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When my daughter started pre-
school, she told me how some 
of the kids pushed or hit her 
when they wanted a toy. I 
asked her what she could 
do when this happened. 

She said, “I could hit 
them back.”

So I taught her how to 
instead use an assertive voice 
to tell her peers how she felt. I 
explained that an assertive voice is 
a big, strong voice that lets you 
tell someone when you don’t 
like something. We practiced 
using the voice at home by 
role-playing and encourag-
ing her to say, “I don’t like it 
when you push me!” or “I 
don’t like it when you take 
my toy.” If that didn’t work, 
then she needed to talk to 
her teacher. 

Over time she began using 
this confident voice at school, and it 
helped her solve many of her prob-
lems before asking for an adult’s 
help. 

—Autumn Shaffer

My 5-year-old daughter didn’t like 
wearing an eye patch to kindergar-
ten to correct her lazy eye. It made 
her feel self-conscious and other 
children teased her. 

One day when I picked her up 
from kindergarten, she was crying 
and didn’t want to return to school. 
I reminded her of all of her wonder-
ful qualities, struggling with how to 
convey the idea that she was differ-
ently abled for the time being. 

“You have a superpower,” I said. 
Before she could inquire, I asked her 
what she thought it was. 

She considered the question for 
a moment and then brightened. “I 
can see so good with one eye that 
the other eye became useless.”

She went to school the next day 
more confident than ever. Some 
weeks after the patch was removed, 
we met a little girl with leg braces 
at the park. My daughter looked her 
up and down and then smiled. 

“You have a superpower,” she 
announced. 

—Pamela Fay 

Use  
Your

FROM FOCUS ON THE FAMILY 

OTTER B
Each book in this series teaches 
young children a character quality. 
FocusOnTheFamily.com/OtterB
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an unflinching love
Burn survivor John O’Leary’s story  
of courage and commitment

BY BENJAMIN HAWKINS / PHOTOS BY SUSIE GAAL

John with his wife, Beth
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WALKING CONFIDENTLY, 
BUT WITH A SLIGHT LIMP, 
John O’Leary crossed the dance 

floor. He was a junior at St. Louis 

University and, just moments earlier, 

had seen freshman Beth Hittler for 

the first time. John was smitten. He 

summoned his courage and made 

his way toward her, his heart pound-

ing nervously. He wanted to ask her 

to dance. But what girl would take 

the hand of a fingerless man? 

That’s a question he’d asked him-

self time after time for more than a 

decade.

In 1987, 9-year-old John awoke 

from surgery—his seventh in only 

a matter of weeks—to the whispers 

of his father and mother standing 

in the corner of his hospital room. 

Groggy from the surgery, he forced 

his eyes open. His mom noticed he 

was awake and wiped the tears from 

her eyes. His parents walked to his 

bedside.

“John, we have to tell you some-

thing,” his father said. He explained 

that gangrene had set into John’s 

fingers and threatened to spread 

throughout his body. “They were 

just too damaged by the fire, and the 

doctors couldn’t save them.”

In shock and fear, he yelled at his 

parents. “How could you let them 

do this to me?” Without fingers, he 

thought, he’d never be able to play 

baseball, write, go to school or find 

a wife.

“What girl will ever want to hold 

my hands,” he asked his parents, “if 

I don’t have fingers?” He thought 

that the doctors hadn’t saved his life. 

They had ruined it.

During the next decade, John 

fought these fears. And, on the 

dance floor in 1998, he took another 

step toward pushing them aside to 

discover a life and marriage filled 

with unconditional love. After walk-

ing up to Beth and introducing 

himself, John offered her his hand . . . 

Today, John is no longer a shy 

college student but a renowned 

inspirational speaker and best- 

selling author. This transformation, 

however, hasn’t been easy. Choosing 

to live and love after a life-altering 

tragedy has become a defining char-

acteristic of his life.

