June 28, 2009 - “Honoring your parents” 

Today, we are continuing on with some family themes we're covering for part of the summer.   Last week we talked a bit about what it means to know and experience God as our heavenly father, and in July, we're going to take a couple of weeks to talk real specifically about parenting.  This morning, we want to look at the important topic of honoring our parents.  What does it mean... what does it look like to honor our parents?

Maybe this is surprising to you, but maybe not... this topic gets quite a bit of coverage in the Bible.  It's the basis for the 5th commandment –  out of 10 REALLY important things God wanted to communicate, honoring our father and mother made the list.  In the “household code” section of his letter to the Ephesians, the apostle Paul reiterates the 5th command-ment, where he writes:  1Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.  2"Honor your father and mother"—which is the first commandment with a promise— 3"that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth."  (Ephesians 6:1-2)

Any one here desire to have a good and long life?  Anyone?  The Scriptures point out that honoring our parents is connected with that somehow.  There are awesome blessings that seem to come as we honor our parents.  And there are also some interesting and stern warnings in the Bible about what happens when we don't honor our parents. Leviticus 20:9  If anyone curses his father or mother, he must be put to death. He has cursed his father or his mother, and his blood will be on his own head.  And Proverbs 30:17 The eye that mocks a father, that scorns obedience to a mother, will be pecked out by the ravens of the valley, will be eaten by the vultures. There's a couple verses you can print out and hang on the refrigerator door... 

Here's a couple other passages from Proverbs, again on the bit more positive side of things...  Proverbs 1:8-9  Listen, my son, to your father's instruction and do not forsake your mother's teaching. 9 They will be a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck.

Proverbs 23:22-25  "Listen to your father, who gave you life, and do not despise your mother when she is old. Buy the truth and do not sell it; get wisdom, discipline and understanding. The father of a righteous man has great joy; he who has a wise son delights in him. May your father and mother be glad; may she who gave you birth rejoice!"

This seems to be a pretty big issue, because unless I'm mistaken...all of us have parents.  That said, even in a group this size, there are a wide range of experiences with our parents... from fantastic, to mostly good, to somewhat hurtful, to absolutely horrific.  As we talked and prayed some about last week, I really believe God wants to meet us right where we are at, that no matter what our experience has been, God can bring healing and restoration, he can bring peace in the midst of situations not really changing, or he can bring added joy to already good relationships. In fact, let's take just a moment to pray together right now.  PRAY   

So, speaking of parents - here's a picture of my family, including my parents – Roger and Carol Brinkert.  My folks just celebrated their 39th wedding anniversary in May.  A number of you have met my parents during times they have visited here.  They are great people and overall I had a really good upbringing.  But for me, at least, honoring my parents wasn't something I thought of much growing up or in my early adult years.  In many ways, I was eager to grow up fast.  The day after my high school graduation, I packed up my car to go work at a church camp for the summer.  Little did I know at the time, I'd never live at home again.  

As I went to college, I began to connect with an experience of Christianity that was much different than my very traditional Lutheran upbringing.  That was an interesting transition.  Later that year, I met Andrea and by the time I was 20 we decided to get married.  We moved to Cedar Rapids, IA and bought our first house when I was 22.  Those were some additional transitions to sort through with my parents, as well as Andrea's.  In 1997, we had our first daughter, Elisabeth when I was 23.  That change they were a little more okay with, because it meant starting the grandkid thing... and then in 2002, when I was 28, we began the process of picking up our whole lives, including our two small kids, and beginning the journey of starting this church here.

So, even though, I am by nature a pretty careful, non-risky guy... in that decade, we seemed to dish out a number of changes for our parents to adjust to.  Most of those, we were just going for - living our lives.  I do remember, though, being a little more cognizant of honoring our parents in the midst of our move to Mankato.  Whereas we had been roughly 5 hours away from each of them when we lived in Cedar Rapids, moving to Mankato put us much closer to both sets of parents.  There were lots of other reasons for choosing to move here, but that was one factor that we were glad that God confirmed, as a way that we could honor our parents.         

Looking back, I think I made attempts to try to avoid dishonoring my parents, but maybe not as much consciously to honor them.  Now I'm getting a little older....with my own kids growing up, as well as having my folks nearing retirement age - I'm guess I'm thinking more now about what it means to honor them in a proactive sense.

