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Introduction

A Good  
Substitute

My husband’s mother died when he was young, so 
I don’t really have any experience with a biological 
mother-in-law. But I’ve got a stepmother-in-law. 
If my life were a fairy tale—or a comedy routine—
my stepmother-in-law would be wicked beyond 
measure. She rolls into one the two most fearsome 
relationships on earth. But, alas, my life is neither a 
fairy tale nor a comedy routine. Praise God for that!
This woman, who should be wicked, meddling, 

I’ve never known my “real” mother-in-
law, but the one God gave me sets 
the standard high.
by caryn rivadeneira
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jealous, conniving, is nothing of the sort. She’s 
supportive, helpful, encouraging—and best of all, she 
loves my husband and my kids as though they were 
her flesh and blood. She loves me as though I were a 
“true” daughter-in-law.

But I realize it may be because we are “steps” that 
she’s an easy mother-in-law. If you struggle with 
your relationship with your husband’s mom it may 
be because, as Elizabeth Graham writes in “The 
Other Woman,” “The mother-in-law/daughter-in-law 
relationship is one of the most complicated human 
connections. It comes with a built-in conflict before 
the relationship even begins: two radically different 
views of the same man. One woman always will see 
him first as a man; the other always will see him first 
as her child.” 

That my husband’s stepmother didn’t even know him 
as a child and that she doesn’t see me as competition 
for his love simplifies our relationship. 

But just because I haven’t experienced that tension 
doesn’t mean I can’t understand it—from both 
perspectives. In fact, developing this Survival Guide 
has helped me understand the struggles my friends 
talk about as well as prepare for one day when I’m 
a mother-in-law. Especially as a mother of a son, I 
sense it will take a lot of heart-work to someday be 
the loving, encouraging, supportive, God-honoring 
mother-in-law my own has modeled for me. 

www.kyria.com
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With all the great articles we’ve packed in this 
issue, this mother-in-law Survival Guide can work 
three ways: 1.) to help us as daughters-in-law with 
our relationships with mothers-in-law, 2.) to help 
mothers-in-law deal better with daughters-in-law, 
3.) and to help us mothers start praying about and 
understanding what it will take to become good 
mothers-in-law ourselves someday.

No matter where your relationship with your 
mother-in-law is at today, it can get better. The 
final article in this guide celebrates some of the 
many ways mothers-in-law bless their daughters-
in-law. And I hope this guide helps you experience 
some of those benefits.

Blessings!

Caryn Rivadeneira 
Contributing Editor, Kyria downloads,               
Christianity Today International

www.kyria.com
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“I need help!” The young woman’s voice wavered 
as she looked around at the small group of women. 
“I know I’m supposed to love my mother-in-
law—but I hate her!” As her tears escalated into 
uncontrollable sobs, we quickly gathered around 
her to pray.

Afterwards, I listened in sadness as other women 
shared the pain experienced because of being an 
in-law. Of the 17 present at the Bible study, only 
two had good family relationships. What troubled 
me was that all the women and most of their in-
laws were Christians.

How to live in harmony with your 
mother-in-law or daughter-in-law.
by elizabeth Graham 

The Other  
Woman

www.kyria.com


7

©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Making In-Law Relationships Work
The Other Woman 

But should I really have been surprised? My own 
experience as a daughter-in-law had been immensely 
frustrating. Twenty-six years ago, when I committed 
myself to my husband for life, I was unprepared for the 
depth of conflict I’d experience with my mother-in-law.

I still remember when my husband, Greg*, and I 
arrived home from our honeymoon to find our new 
apartment completely unpacked and arranged—right 
down to flour and sugar in the canisters—compliments 
of Flo, my mother-in-law, who wanted to “help out.” 
I said nothing, not wanting to appear ungrateful, 
but was bitterly disappointed in not having the 
opportunity to set up my new home.

In the following weeks, Flo came to our house 
uninvited while we were at work to do our laundry and 
straighten the house. “It’s just my way of helping,” she 
stated firmly when I objected. “I know how Greg likes 
things.”

