

- Balancing Work and Home (6-session course)

- Developing the Spiritual Life of Children (6-session course)

- Teens & Sex (5-session course: one for parents, one for teens)

· At Home in Mitford, Jan Karon (Viking Penguin Group, 1996; ISBN 0-670-88225-9)
· Victor Borga Show Collection DVD (Koch Vision, 1990; UPC# 025493332599)
· God’s Joyful Surprise: Finding Yourself Loved, Sue Monk Kidd (Guideposts Associates, Inc., 1987; ISBN 0-06-064581-4) 
· Motherhood: The Guilt that Keeps on Giving, Julie Ann Barnhill (Harvest House Publishers, 2006; ISBN 10:0736915036)
· Searching for Hope, Billy Graham (Thomas Nelson, 2007; ISBN 1418516597)
· Time for Joy: Daily Affirmations, Ruth Fishel (Health Communications, 1988; ISBN 0932194826)
· Disciplines of a Godly Woman, Barbara Hughes (Crossway Books, 2006; ISBN 1581347596)
· Life Management for Busy Women, Elizabeth George (Harvest House Publishers, 2002; ISBN 0736901914)
Article

Time for Myself

Is guilt keeping you from the rest you need? 

By Barbara Schiller, for the study “Time for Me.”
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I’ve been sitting in my favorite overstuffed chair, but for how long? Wow! It’s been two hours. Where has the time gone? 

But I do feel better. I’m calmer, less anxious. How could I feel this way when the circumstances of the week haven’t changed? I realize it’s because I’ve taken time for me. 

Why had I waited so long? I smiled as I recalled my girlfriend’s cynical observation: “Guilt, Barbara. It’s the gift that goes on giving.” 

I just finished a 50-hour work week, and now I’m thinking about attending an upcoming single-adult retreat. But I feel guilty about going because I’ll have to leave my kids—again. I’m often driven by guilt. I push down my needs in order to satisfy my children’s needs—beyond a point that is healthy. Am I driven by the feeling that I need to make up for what may be lacking in their lives? My kids didn’t deserve a single-parent household, so I’ll make up for it by giving and giving and giving. 

A second reason taking time for myself is difficult is because being alone is scary. Perhaps I’ve been keeping so busy to avoid having to be alone. Maybe I don’t really want time to ponder and reflect and even dream. 

I remember the summer of 1985, when my parents arrived at my doorstep to take my children home with them for two weeks. As they drove away and I blew kisses to them, my stomach churned. It was the first time I’d been completely alone for more than a year. What was I going to do with all this free time? 

Joyfully, that event became a turning point for me. I read. I hiked. I went to the movies (alone!). I even spent time in the evening with friends without having a curfew. 

Six years later, I became even braver. I designed a week-long summer vacation just for me. Now I reflect back on that summer when I sat in the middle of a Colorado mountain meadow where wildflowers flourished. I talked with my Lord about my dreams—dreams I had the courage to share only with him. There were tears of gratitude for his unending faithfulness in my life. It was wonderful to have this precious, no-demands schedule just to be with him. My body, soul and spirit were refreshed. I was ready to face life again. 

“How nice,” you might be saying. “I wish I had parents to take my children for two weeks!” If you don’t, check if there is a family at church or a neighbor you can trust to care for your kids. You’d be surprised how much friends long to help. 

If that is still an impossibility, begin to teach your children that you need some time for yourself. If they are elementary age, take time to be alone in your room, undisturbed. Explain that you’ll come out in 30 minutes and then set the egg timer. 

If your children are younger, do something for yourself after they’re in bed. Read a good book or write a letter to a friend. Watch a favorite tv show that you taped earlier. Take a long bath. 

Jesus is our model. In the midst of his many responsibilities, he somehow found time for solitude. King David, in a time of turmoil, realized that God made him “lie down in green pastures,” leading him beside quiet waters and restoring his soul (Ps. 23:2-3). 

God calls us away so he can restore our souls. Why not heed his call today? 

Barbara Schiller is the executive director of Single Parent Family Resources www.singleparentfamilyresources.com. 
“Time for Myself,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, July/Aug 1998, p.52
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	Leader’s Guide - Study 4

Extreme Spiritual Makeover

Finding intimate time with God requires a renovation of
schedules and attitudes.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	The television is blaring with a Veggie Tales video while your laptop plays the theme for CNN. Your teenage son is practicing his drums. The twins are arguing about who is going to make the popcorn, and all you want is five minutes of complete silence. You think back to the days when you had hours for Bible study and prayer. But as a single parent, you’re now working two and a half jobs. Every moment with the kids is precious, and quiet time no longer exists.

Is it possible to have an intimate time with God in just a few moments? How can we reschedule life to carve out prayer time? Does God require an hour a day? These are the questions we will deal with in this study. 
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #4

Scripture:
Psalm 46; 51; Zephaniah 3:14–17; Philippians 4:6–9

Based on:
 “Spiritual Undisciplines,” by Jenell Williams Paris, Christianity Today, May, 2007

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the article “Spiritual Undisciplines” from Christianity Today magazine, included at the end of this study.

When we are baby Christians, we are taught the importance of the spiritual disciplines: fast, pray, study the Word of God. Excited about our new relationship with the Lord, we diligently begin. We attend Bible studies and watch videos about growing in the faith. Gradually, we do grow. We learn more about God and about the intricacies of walking with him. We may even become teachers, mentoring young believers and living out the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19–20). Soon, our bookshelves are filled with Bible atlases, notebooks filled with Bible studies, commentaries, and the latest Christian bestsellers.

Then life takes a U-turn. We are suddenly alone, with numerous responsibilities. Life has completely changed, and the time we once had for prayer has disappeared. We hit the pavement, searching for a job that will support our family and provide benefits. Because we’ve spent years doing what we wanted when we wanted, we don’t even know how to structure a day filled with several jobs, school activities, and that pesky laundry basket that’s always full. What does God expect of us now? How can we continue to grow in our faith when we can barely survive?

Discussion starters:

[Q]
How important is it to have a daily quiet time? 

· Does God require that we meet him first thing in the morning? What if we can’t? 

[Q]
Is it possible to develop such a routine of quiet time that we miss the heart of worship? What is the heart of worship?

[Q]
Would you define yourself as a Martha or a Mary: do you like to be doing rather than meditating? 

· Is it possible to find a balance between the two?

[Q]
How can we find time to pray while raising our children, working an 8-to-5 job, and volunteering at church? What type of intimacy does God require of us in today’s stressed-out world? 

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Spiritual growth happens in seasons.

Adolescents want so desperately to grow up. Boys want to stretch their legs and be able to slam dunk. Girls long to be as beautiful as the latest magazine advertisement. Then, without effort, they grow several inches taller. Their faces clear up and their voices move from soprano to bass. Growth happens in spurts, and we have trouble keeping them in the right size and label of jeans.

As the physical goes, so does the spiritual. We grow in spurts. We may have seasons where we have more time to learn about intimacy with God, and more opportunities to study and experiment with different types of prayer. Then we hit a plateau. We don’t seem to be growing or learning, because we don’t have time. We’re busy living, and our spiritual growth feels stagnant.

