Chapter 1

Great
Expectations

[ am giddy; expectation whirls me round.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

FROM THE MOMENT you learned about the
pregnancy (or that you were going to adopt),
you've been anticipating that little one. This
chapter will help you deal with your fears and
expectations about your coming years as a dad—
and offer practical suggestions for managing the

many changes headed your way.
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O n a recent Saturday morning, I found myself facing a tedious
chore. After too many years, it was time to weed out the files
in our home office. I'm not sure what I expected to find, but in a
matter of minutes, I found myself awash in wonderful memories.

My wife, Dena, had saved physician records going back
twenty years, and am I glad she did. The documents tracked
our struggle to become parents and recorded her numerous
visits, early in our marriage, with the obstetrician-gynecologist.
We were anxious to have kids, but conception eluded us time
and again.

Our season of infertility spanned nearly two years. That'’s
relatively brief compared to the anguish many couples face
when trying to conceive, but it was still a painful season for us.
At the time, it consumed us. But now, two decades and six chil-
dren later, I realized how the years had softened the memories
of that emotional time. I had forgotten the difficulties and
disappointments, the months of tears and sorrow as we faced
another door closing on our hopes to become parents.

My mind wandered back as I read the doctor’s notes, and
I smiled as I remembered that day when, after years of wait-
ing, we finally had a positive pregnancy test! It was almost
unbelievable. Really? Yes, the test is positive! What joy—we
were (finally!) going to be parents!

Now What?

As the news began to sink in, our heads began to swirl. We
knew we were headed for changes. Big changes! But we didn’t
know what those changes might be—or how we would
weather them. We knew just enough to know that you don’t
know what you don’t know.

On the positive side, we were confident we had a strong mar-
riage and that this next stage of life—parenting—was some-
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thing we were ready to experience. Despite our many questions,
we expected it would be a pretty easy progression—a transi-
tion we believed we were prepared to handle and succeed at.

Those expectations would soon meet reality.

For the next six or seven months, much of what we did
together and talked about was centered on the “Little Fuller”
we’d be welcoming into the world. We were excited! All was
right with our world—or at least there was nothing wrong
that our new child couldn’t make right.

Little did we know that in only a few months we’d be
stretched so tight and worn so thin we’d feel as if we would
break. I could never have imagined we’d be arguing over the
baby—and all kinds of things that now seem silly. I couldn’t
know how little sleep I'd learn to operate on. There was no
way to prepare for the doubts and insecurities I would feel as
anew dad. But fatigue, as Abraham Lincoln said, makes cow-
ards of men.

But wait! We were in love. We got along famously! How
could a baby pull us apart? And parenting—it can’t be that
hard; what's there to know? The answers to those questions are
the inspiration for this book. It’s never easy being a father—it’s
even more difficult being a first-time father. And keeping your
marriage strong while you learn, on the job, takes a lot of effort.

Looking back over those old medical records, I came to a
stark realization. Although I didn’t know it at the time, I was
sitting on a fault line, oblivious to the seismic changes coming
our way.

Immediate Adjustments

Some of the changes we made prior to our child’s birth
seemed insignificant. Our conversations changed from “the
two of us” to “the three of us.” We started thinking about the
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car—it was a small hatchback—and wondered where we’d
put the car seat and the stroller. We started thinking about
the house and yard. The baby’s room would need some paint
and preparation, and the backyard wasn’t adequately fenced—
would we be comfortable letting the baby play back there?

Clearly “the baby” would need a lot of stuff. A bassinet,
clothing, a stroller, car seat, diapers, etc. We had a lot of shop-
ping to do. We reveled in discussing the “best” things to get and
enjoyed visiting stores trying to find great deals. Of course,
new things meant we had to rearrange our house to make
room. The spare bedroom in our modest house became the
nursery. Painting and cleaning together, we prepared to become
first-time parents.

