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by Jan Johnson and Jim Rums
"When my daughter ran into the house
and told me about the stabbing at
school, I stood in shock," says Karen.
"My son showed up soon after that—he
was standing in the school office when
Dan stumbled i n , bleeding from his
abdomen. Thirty minutes later, Dan
died in the hospital."
Dan had been bullying another boy,
Peter, since the beginning of the year.
It started when he stole Peter's hat.
Their confrontations grew more
intense and happened more frequently
until the assistant principal stepped
in. She thought i t was resolved, but
when Dan leaned forward to punch
Peter that day, Peter thrust a knife
into Dan's stomach.
Parents today are uneasy, even
scared and angry, about violence. Who
doesn't want a "kinder, gentler" world
where our children can feel safe and
secure? Tongia Johnson, mother of a
15-year-old daughter, says, "The
gangs, the shootings keep us on pins
and needles. You're scared about your
children all the time." A pastor in rural
Sheldon, Iowa, says, "We don't have
the same amount of violence as New
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It has jumped
off the screen into
everyday life—into
the hallways,
classrooms and
street corners of
our kids' world.
What can
concerned
parents—and
smart teens—do to
make a
difference?

York, Miami, or Los Angeles, but it's
here and we're concerned."
"After the stabbing, I wanted
to wrap up my teenagers i n
brown paper and mail them
to their grandparents i n
Ohio," continues Karen.
"Other
parents
were
afraid, too. Some kept their
kids home from school. Others escorted their kids and picked them up. But
then I thought, I believe i n the One
who came to bring peace on E a r t h —
shouldn't I be considering how I could
cooperate with His goal?"
What can we do? Obviously it isn't
enough to become angry, check out, or
move to a deserted island. The answer
doesn't come from complaining or closing our eyes to the problems, although
we do those things. Larry Acosta,
director of the Hispanic Ministry
Center in Santa Ana, Calif., says, " I n
the communities that are changing,
it's the parents and churches who
stand up and redeem their communities."

P A R E N T S T A K E A STAND

For some time now, we have seen
the ill-effects of raising children who
witness an average of 8,000 murders
Parents of Teenagers January/February 1995

and 100,000 other acts of violence on
television by the time they reach seventh grade. Many parents limit the
amount and kinds of television shows
their teens watch, as well as monitor
the movies they see.
Parents are talking with their teens
about weapons, too. The parents i n
Karen's town agree that Dan would be
alive today i f Peter's friend had not
handed him a knife moments before the
altercation. I n talking with our kids,
we can note how weapons are glorified
as problem solvers by their superheroes
and in today's shoot 'em up movies. I n
reality, weapons, combined with anger,
create violence. Thankfully, other role
models are surfacing, such as the main
character in the television show now in
reruns, MacGyuer. MacGyver solves
problems by getting around his opponents rather than shooting or stabbing
them.
While parents who own guns know
to lock up firearms and ammunition,
other parents buy an alarm system to
protect themselves. Many of us are glad
to see curfews, neighborhood watch
networks, and programs that offer tickets for sports activities to those who
turn in weapons. Besides these things,
what else can you do?

Ask your kids some basic questions.

In our busy lives, we may forget to ask,
"Where are you going? Who will you be
with?" As we ask these questions, we
keep our antenna up for influences that
increase the potential for violence, such
as drugs, alcohol, and friends who are
able to intimidate our kids. It turns out
Dan had been drinking all day when he
began punching Peter.

Volunteer as an anonymous reporter.

Karen was shocked to hear that at her
teens' school, 50 percent of the kids
claimed they knew kids who carried
weapons. School officials responded by
providing ways that kids could report
weapons anonymously, one of which
was a hot line. Still, kids are afraid to
report for fear of retaliation. Karen
says, " I told my kids and their friends
that i f they saw a weapon to quietly
find out the kid's name and to tell me. I
would report it to the school, and they
could honestly say they didn't tell."