During the different seasons of life, the Rx for growth is patience. As we learn to adapt to a new status as single parents, our environment changes. Schedules readjust. Priorities flip-flop. We strive to be good parents and show patience to our children, but we sometimes forget to be patient with ourselves.

Growing a soul and expanding the spirit involve a lifetime of processing God’s Word, applying spiritual insights, and learning disciplines. Although we love God and want to spend time with him, we may have to wait for future growth until we move into another season.

Read Zephaniah 3:14–17.

[Q]
How do you feel God’s delight in you (v. 17)? 

· How does he quiet you with his love? 

· Can you hear him singing over you with joy? Why or why not?

[Q]
How would you describe the spiritual season you are in now? Are you bursting with new life as in spring, or are you as dormant as winter? Explain why you think you are in that season.

[Q]
Are you patient with your spiritual progress? 

· Where would you like to be, spiritually, in five years? In ten years? 

Teaching point two: We can’t all be monks.

Zephaniah 3 reminds us that God delights in spending time with us. He has taken away our punishment and turned back the enemy. Sometimes the enemy is our own schedule or the stress that keeps us from honest prayer. As our protector, God reassures us that we need not fear. He is a mighty deliverer, able to save us from ourselves and from our fearful situations. He so delights in us that his love is a peaceful and quieting presence. He loves us so much that he rejoices over us with a song. 

As the busyness of life invades every corner of our days, we might long to escape. Author Kathleen Norris did just that, then wrote a book about her experience. The Cloister Walk describes the quiet, yet industrious life within a monastery. Norris saw the value of a monastic retreat and grew as a writer during solitude. Few of us can afford the time involved in a monastic sabbatical. We have to live in reality, yet somehow find the presence of God in that reality. We can learn to hear his voice singing over us while we’re driving the kids to soccer practice, poring over tax forms, or working the night shift. 

“‘Therefore wait for me,’ declares the Lord” (Zeph. 3:8). We can’t all be like Kathleen Norris, but we can learn to wait on the Lord.

Read Psalm 46.

[Q]
What does it mean to be still and know that he is God? 

· How can we be still in a house full of children? 

[Q]
Do you have a hard time being quiet, even when the rest of the house is asleep? 

· Why do you think we are uncomfortable with silence?

[Q]
How do you feel when there are blank moments of silence in a church service? In a conversation? What do you do with those moments?

[Q]
Does your current schedule allow for any quiet time? Can you reorganize it to find 15 minutes? 

· Are you teaching your children about down time, quiet time, or personal devotions? Why or why not?

Optional Activity: 

Write your favorite verse on a 3 x 5 card. Pair up into small groups of two or three. Read the verse on your card and explain why it is your current favorite. Add the references of the other people in your group to your card. This week put the card beside your bathroom mirror. As you get ready each morning, practice saying those three verses aloud. When you meet with your group again, share how the verses helped you redefine your time with God.

Teaching point three: Redefine the spiritual disciplines.

In the next to last paragraph of the article “Spiritual Undisciplines,” Jenell Williams Paris lists the spiritual lessons she has learned while mothering her twins: endurance, humility, community, generosity, and patience. She notes, “As my daily life has become more physical and immediate, so has my experience of God.” Perhaps we can all experience the immediacy of God’s presence as we practice what Paris calls “the undisciplines.” 

Consider some of the character traits of someone you admire. Most character traits come from trial-and-error experiences, and from applying what we have learned from those experiences. Endurance is the same as perseverance—a discipline that single parents constantly practice. We persevere at working two or three jobs so that we can feed our children and pay the bills. We endure hours of standing on our feet, working for that monthly paycheck. We go to night school so that we can earn a degree and make a better life for our family.

God respects perseverance and delights in the steadfast soul. He often places us in situations where we have to wait, struggle, and persevere. It isn’t easy, but as we endure, we learn more about ourselves and the faithful obedience of Christ. He endured the cross. He persevered to the end.

Read Psalm 51. This is King David’s confession poem. We don’t often like to read it or to think about our own sins. But we can learn from this psalm, especially the verses that deal with endurance.

[Q]
How can we discover truth in the inner parts? What does it mean to have wisdom in the inmost place?

[Q]
How does God renew a steadfast spirit within us? 

· How can the willing spirit of verse 12 sustain us? 

· What does it mean to restore the joy of our salvation?

[Q]
Which spiritual disciplines do you have the most difficulty with? 

· How can we learn more about patience, endurance, and humility?

[Q]
What are some things you are doing to help you endure? 

· Can you look back and see a growth in your perseverance? 

· How is endurance teaching you patience?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Life is so different now. We only have time for the most urgent things: raising our children, working at our jobs, and paying bills. Not only are we grieving the disintegration of our dreams, but we are also missing time with the one who loves us most—God. We know deep down that he loves us and understands; still, we also know the importance of spending time with him and keeping the relationship fresh. How we would like time to stand still so we could revel in his presence and feel his graceful waves of love over us one more time.

Read Philippians 4:6–9.

When the apostle Paul encouraged the church at Philippi, he told them not to be anxious about anything, but rather to pray and give thanks. Perhaps we can also apply this to our current situation. Don’t be anxious because you don’t have as much time to spend with God as you would like. Be thankful for what you do have. Let the peace of God guard your heart and your mind. His peace is a gift. It isn’t something we can manufacture by spending hours a day in commentaries and atlases. 

As we practice verse 8 and think about noble things, lovely qualities, the importance of truth, and the value of purity, we are praising God and applying these attributes to our lives. As we put these thoughts into practice, God’s peace will increase in our hearts. He can use each tiny moment to fashion a sacred home in our souls.

Action Points: 

Redefine your time with God.

One mother of eight assigns her older children to take care of the younger ones. She makes sure they have pizza, colas, and a great DVD. Then she escapes, literally, to her closet. On her knees by the shoeboxes, she prays for her little ones and finds the strength she needs in those few sacred moments.

Another mother goes to the garage and sings praises in the car. This is her time of worship, and every night at 7 p.m., her Toyota becomes an altar.

Once a week, another busy mother disappears during supper. No one knows where she goes, but she returns with a peaceful glow on her face. Her family thinks Mom has been visiting God.

While driving to work, we can listen to CDs and tapes that teach us and strengthen us for the day ahead. During soccer practice, we can steal a few moments away to read a verse or two, crying out to the God who hears us everywhere. Piano lessons, speech and debate contests, Girl Scout meetings, Awana night at church—these are moments when we can carve out 15 minutes to be with our timeless God.

Some single parents get up early. The orange frame around a turquoise sunrise brings worship to their hearts. Other singles do better in the evening, whispering their own prayers as they help their children fall asleep. Some take advantage of the Sabbath—no work, fewer activities, 45 minutes with a good book and God.

We were created in the image of God, and we were created to need God. We can ask him what is the best time to meet and schedule it in our planners. We can request that he show us how to find extra minutes, but we should not feel condemned because we cannot do more. He understands. After all, his Son had to escape across the lake to pray. 

—Study by R. J. Thesman, who has stopped watching the evening news. This allows her 30 extra minutes to watch the sun set and worship God. 

