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Did you ever read your kids the story of Pinocchio?  As the story goes, Geppetto is a wood-carver who wants more than anything to have a son of his own.  Geppetto than carves a puppet out of wood.  Since it’s a fairy tale, Geppetto wishes upon a star for a real son and in response the Blue Fairy appears who brings the wood-carving to life.  But not so fast – while Pinocchio is alive, he’s still just made out of wood.  And then the Blue Fairy tells Pinocchio this: “If you will prove yourself to be brave, truthful and unselfish, someday you will become a real boy.”

Now Pinocchio had more than his share of bumps and bruises along the way.  He was often anything but brave, truthful and unselfish.  But by the end of his journeys Pinocchio had satisfied the Blue Fairy’s aspirations for him, and to Geppetto’s great joy, Pinocchio finally became a real boy.
If you’re a parent, your kids are already quite real, with real skin, real hair, and their own very real personalities.  But let me ask you this – what are your aspirations for your kids?  What is it you hope they become?  I’m not asking you what kind of careers you want for your kids, but rather what kind of people do you want them to be?  And just so we’re on the same page, let’s all agree that perfection is off the table.  None of our kids are going to be perfect, any more than any of us are.  They’re going to make mistakes, have less than perfect grades, forget to turn in their homework, back the car into a pole in the parking lot, and on and on.  And we will still love them and we will still be proud to be their parents.

So if perfection isn’t the goal, what is?  Actually I kind of like the Blue Fairy’s goal – I would be quite proud if my kids proved themselves to be brave, truthful and unselfish.  Or maybe you prefer the boy scouts’ list of character qualities.  I was never a boy scout, but I have nothing but admiration for those of you who are.  Last week Adam Wilson from our church will become an Eagle Scout, the highest honor given to a scout, and all of us who know Adam are tremendously proud of him.  Here’s what a scout is supposed to be.  A scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean and reverent.  That’s a quality kid, a kid with character qualities that would make any parent proud.  
Now if you’ve ever been part of the scouts you also know this – they don’t expect kids to develop those qualities by accident.  They have a plan, a program, to help the scouts become trustworthy, loyal, brave, clean and reverent.  They put a lot of time and effort and thought into building those qualities into the lives of their scouts.  And that’s really what the more than modern parent does, isn’t it?  We know these little bundles of joy they place into our arms at the hospital aren’t going to grow up into the kind of men and women we want them to be by accident.   We need, as the saying goes, to begin with the end in mind, to begin this child-rearing process with a clear idea of what we hope and pray the end result will be.
To a large extent Brenda and I are at the tail end of the parenting continuum.  Our youngest daughter is almost 20 and halfway through college, our son is heading off to law school this August, and our oldest daughter is completely off the payroll, being married and fully employed.  But I’ve started to think about this whole parenting thing all over again since I found out not long ago that I’m going to be a grandparent later this year when Stephanie and Scott have their first child.  I’m quite excited about this new adventure, but it’s made me think all over again about what I’m calling “the Blue Fairy” question.  In other words, if I was the Blue Fairy, what are the qualities I would want to see developed in little Pinocchio – a name, by the way, Steph and Scott have told me is not under consideration.