‘Do you want to live?’
On Saturday morning, Jan. 17, 1987, 

John was at home under the care of 

his 17-year-old brother, Jim. Having 

watched other boys in the neighbor-

hood play with fire and gasoline, John 

went into the garage and set a piece 

of paper on fire. Then he tried to pour 

a drop of gasoline on the flame.

The explosion threw him 20 feet 

across the garage. Flames engulfed 

him, leaping 3 feet off of his body. 

He ran into the house, crying out for 

help. Jim raced toward him and beat 

the flames out with a rug.

“I had burns on 100% of my body,” 

John says. “Eighty-seven percent of 

those were third degree.”

Jim carried him outside, and 

they soon heard the ambulance 

approaching.

“I tried to run to it, but my legs 

would barely move,” John recounts 

in his 2016 book, On Fire. “So I hob-

bled. Naked. My skin and clothes 

had been burned off.”

Later that day, John’s mother 

arrived at the emergency room and 

came to his bedside. She took his 

hand and smiled. But John imme-

diately burst into tears. He asked, 

“Mommy, am I going to die?”

She leaned close to her son, 

paused and looked into his eyes. 

“John,” she said, “do you want to die? 

It’s your choice, not mine.”

In that moment, he chose to live. 

To take ownership of his actions and 

say to himself, It’s my life, and I’m 

responsible for it. 

But during eight months of the 

initial recovery, choosing life—even 

with a profound faith in God’s good-

ness—came with pain and hardship. 

“[Mom] insisted that I take back my 

life,” John says, “that I not make 

excuses . . . but that I embrace what I 

still have in front of me.

“She insisted that when I meet 

someone for the first time, I extend 

my right, fingerless hand,” he adds. 

“I would cup their hand with both of 

mine and shake firmly, looking them 

in the eye. ‘That’s what men do, John. 

And so that’s what you’re going to 

do, too.’”

Learning to love
So when John first laid eyes on Beth 

in 1998, he took his mother’s advice 

and approached her confidently. 

And when he asked her to dance, she 

took his hand without flinching.

“He approached me like he didn’t 

have any injuries,” Beth says, “like 

nothing was holding him back.”

During the year that followed, 

John and Beth became close friends, 

but John wanted more.

“So, after about a year of being 

her friend,” John says, “I asked her 

out in the traditional sense.” But he 

was rebuffed. “She said to me, ‘John, 

you’re like a brother to me.’ ”

But, undefeated, John continued 

to pursue Beth, and one year later, 

he asked her out again. Yet, again, 

she refused.

“After the second rejection,” John 

says, “my heart started to change. 

I stopped pursuing her for what I 
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could get, and I started to love her 

for who she was.” 

In On Fire, John recounts that he 

began praying about what it meant 

to be in love: “I let go of my fear that 

I’d always be alone. I opened the 

door of my heart and loved her even 

though it wasn’t exactly the way I 

had planned.”

He served her much as he’d 

always done. He still gave her flow-

ers, bought her a breakfast sandwich 

before she went to class and held the 

door for her. But no longer did he do 

this to gain a wife or to cover over 

his weaknesses. “It became uncon-

ditional love, giving and expecting 

nothing in return,” John says. “I 

think that’s an extraordinarily attrac-

tive love to be pursued with.”

Indeed, after another year of 

friendship, Beth confessed that her 

feelings for him had changed.

Life together
John and Beth married three years 

later. In sickness and in health, 

they’ve served each other with the 

same unconditional love that began 

their romance.

Only a month after the wedding, 

the wounds on John’s stomach 

became infected. At first John wor-

ried that Beth would be disgusted by 

the infection; he didn’t want to show 

her the sore. But she soon noticed he 

wasn’t feeling well.

So he finally lifted his T-shirt and 

showed her the infection.

“Rather than running into the other 

room,” he recalls, “she gently bent 

down and kissed the infection.”

“I hate these things,” she said. “But 

I love you.”

“We’re committed to growing 

together,” John says. And with four 

children and busy schedules, this 

takes effort and intentionality. They 

deal with the same complications 

and disappointments as other mar-

ried couples with kids. 

