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Fuel the Fire First in Us
To fuel a fire in our kids, first we fuel a fire in ourselves. An honest 

assessment of mistakes, priorities, and painful past experiences plus a 

desperate need for God’s fuel gives us much greater potential to make 

a difference in our kids’ lives. The fiery intensity of our own pursuit of 

God will determine the degree of passion with which we will pass on our 

faith to our kids.
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Wanted: Fire-Builders—
Perfection Not Required for This Job

How do we break through our imperfections  
to pursue God’s purpose for our kids?

Parents aren’t perfect. They never have been, never will be.
Years ago a young couple came to visit my wife Carol and me to 

observe and ask questions about our close and loving family who had 
“successfully” traveled down the parenting road. They had recently 
started their own family and had feelings of inadequacy about raising 
their children. During dinner they peppered us with questions. All went 
well, until my son Jonathan, about ten at the time, spoke disrespectfully 
to his mother. Since disrespect meant discipline, I sent him to his room. 
He left with the chair screeching and his feet stomping.

Needless to say, the questions about our close and loving family lost 
a little zip. A few minutes later we moved downstairs to our den. On the 
way I dropped by Jonathan’s room to check on him. I turned the door 
handle.

Locked.
“Jonathan, open the door,” I whispered. No answer. I made the 

request again, turning up my volume a bit.
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This time he yelled his refusal. “Dad, get away from my door!” His 
voice fell within easy earshot of our visitors. As I came back to the den, 
interrupting Carol’s conversation with our guests, I could feel the tension 
rising in the discussion about how to raise a close and loving family. A few 
minutes later I walked back to Jonathan’s bedroom door. When I knocked 
this time, there was no answer!

I knocked more loudly.
No answer.
I had no choice but to raise my voice to Yell Level, hoping our guests 

would not hear too much of the commotion. When it became clear that 
my son had no intention of answering, I walked through the den, past 
our parenting disciples, and out the door to get to the window outside 
his bedroom.

“Excuse me,” I said, red-faced, managing a weak smile in the direc-
tion of our company as I passed by. “I have to go outside to look in my 
son’s window.” When I got to Jonathan’s window, I found it open and his 
room empty.

Great. With perfect timing he had apparently decided to make The 
Great Escape and run away from home.

I loaded Carol in the car to search for our runaway son, along with our 
bewildered company who joined in the search. We drove in total silence 
until we spotted the escapee a few blocks away. He turned, saw our car, 
and took off running. Though impressively quick-footed, he wasn’t quite as 
fast as a speeding car filled with frantic parents and confused passengers. It 
wasn’t long before we had the little guy cornered and safely captured.

We pulled up into the driveway of our Home Sweet Home, and not 
surprisingly, the couple politely, but very quickly, excused themselves 
and left.

We never heard from them again.
When we spoke to Jonathan later, we resolved the problem. In fact, 

in later years it became a staple “tell it again” story when we’d gather as 
a family. We’d shake with laughter as Jonathan colorfully recounted the 
story about his “tyrannical oppressors.”1

Imperfect Parents, Imperfect Kids
It bears repeating: Parents aren’t perfect!

FUEL THE FIRE F IRST IN  US
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And surprise, surprise, kids aren’t perfect either.
All this adds up to a firm common denominator: imperfect families.

Parents aren’t perfect. Never have been. Never will be.

Have you ever considered this fact? Our grandparents and parents 
survived being raised in imperfection. Yet through the generations many 
of them took the job of fire-builders. This e-mail sent to me by a coun-
selor friend might encourage you to see that we can survive parenthood 
in spite of our imperfections and still qualify to become fire-builders 
ourselves.

To the Kids Who Survived the 50s, 60s, and 70s:
First, we survived being born to mothers who smoked and/or drank 

while they carried us. They took aspirin, ate blue cheese dressing and 
didn’t get tested for diabetes. Then after that trauma, our baby cribs were 
covered with bright-colored, lead-based paints.