I swallowed my protests, again not wanting to cause 
dissent. I didn’t realize I was laying the foundation 
for an off-balanced kinship as my mother-in-law 
continued to over-step boundaries and I continued to 
acquiesce. As the years passed, resentment festered 
inside me. But I knew I needed to feel love instead of 
hate.

The mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relationship is 
one of the most complicated human connections. It 
comes with a built-in conflict before the relationship 
even begins: two radically different views of the same 
man. One woman always will see him first as a man; 
the other always will see him first as her child.

www.kyria.com
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Understanding these perspectives is the first step to 
having a smooth in-law connection. However, as I began 
visiting with women who have successful relationships, 
I discovered they all shared an attitude that moves 
beyond this basic understanding. In each relationship, 
one of the women involved gave a “gift” to the other 
woman. For most of them, it wasn’t given easily, but 
through a determination of their will. I discovered, too, 
that it didn’t matter whether the giver was the younger 
or older woman. To my surprise, it didn’t even seem to 
matter if the gift was acknowledged. It just mattered 
that one of the women was willing to give.

The Gift of Selflessness
Karen spent years trying to get her mother-in-law out 
of her life and away from her kids. She especially tried 
to prevent the woman from influencing her husband. 
“He always came home from time spent with his mom 
distraught because she’d badgered him about this or 
that,” she told me.

Then one day Karen tried a different tactic. She set 
aside her feelings and focused instead on her mother-
in-law’s need for appreciation. “I wrote her a letter 
thanking her for all the things in my home with which 
she’d blessed us. I began to show gratitude for her 
‘interference’ because I realized it was motivated by 
love.”

The results were remarkable. Walls came down, and 
an entirely different relationship emerged—not just 
between the two women, but with Karen’s husband and 
children as well. Karen’s advice is simple: “Look for 
ways to show gratitude. And teach your children to do 
the same, no matter what kind of grandma they have!”

www.kyria.com


9

©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Making In-Law Relationships Work
The Other Woman 

The truth is, setting aside our will doesn’t come easily. 
It feels like “giving in,” and no one likes to do that—
especially when you’re convinced the other person’s 
wrong. But that’s exactly what Jesus did by dying on the 
cross for us when we were very much in the wrong.

If just one woman takes the initiative to “set herself 
aside,” whether she’s the mother-in-law or daughter-in-
law, it will make a tremendous difference to them both.

In Karen’s case, it was the daughter-in-law who set herself 
aside. The results are just as successful if it’s the mother-
in-law who practices this philosophy. When Sue’s son 
began seriously dating a young woman, she was heartsick. 
The girl had a vastly different background that was in 
direct conflict with Sue’s family. She spent agonizing 
hours in prayer over the relationship, hoping it wouldn’t 
progress to marriage. When it did, however, Sue resolutely 
pushed back her dismay and welcomed the young woman 
into their family. “I willed myself to accept my daughter-
in-law,” she said, “because my son had chosen her.

“The key thing to remember,” Sue told me, “is that your 
son’s left you and joined with his wife. This is what he’s 
supposed to do, and anything you do to interfere with that 
process is against God’s will. No matter how hard this is, 
accepting this fact will pay off in the long run with your 
children and your grandchildren.”

Because Sue set her will aside, she and her daughter-
in-law, Lynne, have developed a close, satisfying 
relationship. But that didn’t happen the minute the vows 
were spoken. In the beginning, Sue had to make the 
decision daily to respect her son’s choice for a wife. She 
guarded her tongue, she held back her unsolicited advice, 
and affirmed her daughter-in-law every chance she had.

www.kyria.com
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Sue didn’t realize that in those early years of her son’s 
marriage, her actions were under close scrutiny. Lynne 
was looking for a role model and to her, Sue appeared to 
be the “perfect wife.” Rather than ask for Sue’s advice, 
however, Lynne watched her, learning from her actions.