For this reason, they plan weekly 

date nights, talk throughout the day, 

go to bed at the same time and pray 

for each other before falling asleep.

John never complains after com-

ing home tired from a speaking 

event. “I want to be the one putting 

the kids down,” John says. “I want to 

be the one doing the dishes. I want 

to serve her when I’m home.”

John sometimes wonders what 

would have happened if he hadn’t 

chosen to reach out his hand at the 

dance. But he doesn’t wonder long; 

life is calling and needs his undi-

vided attention. •
Benjamin Hawkins is a freelance writer and 

associate editor of The Pathway, the news 

journal of the Missouri Baptist Convention. 

John and his wife, Beth, with their 
children (left to right) Henry, Grace, 
Patrick and Jack and their dog, Emma
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Three essential  
truths that will  
help your kids  
thrive during  
the teen years
BY FOCUS ON THE FAMILY STAFF 
PHOTOS BY ERIN DRAGO

“JUST WAIT UNTIL you have a teenager!”

Heard that one yet? It’s the classic, lighthearted obser-

vation of experienced parents talking to their younger 

counterparts. Whatever the situation, the message is about 

the same: You may think you’re getting the hang of this par-

enting gig now, but the real work hasn’t started yet.

While every stage of parenting has its trials, there is 

something uniquely challenging about adolescence. Many 

parents remember their own turbulent teen years. They 

wonder if they’re truly ready to walk with their kids through 

all the emotional drama, the conversations about sex and 

dating, and the challenges of resisting the corrupting 

influence of a secular culture.

Yet it’s going to happen, whether you’re ready or not. 

Your kids are growing up, their maturing minds and 

hormone-fueled bodies propelling them toward adult-

hood. As you prepare them for this launch into the 

teen years, you can equip your kids to have stabil-

ity and direction during this time of change, to not 

just survive the teen years, but thrive. That starts with 

helping young people comprehend and appreciate 

three important truths:

kids & teens
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MUCH LIKE the printing press, radio 

and television once did, the mobile 

phone has completely changed cul-

ture. But this transformation is far 

more pervasive—smartphones have 

become nearly inseparable from 

many teens, often consuming their 

life and draining time and band-

width from richer relationships and 

activities. 

Mobile devices also create a 

direct portal for negative influences. 

Instead of enhancing and educating, 

personal devices often isolate teens 

from healthy relationships, subject-

ing them to cyberbullying, distorted 

messaging and risky behaviors.

A child’s healthy view of technol-

ogy use starts at the top. As parents, 

we can give our preteens healthy 

boundaries for their devices and 

model those boundaries with our 

own devices. We can also lead them 

in an exploration of technology’s 

potential for creativity and produc-

tivity in their areas of interest.

Young people who develop a 

healthy relationship with technol-

ogy understand that they are not 

made to be consumers but pro-

ducers—created by God to do great 

things for His glory. Producers create 

The truth about 
technology

music instead of just listening to it. 

They take up photography, instead 

of spending hours absorbed in 

friends’ Instagram feeds. They join a 

missions trip rather than following 

someone else’s travels. We have an 

important responsibility and oppor-

tunity to help our kids recognize and 

explore the thrills of the real-world 

adventures that are all around them.

Spending time texting, watch-

ing videos or flipping through social 

media isn’t necessarily unhealthy, 

but our young people have to be pre-

pared so they aren’t taken in by the 

addictive nature of these platforms. 

When texting and social media no 

longer enhance but consume their 

lives, they need to evaluate how 

they’re using their time. 

Have your teens periodically 

examine their use of time by asking 

themselves a few questions: Do the 

things I invest my time in make me 

better? Do they improve my heart or 

my character? Are they helping me 

grow into a smarter, stronger, more 

resilient person? Teach your preteens 

that before they turn to a screen, 

they need to consider doing activi-

ties that help them answer “yes” to 

those questions. 

