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Family Wellness

Message to Readers
The medical, behavioral, educational, and scriptural descriptors and 

opinions in this book are intended to provide helpful and informative 
material to you as a parent or grandparent, or for a parents’ discussion 
group. The author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, 
health, theological, or cognitive personal professional services in the 
book. The book is not meant to be a substitute for discussing all physical, 
mental health, educational, and spiritual concerns with and consulting 
with appropriate professionals before adopting any of its suggestions or 
drawing inferences from it. 

The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for 
any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a 
direct or indirect consequence of the use and application of any of the 
contents in this book.



Getting Started, 
Led by the Spirit

SECTION 1
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Introduction
When God places a child in your life, He calls you to loving lead-

ership. Your divinely issued vocation is to diligently guide your child 
toward maturity, showing him or her the same respect and honor God 
affords all of His children in equal measure. The Holy Spirit gives you 
the desire and ability to live joyfully with your child in the arms of your 
Savior, here and into eternity. 

To live respectfully and joyfully necessitates being raised in a faith-
ful family to fear, love, and trust God, as Martin Luther reminds us in 
his Small Catechism explanation of the First Commandment. Children 
today are simultaneously developing within a democratic society in a cul-
ture that often appears devoid of the recognition of a present and active 
Creator, let alone a Redeemer and Sanctifier. 

Even so, as a Christian parent, you strive to give your child values 
centered on God’s will that are necessary to help him or her become an 
effective and fruitful citizen in your home and in your faith and public 
communities. You hope to raise a loving, faith-filled, resilient, honest and 
upright, securely purposed, and compassionate member of the human 
race. Along with those values, it is complementary for your child to learn 
stewardship of body, mind, and spirit—the very attribute God gives us 
for life and service. 

Faced with extraordinary healthy and unhealthy options for his or 
her health and well-being, your child needs to learn to make choices with 
an understanding of the consequences of those choices—both the bless-
ings and the curses. Therefore, we should not be surprised that God has 
laid out the ramifications of our choices with clarity in His Holy Word. 
Additionally, we have significant medical and behavioral science to vali-
date the importance of wellness behavior. 

Whether you have been parenting for a while or you are new to the 
role, you are discovering how joyful it can be. You also know that it can 
be frustrating. This dichotomy is exemplified by a culture aspiring to live 
peacefully, democratically, and in pursuit of happiness even as it is pop-
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ulated with fractured families, distraught communities, and inequalities 
of means of subsistence. 

Not since we left the Garden have we had such access to the bounty of 
God’s creation, yet the headlines shout news of anxiety, hunger, violence, 
poverty, political conflict, injustice, and despair. Truly, there is darkness 
in the light of such abundance. Among the significant contributions to 
this shadowy discord are the challenges of neighbors who do not share 
common bonds of resources, who do not accept the same standard for 
truth, and who do not find the same strength in the family unit as the 
anchor for dealing with the ills of the world. 

If you are leading a family today, you are well aware of these detriments 
to relational harmony in your “village.” Even with an enormous reserve of 
energy, persistence, and patience, a parent needs more than self-reliance. 
Christian parents long for the power of the Holy Spirit and the compan-
ionship of fellow followers of Christ to help them lead their children well. 
I believe good parenting is deeply enhanced by a Christ-centered per-
spective and is amplified by a strong faith family. God’s Word provides 
a lamp to illumine our way through a landscape darkened by parenting 
strategies that focus on the enhancement of ME: child-raising scenarios 
to advance my child’s ability to strive and thrive ahead of others. Instead, 
God’s Word shows us a parenting path best walked as WE: child raising 
directed first toward our relationship to God, then with our child and all 
of God’s creation.

Parenting with the goal of forming relationships—WE—requires 
more than conversation; it requires action that anchors our verbiage. 
Children absorb what they observe far more effectively than what they 
hear. Therefore, the wellness choices shared in this book are as valuable to 
your own health and wellness as they are for your child’s. Family Wellness 
promotes a whole and well child in the setting of a whole and well fami-
ly. Grandparents, siblings, extended family, teachers, pastors, and caring 
neighbors, as God has provided them, are your village. They are your 
support team by their deeds and as expressed and reinforced by their 
words. Parents and their cohorts lead by acting from the foundation of 
their own healthy behavior, rather than merely lecturing at or reacting to 
the child’s behavior.
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Accordingly, the foundation for our conversation will first examine 
parenting styles and the challenges and chances for producing faithful, 
morally sound, and healthy kids in the twenty-first century. Second, 
we will review the knowledge of God-designed, natural human devel-
opment, illuminated by leading educators, physicians, behaviorists, and 
theologians. Third, we will consider the integration of physical, cognitive, 
and spiritual elements for preparing our children to live in a diverse soci-
ety and, better still, to live with the joy afforded them by Christ. 