We had no child-proof lids on medicine bottles, doors, or cabinets. 
When we rode our bikes, we had no helmets—not to mention the risks 
we took hitchhiking. As children we would ride in cars with no seat belts 
or air bags. Riding in the back of a pickup on a warm day was always 
a special treat. We drank water from the garden hose and not from a 
bottle. We shared one soft drink from one bottle with four friends, and 
no one actually died from this.

We ate cupcakes, bread and butter, and drank soda pop with sugar in 
it, but we weren’t overweight because we were always outside playing! 
We would leave home in the morning and play all day, as long as we 
were back when the streetlights came on. No one was able to reach us 
all day. And we were okay. We would spend hours building our go-carts 
out of scraps and then ride down the hill, only to find out we forgot the 
brakes. After running into the bushes a few times, we learned to solve 
the problem.

We did not have Playstations, Nintendos, X-boxes, video games, 99-
1000 channels of TV, no DVD movies, no surround sound, no cell phones, 
no personal computers, no Internet or Internet chat rooms. . . .

We fell out of trees, got cut, broke bones and teeth, and there were 
no lawsuits from these accidents. We made up games with sticks and 
tennis balls and ate worms and, although we were told it would happen, 
we did not put out very many eyes, nor did the worms live in us forever. 

Wanted: Fire-Builders—Perfection Not Required for This Job
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We rode bikes or walked to a friend’s house and knocked on the door or 
rang the bell, or just walked in and talked to them!

Little League had tryouts and not everyone made the team. Those 
who didn’t had to learn to deal with disappointment. Imagine that! We 
misbehaved at home or in school and our mother would say, “Wait till 
your father gets home.” Then our father would say, “This will hurt me 
more than it will hurt you.” But we did not believe him because the 
spanking did hurt. The idea of parents bailing us out if we broke the law 
was unheard of. They actually sided with the law!

Now we live in more uptight times. Voices speak to parents from 

many different directions telling us to feed, teach, and discipline our 

children in certain ways, and if we don’t, we have set them up for certain 

failure.2 It seems that at every turn others like to point out how we do it 

all wrong, and often we believe them.

Imperfections Magnified
Added to that, life and circumstances have a way of magnifying our 

imperfections. Carol, my first wife, and I were married for twenty-eight 

years before her untimely death (more on that later). We had what I call 

a “normal” family—two parents and four children doing their best to live 

life together. Yes, we had the typical disagreements, conflicts, hurts, and 

pains. And we tried to work through them by honestly facing our faults, 

admitting when we had treated each other wrongly, and finding ways to 

negotiate our disagreements.

It’s within such a “normal” family structure that God gives us the best 

opportunity to raise children to become healthy adults. And we did that. 

Scott, Katie, and Jonathan, my three oldest children, fortunately lived 

nearly all of their childhood years “intact.” And in spite of their parents 

they became healthy adults.

Then tragedy struck! On August 2, 1998, the wife of my youth, 

my Carol, died after a long illness. On that day my life changed in what 

seemed like ten thousand ways. Suddenly a reality I thought I’d never 

experience flashed in front of me like a neon sign: YOU ARE A SINGLE 

DAD!

At the time, Ginny, our youngest, was eleven. In the hearse on the 
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way back from the funeral, she leaned her head on my shoulder and 

asked, “Dad, what can you cook?” Even as I waded through the mire of 

soul-numbing grief, I entered a sixth-grader in school and began a new 

phase of life, the hardest I’ve ever experienced. I survived as one person 

filling two roles. Constantly behind, constantly overwhelmed, I would 

stay up until 1 a.M. and get up at 5 a.M. just to meet the demands the 

new day would bring.

In the mornings the alarm would shake me to life, and I’d say, “Lord, 

please help me. I cannot move. Unless You get my foot over the side of 

this bed, I will never get out of here. I do not have the physical or emo-

tional energy to get up and face the day.” That went on for months until 

I found myself at the point of utter exhaustion. Being a single parent 

brought a challenge I could not meet. My imperfections glared at me. I 

felt as though I couldn’t do anything, much less do anything right.