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-The Dynamics of Spiritual Growth

-The Key to Spiritual Growth

-Spiritual Disciplines

-Spiritual Formation

-Spiritual Growth

-David’s Dance Across the Line

-Eyes Wide Open to God

-Time for God
· The Cloister Walk, Kathleen Norris (Penguin Putnam, Inc., 1996;
ISBN 1-57322-584-3)
· Quiet Time, Dag Heward-Mills (Parchment House, 2005; ISBN 9988596936)
· Invitation to Solitude and Silence: Experiencing God's Transforming Presence, Ruth Haley Barton (InterVarsity Press, 2004; ISBN 0830823867)
· The Divine Conspiracy, Dallas Willard (Harper Books – San Francisco, 1998; ISBN 0060693339)
· Quiet Times with Jesus, Jacqueline L. Loontjer (Concordia Publishing House, 2001; ISBN 0570053951)
· Cup of Comfort Devotions for Mothers, edited by James Stuart Bell and Jeanette Gardner Littleton (Adams Media, 2007; ISBN 1-59869-152-X)
· A Taste of Chicken Soup for the Mother’s Soul, Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen, Marci Shimoff and Carol Kline (Health Communications, Inc., 2005; ISBN 0-7573-0340-4)
Article

Spiritual Undisciplines

When I entered motherhood, my traditional spiritual life became impossible, thank God.
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By Jenell Williams Paris, for the study “Extreme Spiritual Makeover”

A lifelong evangelical, I once believed that my daily quiet time dialed the only number God answers. In urban ministry as a young adult, I came to see the active life of service as another spiritual practice. My current church, a postmodern “emergent” congregation, encourages ancient Christian spiritual disciplines such as contemplative prayer and lectio divina. My faith has been enriched through these diverse practices, but they have never replaced my quiet times with God. 

Becoming a mother, however, ruined my ability to be disciplined about spirituality. As I write this, my twins are two months old, and my initial sense of life with children is that everything is going to be rearranged, including the way I seek intimacy with God. 

Spiritual disciplines that have been important to me are no longer possible, at least not in these early months of my babies’ lives. I could only walk a labyrinth if its paths were wide enough for my double stroller. Anything approaching silence or solitude puts me to much-needed sleep. Pilgrimage? Only if I could bring along a pack-n-play, diaper bag, and washing machine. Even church gatherings have been crossed off the family calendar, because our boys were born prematurely and must avoid crowds for a while.

Many of the spiritual disciplines were developed by monastics who valued regularity and solitude; words like order and rule describe them. Family life, while no less holy than monastic life, makes consistent order impossible. The wild rhythm of parenting persuades me that monastic life cannot provide the only model for spiritual discipline. In fact, some seasons of life may be better suited for spiritual undiscipline. In contrast to the stability of monasticism, motherhood offers a catch-as-catch-can spirituality. I’m doing just that, and I’m catching more than I thought possible.

Spiritual Indulgence 

Though breastfeeding will never be considered a standard spiritual practice, it’s the most disciplined thing I’ve ever done. The boys have been taking their meals every three hours, around the clock, for nine weeks. That’s about a thousand feedings so far, with no end in sight. In these early weeks of my boys’ lives, I don’t meet with friends for prayer, read devotional books, or enjoy quiet times. Instead, breastfeeding is my daily office, giving structure to my spiritual life.

This spirituality is not ascetic. Many say that spirituality is about denying the flesh, but nursing moms like me indulge it. Along with my babies, I like the softness of blankets and bodies. I sniff my boys’ scents and stroke their backs while they nurse. I encourage them to stuff themselves and become plump. I, too, eat as much as I please, packing in calories to maintain my milk supply. In an attempt to deny himself and seek God, the desert father Simon the Stylite lived on a small platform high in the sky for decades, reputedly subsisting on water and grass. In contrast to this asceticism, my boys and I revel in the comforts of life: milk, warmth, sleep, and touch. Feeding babies is a reminder to indulge the senses, to “taste and see that the Lord is good” (Ps. 34:8). 

Though his spiritual practice was unusual and mine is mundane, both Simon the Stylite and I observe self-denial, a virtue that is just one side of a coin. Motherhood requires a daily denial of good things I once considered essential: adequate sleep, uninterrupted reading time, and leisurely meals, to name just a few. Desert fathers spoke of crushing sin through rigorous self-denial. But for women raised to be caretakers, self-denial can be all too easy and even harmful. Social and family expectations often result in women negating the self before they’ve even formed a self. Over time, such warped self-denial leads to jealousy, anger, and manipulation as women assert their squished selves in any which way.

Though babies require me to practice self-denial, I also insist on self-care. Asking for help every day—and at this point, I can’t make it through even eight hours solo—is at least as difficult as self-denial. I’m beginning to see it as a spiritual practice. Like many evangelical girls, I was raised for domestic labor, raised to be a cheerful giver and never a taker. I thought I’d be Supermom, the woman who does everything for her children and husband, while asking nothing for herself. In the colicky evening hours, however, when two babies are crying at the same time and I’m beginning to cry myself, I just can’t do it all. Asking for help, both when I’m at my wit’s end and when I just want a break, preserves my health and strengthens my community. It draws my husband into the inner circle of baby care, a sanctum from which dads too often are excluded. It brings friends and family members into my babies’ lives in meaningful ways. And it allows me to snatch some sleep—and occasionally even a walk or a shower. Self-care is the inverse of asceticism, but it may be a feminine counterpoint to pride-crushing self-denial. When done for the right reasons, both self-denial and self-care are sanctifying.

Women’s Work

The spiritual value of women’s work has been given little credence in Western Christianity. As in ancient Greece, men are still often seen as more capable of sustained philosophical and theological reflection, while women are tied to earth in the messy physical work of childbearing and raising. In Breathing Space, Lutheran pastor Heidi Neumark describes her friend’s first interview with a church committee. Members of the committee were concerned that the woman’s mothering would get in the way of her pastoring. The candidate’s reproductive giftedness was cast in competitive terms against her spiritual giftedness, and the church wanted only the spiritual goods. 

If this spirit-body dualism were true, then mothers of babies and young children would have to put their spiritual growth on hold until they were able to seek God in quiet study, silent prayer, and uninterrupted conversation. For their part, male theologians and pastors would also have to maintain a false separation of family life from spiritual life. Augustine, for instance, left us to speculate about how his experience of fatherhood fit with his theology of women. Though the tradition of elevating the esoteric over the experiential continues, parenting offers both women and men an opportunity to integrate living their faith with thinking and speaking of it.

I’ve been influenced by the dualist tradition enough to fear it’s true. But when I look down at my suckling sons, there’s no doubt in my mind that this is holy work. In contrast to her friend’s experience, Neumark was interviewed by an inner city Puerto Rican church committee. They also asked questions about mothering and pastoring, but with a tone of anticipation instead of anxiety: “ ‘Pastor, when are you and Gregorio going to start a family?’ Instead of seeing pregnancy and childbirth as inconveniences and obstacles to job performance, they considered motherhood a natural and joyful part of life that they hoped I would share.” Church folk got what they asked for: concurrent opportunities to receive Neumark’s leadership and to support her through pregnancies and early motherhood.