To begin our wellness-parenting conversation, then, I invite you to 
explore with me several important objectives. Entrusting our steps to the 
triune God, our parental hope is to rear our children and realize eternity 
with them by emphasizing these core character values: 

 ■ Love: An abiding faith in the incarnate Jesus, who restores us in a 
loving relationship with our heavenly Father. By faith, we live that 
love within our life together with others.

 ■ Resilience: The ability and confidence to face any challenge, to try 
again and again, and to live in Christ free from the debilitating anx-
iety of discouragement. 

 ■ Integrity: The ability to make responsible decisions and accept the 
consequences; honesty; strong moral principles, especially respect 
for others, centered in God’s will.

 ■ Security: The clear understanding of self and purpose as one cling-
ing securely to Christ of the cross and His resurrection.

 ■ Compassion: The commitment to live with a servant heart and thus 
contribute to the wellness of family and society by fostering healthy 
relationships.

Acquiring a high capacity for these character values (among others 
you may hold dear) is very significant in order for children to be empow-
ered family members and effective constituents of our faith communities 
and in society at large. 

Intentional behavior is a fundamental component for wellness within 
our families and culture. Therefore, we will look at five lifestyle choices 
that can be encouraged beginning early in a child’s life and that can con-
tribute to personal as well as community well-being. They include the 
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following:

 ■ Natural movement

 ■ Plant-dominated nutrition

 ■ Regular rest

 ■ Focus on faith and loved ones

 ■ Purposeful contribution to good outside of self 

I will clarify and expand these strategies to address age-appropriate 
abilities in separate chapters. 

The Appendix (page 233) provides discussion questions that are an-
chored in God’s Word. Use these to prompt Spirit-inspired conversations 
that can encourage you and your parenting partner or small group to 
think creatively and learn from each other’s expertise and experience.

The last chapter is devoted to grandparenting. I, like many of you, 
have found the joys and challenges of grandparenting to be a greatly reju-
venating booster shot to purposeful living. In turn, I am confident that I 
am blessing my grandchildren’s and children’s lives as well. 

Be assured that as the father of three and the grandfather of two, I am 
on the parenting journey with you. I readily recognize mistakes I have 
made along the way, and I give myself permission to learn from my mis-
takes and then let loose of them. Faith assures me that God forgives me 
in Christ. Furthermore, I cannot express more fervently the importance 
of the grace and forgiveness I’ve received often from my spouse and chil-
dren. God’s grace and that of my family continuously helps me grow into 
a more enlightened parenting role. 

I urge you to seek forgiveness and readily forgive, even if you are 
parenting for the first time. We should not be deceived; we all will make 
mistakes. By God’s grace, He continues to shower us with His forgiveness 
through His Son and gives renewed opportunities to grow well and whole 
in His Word. By that same grace, may we inform and reform our parent-
ing each and every day. Thanks be to God.

John D. Eckrich, MD
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CHAPTER 1

Parenting Roles and  
Relationships with Children

Train up a child in the way he should go;  
even when he is old he will not depart from it. 

Proverbs 22:6

We are called to lovingly lead our children in the way of Christ 
throughout their earthly life and to prepare them for their eternal life 
in God’s presence. As most of us realize, the vocation of parent stretches 
from womb to tomb (Proverbs 2:6). Parenting input modulates over time 
to meet our children’s maturity and circumstances, but we are never done 
parenting. Significant persistence and consistency is required of parental 
leadership.

As we parent in and with faith in Christ, we know we need to prepare 
our children to live with God’s creation and with His people, who are 
broken by sin. Children enter a culture and society in which its members 
express diverse moral values, vast choices, self-focus, and often a misun-
derstanding of identity and purpose. We live in a democratic republic 
that has a primary objective of equality within a disparate society: equal 
value of human life, equal freedom to live however we choose within the 
law, and equal opportunity to fulfill hopes and ambitions. Can we identi-
fy core relationship values consistent with the Christian faith that parents 
can instill in their children who are entering such a world? It is a worth-
while question and conversation. I’ll refresh a discussion of those values 
in a moment, but first let’s look at the ways we can parent to produce 
good citizens for our country and for our faith community.
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TODAY’S PARENTING STYLES

Our democracy professes equal rights, respect, and opportunity for 
all of society. That proposition has been present since the founding of 
our nation; and democratic principles have existed in some form in other 
civilizations and eras. Indeed, our equality dates to Christ’s work on the 
cross:

For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For 
as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 
There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 
there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
(Galatians 3:26–28)

In our country, however, we are increasingly seeking to realize this 
ideal through political, legal, and social discourse addressing inequalities 
in civil rights, socioeconomics, gender, age, ability, and race. As Chris-
tians, we realize that equality and mutual respect do not always exist in 
society because of our egocentric human nature and the nature of sin—
after all, sin arose when Adam and Eve tried to equate themselves with 
the Creator. Equality and respect are, nonetheless, worthy best practices 
for living in relationship with others because they are based on our equal 
standing as children of God. Furthermore, I believe that the statement 
of allegiance to our country—“one nation under God, indivisible, with 
liberty and justice for all”—has contemporary worth, meaning, and em-
powerment. 