Join or start a community group. The

national organization MAVIA (Mothers
Against Violence i n America) starts
neighborhood groups to reduce violent
behavior in various ways. They develop
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conflict resolution and anger-management programs for families, schools and
communities, support legislation to
reduce gun violence against children,
and exert power in shaping media programming. MAVIA members also help
start and advise SAVE chapters
(Students Against Violence Everywhere).
Kids i n SAVE have produced newsletters and videos on non-violence, but
best of all, they encourage the idea that
it's "cool" to be against violence.
Prepare your kids. Jeff Wright, director of ministry development for the
Council of Anabaptists in Los Angeles,
talks to kids who want to be peacemakers, and he says they all have one thing
in common—they expect to face violence. Says Jeff, "One kid said, 'Man,
you gotta be prepared. Violence is a
part of life.' A t first that sounded
depressing and defeatist to me, but
then I realized how important it is to be
aware. I f you live in Kansas, you understand how to take shelter for a tornado.
This is the same thing."

PREPARING KIDS TO B E
PROBLEM SOLVERS

"You prepare teens by going over
problem-solving skills ahead of time,"
says Suzanne Stutman, executive director of the Institute for Mental Health
Initiatives. " I n a fire, there's no time to
teach them to stop, drop and roll.
They've got to already know these
things and respond immediately. A l l

kids get into situations in which they
have strong emotional reactions.
Managing anger means thinking
things through before reacting."
Following are some problem-solving
skills we can teach our teens. We must
encourage them to:

Stay aware of their own feelings. To

help your teens be alert to their feelings, hear them out when they go
through difficult situations, and then
say something like, "You must have
been embarrassed. Did that make you
angry? Did you feel powerless?" Some
kids may shrug and insist they aren't
angry, especially i f we have communicated that it's not O K for Christians to
become angry. Sometimes we forget
that Jesus got angry at injustice. When
the Pharisees criticized Him for healing a man on the Sabbath, Jesus
became angry (Mark 3:5), and the Bible
doesn't apologize for it. Let your kids
know that it's much better to talk about
anger and ventilate it safely, than to
keep it pent up and pretend it's not
there.

Consider other people's feelings.

Kids don't naturally understand that
even when they're angry they can try to
see the issue from the other person's
perspective. So we ask more questions:
"How do you think your actions made
the other kid feel? Did that kid have
some secret reason to be mad at you?"
This kind of dialogue teaches empathy,
a skill our kids acquire as we teach
them to look at life from other people's
points of view. Teens develop empathy,
says Jeff Wright, by becoming exposed
to kids from different backgrounds, in
safe situations in which they can fully
hear each other. "At a camp where kids
of several ethnic backgrounds attended," says Wright, "the Asian kids talked
about being graded harder in school;
the others didn't believe them. Then
African-American kids told about being
followed in stores because they were
potential shoplifters; the others didn't
believe them. But they finally broke
through, began believing each other,
and saw life through the other kids'
eyes. I f you go into a crisis as an empathetic person, it's easier to see the other
person's side." Sometimes fearful parents unknowingly discourage empathy
with an "us versus them" mentality in
labeling neighborhoods. I n reality, socalled "dangerous" neighborhoods are
full of thousands of sensible parents
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If your child says
walked away fro I
an angry opponen
you might ask. \ i
* you still mad?" IfI
so. you can help hi
find ways to resolv
or ventilate his
anger.

who are fearful and want to keep their
kids safe, too.

Evaluate their behavior. We can talk

to our kids about how they behaved in
a violent or near-violent situation,
asking, "Did it work?" I f your child
says he walked away from an angry
opponent, you might ask, "Are you still
mad?" I f so, you can help him find
ways to resolve or ventilate his anger
because brooding can sharpen the
anger and inflame it. Playing a vigorous game of basketball may defuse it
for one kid; talking with a friend may
do it for another. Kids watch how we
cool our anger when we're mad. I f we
sulk and brood, they may do the same.
We can help our kids by explaining
what we do to process anger, such as
telling them, "Let me talk this over
with your mother (or a friend) and
then I'll be ready to talk to you," or,
"I'm going to work this off in the garden."
We might even offer our perspective
about their behavior, because they

A C h r i s t i a n College of
the A r t s and S c i e n c e s
Offering over 50 degree and prepro-

•

fessional programs o n a distinctively
Christian campus. For admissions
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sometimes make better decisions than
they give themselves credit. Steve told
his son, "Look, this guy who came at
you was drunk. You may have felt like
a wimp walking away from him, but
you avoided hurting a guy who didn't
know what he was doing. That's a good
thing to do."
Consider alternative solutions. Jeff
Wright advises kids to consider how
they can take control of the environment in a peaceful way. "A girl told me
about how she felt threatened by a
group of girls as she walked home one
day. Instead of running or looking
scared, she began talking to them in a
normal tone of voice about nothing in
particular. It took the fear out of it for
her. After a few minutes, she said, 'This
is where I turn off. See you guys later.'