Thoughts about what life would be like with “Junior” occu-
pied our minds and our conversations. What would he or she
(we didn’t know the baby’s gender) be like? What name would
we choose? Would she have Dena’s brunette hair or my blond
locks? What would we have to do to meet his needs? How
would we help her to be happy and to eventually grow into
the adult God intended? We sifted through a variety of expec-
tations about children and about being parents.

We started reading pregnancy books that showed the
baby’s growth and the ongoing effects on Mom'’s body. We
took “husband-coached childbirth” classes so we could wel-
come this baby into the world in the best manner possible. We
checked out baby name books and parenting books from the
library. We listened to radio programs like Focus on the Family
to learn about parenthood concerns. We talked and spent time
with experienced parents. We tried our best to prepare for
the new responsibility we’d undertake in a few months. We
knew there was a lot we didn’t know, so we endeavored to
learn as much as possible.
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Ready! Ready!

If you visit the Amtrak level of New York City’s Penn Sta-
tion, you'll notice a large schedule board that hangs from the
ceiling. At rush hour, crowds gather there, sometimes several
people deep, to await their train’s track assignment. People
are eager to make a beeline for the train to get a good seat. Just
prior to the boarding announcement, a voice bellows from
the speakers: “Ready! Ready! Ready! Ready!” The passengers
grab their bags and brace themselves for the sprint downstairs.

That’s a lot how we felt in those days leading up to
Dakota’s arrival. We were ready. Our bags were packed, and
we had one in each hand. If having a child is akin to a college
final, we were prepared to ace the exam. Within months we
were set to take on the biggest responsibility we'd ever known,
the most significant work a person can do. We knew that rais-
ing a child is a fearful and wonderful job, one that never really
ends, but one for which we were as prepared as we could be.

Or so we thought.

Simply thinking, reading, and talking about our new roles
of dad and mom wasn’t enough. Looking back, I realize just
how little I really knew about being a dad when our firstborn
entered the world.

Once Dakota arrived we found ourselves feeling confi-
dent and capable one day—then perplexed and overwhelmed
the next. There were times we screamed in frustration or cried
with sorrow about our inability to meet this child’s needs.
There were moments we wondered how we’d make it through
another sleepless night. (That’s when I discovered coffee!)
There would be long evenings at home when we wished we
could find or afford a babysitter for even a few hours respite

from this child’s demands. Why didn’t he sleep? He needed
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around-the-clock care, and I constantly found myself fum-
bling my responsibilities.

Isn’t this baby thing supposed to be natural and intuitive?
Can’t we just figure this out?

What should I have done differently? What might have
helped me—and our newly expanded family—more than
buying baby gear, reading about the birthing process, and
having a plan for taking off work those first few days? What
had I missed?

For starters, it would have helped to understand my expec-
tations.

Great Expectations

Let’s get honest. What do you expect about parenting?
What will family life be like for you? How will a baby affect
your marriage? What will fatherhood do for—and to—you?
Will you find fulfillment? Excitement? Satisfaction? Closure?
Will your child bring out the best in you? Do you fear how you
might react to parenting challenges because your own child-
hood wasn’t pretty? What do you think fatherhood will be all
about?

These are important questions because your expectations
affect your parenting style, your interactions with your child
and your wife, and your self-assessments about your effec-
tiveness as a dad.

Do you expect parenting to come naturally and be easy?
Do you think having a child will present exciting new chal-
lenges that will bring fulfillment and satisfaction? Do you
think you'll have days of frustration and exhaustion? Is the
opportunity to shape a little life exhilarating? Will you wonder
if you will be a good dad or if you will totally blow it?

Well, the answers to all of the above are likely to be “Yes”!
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Reviewing my journal entries early in my parenting jour-
ney, I had wonderful and well-meaning expectations. I also
experienced plenty of differing emotions. There were joyous
times early on, and as our son grew there were also some
pretty trying times. We delighted in being a mom and dad,
but occasionally we asked what in the world we’d gotten our-
selves into. Some days being a father seemed perfectly natu-
ral, and other days I'd scratch my head and wonder what I was
supposed to do next. At times we loved having a little one to
care for, at other times we longed for the good old days.