Realizing this now, Sue advises mothers-in-law to make 
themselves “watchable.” Actions really do speak louder 
than words, and they’re much more palatable to daughters-
in-law.

The Gift of Unconditional Love
Unconditional love comes naturally between a parent and 
child. But such a foundation isn’t there between in-laws. 
What mildly irritates a daughter might deeply wound 
a daughter-in-law. What only frustrates a mother can 
infuriate a mother-in-law.

Because unconditional love doesn’t naturally exist between 
in-laws, it’s a decision that must be made and then acted 
on daily. “Love your enemies,” we’re instructed (Matthew 
5:44, NAS). This command crushes all our legitimate 
reasons for negative feelings toward an in-law. Regardless 
of those “feelings,” we’re to act in love.

Becky’s relationship with her mother-in-law always had 
been strained, but when grandchildren came along, it got 
much worse. “I knew I wasn’t being rational,” Becky said, 
“because my mom could give me the same advice about 
my baby as Jack’s mom gave, but from her I took it as 
criticism.”

Whatever the reason behind this hypersensitivity so often 
present between a mother and daughter-in-law, if just one 
woman will recognize the irrationality of it and refuse to 
give in to it, a tremendous pressure will be relieved.

www.kyria.com
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My favorite piece of advice in this area came from a woman 
who’d had a difficult relationship with her mother-in-law 
but a good relationship with her two daughters-in-law. 
“Forget everything you know about your child,” she told me. 
“Let your daughter-in-law discover him on her own.”

In other words, no matter how wise you are or how 
valuable your advice might be, until it’s wanted, it’s 
worthless! Keep it to yourself until it’s asked for.

The Gift of Spiritual Growth
As I look back at my 26 years as a daughter-in-law, I see 
an amazing thing. My relationship with Flo improved as 
my relationship with God grew. The more I determined 
to obey God in every aspect of my life, the easier it was 
to deal with Flo. As I gave God more control, Flo had 
less control—not because she quit trying or changed, but 
because my attitude changed.

Two years ago, when Flo underwent major surgery, I 
cared for her during her month-long recovery. In the 
beginning I drove to her house each morning with gritted 
teeth, despising the constant contact with her grating 
personality.

Once inside her house, however, I put on a facade of love, 
treating her as I would have my own mom. At times my 
facade galled me, but I knew it was the right thing to do 
even if I didn’t feel love for her. At the end of each day, I 
marked a square off the calendar, anticipating the end of 
my responsibility.

I didn’t foresee my father-in-law’s declining health. What 
began as a month of caring for Flo has stretched into many 
months with no end in sight as my father-in-law now 
requires daily care.

www.kyria.com
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Somewhere along the way, though, without me even being 
aware of it, my clenched jaw began to relax as I made 
the daily trips to their house. It’s impossible to respond 
continually with the appearance of love without your heart 
softening in the process.

One morning, as I pelted God with complaint-laced prayers 
about Flo, he inserted an unsettling thought in my mind: 
Flo had had no say whatsoever in whom she’d have for a 
daughter-in-law. I, on the other hand, had chosen her, as 
surely as I’d chosen my husband. I saw her with all her 
shortcomings and still chose her to be my mother-in-law 
and the grandmother of my children. Viewing it from that 
perspective made me realize I couldn’t complain about Flo 
without complaining about myself! “Okay, Lord,” I sighed as 
I headed out for another day of care-giving. “I get the point.”

One of these days it will be my turn to be the mother-
in-law to some young woman. Perhaps our personalities 
will click the minute we meet, and we’ll become kindred 
spirits. That would be wonderful, but unlikely. Those 
relationships are rare. In the meantime, experience has 
taught me that the most valuable gift I’ll ever give my sons 
is to be a mother who’s willing to set aside her needs to 
nurture a loving relationship with their chosen wives. 
Because of that, I will be the woman who gives the gift.

*The names in the article have been changed.

Elizabeth Graham is a pseudonym for a freelance writer who 
lives in the Pacific Northwest. 