'IT'S LIKE THIS'

How T e e n s H a n d l e

A

re our teens prepared for
violent confrontations? We
.asked five teens from the
semi-affluent Smoky Hill High
School in Aurora, Colo.: Have you
ever faced a violent situation? How
did you handle it?

:
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Mandi Durbin, 17:
My friend died recently
in a shooting at a local
restaurant. I notice little
things at school now,
and I pay closer attention
to violence in the newspapers. When I see a
violent situation, I want to do something
about it. I don't like to see one kid picking
on another kid, so I'll try to stop it.
My parents talk with me all the time
about violence. I think this helps prepare
me for violent confrontations. Talking about

be fighting, and one will slam the other
against a locker, and they'll start punching it
out. I just know to get out of the way.
Neither my parents nor my school talk a
lot about violence. I've just decided to stay
out of the way when it happens.
Travis Bitzer, IS: I've
never been in a fight, but
I've seen fights in the
school halls. Kids bump
into each other and start
pushing and shoving,
don't get involved, but I
just kind of stop and watch.
I haven't really talked about violence with
my parents, but special speakers come to
school and talk to us about it. They tell us
walk away and not get involved.

Jennifer Roberts,
15: My parents and I
have talked a lot about
what I should do if
ever involved in a
lent situation. They
Tania Abbas, 13: I
encouraged me to w,
haven't been involved in
any violent situations, but away and not get involved in something n
I've seen fights in the halls ly dangerous. They might read somethin
at school. For instance, the newspaper and then ask me what

it out loud helps me see that it's not someth ing that just happens on television—it's

information and a current catalog
call toll-free 1 - 8 0 0 - 2 3 3 - 4 2 2 0 .
In Pennsylvania 1-800-382-1349.
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The girls looked at her in amazement."
Taking control relieves the sense of
powerlessness that fuels fear and
anger.
Because as Christians we're called
to care about others, the honorable
alternative is to ask God, "What can I
do, God, to be a peacemaker?" Your kid
can stand by and pray for peace and
pray for the kids involved, or run to get
an adult, rather than fleeing the scene
or standing by gossiping.
Jordan, 16, decided to intervene i n
violent situations a few times. Once
when a scuffle started i n the hallway
at school between a white kid and an
African-American kid, he jumped i n ,
saying, "What's the problem?" One kid
explained that the other kid bumped
into him and made him drop his books.

The other retorted, " I t was an accident." Looking at the group of kids
that had gathered, Jordan said, "I've
got friends on both sides and I don't
want anyone to get hurt. Color makes
no difference to me. Color makes no
difference to God. What's the big
deal?" As Jordan bent down to pick up
the books, some of the kids echoed his
words, saying, "Yeah, what's the big
deal?" The crowd dispersed.

Understand the consequences of

Your .teenager
-

by Carla

their actions. As you and your teen consider solutions, ask: "What could happen i f . . . ? What are the consequences
of staying angry? Spreading stories?
Refusing to talk to someone? Sure, you
can beat the tar out of that kid, but will
it help you i f you get suspended from
school, get a police record, or i f he
comes after you later with 10 of his
friends?" Help your teen figure out
what to say to someone who's bothering him. "The more we can help a kid
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Violence
me.
I've seen fights at school and have
broken up a few. Kids will start arguing
and pushing each other. Sometimes I've
even broken up fights when I didn't
know what they were about; I don't want
anyone to get hurt. One time I held a guy
back and told him to walk away from it.
When the two guys kept arguing, other
people jumped in to help break it up.
Talks with my parents help prepare me for
situations like this.
Jeff Garbarino,
18:1 wasn't prepared
for my first confrontation, which happened in the fifth
grade. Since then I've
stayed out of violent
situations, but I've
watched fights at school. Once I witnessed a racial conflict where the
the cops
I the kids involved.
' father has a store in a part c
nere are a lot of racial
lots of fights and shoot
Dad and I talk a lot about
shootings
because of this, so I thi
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Eup-ene L-L Peuersoii
"I'lldress the way I want!" * "You wouldn't understand!"
* "Fm not going to church!" * "You never trust me!"
* "You cant tell me what to do!"
If these phrases sound familiar, there is probably a teenager in the home.
Eugene Peterson views adolescence as "a gift from God to the parent in
middle age," and in this practical book he encourages parents to view their
son or daughter's teen years from a refreshing perspective. In addition to
providing a wealth of positive, effective ways to deal with many of the
problems and pains of growing up, Peterson's book offers an understanding
of parent-adolescent relationships that will promote an atmosphere of
communication, trust, frankness, forgiveness, love, and harmony in the
home. Study questions at the end of each chapter help parents apply the
practical, biblically based teaching offered here.
I S B N 0-8028-0116-1 • 128 pages • Paper • $7.99