So let me give you my list.  It’s shorter than the boy scout’s list, because that’s too long for me to remember, and it’s a little longer than the Blue Fairy’s list, just because I like to be different.  And since I’m a pastor, you just know that they all have to start with the same letter, and since my name is Craig they’re all going to start with the letter “C.”  So here we go; here are the qualities I think we all want to see developed in our kids and in our grandkids.
Committed
The first “C” is committed – as a parent I think we want our kids to be committed.  Yes, I’m aware you can take that phrase two ways, so let me see if I can explain more precisely what I mean by that.  
Like all of us, I want my kids to learn how to make a commitment of their lives to God.  Psalm 37:5 says, “Commit your way to the Lord.”  Now as we’ve said over the last few weeks, we can’t make our kids believe what we believe and we can’t make them follow Jesus if they decide not to.  But there’s a great deal we can do to help them understand why we follow Jesus and to do show them what it looks like to follow Jesus wholeheartedly.  
And frankly that’s what I’m getting when I say I want our kids to be committed to God – I want them to be all in.  I want them to appreciate that following Jesus isn’t a part-time deal, that it’s not a Sunday morning deal.  I want them to see that the best way to live, the most fulfilling way to live, is to live as a fully devoted follower of Jesus.  The Bible says this: “For the eyes of the Lord range throughout the earth to strengthen those whose hearts are fully committed to him.” (2 Chronicles 16:9)  God honors those whose hearts are fully committed to him, and my job as a parent is to teach that truth to my kids and to model it for my kids.
Now we’ve already conceded that it is unrealistic to expect perfection from our kids.   So let’s concede something else – we aren’t going to be perfect models for our kids of what it means to be fully committed to God.  Hopefully our kids will see that our faith in God is genuine and that it’s real and that it’s authentic, but it’s never going to be perfect, and that’s OK.  But just because I’m the parent doesn’t mean I have to be my child’s only model.  If we’re smart about this, we’re going to do our best to expose our kids to lots of other models of people who are fully devoted to following Jesus.  Some of those people will be in our larger family – grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins.  Some of those people will be in our church family – people on our Elder Board, our Kingdom Kids’ teachers, our youth leaders.  We tried to have different missionaries stay in our home so our kids could have different models of what it means to follow Jesus.  Or give your kids books to read of some of the heroes of the faith.  

Without belaboring this, let me emphasize my main point this morning – this all needs to be intentional.   Parents, we need to think carefully about who we want our kids to become, and we need to think through what we can do to help our kids develop into the men and women we hope and pray they will some day be.  It’s not good enough to just sort of hope our kids grow up to be committed followers of Jesus.  We need to do everything we can to guide them in that process.
Connected
Second, I want my kids to be connected.  I want my kids to develop friendships that are meaningful and lasting.  Sociologists tell us that 90% of men in America report that they don’t have a single friend.  Mother Teresa once said that loneliness is the leprosy of modern society.  We don’t want that for our kids; we want them to know how to make friends and how to keep friends; we want them to know how to connect.
I love this quote from John Ortberg in his book “Everybody’s Normal Till You Get To Know Them”: 

No matter how little money we have, no matter what rung we occupy on anybody’s corporate ladder of success, in the end what everybody discovers is that what matters is other people.  Human beings who give themselves to relational greatness – who have friends they laugh with, cry with, fight with, dance with, live and love and grow old and die with – these are the human beings who lead magnificent lives. (p. 31)
I think that’s a wonderful aspiration to have for our kids, that they learn to give themselves to relational greatness.  Now I understand that we’re each born with our own personality, that some of us are extroverts and others of us are introverts, and you can’t force an introvert to be an extrovert.  But you can teach an introvert how to connect with people, how to take an interest in people, how to listen to and interact with other people.  And my observation is that this process is best begun very early on.  Have you noticed that most of us tend to basically isolate our firstborn children, that we are so afraid that they’re going to be exposed to someone’s germs that we put them – socially speaking – in a protective bubble.  We don’t put them in the church nursery for fear they’ll catch some disease.  We make the grandparents scrub down and put on masks and protective gloves before we allow them to hold the little guy.  By the time we get to the 3rd or 4th kid, of course, we’re letting the dog lick food off the kid’s face, but not with the first one.  And I mention this because I think in our overprotectiveness we stunt our kids’ ability to connect with other kids.  If we want our kids to learn to connect, we need to start right out of the chute, if you will.  We need start teaching them right from the beginning that friendship is something to be pursued, nourished and treasured.  
And for all of us parents who are so concerned about our kids’ physical health, here’s something we should know.  The good people at Harvard did a nine year study of over 7000 people, and what they discovered is that the most isolated people were three times more likely to die than those with strong relational connections.  Harvard researcher Robert Putnam writes that if you belong to no groups but finally decide to join just one, you cut your risk of dying over the next year in half.  Making friends is good for your health.  And the bigger point is that it’s what God made us for; God made us to connect, he made us to be social.  God made us to find fulfillment and meaning in our relationships.  So however we do it, parents, we need to teach our kids how to make and keep good friends.

