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1

G E T T I N G  K I D S 
T O  H E A V E N 

There’s an old joke that � ts me well:
Before I got married, I had eight theories about raising kids; now 

I have eight kids and no theories. 
When I enrolled my � rst child in a wonderful Catholic 

elementary school many years ago, I marveled at all the large 
families I encountered. I remember seeing a mother of eight 
come onto campus one day with all her little ones in tow. 
Her youngest, a two-year-old, was barefoot and had peanut 
butter crusted around his mouth. As a young mom, I smugly 
thought that no matter how many children I had, I would 
never allow such a thing.

Now I roll with laughter as I think about all the times my 
own eight children went out barefoot and with dirty faces!

I share this because I understand that being a parent is hard 
work, and I don’t have any complicated or magical parenting 
theories to o� er. What I do have is the guidance of Christ, 
his Church, and the witness of the saints, plus the next-best 
teachers—humility and experience. I respect that parents 
know their own children better than anyone else does, and 
so I simply want to give parents, or anyone who interacts 
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with young people (like aunts, uncles, grandparents, and 
even youth ministers) some tools that have helped me in my 
own vocation as a Catholic mother hoping to raise saints.

Friend, Parent, or Friendly Parent?
When raising children, there are two extremes we need to 
avoid: that of permissive parents who ditch rules in order to 
be their child’s “friend,” and that of authoritarian parents who 
crush their children under harsh rules. (Ironically, these dif-
ferent parenting styles often lead to the same kind of child: 
one who has low self-esteem and makes bad life choices.)

A better approach is to be an authoritative parent. 
Unlike permissive parents (who seem to operate from fear 

or neglectfulness), we aren’t merely our child’s “friend,” and 
we lay down the law when necessary. We know, as the Bible 
says, that “all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant; 
[but] later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those 
who have been trained by it” (Heb. 12:11). But unlike au-
thoritarian parents (who seem to operate from anger or pride), 
we don’t teach our children to disdain us or be afraid of us 
through cold, harsh punishment. We follow St. Paul’s instruc-
tion to “not provoke your children to anger, but bring them 
up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4).

One study of college students showed that whereas chil-
dren with permissive or authoritarian parents sought advice 
from their peers, children with authoritative parents were 
more likely to seek advice from Mom and Dad.1 This re-
minds me of a time I had lunch with my friend’s lovely 
teenage daughter who said she went straight to her open-
hearted mother when she wanted to know the meaning of a 
sexual term she’d heard. Her mother gave her a clear answer, 
placed in the context of Church teaching, and the young 
woman was satis�ed. 
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“My mom always tells me the truth,” she told me, “and 
I would never think to go to my classmates or friends with 
that kind of question.” 

That is exactly what we want our children to say about 
us, and being a parent who is properly authoritative gets us 
to that point. My children have always come to me with 
di�cult moral questions precisely because they know that I 
will not shame them, or give them evasive “non-answers,” 
or tacitly approve immorality. However, the answers I give 
will always be tailored to their level of development.

EDUCATION OR INDOCTRINATION?

Permissive parents may believe it is wrong to “in-
doctrinate” their children. They may say that a child 
should be free to make up his own mind on various 
moral issues. But the word indoctrinate literally means 
“to teach,” and even permissive parents indoctrinate 
their children to value tolerance, open-mindedness, 
and compassion toward others. So, the question is 
not, “Will you indoctrinate your children?” but, 
“With what ideas will you indoctrinate them?” 

Made to Receive
Anyone who teaches a child should heed this wisdom from 
St. Thomas Aquinas: “That which is received is received ac-
cording to the mode of the receiver.”2

If you pour water into a glass, it forms a column of water. 
If you pour water onto a plate, it forms a puddle. You can’t 
get a column of water on a plate because the plate isn’t made 
to receive water in that way. The same is true when it comes 
to “pouring” knowledge and truth into a child’s mind.
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A child’s brain can only receive what it was made to re-
ceive, and children’s brains change a lot as they develop. 
The littlest kids (toddlers and preschoolers) understand right 
and wrong as a matter of avoiding punishment or receiving 
rewards. As they get older (elementary school), they under-
stand moral concepts like “fairness” or “justice” (consider 
how they protest an “unfair” rule).

During this “age of innocence” before puberty (also 
called the “latency period”), a child’s mind is not made to 
receive graphic or explicit truths about the tough moral is-
sues, especially regarding sexuality. That’s why the Ponti�-
cal Council on the Family’s document The Truth and Mean-
ing of Human Sexuality (TMHS) says of pre-adolescents:

This period of tranquility and serenity must never be 
disturbed by unnecessary information about sex. Dur-
ing those years, before any physical sexual development 
is evident, it is normal for the child’s interests to turn to 
other aspects of life . . . . So as not to disturb this im-
portant natural phase of growth, parents will recognize 
that prudent formation in chaste love during this period 
should be indirect, in preparation for puberty, when di-
rect information will be necessary (78).

Throughout the rest of this book, we will show you how 
to explain these subjects to little ones if they stumble across 
them. We’ll also show you how to sit down with “big kids” 
(usually those who have hit puberty) who are ready to hear 
about these subjects from you. “Without showing anxiety, 
fear or obsessive concern,” The Truth and Meaning of Hu-
man Sexuality reminds us, “parents will not let cowardice 
or convenience hinder their work” of educating their chil-
dren. Instead:
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In a positive and prudent way, parents will carry out what 
the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council requested: 
“It is important to give suitable and timely instruction 
to young people, above all in the heart of their own 
families, about the dignity of married love, its role and 
its exercise; in this way they will be able to engage in 
honorable courtship and enter upon marriage of their 
own” (94).

In answering children’s questions, parents should o�er 
well-reasoned arguments about the great value of chas-
tity and show the intellectual and human weakness of 
theories that inspire permissive and hedonistic behav-
ior. They will answer clearly, without giving excessive 
importance to pathological sexual problems (96).

The Worst Thing in the World
Being an independent adult is not just about being able to 
hold a job and balance a budget. If your child hasn’t devel-
oped those skills by adulthood, then he might end up in 
some lawyer’s o�ce �ling for bankruptcy—which is bad but 
isn’t the worst thing in the world. 

What’s worse is your child becoming an adult and not 
knowing the di�erence between good and evil. Or, if he 
does know it, not having the maturity and the will to choose 
what is good. If our children aren’t developed in those areas, 
then they might end up separated from God for all eter-
nity—which is the worst thing in the world. 

So what’s holding back so many parents from teach-
ing their children these important truths about right and 
wrong? Well, some may be embarrassed about their own 
past (or current) lifestyles and not want to discuss the issues 
for fear of being considered a hypocrite. Others may not 
want to have a confrontation with their kids, hoping that 
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if they are just “nice” or passive, then everything will work 
out. Or, they think they can simply say, “This is what we 
believe!” or “We don’t do that!” because they don’t know 
how to share the reasonable foundation for our beliefs.

If there is one underlying truth I have found in forming 
my own teenagers, it’s this: they will accept and embrace a 
worldview that makes sense to them—even if that worldview 
is di�cult to live out in our culture. They are “made to 
receive” not just rules or Church teaching, but reasons that 
support those teachings. And, praise God, those reasons can 
be adapted for any child, because they are based on a univer-
sal principle called the natural law.
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