1

At your bookstore, or call 800-253-7521 FAX 616-459-6540

W M . B . EERDMANS PUBLISHING C O .
255 J E F F E R S O N AVE. S.E. / G R A N D RAPIDS, M I C H I G A N 49503
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express feelings and come up with a
plan, the more chance there is of averting a tragedy," says Suzanne Stutman.

THE UNKNOWN ELEMENT

God can intervene i n a thousand
ways. The girl who felt intimidated
walking home said, " I started talking
because that's what I'm good at." I n a
tight spot, we do what we know how to
do. For some kids, it's making a joke;

for others, it's asking the kid who's
threatening them, "Where did you get
that cool jacket?" God can create a distraction—a fire drill, a siren, a lunch
bell. What God desires are teens who
recognize these unexpected occurrences as part of His path to peace,
because they've been taught to seek
peace at home.

Jan Johnson lives in Simi
Valley, Calif. She is a
writer and a parent volunteer at her two teenagers'
junior-high
school.
Jim Burns is president
of the National Institute of
Youth Ministry and is also
our "Expert Advice" columnist. He
travels across the country speaking to
youth and parents.

RESOURCES
Organizations:
AAAVIA (Mothers Against Violence in
America)
SAVE (Students Against Violence
Everywhere)
901 Fairview Ave. N.
Suite A140
Seattle, WA 98109
(206)343-0676

L'titjiy Claiiuiout
1' husked Her
New Hook.'

S

he sent shock w a v e s of h i l a r i t y and
ripples of giggles across the country
w i t h her first two b e s t - s e l l i n g books, God
Uses Cracked Pots and Normal Is Just a
Setting on Your Dryer. A n d now she's at
it again. B u t this time, things are a little
different.

Under Hte Wings introduces you
to another side of Patsy C l a i r m o n t .
A former agoraphobic, she learned
firsthand the p a r a l y z i n g power of fear.
I B u t she also learned how to let .God
F . grant her courage, forgiveness a n d
healing.
M a k e no mistake about i t , Under His
Wings i s Patsy through and through.
But w h i l e she t i c k l e s your funny
bone, s h e ' l l tug at your heart. Just for
laughs, p i c k u p a copy of this
encouraging message of hope
a n d restoration.

Hardcover $14.99
Book-on-Cassette $14.99
Distributed by Word Inc.

W a n t to hear something really
f u n n y ? I t ' s also a v a i l a b l e as a

Available at Christian
bookstores everywhere.

book-on-cassette!
PUBLISHING

A

F A M I L Y

T R A D I T I O N

Teen Bible-study material:
"Living Without Violence" (a Fast Lane
Bible Study)
Faith and Life Press
718 Main St.
Newton, KS 67114
(800)743-2484
$9.95
Curriculum for parents:
"Raising Kids in a Violent Culture"
David C. Cook
"Parenting Streetwise Kids"
David C. Cook
(800)323-7543
$19.95
School curriculum parents can
advocate:
"Second Step: A Violence Prevention
Curriculum"
Committee for Children
2203 Airport Way South, Suite 500
Seattle, WA 98134-2027
(800)634-4449
Seminars on anger and violence prevention:
STARS (Students Taking a Right Stand)
P. O. Box 8936
Chattanooga, TN 374414
(800)477-8277
I
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