As I shared a bit of my story, you've likely been thinking about some of your experiences with your parents.  Again, some of you have had pretty positive relationships with your parents, and others have had more negative experiences.  At first glance, one of the difficult things about what the Bible has to say about honoring our parents is that it doesn't go into much detail.  As the passages we read earlier show – most of the specific instruction we get in the Scriptures is simply:  “you should honor your parents.”  So, it can take a bit of effort to piece together a practical out-working of what it might look like to honor our parents, given our individual set of circumstances.

To help a bit with that this morning, here's what I'd like to do... Earlier this week, I sent out an email and posted a question on Facebook, asking for people's stories about their journey in learning to honor their parents.  I tell you, I got some very insightful responses.   I'd like to share a number of those with you, covering some specific questions that often rise up with this topic, and then talk in some more summary terms as we finish up... again telling a bunch of stories along the way.  

So here's the first question:  How can I honor my parents, if they have been extremely hurtful to me, or if our relationship is strained?   Here's how what one friend wrote about her experience:  My brothers and I made a decision to not let my mom talk to each of us unkindly about the others.  She had been doing some very destructive things, and instead of telling her off sternly or hanging up on her or just staying out of touch, we made an effort to stop her by simply saying "I'd rather that you talk to ______ person directly about that" or something similar. (Considering what she was doing, this took quite an effort, but the results were really good.)


Secondly,  I try not to complain about her. I am not always successful. I have especially tried not to bad-mouth her to my children. 

This also has taken some thought and effort, because we needed them to be aware of the possibilities of abuse, but not in a way that painted my mom as some monstrous person.  

Here's a reply from another friend: 

	My mom and I have never been close really, not as close as my Dad and I have been. When she began facing some health challenges this year, that brought on a ton of ambivalent feelings. On one hand, she is my mother and she is facing some tough things. On the other hand she has not been the most loving, pleasant person to me my whole life. I need to love and support her the best I can while she is going through this. I pray to God to give me strength to deal with her whenever we are around one another.  She has her way about her. But then so do I. We have finally been able to at least love what the good Lord made each one of us to be. I know we will never be heart to heart but we were made by the same God who loves both of us despite our differences.

A number of you know some of Kevin O'Donnell's story.  This is a journey he had been walking through with his dad over the last number of years.  Here's some things that his wife, Penny had emailed (with his permission.)    

Kev's relationship with his father was a pretty volatile one. There was much anger inside Kevin directed towards his Dad due to his Father's binge drinking and disappearing on paydays.  Kevin left home as soon as possible ( 16 or 17) and never returned until his Dad was gravely ill. Even then, his feelings were not resolved. They finally had a chance to bond when his father drove our second vehicle up here to Mankato when we moved and then returned a year later for a week where he painted the mural on the wall and restored the floor. They got to work together on the floor project and get to know one another.

 

A few months later when John was attacked, Kevin had recently been baptized and it meant the world to him to be able to travel to Philadelphia to pray with his dad, and have his dad commit his life to Jesus. That brought true peace and resolution to their relationship.


So, here's a few significant pieces I see in those stories:

1. Try to make the most of difficult situations by trying not to dishonor your parents or treat them with contempt.  Sometimes the first step towards honor is to walk away from things you know would specifically dishonor your parents.   I think the first story describes that so well.

2. Respond with mercy and humility – don't you see that in these stories?   I love when the writer of the second story say, “My mom has her way about her. But then so do I.” Sometimes it's helpful to remember that we aren't perfect either and to seek God's empowerment to respond with mercy, just as we are shown amazing mercy from God.   

3. Ask God to do a miracle.  As we particularly hear about in Kevin's story... God took a situation that was severely strained and brought healing and restoration.  We aren't guaranteed that, but it is worth asking for even as we pursue some other simple steps. 

Here's a second question:  How do I deal with my own perceptions of my parents?   Here's a response I got from one of my friends via Facebook.    

Honoring my mom came down to my stopping to expect her to be the parent I wanted. She didn't like that I lived so far away, that I was so "religious," that I wasn't married, that I . . . . I had to accept her where she was, love her as she was, and set boundaries regarding who I am and what I would listen to her say about me and my life.     I couldn't change her opinions about me and, frankly, that wasn't my job. The Lord was the only One who could change her heart in those matters.