Contribute
Here’s the next quality on my Blue Fairy list – I want my kids and grandkids to contribute more than they consume.  We’ve all seen the bumper sticker: “He who dies with the most toys wins.”  It is part of our fallen nature to want to consume and to accumulate.  King Solomon learned this lesson.  Do you remember what he wrote in the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes?
I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces … I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me … I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure … Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun. (Ecclesiastes 2:8-11) 
Parents, this is an attitude we can do quite a lot to develop in our kids, the attitude that places a high value on contribution.  From a pretty young age we can teach our kids the value of contributing to the family.  Yes, I know that one of the ways we as parents like to show our kids how much we love them is by giving them things we know they’ll enjoy and by doing things for them so they don’t have to do them.  But have you ever seen a parent spoil a child?  The first time I saw it was when my parents spoiled me – it was wonderful!  I thoroughly enjoyed it!  After all, I was the baby of the family, which in my mind meant that I deserved to be spoiled.  But my parents not only spoiled me; at the same time they made sure I understood that I was expected to contribute to the family.  That meant I had chores – cleaning chores, yard chores, kitchen chores, and more.  

And here’s another place my parents taught me the value of being a contributor – at church.  I learned that we don’t go to church to consume; we go to contribute.  We only changed churches once when I was growing up, and that was because we moved.  And when we were looking for a church, one of the main questions was, “Is this a place where we can make a difference?”  Sure we were looking for a church where we fit in and where we could grow – absolutely those were considerations.  But those weren’t the only considerations.  My Mom in particular had always been very involved in church, so she wanted to make very sure that we found a church where we as a family could make a contribution.  
A man named Albert Pike once said, “What we have done for ourselves alone dies with us.  What we have done for others and the world remains, and is immortal.”  In the movie “The Emperor’s Club” Kevin Kline plays a teacher who is trying to communicate this value to his students.  He tells his students about an ancient conqueror named Shutruk Nahunte, who defeated a number of small countries back in 1158 B.C.  Then he pointed out that this great conqueror completely faded from history, never being mentioned again.  And then Kevin Kline made this point: “Conquest without contribution is without significance.”  And when our family watched that video, now about ten years ago, we paused the movie to talk about that point, to make sure we appreciated the importance of that statement for our lives.  There are lots of ways we can imprint this value on the lives of our kids, but however we do it let’s be sure to teach our kids that meaning and fulfillment in life will not be found in how much they consume but in how much they contribute.
Compassion
Here’s the next quality on my list – compassion.  I hope and pray that my kids and grandkids will grow up to be people with compassion for people in need.
A few weeks ago we took a very brief look at Proverbs 31, a chapter that pastors traditionally preach from on Mother’s Day.  Proverbs 31 is in large part a description of the qualities of a remarkable mother and wife.  It ends with these well-known words: “Charm is deceptive and beauty is fleeting, but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.” (Proverbs 31:30)  I also mentioned that what we often miss when we read Proverbs 31 is that these are all principles taught to the author – King Lemuel – by his mother.  The chapter starts like this: “The sayings of King Lemuel – an inspired utterance his mother taught him.”  And then notice what mom taught Lemuel in verses 8 and 9, the last verses before he gets to his famous description of the so-called Proverbs 31 woman: “Listen, my son! … Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute.  Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy.” (Proverbs 31:1, 8-9)  