St. Paul addresses these ideals in his letter to the Christians in the 
republic of Rome: 

Let love be genuine. . . . Love one another with brotherly affec-
tion. Outdo one another in showing honor. .  .  . Contribute to 
the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. .  .  . Live 
in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate 
with the lowly. . . . If possible, so far as it depends on you, live 
peaceably with all. 
(Romans 12:9–18)



14

Family Wellness

Paul expands on this topic in his letters to the Christians at Colossae 
(also a Roman republic):

Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compas-
sionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, 
bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against 
another, forgiving each other. .  .  . And above all these put on 
love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And 
let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you 
were called in one body. 
(Colossians 3:12–15)

Christian parents and their children share an identical relationship 
with God. They share the same worthiness to be members of God’s family 
through the water and Word of Holy Baptism. They are equally loved and 
receive the same respect and honor in God’s eyes, afforded them only by 
Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. In response, each parent and child 
is called to live in the manner worthy of being a child of God. Each is to 
fear, love, and trust God above all things. 

Although equal to one another in the family of God, their relation-
ship to the Creator is not democratic. Humans are created in God’s im-
age—but not as equals to Him. In addition, parents and children are 
called to different roles and responsibilities within the family in order to 
bring about unity and harmony in their life together and to be stewards 
of all of God’s creation. For children, following the will of their parents 
comes with an important promise:

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. “Honor 
your father and mother” (this is the first commandment with a 
promise), “that it may go well with you and that you may live 
long in the land.” 
(Ephesians 6:1–3)

Martin Luther describes these responsive, clearly delineated roles of 
children this way: 

Honor your father and your mother. . . . We should fear and 
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love God so that we do not despise or anger our parents and 
other authorities, but honor them, serve and obey them, love 
and cherish them. 
(SC, Fourth Commandment and its explanation)

What about parents’ responsibilities? Parents, Paul reminds us, are 
not to raise children in a cruel manner or without compassion but rather 
have an ordered, responsible, instructive, and caring approach to parenting:

Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them 
up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.
(Ephesians 6:4)

Parenting should be done with compassion and with an understand-
ing of our child’s human limits and frailty, which is the same compassion 
God shows each of us:

As a father shows compassion to his children, so the Lord shows 
compassion to those who fear Him. For He knows our frame; He 
remembers that we are dust. 
(Psalm 103:13–14)

Therefore, compassionate discipline is the delicate, deliberate dance 
parents perform to raise their children so that they treasure compassion 
in their relationships with others.

Parenting also requires us to make tough choices with awareness and 
acceptance of associated consequences. It calls for fair discipline and jus-
tice. For parenting merely to be permissive is not healthy. We are to train 
our children and others assigned to our care as God guides us: 

It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as 
sons. For what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 
If you are left without discipline, in which all have participated, 
then you are illegitimate children and not sons. Besides this, we 
have had earthly fathers who disciplined us and we respected 
them. Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of spirits 
and live? For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed 
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best to them, but He disciplines us for our good, that we may 
share His holiness. For the moment all discipline seems painful 
rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righ-
teousness to those who have been trained by it.
(Hebrews 12:7–11)

Additionally and unceasingly, parents should raise their children in 
God’s Word: 

From childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writ-
ings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith 
in Christ Jesus. 
(2 Timothy 3:15)

At first glance, these guidelines may seem to demand a rather author-
itative or strictly controlling parenting practice. The authoritative parent 
requires absolute control, total obedience, and even breaking the child’s 
will to conform to the parent’s will. There were times and places in so-
ciety where that was the typical parenting approach. Your parents may 
have been raised with the “father [or mother] knows best, and I turned 
out fine” mentality, and if stringent control worked with their genera-
tion, some would reason, it is appropriate for every generation. Generally 
speaking, the parent was the ultimate authority and provided rewards 
or punishment to achieve his or her goals. The child was left without 
equal standing and no opportunity to legitimately question, challenge, 
or disagree. Certainly, there was a time in our culture when inequality in 
gender, race, physical and mental capacity, and age was commonplace. 
Often, the response was rebellion. Increasingly, that is not the social and 
political environment our children inherit.