In an amazing turn of events, a friend sent me a book on grief—A 

Grace Disguised by Gerald Sittser. A year earlier, my friend too had lost her 

spouse. Her husband and I had actually enjoyed a long friendship. And 

she knew my wife Carol. As she and I exchanged e-mails about the book 

she sent and our common grief, we decided to get together and talk about 

it. When we met face-to-face a couple of months later, we connected on 

a deep level. That eventually led to an ever-increasing love. Some people 

never have the opportunity to love once. God gave us each the gift of lov-

ing twice. Lawanna Busby and I married several months later.

And so we lived happily ever after.

Not exactly! Yes, we love and enjoy each other. But blending families 

is not for the faint of heart. Life became . . . a bit complex, even complexly 

complex.

As a result of our union, our “trying to blend” family consists of five 

children (four of whom are married) and eight grandchildren. We pray 

hard and work hard at fitting all the pieces together. And guess what—it’s 

not perfect.

Every parent, even every Christian leader I’ve known, struggles with 

the same imperfections you do. In fact, for me the more years of life I 

count, the more my imperfections become magnified. Yes, I stand with 

you as one of those imperfect parents.

Wanted: Fire-Builders—Perfection Not Required for This Job
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Imperfection’s Black Holes
In spite of those imperfections, I write this book to offer hope and help, 
especially for parents who struggle with their faults and who seriously 
question their parenting capabilities.

Have you ever been paralyzed over the guilt of your shortcomings? I 
sure have. Sometimes we become afraid to move in any direction for fear 
that we will do something wrong, perhaps even make things worse.

If we view our imperfections without the light of God’s love, forgive-
ness, and grace, we can fall into emotional black holes that render us use-
less to anyone, especially our children! I’ve discovered that most parents 
tend to fall into one or more of four different black holes. Each one can 
engulf us in darkness and confusion about being the parents we want to 
be. By staying in one or more of these black holes, we never move beyond 
our own failures to fulfill our parenting purpose.

Black Hole #1—The “Done Its”

Some parents feel they have tried everything to parent well, yet it hasn’t 
worked out for them . . . or their kids. Their precious little children have 
grown into angry, rebellious adults who bring more heartache than joy. 
Honestly, when we finish our primary parenting years, all parents ques-
tion themselves. All of us ask the question, “Should I have done some 
things differently?” The woulda, shoulda, coulda voices can become a 
constant whisper as we see what we think is the finished product.

With sadness I listened to a longtime friend talk about his son. In 
more than one of our conversations this dad has been on the verge of des-
peration. At other times he had resigned heartbreak written all over his 
face. During adolescence this son began to put up a wall between himself 
and his parents. At first he erected it toward spiritual matters, then later 
toward moral issues. The wall grew quietly, insidiously, and before long it 
seemed insurmountable. At one point his parents had to do an interven-
tion, forcibly removing him from their home and taking him to a facility 
for wayward young men. This gut-wrenching experience left the father 
and mother feeling like a pair of deflated balloons, fizzling and falling 
motionless to the floor. After much prayer and counsel, they have learned 
to cope with their unmarried son, who broke up with his girlfriend after 
the birth of a baby. These parents have endured their pain and embraced 
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the baby who came out of this unwed relationship. Underneath, however, 
the heartbreak remains.

What should they have done differently? Having known this couple 
for years, the answer is . . . nothing. Certainly they made mistakes. 
Certainly they have their flaws. Certainly they were not perfect parents. 
But they loved, nurtured, and provided well for their son. They made a 
physical, emotional, and spiritual investment in him that for most kids 
actually works. In truth, they did all they could.

Until recently it didn’t look like that investment was paying any divi-
dends. But now, after years of patiently waiting while their son struggled, 
they have begun to see him come back to renew relationships—both with 
them as parents and with the Lord. The investment that they once ques-
tioned has begun to bear fruit again. What they saw in him as a teenager 
by no means will end up as the finished product!