Mothering teaches me that spirituality is not only about folding hands and closing eyes. As my daily life has become more physical and immediate, so has my experience of God.  My favorite undiscipline, nursing, offers me reason to sit in a glider rocker for eight hours a day, one or another babe at breast. This sitting—a meditation of sorts—encourages generosity and patience that I hope will bless my sons and others I encounter. Changing a hundred diapers each week cultivates endurance; crankiness can nurture quick forgiveness; exhaustion calls for humility and community. And, best of all, babies themselves provide unlimited chances to live in gratitude and joy. Practicing conventional disciplines, when we’re able, prepares us to simply practice the presence of God—to borrow a phrase from Brother Lawrence—in seasons of life filled with disorder. 

The Benedictine rule describes its purpose as “seeking the grace of God with the help of many brothers.” As a married woman with children, my spirituality looks little like that of a monk, but I seek the same grace. I do it with the help of two wee brothers, Oliver and Wesley. And though the life of my spirit as I’ve known it is impoverished, I feel rich. I’ll see a spiritual director, read the Psalms, and enjoy solitude again as soon as I get the chance. For now, I’m practicing the spiritual undisciplines.

—Jenell Williams Paris’s twins are now 20 month old. These reflections were written two months after their birth. Paris is associate professor of anthropology at Bethel University and the author of Urban Disciples (Judson, 2000) and Birth Control for Christians (Baker, 2003).

 “Spiritual Undisciplines” by Jenell Williams Paris, Christianity Today, May, 2007

[image: image23.png]


[image: image5.jpg]Christian Parenting
Bible Study Course




	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Leader’s Guide - Study 5

Trying Love Again

Dating again requires thought, courage, and a sense of adventure
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Your heart beats a little faster as you look in the mirror. You dab on a little extra cologne. You’re getting ready for a date. You’ve been through the toughest years of your life, and this feels like a new beginning. But are you ready to walk into a new relationship?

What if this person turns out to be no better than your first partner? Are you repeating the mistakes of the past? Have you learned enough, grieved enough, grown strong enough? Is it worth the risk?

Perhaps the answer is in Deuteronomy 33:26–27: “There is no one like the God of Jeshurun, who rides on the heavens to help you and on the clouds in his majesty. The eternal God is your refuge and underneath are the everlasting arms … .”

In this study, we’ll look at questions surrounding the issue of dating and discover some everlasting promises.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Lesson #5

Scripture:
Deuteronomy 33:26–27; Psalm 37; 63; Isaiah 54; Luke 14:28–32

Based on:
“Walking the Tightrope,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, Sept/Oct 1999, p. 62

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the article “Walking the Tightrope” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

Are you ready to jump back in? It sounds like a good idea, because the loneliness is a constant heartache. Your friends and family are pushing you: “When are you going to get out there?” “It’s time to move on.” “Don’t the kids need two parents?”

But something about the timing just doesn’t seem right. Maybe you need more therapy, another dose of in-your-face counseling. Or maybe you’re just afraid of what’s out there—who’s out there. Maybe there are some unresolved issues about your singleness and you’re just not ready for another relationship.

On the other hand, this might be the right time to test yourself. Even if nothing comes of it, at least you’ll get a free meal or a cup of coffee. You might actually enjoy it, and you might make a new friend. Perhaps the other person is just as scared as you are.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Is there a time frame for dating again? Do some people heal faster than others? Does healing depend on how long you were with your first partner?

[Q]
What if you’ve been married twice—do you try again? Is it possible to have success after several times at the altar? Is it possible to deeply love more than one person in a lifetime?

[Q]
What kind of trust is involved in renewing dating relationships? 

[Q]
Are there qualities we should look for before we go on a date? 

[Q]
Is the first date just a test?

[Q]
What about internet match-up services? Are they legit? Can we trust them? What if we go online but still don’t find Tom Hanks or Meg Ryan?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: First, we heal.

In her book Crazy Time, author Abigail Trafford writes, “Many people enter a second marriage before they have time to recover psychologically from the first relationship. Unfortunately, that may mean they are programmed to repeat the patterns of the past.”

Living alone is scary, especially for middle-aged people who are suddenly without a mate. The children look to us for security, but we feel too scared to be their rock solid foundation. So we may be tempted to jump immediately into the dating pool, only to find ourselves splashing around in more insecurity. Since many second marriages break up within five years, we need to be careful. The only thing worse than divorce is another divorce.

Dr. Myles Munroe states, “If you get remarried and you’re still hurting, you are taking your hurt into another relationship, and that is going to become the foundation of the relationship, which is faulty.”

It takes time to heal, and every situation is different. People who were with their partners for only a few years have less baggage and memories to sort through than those who passed their silver anniversary. Dating should not be the antidote for our pain. We need to wait for healing, work through those battered emotions, and let time help us mourn our loss. Our children also need time to heal. Introducing a new person into the home too soon can fracture their need for comfort and structure.

[Q]
Why is it so hard to wait? 

· How long should we give ourselves before we date again? 

· How do we know if we’re ready? What are the symptoms of a healed heart?

[Q]
What is the difference between the fantasy of “happily-ever-after” and the reality of human relationships? 

· Is it possible to completely leave behind the memories of past relationships? Why or why not?

[Q]
What have you learned about yourself in this waiting time? 

· What have you realized about your first relationship? 

· How do you want it to be different this time?

· Read Psalm 37.

[Q]
How can we commit our way to the Lord regarding dating? 

· Will he really give us the desire of our heart—a godly mate we can trust? If not, what does this mean?

Leader’s Note: This is one of those “danger passages” that can be used to build up false hope. Obviously, it’s not true that God will give every single parent a godly mate they can trust. But God will give us each a perfect relationship with the One who understands us perfectly and loves us unconditionally. God himself satisfies the “desires of our heart.”

[Q]
What is the justice of your cause? How has God shown justice to you?

[Q]
What does it mean to be still before the Lord? 

· Is it possible to wait without fretting? 

· Does God teach us how to wait during long periods of inactivity, or does he sometimes allow immediate gratification? 

· What does it mean to inherit the land in your dating life?

Psalm 37 is a psalm about wisdom, about choosing the wisest course and waiting for God’s timing. It contrasts the consequences of a righteous life with a wicked one. This psalm also focuses on the presence of God, always there to guide his children, to deliver them, and to help them make wise choices. It is a psalm of hope, reminding us that “There is a future for the man of peace” (v. 37b).

Optional Activity:

Make a list of the top 10 qualities you seek in a date/mate. Break into pairs and share the list with your partner. Check to see whether each quality is biblical. For example, is financial security a biblical principle? Is generosity something a godly person would practice? What about control issues? 

Take the list home with you. Each time you accept a date, check your list before and after the date. Review your list with a friend. Decide if you need to re-evaluate your list or dump the date before things get too serious.

Teaching point two: Staying single is okay.

We were made for relationship, and isolation is one of the most difficult aspects of being single. We need to be in community with other people who share some of the same interests, goals, and principles. But loneliness can become our driving force, pushing us into harmful relationships or unwise choices. One of the biggest turn-offs is a person who is desperately seeking a mate. We may understand it, but we don’t need to model it.