After World War II, parenting practices shifted so that a permissive 
or nonrestrictive approach became more acceptable.1 Some parents al-
lowed their children to “do their own thing” without many strings. Per-
missive homes had few rules, guidelines, or restrictions on the child’s 
freedom. Nonrestrictive parenting may have come about in part as a 
backlash against the authoritarianism of previous generations. The re-
sult, however, is that without boundaries, a substantial number of per-
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missively raised children now live insecurely.2 They do not experience or 
appreciate boundaries or a sense of belonging to a closely knit family or 
family-based society. They may struggle with any type of authority. Fur-
thermore, they are challenged by a lack of effective skills for child rearing 
themselves since they have no model of the support with accountability 
that comes from a family life with healthy boundaries. This can be true 
for single- or dual-parent homes. I believe this is a major contributor to 
the breakdown of the family unit we see so abundantly in our society 
today. 

You may have been raised with few boundaries and cannot imagine 
restricting your child’s ability to express him- or herself or to make choic-
es. Consider, however, that there could be a parenting style that combines 
the better qualities of authoritative and permissive parenting that is more 
effective for the challenges and threats children in the twenty-first cen-
tury face.

In the last hundred years, behavioral physicians and psychotherapists 
like Dr. Alfred Adler and Dr. Rudolf Dreikurs have laid the foundation for 
contemporary parenting pioneers like Dr. Michael Popkin. Dr. Popkin, 
through writings and workshops, has helped millions of parents to de-
velop responsible, cooperative, and courageous children.3 His parenting 
practice, called democratic parenting, points to equality and freedom as 
an ideal but adds much more to give structure and support to child rear-
ing. Parents are leaders (as Luther advocates in his Small Catechism), not 
dictators. They establish order by facilitating cooperative contributions 
to the family good by members (parents, children, grandparents) who are 
mutually respected and respectful. All family members learn from one 
another continuously; the family becomes the workshop for mutual care 
and living. Every member of the family has a distinct purpose that adds 
to the harmony and good of the family (see Colossians 3:12–15). Parents 
and children have social equality defined by mutual respect and honor 
and delineated by individual rights and responsibilities.

Parents’ and children’s roles, rights, and responsibilities are clarified 
in democratic parenting to bring harmony, unity, and mutual care to 
both the earthly family and to society at large. I believe that if our society 
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were filled with families with similar tenets for life together, we would 
more likely be able to approach our ideals of a truly democratic society. 

Obviously, flawed and sinful humans that we are, we still fall short of 
that; nonetheless, we realize that our children are entering a culture that 
has as its goal equality of human worth. In the following chapters, we 
dissect the five relationship values mentioned earlier to train our children 
to be members of God’s family and to help them better live in and serve 
as citizens in our culture. What would these character values look like in 
our children?

 ■ Love, filled with faith: Loving, faith-filled children have hearts that 
are anchored in their Christian faith. They know the Bible stories 
and logic of their faith, which the Spirit uses to help them know 
and love God. They think and discern with the mind of the incar-
nate, crucified, risen, and persistently loving Christ, who restores 
them in their relationship with God. They can express their faith 
through unconditional love, not just in words but also in the way 
they live, including insisting on esteem, justice, and liberty for all.

 ■ Resilience: Resilient children live with the ability to be persistent 
in their efforts to accomplish goals creatively, cooperatively, and 
adaptably. And because they trust Christ Jesus even when they fall 
short, they know they have forgiveness and mercy to live boldly for 
Him. This allows them to live resiliently, courageously, and, there-
fore, with less anxiety. 

 ■ Integrity: Children with integrity take responsibility for their choic-
es. They are honest and upright. That means they also develop the 
maturity to accept the outcomes of their choices and do not blame 
others for the ramifications if those decisions go awry. They are 
morally sound and respectful of others. They learn to make deci-
sions based on God’s will revealed in the Bible. 

 ■ Secure: Secure children are anchored by their faith in their baptis-
mal identity, as those saved and restored by Christ’s death on the 
cross. They know they are purchased for a purpose, so they live 
securely, despite the threats of sin, in their vocation as children and 
the call to be purposed for Christ. 

 ■ Compassion: Compassionate children possess a servant heart. They 
value and understand themselves in a servant posture. Their energy 
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flows outward for mission and service rather than inward to self 
because they have put on sympathy and concern for other. This 
servant posture is exemplified by the work of their Savior in His 
earthly ministry and His sacrificial death for our sins. 

In the next several chapters, we examine these character values as 
infrastructure for health and wellness in our biological, faith, and societal 
communities.

NOTES
1. Michael H. Popkin, Active Parenting 4th Edition Parent’s Guide (Marietta, GA: Active Parenting 

Publishers, 2015), 7.
2. Ibid., 6–8.
3. Ibid., 16.


