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More Thought Than Things

Brightly colored hunks of wrapping paper lie crumpled
around the room. Bows are strewn here and there. Toys that
elicited shrieks of thrill and shouts of joy only two hours
before are abandoned; they litter the Christmas battle scene.
The children are nowhere in sight. The parents sit amidst the
mess, too tired from staying up all night getting the gifts
ready, and then getting up for good after little Maggie awak-
ened the third time—at 5:30 A.M. They try with less than
100-percent success to hide their frustrations.

“I can’t believe it. We shopped every toy store in the area
to find this,” the father moans, as he holds a talking doll.
“We paid that woman who had gotten the last one twice its
price just so we could have it this morning. And here it is.
The kids couldn’t wait to go play with the neighborhood kids’
toys. And did you see your daughter? She was dragging that
filthy, worn-out thing we bought on sale at Wal-Mart and
gave her last year as an afterthought.”

“I know. We promised ourselves last Christmas we
weren’t going to get into this situation this year, and here we
are again,” the mother agrees. “We spent more on gifts this
year than we did last year, and they got up and out of here
earlier than they did last year. About the only thing that will
make this a memorable Christmas is that our credit card
payments will be larger and will take longer to pay.”

“I guess all we can do is try,” the dad sighs. “But next
year let’s try to give the kids something they will appreciate,
not just what they want. This is getting old.”



Every parent has been there, and not just at Christmas. The
parents of young children aren’t the only ones who struggle

to give gifts their children will appreciate. A friend tells of an
experience with his young-adult children.

The middle-aged parents leave on Sunday morning, before
even the early bird has cracked an eye, and drive a considerable
distance to the home of one of their daughters who lives in
another state. They perform a number of tasks that parents do
for adult children—tasks the younger generation could do, but
don’t because they know they can “get Mother and Daddy to do
it.” You know, tasks that are too much trouble, too time-
consuming, and too expensive for the kids to do themselves. The
younger couple watches as the parents get the things done. The
mother quickly throws together sandwiches for the road, and off
the parents go again.

My friend and his wife then drive hard to get to the next
daughter’s home in still another state. There they perform even
more parental acts of love.

Late that night they make the long drive home so they can be
at their own jobs early the next morning. Driving along that
midnight road, Ken asks his wife longingly, “Do you think they
appreciate what we give them and what we do for them?”

The wife thinks carefully and then answers, “Not now they
don’t.” In her wisdom, the mother knows her children are not
appreciative now, but she holds on to honest hope that one day
they will be. Maybe she draws more from her experience as an
offspring than as a mother.

Having hope that one day our children will appreciate what
we give them is the case concerning much about being a parent.
Parenting is generally the most unappreciated job this side of
divine grace. We give and give, and we sacrifice and give, but our
children remain steadfastly unappreciative. The depth of their
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thanks, when it comes, in no way matches the depth of our
giving nor the value of the gifts.

My father’s frequent exhortation still rings in my memory:
“The least you kids can do is thank your mother and be grateful
for all she does, especially what she does around here for you. She
works hard around here all day long, and you kids just come in
and clutter and never help and never say thank-you.”
Sometimes, in the midst of these well-worn speeches to his three
offspring, one got the feeling he wanted a little appreciation, too.
Can you imagine?

We never really understood the intensity of his frustration.
We-three-kings just didn’t see that providing our food, clothing,
shelter, entertainment, and medical care was all that big a deal.
After all, wasn’t she our mother? Wasn’t he our father? Wasn’t
that what mothers do? Wasn’t that what fathers do? And didn’t
we follow our training by thanking her for the good meal every
time we excused ourselves from the table? And didn’t we say
“thanks” when Daddy gave us money? Geez, what’s the big deal?

The bottom line is, parents have to give a lot to get a little
from their children. And often, we have to give tremendously to
get just a “thanks” spoken hastily over the shoulder as they run
out the door.

Receiving appreciation from our children is usually like min-
ing for gold. The miners go deeply into the mountain, blasting
and digging. They move tons and tons of muck, and then haul
out the gold-laden ore. The ore is refined, and the gold is sepa-
rated from the encasing rock. Finally, out of all those tons of
rock, the miners are able to extract a few ounces of gold. Cer-
tainly any words of thanks or appreciation from our children are
as precious as that gold!