Time has taught me one of the most important things is
this: The emotional roller coaster I found myself on was per-
fectly normal. You can expect to have alternating joy and
heartache as you raise your child. That will happen. You’ll
most likely have many great days as a dad, when you feel that
you really know what you are doing and that you are suc-
cessful as a father. You'll also have days when you’ll wonder
how—or even if—you can go on. There will be days you’ll
think you've totally failed. Every father has his moments of
glory, as well as his moments of doubt.

The Time Machine

Let’s look at a historical figure—one who had plenty of
expectations because he had to wait for years to become a
dad. In the first book of the Bible, we see that Abraham and
his wife, Sarah, had a long, fruitful life—but no children
together. That changed when an angel announced that, despite
their advanced years, things were going to change—drastically!

Sarah, who was in her nineties, laughed at the angel’s
announcement that she would give birth within a year. Abra-
ham reacted similarly, but you can be sure he was pondering
the news, remembering God’s promise that he’d have many
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descendants. After years of waiting, and being past the age of
having kids, Abe (who was one hundred years old) had to be
wondering what was happening—and what would happen in
the coming months.

As the days approached, Abraham must have run through
the disappointments of the past years as he waited for God to
deliver on His promise. When first pondering his future as a
father, did Abraham think about the joy of raising a child, play-
ing hide-and-seek, telling stories, perhaps hunting together,
and maybe even envision the practical benefits of children in
that culture (like taking care of the parents in their old age)?

Now a century old, Abraham must also have thought this
to be an impossible fulfillment to his decades of dreaming.
And what about the timing? I can hear him talking with the
Creator. “God, how could You wait so long? You are aware of
my age, aren’t You?”

Here’s a man who has waited decades to share parent-
hood with his wife. During that time he surely anticipated
what life would be like when Sarah finally delivered their first
child. Now he’d be a hundred years old and raising a new-
born! Talk about unfulfilled dreams. At Abraham’s age, how

could he possibly protect—or play with—his long-awaited
child?

The Serenity of Sovereignty

At the risk of serving up a cliché¢, the sooner we accept that
God’s ways are not always our wishes, the better off we’ll be.
As we can see from Abraham’s example, dads have long had
problems with unrealistic and unmet expectations about
fatherhood. In the process of dealing with those expectations,
we dads often make mistakes and have to face a lot of failings.

What'’s a new dad to do?
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First, take heart: Children are very forgetful—and also very
forgiving. Although I made every possible mistake, and feared
for years that I had permanently scarred him, my oldest son
recently told me he thinks I've been a good dad. This was a
pleasant surprise! It was also a wonderful gift from God to let
me know I had not done as poor a job at fathering as I had felt.

Despite my shortcomings, my oldest, on whom I had prac-
ticed all my first-time dad experiments, felt loved enough to
affirm me. What joy (and relief)!

Tackling Fears

Each of us brings baggage to our parenting. It’s inevitable. But
you have a choice: You don’t have to hold on to that baggage.

If your own childhood was picture-perfect and wonderfully
memorable, you'll probably enter into parenthood with opti-
mistic expectations that you'll be a fine dad and that raising a
child will be easy. If you'd rather put your childhood memo-
ries far, far away, you'll likely doubt your ability as a parent. You
also might be anxious about parenting because of fears you'll
duplicate your parents’ mistakes.

If there’s one man who should have feared being a dad, it
would be my friend Jim Daly, whose father left the family when
Jim was five. After a couple of years in which Jim lacked an
adult male figure in his life, Jim’s mom married a man who was
hostile toward her five kids. The day of his mom’s funeral (she
died from cancer when Jim was nine), that stepfather walked out
of the home and left the children to fend for themselves. In a few
short years, Jim had experienced terrible modeling by those two
men. His biological dad showed selfishness and a lack of account-
ability to his family. His stepdad repeated that example.