This article first appeared in the November/December 2003 
issue of Today’s ChrisTian Woman.
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Reflect
£ The author talks about a willingness for mothers- 
and daughters-in-law to give each other “gifts.” What 
gifts has your mother-in-law given you?

£ What gifts might you give your mother-in-law to 
help your relationship? 

£ How might an attitude change influence your 
relationship with your mother-in-law?

www.kyria.com
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As our plane touched down in the sweltering airport 
of San Pedro Sulas, Honduras, my mother-in-law 
glanced at me with a grin. “Are you ready for this?” 

Inwardly, I wasn’t too sure. After all, I would be 
spending the next two weeks with my in-laws, while 
my husband, Rob, remained in the States to work. 
We would be visiting Rob’s sister, her Honduran 
husband, and their new baby. 

4 ways you can draw closer 
to your mother-in-law.
by Shawnee mccarty Fleenor

Can We  
Be Friends? 

www.kyria.com
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My thoughts flew back to an evening in California just 
one and a half years earlier, after Rob had proposed 
and taken me home to meet his parents. Having come 
from an openly affectionate family, I was taken aback 
when his mom and dad didn’t hug me during the 
introductions, or even act particularly enthusiastic 
to meet me. Rob had warned me the way his family 
expressed love was different than mine—but his 
reminder did little to ward off my fears about their 
lukewarm reception. 

Now here I was, left nearly alone with a woman whose 
opinion of me had the power to affect my marriage for 
better or for worse. Though we’d had many pleasant 
telephone conversations since Rob and I married, I 
wasn’t quite sure where I stood with her. 

Over the next two weeks, as we climbed ancient Mayan 
ruins, waded in the Caribbean, and laughed over the 
iguanas literally climbing through the house walls, I 
discovered more than just a new person to call “Mom.” I 
found a new woman to call “friend.”

Our ways of showing love were definitely different. But 
as we got to know each other, we discovered wonderful 
similarities. In a tiny mountainside shop we each were 
drawn to the same brightly colored material. We found 
ourselves ordering the same meals at restaurants and 
discovered we had the same taste in music. Long talks 
in the evenings revealed we enjoyed many of the same 
hobbies. We even shared a similar sense of humor.

One afternoon I came across a list of hers labeled, 
“Things to do when I get back to the States.” 
Underneath phrases like “check the mail” and “call 

www.kyria.com


16

©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Making In-Law Relationships Work
Can We Be Friends?

Mike and Sharon,” I carefully penciled in the words, 
“send Shawnee chocolate chip cookies,” just to do 
something unexpected to make her laugh. She did laugh, 
and returned the favor with her own jokes over the next 
several days. 

As I learned during my two weeks in Central America, 
throwing aside your culturally built-in fear of your 
mother-in-law is only as difficult as you make it. So 
how can you take the first step toward finding the friend 
in your mother-in-law? 

1. Make Contact!
Communication: It’s key to any friendship—but 
especially with the one woman in the world who loves 
your husband as much as you do. After investing 18 
years or more of her life in this man, she’s unprepared 
for him to “disappear” into the world you two create. So 
the simple act of keeping your mother-in-law informed 
on the happenings of your daily life with her son will 
draw her to you like nothing else. 

Beginning the habit of communication with your 
mother-in-law can be as easy as responding to her 
efforts. “The best thing my mother-in-law did was 
start writing me letters as soon as she found out Chris 
and I were serious,” says Becky McCullison, a youth 
minister’s wife in Arkansas. “Her first letter was short, 
and I could tell she was nervous. When I wrote back, 
I had a lot to say because I’d been in Scotland that 
summer. Her next letter was more open and relaxed. We 
wrote each other weekly all summer, throughout the 
engagement, and during the first couple years Chris and 
I were married.” 

www.kyria.com


17

©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Making In-Law Relationships Work
Can We Be Friends?

