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Part 1
Laying the Foundation

1
Understanding the Power
of Donut Dates

D

o you remember what it was like to hold your newborn for
the very first time? God gave a precious and fragile gift—
to you! Do you remember how unprepared you felt?

But then the parenting journey began. And before you knew it,
activities started to pull you in a thousand different directions.
Should we take them to dance? Music lessons? Baseball or soccer practice? And on and on the list goes. Life seemed so simple
when your child was so young. You spent hours just watching her
play and grow.
In the midst of all this external activity, you also know your
child is changing on the inside. At least, you know it theoretically. As our children grow older it takes effort to have real heart-toheart communication with them. Good activities can crowd out
deep conversation. Life that started out as a leisurely rafting trip
8
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down the river of parenting has turned into constant rapids. You
are barely hanging onto the raft.

The Common Trap
It is not at all unusual for parents to fall into this common trap.
We can allow the urgent to crowd out the important. Each activity seems important at the moment, but together, they have
crowded out the important work of heart connection.
The good news is that it does not have to be that way. In the
Scriptures, a fruit of the gospel is turning the hearts of parents
and children back to each other (Malachi 4:6, Luke 1:17).
You can establish and maintain a strong heart connection with
your children as young children, tweens, teenagers, and even
into their 20s. But that heart connection does not happen automatically. It comes from deliberate communication and
commitment. Intentional time provides the space to walk
through the ups and downs of life. Time to communicate allows
us to talk through the normal tensions in a parent–child relationship. Often our disagreements and anger come because we
are starved for communication time.
Even families who are successfully navigating the rapids of activities and enjoying quality family time will benefit from this
communication habit.

Staying Connected and Making Relational Deposits
As a busy pastor, I was well aware of all the demands that
could have led me to ignore my children; and I certainly did
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not want that to happen. After we had four children two years
apart (think: 6, 4, 2, newborn), our home was pretty crazy.
How was I going to stay connected to my children in the midst
of pastoral demands?
I am hesitant to prescribe certain activities for becoming a disciple-making parent. I know too well my own pharisaical, list-making heart that doesn’t look for God’s work, rather my own “to-do”
list. Nevertheless, we all need specific suggestions. So allow me
to heartily recommend taking your children out for Donut Dates
(or muffin dates or breakfast dates or pizza dates). Just a few
hours will pay off huge dividends.
I don’t remember when this tradition started in our family. But
on a regular basis, I would take one of my four children out before
school to a local donut shop. That one-on-one date allowed me to
focus on one individual child for at least a moment. (Too often
parenting four children two years apart felt like herding cats!). In
addition, it allowed them to have my undivided attention to talk
about anything they wanted to. We were going somewhere special just for me to focus on getting to know them!
I would bring along a small notebook and record answers
to the questions I asked. The notebook was a visual record
of their answers throughout the years. In addition, writing
down their answers was a visible indication that what they
had to say was important.
We carried this tradition on not just with our young children but
with our teens as well. I’ve observed that right when our teens
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need us to listen to them and ask questions the most, parents
have a tendency to back off. Taking one teen out at a time enabled us to have a calm conversation about a topic. It also allowed
me to ask questions to discover what challenges they were facing.
Because of all the relational deposits, the dates gave us a context
to have some more difficult conversations. I can remember several “come-to-Jesus” talks I had with my teenage sons. Previous
positive breakfasts made a corrective time possible.
Finally, creating this relational “space” also allowed me to reveal
my heart. As the children grew into their teen years, there were
times I had to ask their forgiveness. Other times I asked them to
pray for certain challenges I was facing. Our relationships grew
in depth and complexity as they grew older.

A Letter from My Daughter
To encourage you in the benefits of Donut Dates, consider this
recent letter from my tweny-two-year-old daughter:
I can remember clearly the excitement of my eight-yearold self when it was my turn to go out with Dad. Every
few weeks we would drive to a donut shop right down the
road. Not only did I get to stuff my mouth with colorful
sprinkles and strawberry milk, but I got Dad all to myself.
He would ask questions like who my best friends were or
what my favorite subject in school was. All my answers
were written down in a maroon journal that was just for
my dates with Dad. This was a sweet and cherished tradition that carried on for many years.
11

The Donut Date Journal

If you are starting out with
young
children
who love the idea,
then take the book
along on your date
and record the answers.
As you read in the letter
from my daughter, she
was looking forward to the
event. Put it on your calendar and make a big deal of it.
If you are starting with a child or
teen you’re feeling distant from,
you might want to communicate
the idea of a date in a more low-key
way. Perhaps just suggest you go out
for breakfast to “catch up on what’s
been happening.” Go to that time with
planned questions and then record the
answers when you get home.