WORDS OF TRUTH:
Psalm 51:10
Proverbs 4:23
Romans 12:2
Ephesians 2:10

Learn how to navigate the 
challenges your kids will face 

during the teen years. 
FocusOnTheFamily.com/TeenYears

LISTEN NOW!
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The truth about 
their friendships

WORDS OF TRUTH:
Proverbs 13:20
Proverbs 22:24-25
Matthew 22:37-39
1 Corinthians 15:33

DOES IT sometimes seem like your 

child’s friends have become more 

important than eating and breath-

ing? Adolescence brings a massive 

desire to belong and fit in with 

peers. This is natural. God designed 

us for relationship. But our teens 

need guidance in developing friend-

ships. It’s critical for our young 

people to identify trustworthy peers 

who will help them grow and to 

avoid negative influencers who may 

hurt them over time.

Help your preteens recognize this 

age-old struggle: In working hard to 

fit in with a group of peers, we may 

be tempted to betray what friend-

ship really is, even betraying who 

we really are. Teens crave commu-

nity, to belong to a group. But this 

natural, healthy desire can be cor-

rupted when, in their efforts to be 

accepted, they change themselves 

to become who they think the 

group wants them to be. 

Ask your preteens: “Are you really 

accepted into a group of friends if 

you’re only showing a counterfeit 

version of yourself?” Help them see 

that their peers can get them into 

trouble by influencing them to do 

things they know they shouldn’t do. 

Good friends, however, point them 

toward good behavior, wise advice 

and sound decisions.

Your kids will also be reassured to 

know that they are not alone in this 

struggle. Share your experiences—

about how you’ve dealt with the 

pressure to fit in—so that your kids 

recognize they’re not alone in their 

trials.

Parents can also help their kids see 

a more genuine view of friendship 

by intentionally seeking out healthy 

community that accepts young 

people for who they are. Nurture 

a community composed of family, 

extracurricular clubs and church that 

gives kids love and belonging and 

helps them through life’s challenges. 

Teens are able to develop a real 

sense of community when they rec-

ognize that they belong to something 

bigger. They are naturally wired to 

participate and work with others. 

Parents have the great opportunity 

to help kids discover those environ-

ments and activities that are a natural 

fit for their kids’ unique personalities, 

gifts and interests.

When young people work together 

with peers on various goals, they ful-

fill their need to belong, without 

caving in to the pressure to change 

themselves to fit in. >>>

© 2019, Focus on the Family

Introducing a new video 
series created by parenting 
and youth experts at Focus 
on the Family. Launch Into 
the Teen YearsTM will get 

you and your preteen talking 
about how to make great 
decisions and soar with 

confidence through these 
crucial years.

ORDER TODAY!
FocusOnTheFamily.com/Launch

Launch Into the Teen Years.indd   1 8/13/19   1:00 PM



ALL PEOPLE feel bad about them-

selves from time to time. For teens, 

those emotions are a normal (and 

sometimes quite dramatic) response 

to life challenges. But when teens 

feel bad in unfamiliar or uncomfort-

able situations, their emotions can 

run out of control, hijacking their 

perspective. 

Sometimes these emotions over-

stay their welcome, causing kids to 

believe serious lies about themselves. 

You’re dumb. Ugly. A loser. Kids not 

only begin to believe these lies, but 

also start wearing them like labels 

they can’t remove.

Help your preteens recognize two 

seemingly contradictory facts about 

emotions: They’re useful, but they 

often deceive us.

Emotions are a bit like skin, which 

alerts us when something we touch 

is too hot or when there’s a spider 

crawling on us. When a friend isn’t 

acting loyal, feelings of insecurity 

warn your kids that the relation-

ship may not be safe. They may 

need to distance themselves from 

that friend and hang out with other 

friends. Insecurity doesn’t feel good, 

but as a tool, it can help teens make 

decisions.

Emotions can also mess with teens 

if they don’t understand the power 

of emotions to direct their thoughts 

toward things that aren’t true. When 

teens face new situations and chal-

lenges, their emotions often ricochet 

around, trying to manage the new 

experiences. They can feel exhila-

rated one minute and completely 

discouraged the next.