Are you heading toward this same black hole of despair and resig-
nation? Be aware, and be encouraged that “The Hound of Heaven” ever 
watches and woos your children back to Himself!

“The Hound of Heaven” ever watches and woos your  
children back to Himself!

Black Hole #2—The “Haven’t Done Its”

Parents often look back on their parenting experience and realize what 
they have not done. They wish they had done more. Living with that 
regret, they wonder if it is too late.

Because of the cultural lies that have been fed to this generation of 
parents, many of us get to a certain point in our parenting, glance back 
over our shoulders, and recognize that our children needed more of us. 
Due to dads who work too much and therefore physically and emotion-
ally render themselves unavailable, often boys haven’t had the fathers 
they need. With many working moms, other people have nurtured or not 
nurtured our children, as the case may be. Most of us wake up one day 
to the stark realization that the job we hold, the money we make, and the 
things we can buy simply do not measure up to the price we have paid 
in missing out on raising our children.

My friends Don and Cindi faced that dilemma and wisely decided to 
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take a hard look at their parenting approach. Both worked for an airline 

company. Both lived with the long hours and the high stress of their jobs. 

After having children and realizing that they had fallen into the “Haven’t 

Done Its” black hole, they creatively figured out how to get out of it. Cindi 

quit her job. Then she used her abilities to begin an outsourcing business 

with stay-at-home moms—from her home. She finds clients who need a 

specific labor skill and then connects them to stay-at-home moms who 

have those skills. The clients pay highly skilled individuals at a lower-

than-market rate, but the moms get to stay at home with their children 

and yet bring in income. And the kids receive nurturing attention from 

their moms every day. Everybody wins! And Don, the dad, has figured 

out how to use his flying privileges to take the entire family to places 

around the world where they could never go otherwise. Don and Cindi 

saw themselves in a black hole but refused to stay there.

Whether we have fallen in the “Haven’t Done Its” black hole only 

recently or long ago, we must understand that we can get out. When I 

speak to parents, inevitably they ask, “I have teenagers. Is it too late for 

me?” The answer is always the same: “Never!”

If you find yourself in this black hole, it’s never too late to get out.

It’s never too late!

Black Hole #3—The “Undone Its”

These parents compare themselves to other parents and feel that they 

don’t measure up.

One mom I know (let’s call her Sandy) sent her children to the same 

school that our children attended. She had sharp kids. They received 

good grades in school. They had musical talent. They excelled in athlet-

ics. Yet she always compared her kids to other children. It didn’t take 

long for her to start berating herself as a mom. “John just doesn’t grasp 

spiritual things like Austin. Andrea isn’t in the advanced class with 

Suzanne. Josh isn’t scoring as many points as Michael. We must be doing 

something wrong.” By comparing her kids in this way, she came up short 

in her view of her children, her husband, and herself.

Who suffered most? Everyone! Her low self-esteem that created these 

negative comparisons drove everyone up the wall.
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These sorts of parents who feel like they don’t measure up look 
around at what other moms and dads have, what they do, and what they 
say, then look at themselves with condemnation and think, I fall woefully 

short of being a good parent. Actually most of us who fall in this hole (and 
most of us have fallen in this hole!) have done and are doing many great 
things for our kids. But we feel like the negatives outweigh the positives. 
This sometimes leaves us feeling like a piece of dirt.

Notice that I have used the word feel or feeling three times in the 
above paragraph. Often, due to low self-esteem, we don’t think con-
sciously or act deliberately about the way we parent. Rather we respond 
emotionally, allowing our feelings to create our parenting reality. We see 
how our kids act and react in situations with other children. We observe 
that our children don’t always measure up to others. And then we react 
to that by reaching negative conclusions not only about our children but 
also about ourselves.