Mom wanted her son the king to be sure to rule his kingdom with compassion.  She reminded him of something I’m sure she had talked to him about many times – his duty to speak up for those who can’t speak for themselves, his duty to defend the rights of the poor and needy.  And that’s something we want to teach our kids from a very early age.  For example, bullying at school has been increasingly in the news in recent years, but it’s always been around.  Not only do we need to teach our kids that it’s wrong to bully someone else, we also need to teach them the importance of defending the rights of those who are bullied.  When they see something that’s wrong, they need to be encouraged to say something to someone who can make it right.
One of the ways we’ve tried to model compassion for our kids is by our support of needy kids around the world.  Brenda and I have supported kids through Food for the Hungry and World Vision our entire married lives, including the early days when we were pulling weeds to help pay our rent.  And I’m very proud that our kids have chosen to become sponsors themselves.  You can even incorporate this kind of modeling into your vacations.  A couple of years ago we vacationed in Colorado, and in addition to seeing caves and mountains and other sights, we took some time to take a tour of the headquarters of Compassion International, where we learned how that organization got started, how it works, and the difference it is making in the lives of thousands of needy kids around the world.  
Or maybe you want to talk with your kids as they get older about the 27 million people around the world who live in slavery, many of them very young.  What does it mean to have compassion for those in slavery?  What can we do to speak up for them and to defend their rights?  Or maybe you have a discussion with your kids when they get to an appropriate age about the rights of the unborn – how do we speak for them?  How do we defend their rights?  In one way or another we need to teach our kids what compassion looks like in concrete, tangible, practical ways, and to let them know that when they show compassion they not only make King Lemuel’s mom proud, they make their mom and dad proud.
Content
Let me end with this one – I want to teach my kids and grandkids to be content.  Hebrews 13:5 says, “Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have.” Paul taught his protégé Timothy this principle: “But godliness with contentment is great gain.” (1 Timothy 6:6)  This is a hard one for all of us to learn.  We push ourselves to do more, to get in better shape, to fix up our homes, to acquire better quality products, to save more money, to move to a better neighborhood and to get a better job.  And I’m not saying those efforts are wrong.  But those efforts and desires become wrong when we feel we can’t be happy without having what we don’t have.  
It is going to happen over and over again in your child’s life – he or she will want something they can’t have.  They can’t have the toy they want.  They can’t go on the trip they want.  They can’t get into the college they want.  They can’t marry the person they think they’re in love with.  They can’t have the kind of family they want when they want, or they can’t live where they want to live.  And they need to know that they can still be completely happy even when they don’t get the perfectly legitimate desires of their heart, that after they work through the disappointment and the hurt and the sadness of not getting what they want, they will still be deeply loved and cherished by a God who wants nothing but the best for them.  This is a hard one to teach our kids because this is a hard one for every one of us.

It’s one of the most famous verses in the Bible – Philippians 4:13.  Do you remember what it says?  “I can do all things through him who gives me strength.”  It’s a great verse that we tell ourselves in all sorts of situations.  But do you remember the context?  Do you remember what Paul was talking about when he said that?  His topic was contentment.  Here’s what he says: “I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.  I know what is it to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.  I can do all things through him who gives me strength.” (Philippians 4:11-13)
Paul’s point isn’t that through the power of Jesus he can throw lots of touchdowns or hit home runs.  It isn’t that he can score well on standardized tests or do well in business or climb high mountains.  When he says Jesus can help him do all things, he’s saying that Jesus has empowered him to be content in any and every situation.  Our kids need to understand that while life is often very fun and wonderfully fulfilling, it can also be very hard and terribly disappointing.  But through the power and grace of Jesus, even in our disappointment we can still be content.  We can still have a deep sense of peace and well-being and satisfaction, even if everything isn’t as we dreamed it would be.

There are probably other things you would put on the list of qualities you want to see developed in your own kids; I’m not suggesting that my list is the final word.  But let me remind you of my larger point, which is this – we who are moms and dads need to parent with a purpose.  We need to be intentional about building these qualities into the lives of our kids.  So let’s commit ourselves to doing that as we close.
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