The person who has truly healed is ready to accept a new life, but that life doesn’t have to include another mate. Many single people are content and have no desire to risk that contentment by inviting a mate into their space. Singles have the opportunity to serve God and use their gifts without having to worry about the needs of a spouse. The apostle Paul realized the value of remaining single, and several single women supported the ministry of Jesus. Single people can redefine themselves and discover a new life of adventure without living in a fantasy world, waiting for perfect love. 

In her Biblical Counseling Keys, June Hunt explains that every person has three inner needs: the need for love, for significance, and for security. “Most people are looking for someone to meet those inner needs,” Hunt writes. “But this will never happen. God did not create one person to meet all our needs … he wants us to allow him to be our own true need-meeter.”

It is possible to learn how to live alone and let God meet our need for companionship. Statistically, most women will spend some part of their lives alone. We can learn to be content, no matter what our marital status. Then we can let God determine what that status should be.

Read Psalm 63.

[Q]
Is it possible to have all our emotional needs met by God? What do we need from people?

· What does it mean to thirst and long for God? How is God’s love better than life?

[Q]
How can we nurture our souls to be satisfied with God? 

· How can we praise him, even when we’re lonely?

[Q]
What does it mean to remember God and think of him in the watches of the night? Do you wake up crying or praising?

The soul is the home of our emotions, the part of us that most defines our character and personality. Yet that soul can become an empty hole if we don’t fill it with some type of relationship. King David knew that the best relationship was within the presence of his God—the one place where he could find satisfaction and comfort. He gives us the secret to a happy relationship in this psalm.

[Q]
How are you clinging to God? 

· What is the best part of your relationship with God? 

· What is the part that puzzles you? 

· Is it possible to be truly intimate with God?

Teaching point three: Let God decide.

Disney’s Snow White warbled the hope of single women when she sang, “Someday my prince will come … .” But only in fairy tales do we have a happily-ever-after ending. Snow White’s prince did come, the wicked stepmother was destroyed, and the dwarfs ate three delicious meals every day. But then the movie ended, the credits rolled, and the lights came on.

Actually, our prince has come. Jesus is the Prince of Peace, and as heirs with him, we can have the best of all relationships. But sometimes, we also want a flesh and blood relationship—that special man or woman who will understand our need for a trustworthy companion. The Prince of Peace is still the one we need to approach about the subject. He knows whether or not the timing is right and who that special person should be.

Hunt addresses the issue of timing when she writes, “Wonderful marriages are built between people who have never dated until the time designated by God arrives. God has his perfect will for your life whether single or married. As you focus on deepening your relationship with the Lord, he will orchestrate your life and bring about that which will fulfill the deepest desires of your heart.”

Reread Psalm 37:3–7. Notice the following action words: trust, dwell, delight, commit, be, and wait. These words become the formula for letting God decide. As we trust in him, we can dwell in peace. We learn to delight in the Lord as we commit each moment to him. Trusting helps us learn to be still and wait for his perfect timing and choice. 

Read through Isaiah 54 and highlight all the positive attributes of a life lived in commitment to the Lord. Notice how God promises to care for us with deep compassion and everlasting kindness. Although our mountains have been shaken by becoming single parents, God’s unfailing love will never be shaken. He will never remove his covenant of peace from us. What he does remove is our fear, shame, and reproach. If we let him, he truly becomes our husband as well as our maker.

[Q]
How does Isaiah 54 give you hope? 

· What are the promises in this chapter that you can hang on to? 

· Have you already seen some of these promises fulfilled?

[Q]
How have you been distressed in spirit? 

· How has the rejection of divorce and singleness made you feel? 

· If you decide to date again, how are you hoping a relationship will change these feelings?

[Q]
Is it possible to consider God as your husband? 

· How does God meet your daily needs? 

· What vindication have you seen from God?

[Q]
Are you willing to stay single if you can serve God better alone? 

· How do you plan to deal with loneliness? 

· With financial struggles? 

· With parenting issues?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

In The Purpose-Driven Life, Rick Warren writes, “Fear-driven people often miss great opportunities because they’re afraid to venture out. Instead they play it safe, avoiding risks and trying to maintain the status quo. Fear is a self-imposed prison that will keep you from becoming what God intends for you to be.”

We can date because we fear aloneness, or we can refuse to date because we are afraid of the risk. Either way, fear is the emotion that controls us. Faith is the opposite of fear, and we exhibit faith when we trust God with our dating decisions. 

Read Luke 14:28–32. Consider these two parables about careful planning. One points out the importance of counting the cost before beginning a building project. The other describes a king who sends out a delegation, hoping to avoid war. Both stories underline the importance of careful thought before any action is taken.

The following tips regarding dating and remarriage come from authors who have been through it themselves, from trained counselors, and from experts quoted on the internet. Consider these tips and discuss them in your group.

1. Do not place marriage on a pedestal next to God.

2. Do not use singleness as an excuse to not get on with the incredible business of living.

3. Do not neglect the most important person in your life next to God—you.

4. Do not subject your heart to foolish choices.

5. Do not date immediately after the crises of divorce, death, loss of job, or moving.

6. Think twice before introducing your children to someone new.

7. Meet your date somewhere other than your home.

8. Be engaged at least six months before you get married.

9. Remember that great love and great achievements involve great risk.

10. Marry a person you love to talk to. As you get older, their conversational skills will be as important as any other.

11. When you say, “I love you,” mean it.

12. A relationship involves a significant investment of time and effort.

13. Remember that if you fall, your heavenly Father will catch you.

Action Point: Thinking about the three teaching points—taking time to heal, being okay with staying single, and letting God decide—which one do you think you need the most help with, and why? Ask the group to pray for you in this area. 

—R.J. Thesman lives in Kansas and is learning to be content while alone. She does, however, have a thriving relationship with two cats.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Divorce Recovery (6-session course)

-Courtship, Dating, & Purity (Devotions by Christian Musicians)

-Dealing with Divorce

-Remarriage & Blended Families (6-session course)

· The Complete Divorce Recovery Handbook, John Splinter (Zondervan, 1992; ISBN 0310573912)
· Changes that Heal: How to Understand Your Past to Ensure a Healthier Future, Dr. Henry Cloud (Zondervan, 1995; ISBN 0310214637)
· Boundaries in Dating, Dr. Henry Cloud and Dr. John Townsend (Zondervan, 2000; ISBN 0310200342)
· The Unguide to Dating: A He Said/She Said on Relationships, Camerin Courtney and Todd Hertz (Baker, 2005; ISBN 0800730763)
· How to Avoid the 10 Mistakes Single Women Make, Michelle McKinney Hammond (Harvest House Publishers, 2006; ISBN 978-0-7369-1391-1)
· A New Dating Attitude: Getting Ready for the Mate God Has for You, Dr. Susan D. Johnson Cook (Zondervan, 2001; ISBN 0310235324)
· Dating and Waiting: Looking for Love in All the Right Places, William Risk (Kregel Publications, 2000; ISBN 0825435811)
· If I Gained the World, Linda Nichols (Bethany, 2003; ISBN 0764227289)
· Divorce and Remarriage Made Beautiful in His Time, Don E. Cunningham (Tate Publishing & Enterprises, 2006; ISBN 1-5988654-8-X)

Article

Walking the Tightrope

I was struggling to balance my career and my kids. Was I ready to add romance, too?
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By Barbara Schiller, for the study “Trying Love Again”

My kids couldn’t wait to see the Ringling Brothers’ Barnum & Bailey Circus, but I was a nervous wreck. Ray, a man I had been dating for several months, had come with us. This was my first “real” long-term dating relationship since my divorce, and I finally mustered the courage to have Ray meet my kids. 