Of course, in addition to the telephone and “snail mail,” 
e-mail makes inexpensive communication as simple as 
spending a few moments at the keyboard. “My mother-in-
law and I e-mail each other nearly every day,” says Rhonda, 
a school teacher. She adds with a grin, “If it weren’t for 
that continual contact, I never would have discovered what 
a terrific sense of humor she has.” 

2. Give Peace a Chance
Laurie spent several hours one afternoon telling me how 
much her mother-in-law disliked her, and how much she 
wished they could get along. Speaking with the older 
woman a few days later, I heard almost the exact same 
story. “Laurie doesn’t like me, and I don’t think she ever 
will,” Evelyn moaned as she stirred her coffee, “but I’d 
give anything if we could just be friends.” The unrest 
between the two women has gone on for years, but neither 
was willing to take the risks involved in mending the 
relationship. 

Wanting to be liked is a basic human instinct—so instead of 
assuming the worst, think of your relationship with your 
mother-in-law as a friendship waiting to be built rather 
than a wall needing to be torn down. 

3. Find Ties That Bind
Simple activities such as a shared hobby can pull two 
people together. “My mother-in-law, Judy, and I like to do 
the Jumble puzzle in the paper,” says Shannon, a software 
engineer in Phoenix. “She calls me from work and says, 
‘Okay, I’ve got one for you … s, t, r, e, m, a.’ A second or 
two will go by, and then I’ll say, ‘Master!’ It’s something 
simple we can share. We also like to discuss movies. I value 
her opinion, though I don’t always agree with it. But that’s 
because we have slightly different tastes in movies.” 

www.kyria.com
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Some relationships require a bit of “testing” before the 
right “feel” is found. “The hardest thing,” relates Kathy 
Kahn, a 29-year-old real-estate agent, “was that our 
families expressed love in different ways. I can’t count the 
times my mother-in-law sent me some little gift or card 
out of the blue, but she would never say ‘I love you,’ as my 
mother would do. I saw my mother-in-law’s gifts both as 
poor stewardship and as an attempt to ‘buy’ my love.” 

After going through old diaries, Kathy realized her lower-
income family had deliberately chosen to show love 
verbally rather than monetarily. Kathy talked it over with 
her mother-in-law, who revealed she’d grown up in a 
wealthy family where no one ever said the words “I love 
you” out loud. 

“Our relationship improved 100 percent once we 
understood where the other was coming from,” says Kathy. 
“I realize now we don’t have to be alike to like each other. 
That’s made our friendship more interesting.” 

4. Let God Be the Glue
“The basis of our friendship is our shared Christian faith,” 
says Gayle Gresham, a writer in Colorado. “I start many 
of our conversations with, ‘I have a theological question 
for you …’—and we both know we’re about to have an 
interesting, enlightening conversation.” 

By building their relationship on the One who never 
changes, both women have a solid meeting ground. As 
the younger Christian, Gayle has learned to lean on her 
mother-in-law for spiritual support. “Helene’s been 
my mentor since the beginning of my marriage. She’s 
answered my questions and helped me grow in my faith.” 

www.kyria.com


19

©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Making In-Law Relationships Work
Can We Be Friends?

Not every woman’s blessed with the gift of a Christian 
mother-in-law, however. If your mother-in-law isn’t yet 
a Christian, pray for her and continue your efforts to 
share Christ’s love with her. 

About two weeks after the Honduran vacation, a large 
box arrived for me at our local post office. Glancing at 
the return address label, I wondered what I had left with 
Rob’s parents at the airport. Inside the package were 10 
different brand-name boxes of chocolate chip cookies. 
The only note from Mom? “You didn’t specify what kind!” 

Shawnee McCarty Fleenor is a writer and speaker who 
lives with her husband in Missouri. 

This article first appeared in the March/April 1999 of 
Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

Reflect
£ Of the four suggested ways to strengthen your 
relationship with your mother-in-law, which seems the 
most doable immediately? What action steps could you 
start taking to implement the other suggestions?