Or here's another story from a friend:  

I thought I knew my parents very well, but one time, some years back, I was sitting with my brothers talking about our upbringing.     It was amazing to hear their perceptions of how things were in our home growing up-- none of us looked at our parents the same way. That was when I first realized that children see their parents thru their own personal lenses-- we do not always see them as who they really are or want to be seen as. That really impressed upon me the importance of getting to know my parents as the persons they want to be---rather than the persons I believed them to be. So one of the ways that I honor my parents is by accepting them for who they are---with all their gifts and talents, but also for their shortcomings too.  Before, my parents often were relegated to the realm of my childhood memories and to the fears of my mind imagining their downhill slide to dementia. Now that I consciously recognize them as persons living their own lives, they have become so much larger than life for me. So honoring them for their totality is also a gift to myself. 

	Isn't that some good insight?  To recognize our parents as their own people, to release them to God ultimately, and to move forward in trying to honor them from that spot. Good stuff!  

 


How about honoring aging parents?  This is one subject that we do get some more specific instruction on from the Bible.  In 1 Timothy 5, the apostle Paul is writing to Timothy about what to do about widows and those in need.  Here's what he says: 3 Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need. 4 But if a widow has children or grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their religion into practice by caring for their own family and so repaying their parents and grandparents, for this is pleasing to God.   Here's another story from a friend: 

This story is not about honoring my parents, but about my mom honoring my grandmother. My Mom has shown more grace to my Grandmother than I can account for.  Grandma is old now, 92, and until very recently she has been always been very unpleasant. But my Mom still goes to visit her, and takes care of things for her, and has actually been very nice to her for years.  

When my grandfather died, Grandma was weaker emotionally than I have ever seen, and Mom was there for her, and actually started to have some kind of a healthy relationship with her Mom.  But then Grandma had a stroke, and she started being really horrible to Mom again (my dad said he could barely contain himself from yelling at his mother-in-law). But still, Mom has kept being nice, and Grandma is doing a little better again, and again, Mom is having a rather nice relationship with her mom. Kind of one of those slow things, but doing the right thing for years has paid off for my mom.

A number of you had a chance to meet our friends Jon and Sue Marsden when they were here to speak in January.  Awhile back I heard Jon talking about their journey of caring for his aging mother.   They felt God's specific direction to rearrange their house, so his elderly mother could live with them.  That wasn't easy, since they had a family of 6 kids themselves, some of whom were already grown up, but at the time Jon's mom moved in, 3 of the kids were still at home full-time and another 2 were in college.

Looking back, though, Jon said the adjustments were difficult, but he was so glad they did it.  They shared several wonderful years with his mom in their home, and were able to provide the blessing of loving care to her as a reflection of their love for Christ.     

Next question: What do you when your parents have different opinions about the direction for your life, especially if it's different than what you sense God is leading you to?

We have a good friends who live in Iowa who went through this in a major way.  My friend, Jim we'll call him, was half Chinese and grew up in a high-performance family.  His parents dream was for him to become a doctor.  Jim graduated from high school when he was 16, graduated college at 19 and was in medical school at age 20.

But as he got into med school, he just knew it wasn't for him.  He wasn't sure what God had for him, he just knew this wasn't it.  After much sorting through this, and numerous conversations, against his parents desires, Jim decided to drop out of med school. About this same time, Jim started dating the woman that would eventually become his wife.  Again, this was met with real resistance by his parents, so much so that they didn't attend their wedding.  

For Jim, these were not easy decisions, nor ones that he took lightly.  He had to weigh out what it meant to follow what he felt was God's direction for his life in full view of what it meant to go against his parents wishes.  The short term result of those decisions was that their relationship was strained for a period.  The good news of the situation, however, was that Jim had done his best to honor his parents, even in making decisions they didn't agree with at the time, and within a couple years of getting married, he and his parents began to reconcile, and now are fully restored, including his parents having a good relationship with his wife.  

In a less dramatic sense, this is part of my story, too.  I know that it was an adjustment for my parents to learn I was going to a charismatic, very non-Lutheran church in college (and liking it).  I know neither of our parents were quite sure at first, when Andrea and I were planning to get married before I had finished college.  But, we also talked to them about those decisions, which I think helped soften the difficulty.

Here's a few things to keep in mind if you're ever in that situation:  First of all, we need our parents' blessing, but we need God's more.  Psalm 27:10 says, “Though my father and mother forsake me, the Lord will receive me.” 