Comparing ourselves with others, negatively or positively, leads only 
to a dead end. On the other hand, realizing that God created each of our 
children uniquely—and that each has a God-given destiny—will abso-
lutely change the way we parent. And that change will usually move our 
children to fulfill that destiny, not to mention beginning to pull us out of 
the “my kids and I don’t measure up” black hole.

If you find yourself in this black hole, don’t pin the burden of your 
self-esteem on your child’s shoulders. Instead face your insecurities and 
pursue your self-worth in Someone who can create real security.

Pursue your self-worth in Someone who can create  
real security.

Black Hole #4—The “Half-Done Its”

Some parents, like me several years ago, function in the mode of single 
parent. Others operate with one parent pulling against the other, either 
in their personal relationship or in their parenting philosophy. These par-
ents know that they do not and cannot operate at 100 percent capacity. 
Either 50 percent of the parenting team misses the action or 50 percent 
of the parenting team opposes what the other one wants. One produces 
a sense of inadequacy. The other creates high levels of tension.
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Death, divorce, or spiritual opposition can leave a parent in this 
black hole. Every time I lead a parenting conference, tearful parents come 
to me begging for help. Desperately they search for an answer to their 
dilemma. At one such conference I listened empathetically as a mom of 
three teenage boys told me about the death of her husband and how it 
had devastated each of her sons. She felt completely inadequate. Her feel-
ings of grief and abandonment overwhelmed her. She felt frustrated at 
her ineptness to do anything to guide her boys. She looked at the ground, 
shook her head, and cried. I cried with her.

Divorce leaves the family in an even bigger mess. Let’s don’t sugarcoat 
this: children of divorce have deep wounds! They become the victims of their 
parents’ decision. That being said, a spouse sustains deep wounds and 
feels victimized as well. One of my friends (we will call her Julie) married 
her dream man and had her three dream kids, and her husband got the 
dream job with the financial pot at the end of the rainbow. Then he had 
an affair, and the dream turned into a nightmare. For years she has had 
to clean up the mess—not only her shattered dreams, but the shattered 
dreams of her children as well.

Spiritual opposition between Mom and Dad can create the biggest 
mess of all. A tug-of-war, with one parent pulling for God and the other 
parent pulling against Him, definitely confuses kids. Yet if we find our-
selves in this tension, we can be encouraged. Our children are not stupid. 
They see the light in the midst of the darkness. With childlike clarity and 
simplicity, they know right from wrong. Perceptively, they know what 
emotional and spiritual death looks like as opposed to life, and they will 
opt for life almost every time. However, you face the battle of living with 
spousal tension 24/7 and in the midst of that tension the challenge of 
finding the wisdom to live life God’s way in front of your family.

Helene had been looking for God for twenty years. After we talked, 
she realized that finding Jesus was the end of her search. But her hus-
band would have nothing to do with that. He expressed (and still does) 
total opposition to God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, or anything that remotely 
resembled spirituality. For years she lived with her husband’s agnosticism 
and antagonism. Yet through her prayers and influence her daughter and 
later her daughter’s husband, her son and his wife, and her grandchildren 
all became fervent followers of Jesus.
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Even if you face such severe difficulties, you can dig out of this black 
hole over time with God’s help.

You can dig out over time with God’s help!

Beyond Imperfections to Purpose
If we find ourselves in one of these black holes, we need to admit that we 
feel defeated by our imperfections and guilt and ask God to lead us out. 
That’s His specialty, you know. It’s what Jesus came to do.

I saw a greeting card by Max Lucado the other day that made me 
smile. He suggested imagining God pulling a dump truck of His love up 
next to you and unloading its contents until you are absolutely covered 
with His love. The cure for our messed-up selves begins with letting God 
do just that. And consider this truth of equal value: the love of God offers 
the only answer for your children when they, too, come face-to-face with 
their own messy selves.

If we do not turn our eyes and hearts toward His love, we will con-
tinually feel guilty over what we have done, what we haven’t done, what’s 
undone, and what is half-done. Guilt only wastes our emotional energy 
if it doesn’t lead us to reach for and be embraced by God’s goodness and 
grace. But with the abundance of love we receive from God’s embrace, 
we can move out of these black holes and move forward positively with 
our lives and purposefully toward our kids.