As we entered the auditorium, my son, Nik, reached for Ray’s hand. Instantly, all the “what-ifs” of dating as a single parent came rushing to my mind. What if this dating relationship doesn’t develop into what I desire? What if I simply don’t have the emotional energy to make it work? What if the kids become emotionally attached to Ray but I don’t want to date him anymore? 

Back in the center ring, a clown began spinning plates on long poles. He kept running back and forth to keep them all twirling. Yep. That’s me! Dating had become another “plate” for me to spin. Like the clown, I ran, slipped and fell in my awkward attempts to keep all my plates moving. The effort was exhausting. 

In the ring to the right, I watched a man walking a tightrope. Like him, I was trying to balance my career, my kids and my social life. I stared at him and held my breath. There was no safety net below him. I sighed and prayed silently, Lord, where would I be without your net? Deuteronomy 33:27 spoke to my soul: “The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms.” Yet even though we cross life’s highwire with God’s safety net below, our days are filled with risk-taking adventures. Dating is one of them, and watching this circus performer walk along the tightrope reminded me of my own tenuous emotional footing. 

In the ring to the left, a woman jumped from horse to horse, landing solidly on each one. What precision! What trust! The hours of practice she had put in with each horse were obvious. Dating requires a similar level of commitment. A relationship won’t deepen emotionally or spiritually without a significant investment of time and effort. As a working mother who already felt tapped out at the end of the day, I had to ask myself, Am I willing to make that investment? 
Later that night, I tucked Nik into bed. “Mom, I want a daddy,” he said. “Sweetie, you already have one.” “No, Mom, I want a daddy that lives here every day. Can Ray be my daddy?” I held Nik’s hands and squeezed them as tears filled my eyes. “I know you miss having Daddy in our house, and it has been very hard, but Mommy isn’t ready to be married again. I need time. I think all of us do.” 

As I closed my son’s door behind me, I realized I wasn’t ready to join the dating circus—at least not right then. I didn’t have the time or the energy. Most importantly, my children needed me to focus on them for a time. Suddenly Luke 14:28 made sense: “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it?” It became obvious my “tower” would have to be completed at another time. 

Over the past 15 years, certain guiding principles have helped me make healthier dating decisions: 1) Don’t date after a crisis (e.g. divorce, death, loss of job, moving). Everyone in the family needs time to adjust to change, sometimes up to two years. 2) Think twice before introducing your children to someone new. Young children can attach quickly and older children can resent someone else taking up your time and attention. Meet your date somewhere other than your home until you’re sure the relationship will last. 3) Only the parent should discipline the children. If your date is frustrated by your parenting decisions, that needs to be discussed away from the children. 

Dating as a single parent is never simple. But as in all things, we can trust that our Heavenly Father is holding out his loving arms to catch us when we fall. 

—Barbara Schiller is the executive director of Single Parent Family Resources www.singleparentfamilyresources.com. 

“Walking the Tightrope,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, Sept/Oct 1999, p. 62
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	Leader’s Guide - Study 6

Little Blessings

Although parenting alone is a challenge, there is no greater blessing than having children.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Dried jelly permanently sticks to the refrigerator handle, the upstairs bathroom smells like dirty diapers, and three bicycles block the driveway. The teenager broke curfew again and refuses to repent. You are completely frazzled by your own flesh and blood. Then someone decides to give you a Bible study about the joys of parenting. Yeah, right!

We laugh at the irony of these words, but the fact is, we’re right in the middle of parenting the most frustrating people on earth—carbon copies of ourselves. So how do we do it with grace and humor? How do we raise our kids and enjoy the process? We’ll look at the issues in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #6

Scripture:
Psalm 18; Ecclesiastes 3; Matthew 6:25–34; Ephesians 1:1–16

Based on:
“Here and Now,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, Sept/Oct 2000, p.22

PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the article “Here and Now” from Christian Parenting Today magazine (included at the end of this study).

In her book Crazy Time, Abigail Trafford writes, “Many men and women say they feel closer to their children through divorce. That’s because you are sharing a critical period of your life with them. … In the honest sharing of daily events, you build a real closeness.”

All of us love our children. We know they are gifts to us from a loving God. But parenting alone was not in our plan. The shock of being single, dealing with our own grief, feeding everyone, and keeping the family in sneakers can overwhelm us. We just want to stop the insanity and have a few hours alone. But we also know our children need strong parenting as never before. They need us to be their rock solid foundation, to give them hope, and to help them work through their own grief.

We want to be wonderful parents. We long to find that happy TV family living within our own four walls. But how do we enjoy our precious kids when we’re so sad? How do we even begin to find joy in parenting? How do we find the energy we need when all we can focus on is our own pain? We do it through perseverance. We just keep breathing and living, one day at a time.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Are you feeling closer to your children now that you are single? Why or why not?

· Do you find yourself needing them as much as they need you? Explain.

[Q]
Is it possible to enjoy this emotional place you are in? 

· What are some ways you are trying to stay strong for your kids? 

· What are some ways you feel like a failure?

[Q]
How are your children growing in character? 

· How are you growing as a parent? 

· Are you seeing any positive benefits from being a single parent?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Keep a thankful heart.

How does it feel when your boss is constantly crabby, complaining about every little thing? “The reports aren’t done on time. The mail is late again. When is corporate going to send us more help?”

Doesn’t it feel better when your boss is more positive about work? “Thanks for getting these reports done. I appreciate how you bring the mail on time. We’re so grateful that corporate sent you to help us.”

A positive attitude lifts the burdens from our hearts and helps us make it through each day. Parenting is hard work, more difficult than any 8 to 5 job, because it involves those little kiddos we love so much. We are forever bonded to the workstation of parenting, and our cubicle is our home. If we make it a thankful place, everybody inside the cubicle will be uplifted, including the boss—you.

Read Ephesians 1:1–16.

Paul begins this section just as he begins many books—with grace and peace—two qualities we want in our homes and lives. Paul goes on to praise God for the spiritual blessings we have in Christ. God chose us before the creation of the world. In love he adopted us, and we give him pleasure. He has lavished on us the riches of his kingdom—wisdom, understanding, and purpose. He has sealed us with the Holy Spirit and guaranteed our inheritance.

Paul reminded the Ephesians of all their blessings in Christ, then he wrapped his praise with a bow of thanksgiving, “I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers.”