Ah, but there is hope. There is hope that one day our chil-
dren will appreciate the truly significant gifts we have given
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them. They may never appreciate the ten months of payments
we made on those material gifts given at Christmas. But, if we
give them the right kinds of gifts, there is a wonderful chance
they will appreciate them when they are older. The trick is to give
children the right kinds of gifts and then manage to live long
enough to see their gratitude!

This book is about gifts you can give to your children that
they will grow to appreciate. Living long enough to experience
that gratitude is up to you and your genes. If your children are
teenagers or younger, they probably will not appreciate these
gifts for a decade or longer. They may even fight you tooth and
nail to keep from getting them. But one day it could happen.

These gifts will not seem all that important to them now. But
one day your children will be older, and maybe even wiser, and
they will see the unsurpassing value of what you have given
them. If they have been appreciative earlier, their appreciation
will deepen.

Note, if you give all the gifts mentioned in this book, you
will not be a perfect parent, and your children will not see you
as a perfect parent. Giving these gifts to your children will not
mean your children will be perfect, and they may not even turn
out “right,” which usually means to turn out exactly the way you
want them. Nothing guarantees that. These gifts do not mean
you will not have problems with your children. Hey, this isn’t a
magic book. But these ten gifts are precious gifts your children
will appreciate when they are older because each gift gives your
children something with eternal value—each gift touches their
souls.

Each gift is grounded in two realities, Scripture and my own
life. First, I have tried not to come up with my own ideas and
then run to the Bible to see if I can find some kind of verse that
backs up what I say. Okay, so maybe I did that a couple of times,
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but mostly I have found the principle somewhere in the Bible
and included it on the list. Or maybe I discovered the principle
and realized that the Bible speaks to it directly or indirectly a
number of times. I have included these principles in my discus-
sions of the gifts. Either way, you will see what I mean. But I
have tried to include only gifts that have their reality in
Scripture.

Second, I base my ideas on what I have experienced and
observed. My list of gifts includes the things my parents gave me
that are the most meaningful to me or that I wish they had given
me in greater measure. They are things I have given my two chil-
dren or, more likely, wish I had given in greater abundance. One
thing for sure, the two children God entrusted to my household
are not shy when it comes to telling me things I should have
done better!

I have seen the reality of these gifts, or the lack of them, in
the lives of other people. I have seen great need for these gifts in
the lives of children and seen the voids in adults because they did
not receive them. I also have seen the remarkable results of these
gifts in the strong character of their recipients.

These guidelines to giving assume that parents are Christians
who want to see their children accept Christ as Savior and grow
up to be responsible people who are involved in the life of a
church. Certainly the most important gift parents can give their
children is an example of a redeemed life and the opportunities
to hear the gospel and accept Christ as personal Savior. Nothing
can replace these gifts, but in this little book, they are a given.

You might think none of the gifts mentioned here are star-
tling or new. I thought I would say that before you thought it.
But I hope they will serve all of us parents as sort of a refresher
course on giving our children what is truly important in life.
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Hopefully, both mother and dad will read this book and
discuss each gift. Give yourself a checkup on how you are doing
in giving your children the gifts that matter most. If you are real-
ly brave, you can let your kids give you a checkup on how you
are doing. I strongly encourage this. You may be amazed by how
much these things mean to your children. They certainly will let
you know how you can improve! (I’ve taken the test, and I stead-
fastly refuse to share my score!)

After all, when I’m old and gray (like I’m not now!), on a cold
winter’s eve, I want one of my two children to call up and say,
“You know, Dad, I was thinking about (pick one of the ten gifts),
and I gotta tell you, I may have thought it was dumb then, but
I really appreciate it now. It has made a positive difference in my
life. Thank-you.”

If I have learned anything, I will say simply, “Thank-you,”
and I will be glad I’m on the phone so my tears of gratitude will
not show.
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The Magic of Touch

What a scene! We had moved to a new community, and
I managed to make the high school football team.

I gloried in being a really rough, tough 165-pound
defensive middle guard. My father and my brother before me
made their teams, and by the skin of my teeth, I made mine.
One thing about small schools, even a 165-pound lineman
can make the team.