Help your child recognize that 

when she compares herself to every-

one around her, she’s not seeing the 

truth about herself or the truth about 

who her peers really are. Emotions 

are amplifying and reacting to 

thoughts that aren’t true. Teens can 

take control over these roller coaster 

feelings by focusing on larger truths 

about who they really are.

As parents, we must consistently 

help our kids recognize that diffi-

cult circumstances and turbulent 

emotions don’t change the larger 

truths about their identity. Affirm 

them, teaching them that how they 

feel doesn’t determine who they are. 

Rather, their true identity is anchored 

in what God says about them—that 

they are uniquely made masterpieces 

chosen for good works that advance 

His kingdom. The Creator of the uni-

verse loves them unconditionally.

Repeat and affirm this truth to your 

kids often so that they can recognize 

the truth about who they are when 

stormy emotions threaten to wreck 

their perspective.

YOUR KIDS will face many challenges as they launch into the teen years, but 

by teaching them these core principles, you can help them recognize that:

• Real-world living is far better than being immersed in media and technology.

• True friends will accept them for who they are.

• Their identity is determined by God, not by their feelings.

With these truths, young people can develop the self-discipline and self- 

respect needed to thrive during their teen years. •

NEW

FROM FOCUS ON THE FAMILY 

LAUNCH INTO  
THE TEEN YEARS
Nervous about your kids entering the 
teen years? This new video curriculum 
can help you and your preteen 
communicate openly with each other 
while digging into the truths about sex 
and marriage and the challenges of the 
adolescent years.  
FocusOnTheFamily.com/Launch

The truth about 
their identity

WORDS OF TRUTH:
Psalm 139:14
2 Corinthians 5:17
1 Peter 2:9
James 1:5

Launch!
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the secret of gratitude
Our kids’ character is often  
cultivated in unexpected ways
BY LEE NIENHUIS
ILLUSTRATIONS BY ALYSSA DE ASIS  
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I RECENTLY FOUND myself 

standing at an airport gate, antici-

pating the arrival of my 11-year-old 

daughter. The excitement in me was 

building. It had been a big trip—for 

both of us. She had gone to visit her 

grandparents in Texas, while her dad, 

older brother and I traveled to Haiti 

to teach at a conference.

It’d only been 12 days, but the 

young woman in the cowboy hat, 

boots and trendy glasses exiting 

the jet bridge scarcely resembled 

the “unaccompanied minor” that I’d 

dropped off just two weeks before. 

I hadn’t anticipated her returning 

with loot that bulged her suitcase.

As she described her trip, she 

talked about the good time she 

had. And I realized my parents had 

spoiled her rotten! I was happy for 

her, but as we walked to the curb 

to meet her older brother, I won-

dered if my children’s perspectives 

on abundance and gratitude had 

grown in different ways. My son had 

just spent time in Haiti where he 

learned gratitude for even the most 

basic blessings of life. Had my girl 

expressed gratitude for the differ-

ent experiences and opportunities 

afforded to her? I wondered.

Later, my mom assured me that 

she had and that she was a joy to be 

around. It was a relief to my mama-

heart and another reminder of the 

roots of true gratitude that the apos-

tle Paul hints at in Philippians: “I 

know what it is 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” (Philippians 4:12 

NIV).

To be grateful and content, 

whether well fed or hungry. In pov-

erty and in plenty. In any and every 

situation. As I journey with my 

children through life’s different expe-

riences, I want them to carry that 

secret of gratitude with them. Here 

are the three truths I want my kids to 

understand.

Gratitude is obedience
When the Lord tells us to “enter 

his gates with thanksgiving and 

his courts with praise” in Psalm 

100:4, it isn’t merely a suggestion. 

We are instructed to give thanks 

because this is God’s will for us (1 

Thessalonians 5:18). In other words, 

to be thankless is sinful. That’s why 

it’s important for us to give an offer-

ing of gratitude in both the joyful 

and the broken, disappointing times.