When we parent with a thankful heart, we begin each day by praying for our children. We thank God for gracing our lives with them. We see them as gifts, created in the image of God. It gives us pleasure to know they have been entrusted to us. We spend money on them, because we want to meet their needs, but also because that’s one way we show our love. We encourage them in their music lessons, their schoolwork, and their dates. We build them up with the positive character traits we see in them, and we never stop finding joy in what God is doing in their lives.

[Q]
What are some of the positive character traits you see in your children? 

· When was the last time you told them about these traits? 

· What are some of the positive traits in your family tree? Have you shared those historical insights with your children?

[Q]
How are you praying for your children? Do you keep a prayer journal for each child? 

· Have you ever shared your prayers with your children? How might it encourage them to hear what you pray for them?

[Q]
What are some practical ways you can praise each child? 

· Health experts say that kids need lots of hugs to be healthy. How hug-healthy is your home?

[Q]
What are some ways you have not kept a thankful heart?  

[Q]
Have you thought about starting a prayer group, with the theme of praying for your children?

Consider this three-part suggestion: Be anxious for nothing. Be prayerful in everything. Be thankful always.

Optional Activity:

Have a family conference at the end of every week. Ask each child to state his or her favorite activity of the week. Make a family scrapbook of these favorite activities, letting each child write about or draw their favorite activity. Copy the stories and illustrations into a memory scrapbook for each child. Share a page from the memory book with your group or a friend.

When you feel frustrated or frazzled by the demands of parenting, look through the family scrapbook. Give thanks for each child and each activity. Ask God to help you keep these memories in your soul, rather than focusing on the frustrations. Spend time praising God for happy family times.

Teaching point two: Take time to laugh.

Experts point out that we change physiologically when we laugh. We stretch different muscles on the face and throughout the body; our pulse and blood pressure go up and we breathe faster, sending more oxygen to our tissues. Laughter is like a mild workout. It boosts the heart rate and clears the mind. It even burns calories. Ten to fifteen minutes of laughter burns 50 calories.

One study of people with diabetes discovered the effects of laughter on blood sugar levels. After eating a normal meal, the group attended a lecture. The next day, the group ate the same meal, and then watched a comedy. Afterwards, they tested their blood sugar levels. After the comedy, levels were lower than after the lecture.

Laughter relieves stress in our bodies and in our homes. One single mom invested in a set of Victor Borga tapes to relieve the stress between herself and her teen. As they laughed together, they began to enjoy life again and found enough energy and courage for another day. Borga was a concert pianist and comedian who toured the world, playing classical pieces accompanied by a full orchestra. But he did it with such flair and humor that audiences clamored for seats at his concerts. Borga’s famous verbal punctuation skit is a classic. As this single mom and her teen found out, the laughter caused by Borga’s antics relieved stress, helped them sleep better, and made them want to spend time together.

Read Ecclesiastes 3.

The first eight verses are the famous “season” verses. “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven.” One of the seasons or times includes laughter. During the season of death or divorce, there is enough time for mourning and sadness. We can sometimes feel like we’ll be weeping forever. 

Come out from under that cloud and laugh. Do whatever you need to do to bring laughter back into your house. Your children need it. You need it.

Solomon continues the theme in verse 12, “I know that there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live.” Choose to be happy. Help your children learn happiness again by allowing them the freedom and opportunities to laugh.

In the Kansas City Star, Julie Adam wrote a commentary on finding the joy of being a mom. As a young widow, she felt stuck in her grief. It was her child who reminded her that she needed to be happy again. Adam writes, “I woke up to the fact that I wasn’t stuck with my children; I was blessed with them. … We started to do more things that brought us together: played games, went fishing, rode roller coasters, traveled to places we’d never been, but most of all, we laughed.”

[Q]
What are some of the fun things you like to do with your children? What makes you laugh?

[Q]
When was the last time you had a gut-splitting, tear-jerking time of laughter? How did it make you feel? 

[Q]
What is the difference between a fun laugh and a bitter laugh? 

· Which one do you do most often? 

· Can you laugh when you spill something, when you trip, when you look down at your feet in church and discover you have on two different shoes?

[Q]
Share a humorous book you’ve read. 

· Have you tried reading one to your children? 

Optional Activity: Browse through the children’s library and check out some fun books. Read one to your children tonight—even if your children are teenagers. Read it with a smile on your face and laughter in your voice. You’ll feel better, and so will your kids.

Teaching point three: Live in the moment.

How many times have people told you, “They grow up so fast”? That’s hard to believe when you’re deep into the diaper-toddler-terrible two’s stage. But it’s true. Just look at the baby’s scrapbook, and see how much he has grown. Ponder your daughter’s Girl Scout picture. How has she changed? 

In a few short years, your nest will be empty, and you’ll be longing for the moments you are experiencing right now. You’ll always wish you had more time to attend school plays, cheer at baseball games, or check out books together at the library. Each moment right now is precious, not only for you, but also for your children. 

In this study’s accompanying article, Barbara Schiller writes, “Here I sit in a quiet house, wondering how time could have possibly passed by so quickly. … Those days of rushing are behind me. And the truth is, I miss them terribly.” Many parents going through the empty nest syndrome would concur. 

Read Matthew 6:25–34.

In the greatest oration of all time, Jesus taught the Sermon on the Mount. He reminded the people not to worry about food, clothing, or provisions. Worry cannot change anything and being anxious about tomorrow does not make tomorrow any easier. Jesus encouraged the people to think about the lilies, to consider how carefully God dressed each flower. Since God took such pains to clothe the lilies, he will certainly meet the needs of his children. Even today, thousands of years later, God knows exactly what we need and the correct timing in which to provide it.

Instead of worrying, Jesus said, “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you.” In other words, live in the moment and enjoy what God has given you. Look around at his earthly creation and realize that someday in the kingdom of righteousness, everything will be yours.

[Q]
How can concentrating on the kingdom teach us to live in the moment? 

· What type of kingdom qualities would you like to be showing your children?

[Q]
Can you recall an example of God’s direct provision for you and your children? Share it with your group. 

· What types of provision are you currently praying about?

[Q]
How does keeping a thankful heart relate to living in the moment? 

· What are some of the special moments you have shared with your children this week? 

· How do you plan to preserve those memories?

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Psalm 18 is known as one of the deliverance psalms. It has been used as a daily reminder of God’s power for people going through depression or deep trials. When we walk through the valley of divorce, death, or abandonment, we feel as if the trial is greater than we can bear. It’s hard to find sunshine in every day, but our children didn’t ask for this trial any more than we did. As the parent, it’s our responsibility to be an example of thanksgiving, humor, and joy in the moment.

Our children become who we are. To soar above our circumstances, we have to summon every ounce of strength that we have. Most of us will discover that we have more gumption than we ever thought possible. Our children give us motivation for getting out of bed, working at those stressful jobs, and doing all our daily tasks. We find ourselves trusting in the Lord more than before, because we have to. Human reserves just can’t do it. Late at night, when we’re kneeling beside our beds, we may feel powerless to face the next day. That’s when we need to remind ourselves whose we are and who is watching us walk through each moment.