We need to remember the apostle Paul’s perspective on our past 
imperfections:

Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on 
toward the goal to win the prize.

PHILIPPIANS 3:13-14

The apostle Paul said that he had learned to do two things when 
the thoughts of his past started to immobilize him: Forgetting what 
is behind and straining toward what is ahead. If an ex-murderer of 
Christians can get past guilt and go on, you can too. In fact, you owe 
it to your kids to do so, for two reasons: 1) They need a recovering, 
healthy parent who fully and joyfully shows up for them. 2) They 
need an example of how to handle life God’s way when they hit the 
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wall of their own failures. God and His love for you prevail over your 

imperfections.

God and His love for you prevail over your imperfections.

Whatever our personal life circumstances, whatever we have or have 

not done in the past, wherever our children are now, God wants to use us 

significantly in our children’s lives.

In order for Him to do that, we must come out of the black hole and 

look upward, breathe fresh air, and move above our limitations and our 

past failings. Even in our imperfections, what does God have in mind for 

us? What’s His purpose for us as moms and dads?

God has called us to be parents!

That seems readily apparent, but in our day the meaning of parents 

has gotten muddled. From God’s viewpoint, what does He have in mind? 

He wants us parents to play the vital role with our kids in fueling the fire 

for Him in them.

For each child in each family, God wants to ignite a fire in their hearts.

And from before creation, God has had in mind for us parents to 

kindle a passion for Christ in our kids!

Do not put out the Spirit’s fire.

When the apostle Paul wrote the book of 1 Thessalonians, he 

addressed believers as a caring mother speaks to her young and as a father 

deals with his children (see 2:7, 11). And in the closing verses of the book 

he says, Do not put out the Spirit’s fire (5:19). God has placed the spark of 

His Spirit in each of our children. They want to know Him. However, 

we don’t want to unwittingly throw water on the fire of His Spirit in our 

kids. Instead He desires to use us as the primary people who fuel the 

spark in their lives—parent fuel. Grasping this truth puts a match to our 

parenting purpose!

Taking Action
Think briefly about which black hole you tend to fall into. Ask God to show you why 
and how you have fallen into that hole. Ask Him to show you how to get out. Write 
down what you discover.
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Penetrating Questions
1.  On a scale of 1-10 how easy is it for you to admit that you are an  

imperfect parent?

2. What one example can you give of your imperfection with your children?

3.  What one example can you offer of your children’s imperfections? (Name  
only one.)

4. Which black hole do you tend to fall into most often? Why?

5.  How do you think God wants to get you out, keep you out, and move you 
beyond that black hole?

6.  In spite of your imperfections, what purpose does God have for you as  
a parent?

7. How do you see yourself fueling a passion for Christ in your kids?

Fresh Ideas
•  Viewing ourselves positively, not negatively, provides one of the fastest ways 

to create fresh ideas about our parenting. That positive view of ourselves will 
begin to emerge after we admit our imperfections. Write down your parenting 
imperfections.

•  After deciding which black hole you fall into most often, ask God to show you a 
specific plan to get out and stay out. Write out the plan.

•  In a phrase that will fit on a T-shirt, write out your parenting purpose, then have 
it painted onto a T-shirt or some other surface. Display your purpose someplace 
where you will see it regularly.

•  Share with your spouse what you have written above. Pray for each other 
about the parenting black holes you fall into and about your parenting purpose. 
Appropriately communicate the same to your children.

Further Reading
Brent Curtis and John Eldredge, The Sacred Romance (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 

1997). This book will allow you to see your imperfections against the story of 
God’s love for you. It will help you see how you fit into God’s story in spite of 
your flaws and failures.

Tim Kimmel, Grace-based Parenting (Nashville: W Publishing Group, 2004). This 
book offers grace and truth, love and purpose, as well as hope and freedom for 
our parenting adventure.
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