We football players had gathered, ready to board the bus
for our first road trip to a rival school ten miles away. My
dad was there, talking to everyone, encouraging the players,
probably reliving his past. Embarrassing!

Then, as I was getting ready to take that first step up in
manhood and into the bus, my dad came over. Right there
in front of God and every teenager in America, he hugged me
and told me he loved me and hoped I had a good game.

I wanted to die on the spot, but I was starting at defen-
sive middle guard that night. I made all kinds of faces, hop-
ing it would restore my manhood. I walked down the school
bus aisle and plopped onto the seat beside our 275-pound
offensive tackle.

“I can’t stand it when he does that,” I said in disgust
The huge mountain stunned me. “I don’t know why. I

would give anything if my dad would do that.”
In the brief discussion that followed, the roughest, tough-

est, meanest senior in town told me how his father and
mother never hugged him or told him they loved him, and
how much he longed for the day when they would. All I
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could say was, “Really?” Right then and there, as a high
school junior on the way to play football, I was thankful for
my parents’ gift—and I have been ever since.

Sort of strange that at a time when many studies indicate the
importance of showing love physically to our children, we are

in the midst of child-abuse awareness. Hopefully, the abuse
awareness grows from understanding the importance of proper
physical love.

A television program a couple of years ago pointed out the
strategic need children have for love expressed in physical ways.
The report told about prematurely birthed babies. Some of the
babies shown on the program were tiny; some weighed no more
than three or four pounds. They could have been held in the
palm of a grown-up hand.

Doctors told the television reporter that one of the greatest
needs of preemies is physical contact—for caring, loving touch-
es from their parents. Yet, the parents of the babies shown on the
program did not feel free to pick up their infants and love them
due to the babies’ tiny sizes and frail conditions and the needles
and tubes protuding from their bodies. The doctors finally told
the parents that unless they overcame their trepidations and held
the babies and gave them physical love, the babies were not as
likely to continue living, improving, and growing.

Since that report was televised, there has been coverage of
hospitals that have a large number of abandoned babies. These
hospitals enlist volunteers to come into the infant wards and
hold these parentless babies and express physical love to them.
The holding and showing of physical love make an unbelievable
difference on the well-being in every area of the children’s lives.

Now, I am no psychologist, nor am I the son of a psycholo-
gist, but I think I can say with little fear of contradiction by
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mental health folks: healthy, caring, nurturing physical expres-
sions of love are vital to the well-being of children of all ages. In
fact, all God’s children need healthy, caring, nurturing physical
expressions of love—even guys old enough to be grandads!

I speak to singles groups fairly regularly, and I usually tell
them: “I have heard that everyone needs from three to eight hugs
a day from another person to maintain emotional well-being. I
think some psychiatrist came up with the three hugs idea, and
some lonely single jumped the number to eight. Now, I don’t
know if that is true or not, but if it is true, that is one of the rea-
sons some of you are so crazy—you aren’t getting your share of
the hugs.” Then I pause and have everyone give/receive at least
one hug and more if they can get them. I tell the singles: “Now
I know there are right kinds of hugs and wrong kinds of hugs.
There are wholesome hugs and some pretty creepy hugs. But
don’t run from all hugs just because some creepy, sick people go
around hugging all wrong. Avoid those creepy huggers, and hug
the wholesome huggers—unless, of course, the creepy hugger is
your fiancé. In that case, see me after the meeting, and I will help
you get some counseling.”

If you need further convincing about the importance of
showing physical love, just check your Bible. In the Bible, there
are strong images and word pictures of God as a Father showing
love to His children in physical ways, drawing them to His
breast, holding them, caressing them. The Scriptures picture
God as holding His children protectively and lovingly in the
palm of His hand. God is pictured even as a mother suckling Her
children.

In his earthly ministry, Jesus constantly expressed his love in
healing power. Frequently, when he demonstrated his loving,
healing power, he did it by physically reaching out and touching.
This touch was more than just a calculated point of contact. It
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was reaching out and touching people who probably had not
been touched in a pure, loving way for years.

• He touched those who could not reach out and touch anyone.
• He touched those whom no one would reach out and touch.
• He touched the lepers.
• He touched the lady ceremoniously defiled by an issue of blood.
• He touched the prostitute who had been touched only in a lustful

manner.