God’s directive to be thankful is 

not a superfluous command or a 

prompt to say meaningless words. 

Indeed, showing gratitude to God 

is not for His benefit; it is for ours—

and it really must be a better way to 

live or He would not have set that 

expectation.

As parents, we intuitively know 

that our children should express 

gratitude, that saying the “magic 

words” is a necessary discipline. 

There is nothing magical about 

words of gratitude, but the act of 

thanksgiving is transformative. 

KIds & TEENs / GRATITUDE



Gratitude is an acknowledgment that we have 

received a gift. As Christians, we recognize that all 

gifts ultimately come from God.

Gratitude looks forward
At the beginning of our ministry in Haiti, I strug-

gled with how to convey hope to the women we 

were working with. I certainly couldn’t prom-

ise that God would change their circumstances, 

and that left me feeling restless. How can we pray 

with thanksgiving in the middle of such despera-

tion? Finally, in the quiet and my wrestling, God 

reminded me of the promise of His presence and 

power, whatever our circumstances.

We model thankfulness to our children when we 

consistently recognize that God is at work in every 

situation our children will face. “He has said, ‘I will 

never leave you nor forsake you’ ” (Hebrews 13:5). 

This promise allows us to pray with gratitude that 

God will be with our children in the victories and 

trials that lay ahead—during the times of plenty 

and the times of want—and that He is working in 

all circumstances “for the good of those who love 

him” (Romans 8:28, NIV).

In light of this truth, I’ve had to refocus the way 

I pray for my children before I send them out the 

door each day. Yes, I still pray for my kids’ needs—

Father, please help Gabriella remember what she’s 

learned for her math test today—but I also pray 

boldly and with more gratitude, thanking God for 

His promised presence and wisdom as my kids 

learn to trust Him.

Gratitude looks upward 
Our gratitude should be rooted in God’s character, 

not our physical abundance or material blessing. 

It’s a lesson that my son, Brendan, grasped in a 

profound way during our trip to Haiti.

When I travel, what often overwhelms me is not 

the new adventure that lies ahead, but the dingi-

ness of the colors, the brokenness and the trash 

on the streets. Sometimes it can take minutes, and 

other times days, before I find the wonder and 

richness of the location God has brought me into.

But I learned that Brendan could see things 

for what they really were. During a ride around 

Port-au-Prince, I watched my son take in the new 

environment. We drove up the dusty and bro-

ken streets, passing buildings with bullet holes 

from recent demonstrations, and I didn’t have to 
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BY MARIANNE HERING AND  
SHEILA SEIFERT
Cousins Patrick and Beth attend 
Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration and 
discover that their friend’s brother 
Kitch is a slave in South Carolina. The 
cousins search for Kitch as they travel 
down the Combahee River with 
Harriet Tubman. Will Patrick and Beth 
be able to rescue Kitch?

THE TWO SIDES OF LOVE 
BY DR. JOHN TRENT AND  
GARY SMALLEY
In this updated edition, you’ll learn 
about the four “animal” personality 
types (Lion, Otter, Golden Retriever 
and Beaver) and how to find a healthy 
balance between the protective hard 
side of love and the tender soft side of 
love in your relationships, especially 
with family and friends.

Your generosity helps us develop life-changing, 
faith-based resources. Please consider including 

a donation with your purchase.
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wonder what Brendan observed in 

the depth of poverty. Where I saw 

the desperation of vendors selling 

their wares, he saw a local econ-

omy. As we drove past an empty lot 

with a power washer, parked cars 

and an older man with mud caked 

to his ankles, Brendan saw a thriving 

car wash—clean cars were import-

ant here, too. And in response to 

the new sights, smells and experi-

ences, he was filled with awe. His 

mind didn’t focus on the broken-

ness, but the beauty, ingenuity and 

abundance.

It would be easy to just write this 

off as childlike simplicity, but there 

was little naiveté in his 15-year-old 

text to his youth group back home: 

“Those going to Haiti this summer, be 

prepared to have your hearts broken. 