When Jim became a man, who could have blamed him for
fearing he’d repeat those patterns of parenting?
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The good news is that, with God’s help, Jim Daly is a fine
father to two young boys. He makes time for them, he loves
them in ways they can appreciate, and he loves their mom and
models a wonderful Christian marriage to his kids. While quick
to admit he isn’t perfect, Jim is breaking the chain of bad living
and making a huge difference in the lives of his wife and chil-
dren. He shows that a new family tree can be planted, and that
fear doesn’t have to prevent a man from becoming a good dad.

Practical Advice

How can you properly approach the role of dad? Here
are some ideas to consider:

1. Read quality books and watch videos about parenting.
There are dozens of good resources from well-regarded experts,
and I'll refer to many of my favorites throughout First-Time
Dad. Take advantage of the seasoned, wise advice of others.

2. Spend time with experienced parents. Watch them.
Watch their kids. Make mental notes. Write things down. Launch
conversations from their experiences with their kids. Find a
mentor couple to walk you through the coming days, someone
to offer experienced perspectives to help you as a new dad.

3. Discuss with your spouse your hopes, fears, and expec-
tations about being a new parent. Talk about your pasts.
Address your expectations about how you will approach this
monumental task. Make sure that, where you have differences,
you've talked those through and come to a shared under-
standing of areas of common ground you can agree on.

4, Pray about your new parental responsibilities. Ask God
to help you be the dad your child needs, and to supply what
you lack.

5. Journal about the road ahead. This is something a lot of
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men struggle with, as such thinking can lead to . . . feelings. And
many men run from emotions. But consider taking the time,
even if you are very busy, to think things through to deep
levels—and to record those reflections on your computer or in
a journal. It can help to express your thoughts and feelings—
in real time, as you encounter various situations.

Now that we’ve addressed your expectations, let’s turn
our attention to a critical question: If our dreams and ideals of
fatherhood are often shaded by unrealistic expectations, what is
fatherhood really all about?

Ten Friendly Warnings

Some friendly warnings I share with you about your coming
years as a dad:

1. Never think you’ve blown it so badly that your child will be
adversely affected forever. Kids are resilient. I'm not sug-
gesting you ignore your mistakes, just keep things in per-

spective.

2. Don’t forget your wife probably has a great handle on what
your child needs. Trust her intuition.

3. Don’t think these days are forever. They only feel that way.
One day soon you’ll wake up and wonder how this baby
got to be nine years old. Enjoy today. Drink it in. Be grate-
ful for all of it.

4. Don’t become so caught up in surviving these early years
that you forget to keep the end in mind. Your goal as a dad
is to help your daughter become an adult—and then step
out of the way. This realization becomes especially impor-
tant as your child enters the toddler years; your wife will
need some long-term perspective and hope.
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5.

10.

First-Time Dad

Don’t yield to the temptation to escape the challenges of
home by taking up a time-consuming hobby or becoming a
workaholic. Right now, and for the next eighteen or so years,
your child and your wife need you. Put them first . . . you’ll
have time later to indulge in that hobby.

. Don’t believe the lie that kids just need “quality time” and that

you can delay investing in your son’s life until he’s older.
Build into that child every day. Let me repeat: every day.

. Don’t miss the milestones. If I could do it over again, I'd

bring home ice cream more often and do more to celebrate
my children’s accomplishments and special occasions.

. Don’t be impatient with your child. It’s a common mistake

to expect more than is age-appropriate, especially from a
firstborn. Have patience, Dad, in her ability to understand
and to behave.

. Don’t let this baby define you. Some guys pin their entire

existence and self-worth on how they perform as a dad. Bad
idea. You’ll mess up a lot and you’ll constantly feel inade-
quate. Why ruin your self-esteem by making “dad” your only
role in life? Besides, while you are now a dad, you are also
still many other things: a husband, an employee (or
employer), a son, a brother . . .

Don’t think you can accomplish this fatherhood thing alone.
I’'ve learned a lot from other dads. I've tried to be a student
of other men, seeing how they handle certain ages and chal-
lenges. I've belonged to several small groups where we could
share common frustrations and joys about being a dad. I've
read lots of books about being a good father. And I've tried
to incorporate something helpful into my life from every-
thing I've learned.