Can you imagine how wonderful Jesus’ touch must have been to
those who had seen people running away to keep from touching
them?

This business of showing your children healthy physical
love—just plain old holding and hugging—is high on the list of
gifts your children will enjoy now and thank you for one day.

My parents were an interesting pair when it came to showing
physical love. My father was physically demonstrative in just
about every way. Dad believed in extending this “physical” all the
way to punishment. He also showed his love physically. I can
remember as a child sitting on my father’s lap as he watched tele-
vision and feeling great security there. When bedtime came, he
would give me a kiss and send me off to my room. I can still
remember feeling his beard stubble on my face.

As a pre-adolescent, I knew that when I awoke and walked
out of my room into the kitchen for breakfast, if my father were
there, I would get a hug and a kiss on the cheek. It was a secure
way to start the day.

On many nights when I was an older teenager, Dad and I
roamed the streets of the small towns where we lived, searching
out other night owls. We would be standing there, talking to the
insomniacs of our little world, and Dad would put his arm
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The Magic of Touch

around me and give me a sideways squeeze and say, “Yes sir, this
is my boy.” Funny, when I looked in a mirror right after that, I
was amazed I didn’t look nearly as tall as I felt.

Parental hugs and cheek kisses were part of my growing-up
years. My dad, ever the macho man, let my brother and me
know that men, such as ourselves, only kissed on the cheek. And
you only hugged your dad, but certainly manly father-son hugs
were right and good.

An interesting sidelight on this business of parents and chil-
dren hugging . . .  My mother was never a physically demon-
strative person. The hugs and kisses she offered were generally
few, and those usually came after we had gone to bed and she
had read us a Bible story. (I’ll tell you a secret. This saintly pas-
tor’s wife sometimes skipped the Bible story and read to us from
Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn. I liked them both.)

One day in Sunday School our teacher asked us, “When is
the last time you went up to your mother and gave her a hug and
told her you loved her?” Then she challenged us to do that
“today, when your mother is cooking dinner.” (Guess that dates
me!) There was no more dependable fact than that my mother
would be cooking Sunday dinner, which is at noon in my part of
the world.

Well, I waited until Mother had donned her apron and was
at the kitchen counter preparing the meal. I walked over to her
and, with great determination and some hesitation, without
warning, gave Mother a super-duper hug, kissed her firmly on
the cheek, looked her in the eyes, and said, “I love you.”

Startled the poor thing! But, when she regained her
composure, she said, “Thank you.”

I asked, “Is my doing that okay?”
She smiled and said, “Lynn, I love it when you hug me and

tell me that.”
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Well, I started doing it right regular and continued through
the minute life passed from her tiny body. Those hugs were
important to her and therefore gifts to me. In the last years of her
life, when I walked into her room at the nursing home, she
would do the best she could to hold up her arthritic arms and
say, “Give your mother a hug, you big lug.” Those kinds of
moments are gifts for which I will ever be grateful.

Hug your children abundantly, whatever age they are—even
if you have a teenage daughter, which I just survived, who finds
getting a hug from her father only slightly less repulsive than
being hugged by the class nerd. Give her a hug. Maybe not in
front of every other teenager in America, but give her a hug. She
will get over her disgust of being hugged just like she will get
over being a teenager.

Right now some of you, especially men, are saying that you
just can’t freely show physical affection. You weren’t brought up
that way. You want to, you say, but you just can’t do it.
Balderdash! You have overcome all other kinds of emotional dif-
ficulties, and you can overcome that hang-up, too. Just start, and
the more you hug your kids, the more you will like it and the
more it will mean to you. Even if it isn’t easy at first, do it.

And some of you older parents need to make up for some lost
hugging. It is never too late this side of the grave. Show your kids
physical love, and maybe, just maybe, you will live long enough
to hear them say: “You know, back when I was a kid and you
hugged me and told me you loved me, I thought you were the
most old-fashioned person in town. But now I think that was
just about the neatest thing you ever did.” And maybe, just
maybe, you will forget about that dust-covered, long-abandoned
$1,500 guitar you gave the kid at age thirteen, after hearing for
a year that he/she was going to be the next Rock-A-Belly-Jelly
earning $5 trillion a year.
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