You see poverty on a deep level. But 

you also see the extreme joy of the 

Holy Spirit in those who believe. The 

pastors and those who share Christ 

on a daily basis are joyful in the midst 

of hardships. So take heart! Be as joy-

ful about your faith as they are. . . . Be 

joyful, be excited! You are saved from 

your sins!”

The real secret
I still smile at the theology that 

rolled so easily off the fingers of my 

son, how it instructed my heart. The 

gift of salvation alone is enough rea-

son to be filled with gratitude.

I guess that’s the real secret: The 

work of Christ in our lives is just 

plain bigger than our circumstances, 

as rich or poor as they may be. I may 

be tempted to place greater value on 

my son’s gratitude amid poverty than 

on my daughter’s gratefulness for 

being showered with material bless-

ings, but I’m realizing that character 

is forged in our ability to remain 

humble and thankful in those times 

of abundance, as well.

Gratitude is an appropriate 

response to every circumstance 

because God’s presence remains the 

same, no matter the continent or the 

island, the plenty or the want. •
Speaker and writer Lee Nienhuis is the author 

of Brave Moms, Brave Kids: A battle plan for 

raising heroes.

Would you describe your child 
as brave and kind? Lee Nienhuis 

shares her ideas about raising kids 
of bold, noble character. 

FocusOnTheFamily.com/Nienhuis

LISTEN NOW!
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John and Blair (center) with 
(left to right) Cole, Stephanie, 

Lilly, Justin and Nathan

room for more
Blair was already overwhelmed with two young 
children, but the story of an abandoned little girl 
made her rethink everything

BY THOMAS JEFFRIES
PHOTOS BY EMILY LESTER
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YOUNG NATHAN LIKED 
TO ASK QUESTIONS. 
Always had. Mostly typical stuff 

for a 9-year-old who knows he was 

adopted—questions like “What does 

it cost to adopt?” or “Did you pay for 

me?”

“No, parents don’t pay for children,” 

his mother would answer, “but I 

would have paid for you.”

Yet this time, this morning, felt dif-

ferent somehow. Nathan was sitting 

at the table eating breakfast, and his 

mother, Blair, was about to take her 

coffee to another room. Someplace 

quiet; someplace she could relax. Yet 

Blair had a sense that this particular 

morning she was supposed to join 

her son at the table.

Sure enough, Nathan had a ques-

tion for her—one he’d never asked 

before.

“What made you decide to adopt?”

Blair had to think about it for a 

minute. Did she even know the 

answer? Then it came to her, clear as 

can be, and she told her son exactly 

what he wanted to know.

“Well,” she said, “there was this 

radio program. . . .”  

 

For most of her life, Blair had never 

even considered adoption. She had 

no experience with anyone who had 

adopted or had been adopted; it was 

a totally foreign concept. Besides, 

she and her husband, John, already 

had two young children, ages 3 and 

4, and Blair says she wasn’t exactly 

what you’d call a “supermom.”

“Having two preschool-aged chil-

dren was overwhelming to me,” she 

says.

It was while driving those two lit-

tle ones home from school that she 

heard a Focus on the Family broad-

cast about a little girl who’d been 

abandoned on the streets of Korea. 

The girl, Stephanie, was rescued at 

age 7 by a missionary woman and 

taken to a Korean orphanage; but 

everyone knows that only the young-

est, cutest, healthiest kids stood 

a chance of being adopted, and 

Stephanie was a scrawny little thing, 

with worms in her body, lice in her 

hair and boils on her skin. What’s 

more, she absolutely despised men 

thanks to the years of abuse she’d 

suffered at their hands.

Blair listened with fascination as 

Stephanie recounted the day that a 

childless American couple came to 

the orphanage. She said the biggest 

man with the biggest hands she’d 

ever seen picked up each infant one 

by one. Then he turned to Stephanie, 

and he laid a huge hand on her face. 