Conclusion
Our lives are changed by the conversations we have. We would do
well to be intentional about many of those conversations. Building in the space, time, and affection for those conversations will
bear much fruit later on in life.
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Those Donut Dates provided huge relational dividends
for the amount of money and time I invested and continue to invest. I cannot recommend a format like this highly
enough. I am confident the Lord will bless the individual
time you give your children.
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Keeping Your Hearts Connected
by Skillful Communication
—Excerpt from The Disciple-Making Parent

My dear brothers take note of this: Everyone should be
quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to become angry.
(James 1:19 NIV)

M

elinda’s request rocked her parents. She hadn’t given them
outward signs of rebellion. She seemed pretty well-adjusted at the school for missionaries’ kids. But now—this. She wanted a belly button piercing!

How would you handle that situation? Shock? Anger? A mocking
laugh, followed by a loud, “No!”? Wailing and gnashing of teeth?
Or would you just shrug your shoulders? And what would you
decide? What would you say to Melinda?
Most important for our purposes is not the specific decision the
three of them made, but how they made it. A decade later I asked
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her, “What do you think your parents did well in passing the gospel baton to you?” She immediately related this story to me and
then paid this compliment to her parents: “My parents always
talked through things with me. I felt like I could tell them what
was on my mind. We either talked through an issue until they
changed their mind or until I felt heard.”
Time and time again, I hear a similar theme from young people walking with the Lord. They describe parents who were approachable and who would not react. They looked for the biblical
principle in the situation and dug deeper for heart motivation.
Disciple-making parents make heart communication a priority.

Good Communication Needs Time
Our lives are changed by the conversations we have. Intentional discipleship involves intentional conversations. By the
time my children leave home we will have had thousands of
conversations. Some will be life changing for good. Or they
might change our relationship for the worse. How will those
conversations have taken place? Will those conversations be
intentional, prayerful, and skillful? Or will they be haphazard,
fleshly, and piercing?
Heart connection takes time. The gospels record many intentional conversations Jesus had with his disciples—and this does
not even include the hours of conversation the group would have
had as they walked from village to village. Paul also gave individual attention when he ministered:
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For you know how, like a father with his children,
we exhorted each one of you and encouraged you
and charged you to walk in a manner worthy of God,
who calls you into his own kingdom and glory.
(1 Thessalonians 2:11-12)
When it comes to discipling our children, times of intentional,
individual conversation can be life changing. But what types of
conversation should I look for? If I study the life of Jesus, I see
that he had times of intentional conversation and times of spontaneous conversation.

Intentional Time – Breakfast
I have tried regularly to take my children out for a breakfast.
Even though I don’t look forward to smelling like grease the rest
of the day, it’s a small price to pay for connecting to their hearts.
Breakfast with just one child slows me down, allows me to focus
on that individual, to listen intently to him or her, and to share
what is on my heart. In fact, it has probably given the biggest
relational returns for the amount of money and time invested.
Looking in my journal recently, I found a comment I recorded when one of my daughters was fourteen. She related to me
“Dad, I love going out to breakfast with you. It helps me feel connected to you.” That’s exactly what we’ve been talking about—
heart connection!

Intentional Time – Jonathan Edwards
Puritan theologian and pastor Jonathan Edwards never took his
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children out for donuts; but he did take time to communicate
with them intentionally. Samuel Hopkins observed Edwards’ attention and affection during the afternoon:
Entering freely into the feelings and concerns of his children and relaxing into cheerful and animate conversation
accompanied frequently with sprightly remarks and sallies
of wit and humor...then he went back to his study for more
work before dinner.1
Through this observation, we see a serious man engaging his
family with joy on a regular basis. In addition, Edwards took
time to individually shepherd the heart:
The Edwards made it a point to single out individual children from the humming family hive, to get to know each
one in turn by himself. 2
Samuel Hopkins observed, “He took opportunity to converse with them singly and particularly about their...Soul’s
Concern.” 3
And lest we object that Edwards could take this time because he
was a pastor, his biographers note that he rose before it was light
and would often study into the night. We find time to do that
which we value. A wise parent will make time for intentional, individual conversation.

Other Intentional Times
Intentional communication should change as our children
change. When our children were younger, Sharon made it a
21
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Who are your closest friends right now?
What do you like about them?
Date:

Date:

Date:

Date:
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What is your favorite food?

Date:

Date:

Date:

Date:
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What is your favorite time of year?
Why?
Date:

Date:

Date:

Date:
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Suppose you could make yourself invisible.
What would you do?
Date:

Date:

Date:

Date:
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What is your favorite vacation memory
from the past year?
Date:

Date:

Date:

Date:
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Who in our family do you feel closest to?
What do you like about them?
Date:

Date:

Date:

Date:
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The Day You Were Born
Children love to hear the story of their birth. One good time to
retell that story is on your child’s birthday. Unfortunately, over
time, the details can start to become hazy. Take some time to
write down the events and details of that special day.
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Memorable Dates
This page is a place to record memorable dates in your child’s spiritual walk. It may be the day they received Christ, were baptized,
or talked with someone about Jesus. It may be other significant
dates in their academic or life journey.
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