That said... don't make decisions like that too quickly or without really weighing what you're doing.  If God is leading you to do something that goes against the grain of what direction your parents might feel, then I think you can expect for God to confirm that decision in multiple ways through multiple means.   And along with that, if at all possible, include your parents in the process.  Like happened with my friend Jim, his parents saw the journey he went through to make the decisions he did.  Even though they didn't agree with him at the time, that seemed to help the reconciliation process down the road.  

Final question: In a more general sense - How do we practically honor our parents? 

First of all, there might no greater way to honor our parents than to pray for them.  Again, these aren't the “Sic-em God” kinds of prayers.  Instead, pray for the genuine blessing.  Ask God to do good things in their life.  Even in situations where your parents have or are causing lots of hurt... the way God gives us to respond is to “bless those who curse you.”  If your situation is more positive, then it could be even easier to pray blessing. 

Secondly, it might be good to simply consider the golden rule:  do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  I don't know if this had ever struck me before, but suddenly this week, I realized that my kids will likely follow my example of honoring my parents.  Have you thought about that before?   I don't think I had, but it forced me to ask the question:  is how I am honoring my parents how I want to be treated as your kids get older, and I get older?  That seems worth considering.

Third, find appropriate ways to share your real life with your parents... the wonderful thing of vulnerability.  Now some of us may need the encouragement to share more openly with our parents, while others of us might need to put a little more of a filter on our vulnerability with our parents.  That's a good subject to weigh and pray about and see what God says.  

Another thing is to consider asking your parents for advice, if at all possible.  As adults, we need to own the decisions that we make, but it can be helpful as well as an extremely honoring thing to ask our parents for their insight.

Finally, think about your parents love language.  How many of you are familiar with that term?   Dr. Gary Chapman wrote a book a number of years ago, called the 5 love languages.  Chapman's original book was geared towards couples, talking about how each of us has a “love language” a way that we primarily give and receive love.  The five love languages are:  quality time, words of affirmation, receiving of gifts, acts of service, and physical touch.  

I think these apply really well to the relationship with our parents.  First, of all it's good to look at all 5 of these love languages and see how we're doing with our parents.  So quality time – are we spending time with our parents and making that a priority?   That could be through visting them regularly, taking trips together, a phone call – whatever works for your situation.    Next – words of affirmation.  Even though our parents are older than us, the power of praise and gratitude is amazing.  I got an email from a friend in WI, one of the things he did was to write a tribute to his parents.  

Here's a bit of what he wrote: 

I read them each a tribute and gave them each a copy.  It was really cool and, of course, I couldn't get through them without crying.  I just talked about what they did well, what I was thankful for, etc...  It actually turned out to be really healing, since some of my growing up was painful (Alcoholic home).  Anyway, at first I thought it was kind of cheesey, but I am so glad that I did it...it really meant a lot to my parents and I was able to say things to them that most people wait to say until after it's too late.

Next – receiving of gifts.  This is far and away my mother-in-law's love language.  She loves buying gifts for anyone for every and no practical reason.  And... she also loves to receive them.  Neither Andrea or I am very big gift people, but that has been one thing we've tried to be more intentional about with her mom, because we know it means so much. 

The fourth love language is acts of service: maybe you can use a skill to bless your parents, or do simple stuff like mow their lawn, shovel their driveway, run an errand for them.  The possibilities are endless.

And fifth, is the love language of physical touch.  Even as a number of us here are parents of younger kids right now, and we know how much it means when your child comes up and gives you a little snuggle unexpectedly... I don't think that joy goes away as we get older.   I know my mom still appreciates a hug and a kiss from her son every time I see her.

Again, each of your parents and your in-laws if you have them, likely have one of those love languages that they are stronger in.  Think about that, and figure out ways to do some things to bless them in that way, even as you will likely want to do a little bit of all 5.

As I alluded to earlier, honoring our parents seems to be more of an art than it is an exact science.  Every one of us comes from and is in different kids of circumstances.  The baseline instruction from the Bible is that we should honor our parents... it's a blessing to them, and there is even a promise of good and long live for us.  But, how we do that in each of our situations will likely take a bit of trial and error, as well as some prayer and reflection.  

My hope this morning is that your imagination has been stirred a bit, as you've heard a whole bunch of people's stories, and that you can sense God's specific leading to you about ways YOU can pursue honoring your parents.  

Let's pray.  