Psalm 18 gives us insights into how to move into a place of strength and character. Verses 16–19 remind us that God does not leave us to flounder around in our pain. He rescues us from the deep waters of bitterness, chaos, and fear. Even though lawyers or an angry ex may confront us, God will be our supporting rock. He will bring us into a spacious place of blessing and joy.

Verses 25–28 reveal cause and effect. As we are faithful to God and to our family, God is faithful to us. As we strive to be holy, we learn more about the holiness of God. As we keep our minds and hearts pure, God reveals more of his purity to us. God loves a humble heart, and he saves those who practice the bold humility of meekness. Our children will observe the character traits that make us who we are, and they will mirror them.

Nobody ever said it would be easy. Single parenting is probably the hardest place you will ever be, but you’re not alone in it. Verses 30–36 describe all the ways God is with you: showing you the perfect way to go, protecting you with his shield, being your refuge, arming you with strength, and enabling you for every day’s battles. He is the one who will sustain you and teach you how to enjoy those little ones you call your own. Remember that you are his, and as much as you love your kids, God loves you (and them) more.

Action Point: Pray through Psalm 18, giving God praise for who he is and what he wants to do for you.

—R.J. Thesman writes from Kansas where she is struggling to accept the empty nest and actually misses hearing her son practice his drums.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

- Christian Parenting Today (6-session course)

- Biblical Parenting 101 (13-session course)

- Balancing Work and Home (6-session course)

- Developing the Spiritual Life of Children (6-session course)

- Teens & Sex (5-session course: one for parents, one for teens)

· Come Look with Me: Enjoying Art with Children, Gladys S. Blizzard (Charlesbridge Publishing, 2003; ISBN 0934738769)
· The Kids’ Multicultural Cookbook: Food and Fun Around the World – Ages 4-10, Deanna F. Cook (Ideals Publications, 1995; ISBN 0913589918)
· Chicken Soup for the Kid’s Soul 2: Read Aloud or Read Alone Character-Building Stories for Kids Ages 6-10, Irene Dunlap, Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen (Health Communications, 2006; ISBN 0757304052)
· Living with Your Teenager and Enjoying It: A Parent’s Handbook, Howard R. Bingham (Hawkes Publishing, 1981; ISBN 0890361592)
· Love Your Teens…They’ll Love You Back! A Simple Guide to Enjoying Your Teenagers, Inger Lundgren Schmutz (Creative Publishing, 2004; ISBN 0974483313)
· Parenting with Fire: Lighting Up the Family with Passion and Inspiration, Shmuley Boteach (Penguin Group, 2006; ISBN 0-451-21977-5)

· Are We Having Fun Yet? The 16 Secrets of Happy Parenting, Maryann Bucknum Bainley and Kay Willis (Warner Books, 1997; 
ISBN 0-446-67345-5)

Article

Here and Now

Even when life feels frantic, don’t forget to stop and enjoy the moment.

By Barbara Schiller, for the study “Little Blessings”
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If there’s one word that describes the life of a single parent, it’s hectic. Even though my kids are older now, it doesn’t take much for me to remember that feeling of having too much to do and far too little time to do it. I thought I’d never have a moment of rest again. But here I sit in a quiet house, wondering how time could have possibly passed by so quickly.

I remember one typical week when I thought I’d lose what little remained of my sanity.

“Mom, you went to Noël’s stuff last week. You have to go to my pom squad performance this Friday.”

“No way, Serena!” argued Nikolas. “Mom is going to my gymnastic meet.”

With my head spinning, I told all three kids to sit down. I walked to the living room, dreading what was sure to become a Schiller showdown. Why does it always have to be so overwhelming? Why does it always have to be so difficult? I thought as I steadied myself for the onslaught. Each child tried to persuade me to attend his or her activity, leaving me feeling pulled in too many directions. Finally, I managed to coordinate our schedules so that I could attend all three events. Everyone seemed satisfied with the results, but I was emotionally exhausted. That was Sunday.

The rest of the week was non-stop activity. Monday, I managed to get myself to one meeting and the kids to another. Tuesday was Nik’s gymnastic meet. I arrived in time to see him compete in the vault event, his favorite. Wednesday night meant school for me and a quick dinner for the kids (I’m sure glad they never got tired of Happy Meals!). Thursday night was Noël’s ballet practice, and Friday night brought Serena’s halftime performance with the pom squad.

As I drove home from work on Friday, I hit heavy traffic. All I could hear was Serena’s reminder to me that morning: “Mom, you can’t be late! I need your help with my hair!” Pulling into the garage, I raced upstairs to see the panic on her face. We made it on time … barely.

By Sunday night, I already needed another weekend to recover. “Lord,” I prayed, “I’m not ready to start again. When will I ever have time to myself? I am tired of this routine. I’m tired of hurrying. I’m tired of scheduling. Please help me get through the week ahead.”

Now those days of rushing are behind me. And the truth is, I miss them terribly. Three months ago, I watched Serena walk across the stage to receive her college diploma. Waves of precious memories (and yes, the not-so-precious memories, too) flooded my soul—gymnastics meets, ballet recitals, pom pom performances. I reflected back to the daily grind of what felt like the tedious and overwhelming pace of our lives. But those days really were precious. They were filled with tender moments and simple pleasures, like sharing my son’s pride in his accomplishment, watching my daughter shine on a stage and helping my teenager get her hair just right. Those are the parts of being a parent that make all the chaos worthwhile.

Yes, life with children can be difficult, especially when you’re on your own. Yet very soon, sooner than you think, you too will be asking, Where has the time gone? And the house will be quiet. Too quiet. Whatever you’re struggling with today, take a moment and thank God for the precious gift of your children. Don’t wish these days away. Just know that the Lord is holding your hand and he promises to never let go.

—Barbara Schiller is the executive director of Single Parent Family Resources www.singleparentfamilyresources.com. 

“Here and Now,” by Barbara Schiller, Christian Parenting Today, Sept/Oct 2000, p.22
[image: image7.jpg]SPECIAL OFFER!

FREE DVD for your child, a FREE book for
You, and more.

e it vou n mind, OMSensefas he
inspiration and encouragement you need to
met the challenges of raising a preschooler with greater
confidence. Each bimonthly isue is packed with
practical parenting tips, inspiing sories, and tangble
Srategies for dealing with the demands of motherhood.

Now, with your paid subscripion, yau'll aso receive a
one-year MOPS®IowMom Canniection membership.
package atna extra costl Your FREE bonus membership
includes an entertaining DVD for your child, an
inspiring book for you, weekly encouraging e-mails,
and a fun magnet o display a family photo.

To order go
www.christianitytoday.com/go/msmag_ad





� EMBED PhotoshopElements.Image.3 \s ���





� EMBED PhotoshopElements.Image.3 \s ���








[image: image9.png]
© 2007 • Christianity Today International
Visit www.ChristianBibleStudies.com


[image: image29.png]


[image: image30.png]


[image: image31.png]


[image: image32.jpg]


[image: image33.jpg]Christian
BibleStudies



[image: image34.jpg]


[image: image35.jpg]


[image: image36.jpg]


[image: image37.jpg]


[image: image38.jpg]Christian Parenting
Bible Study Course



_1246867104.psd

_1246867079.psd