Stephanie says it felt so good that 

she never wanted it to end, but her 

body wouldn’t stand for it.

She looked up at the man and spat 

on him. 

The couple returned the next day 

and took Stephanie home with them.

“I listened in amazement,” Blair 

said. “That was the moment that got 

me. There was something about that 

action—the brokenness of that lit-

tle girl. She needed love . . . a parent 

. . . someone . . . anyone who would 

take her.”

It was a story of pain, of lament, 

of redemption and, at least for Blair, 

inspiration. What she also heard that 

afternoon was a tale of need.

“I did not have to be a perfect, or 

even a good, parent to do that. There 

were children who did not have par-

ents, like this girl, who desperately 

needed someone.”

That’s when the thought came to 

her: We should adopt. Actually, it was 

more like, I may not be the best mom, 

but I can be a mom to a child who 

doesn’t have one. And it was more 

than just a thought, Blair says. It was 

an impression with substance, and 

she had no doubt it was from God.

Still, she was afraid. How can I 

tell my husband? How will he react? 

It took a couple of days, but Blair 

eventually, tremulously told John: “I 

heard this program from Focus on 

the Family, and I think we’re sup-

posed to adopt.”
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She laughs now when she recalls 

his response.

“I always thought that would be a 

good thing to do,” John said. “But I 

didn’t think you’d want to.”

They looked at international adop-
tion first. Too expensive. Private 

agencies? Also costly.

“I think it was Blair who found a 

website with pictures and stories of 

kids in the foster care system,” John 

says. “We realized that there were 

kids in our backyard who needed a 

family.”

The couple approached the cliff 

and stepped off. They discovered 

that foster parenting is a journey 

of waiting and anticipation, fol-

lowed by more waiting. Finally, after 

months of glacial paperwork and 

approvals, their caseworker called:  

“I think we have a child for you.”

John and Blair dropped their two 

children at a friend’s house while 

they went to meet an 18-month-old 

ball of energy named Nathan. They 

weren’t concerned with how cute he 

was or whether they felt some sort 

of special connection. There was no 

“This is our child!” moment. There 

was only the pervading sense that 

a boy needed a home and they had 

one to offer.

And that . . . was that. Nathan 

was their first placement, and he 

never left. When they were given the 

option to adopt, there was no debate.

John and Blair made a decision: If 

a child in their community needed 

a safe place, then their home was 

available. John says they took in 

maybe 15 kids total. Some stayed a 

month, some stayed two days, some 

stayed a year.

The family took a break from fos-

tering for a while, but a few years 

ago—around the time of Nathan’s 

kitchen table question—John and 

Blair concluded it was time to 

reopen their home.

They said yes to a 7- and 9-year-

old brother and sister. The siblings 

lived with the family for 11 months, 

and things were moving toward per-

manence when a dramatic court 

ruling suddenly reunited the chil-

dren with their birth mother. It was 

an answer to prayer, but it was also 

terrible and crushing and at times 

Blair felt like she couldn’t go on.

Yet even as she grieved, Blair felt 

this small, glowing love for some 

child who needed a family, and she 

was afraid that if she took another 

break and didn’t take in more kids 

then that love would somehow 

fade—fade to the point that she 

might not want to risk her heart 

once more.

“I finally got to a place,” Blair says, 

“where I felt like, OK, let’s do this 

again, no matter the outcome.”

Again took the form of an 11-year-

old boy and his 3-year-old sister. At 

the time, they thought the place-

ment would be temporary, but that’s 

not how it panned out. The siblings 

came to live with them in August 

2017, and they’ve never left. “Cole 

and Lilly are a part of our fam-

ily,” Blair says, “no matter their legal 

status.”

Blair didn’t feel qualified for this 

role, she says. Never has. She just 

happened to be listening to the 

radio at the right time.

“That program,” she says, “changed 

my heart in an instant.” 

Considering adoption? 
Focus on the Family works to  

help find families for children in 

foster care through our Wait No 

More program. Learn more by  

visiting WaitNoMore.org. 

•
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