£ How might having a friendship with your mother-in-
law improve your relationship with your husband?
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Q: My mother-in-law’s driving me nuts! My 
husband says that when his mom gives unwanted 
advice she’s being “helpful”; I think she’s being 
judgmental. She’s always hinting at how I should 
care for our kids, our home, my husband—as 
though what I do isn’t good enough. I’m tired of 
biting back my words. What can I do?

How to handle an intrusive mother-in-law.
by dr. diane mandt Langberg

She’s  
Coming  
Between Us
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A: Since your spouse seems unwilling to speak to 
his mom about this situation, why not talk to her 
directly? But before you go this route, do some prep 
work first. Start by asking yourself why you always 
hear her hints as judgments or criticism. Could it be 
your own insecurity talking? Can you give her the 
benefit of the doubt that no matter how ill-advised 
her comments are, she’s trying to be helpful? If 
you approach your mother-in-law with anger and 
defensiveness, you’ll trigger similar feelings in 
her, and your conversation won’t be productive. It’s 
crucial you deal with your motives first by asking 
God to expose anything in you that doesn’t please 
him. That’s the only way you’ll be free to approach 
your mother-in-law with love.

Once you’ve done that, ask your mother-in-law a 
simple question: “Do you know that when you make 
suggestions, I feel as though you think I’m not doing 
things right?” See what she does with the question. 
Given your husband’s comment, she may simply 
say she’s trying to help. You might tell her you 
appreciate her help, but you’d fare much better with 
affirmation—and when you feel you need input, you’ll 
ask for it.

I don’t know how old your mother-in-law is, but if 
she’s spent decades “helping” others with “hints,” 
she’ll be slow to change—if she changes at all. That 

Making In-Law Relationships Work
She’s Coming Between Us! 
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leaves you with the ultimate challenge: to continue 
to love and respect your mother-in-law without 
growing bitter, angry, and defensive. That task’s 
accomplished only with God’s grace and time on your 
knees.

Diane Mandt Langberg, Ph.D., is a licensed 
psychologist in private practice and the author of On 
the Threshold of Hope: Opening the Door to Healing 
for Survivors of Sexual Abuse (Tyndale). 

This article first appeared in the July/August 2001 
issue of Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

Reflect
£ Where do you draw the line between intrusion and 
helpfulness? Does your mother-in-law respect those 
boundaries?

£ When you have encountered difficulties with 
your mother-in-law, what’s been the protocol? 
Your husband addressing her? You talking to her? 
Ignoring the situation?

£ How might a change in protocol improve your 
relationship?
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“Take my mother-in-law, please!” 

The jokes abound, and not only are they 
unhelpful, they’re not even funny. There’s little 
to laugh about when it comes to the push and 
pull of competing family loyalties. 

Ways to create independence 
while keeping relationships close. 
by Ingrid Lawrenz 

In-Law  
Tug-of-War
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But why is it so difficult to find a comfortable 
arrangement with parents, in-laws, and other members 
of your extended family? The idea of leaving your 
childhood family to unite with your spouse sounds 
perfectly reasonable. And you’d think making a fresh 
start free from outside interference would be a joyful 
adventure. In practice, though, this process often 
seems more like you’re forming a new mega-family that 
includes parents, in-laws and, come to think of it, your 
spouse, too. 

Before spouses can form their own independent family, 
they have to renegotiate relationships with parents and 
extended family. And since those bonds took years to form, 
the process of breaking away to create a new family isn’t 
complete after the first year, or the fifth. It’s an ongoing 
task. 

The Early Years
One + One = One
The first few years of marriage bring adjustments that 
neither spouse anticipated. And one of the thorniest is 
also one of the least expected: the multiple influences 
of the families in which each partner was raised. Mary 
and Steve were blindsided by this clash of cultures just 
a few weeks after their wedding. Mary’s family had 
always enjoyed lively debates over dinner, so she was 
never hesitant to challenge opinions voiced by others. 
Despite the sometimes noisy banter, her family was 
confident of their love for one another. 

She assumed all families enjoyed their own brand of 
animated dialogue. So at dinner with Steve’s parents 
one evening, Mary objected to something her father-in-
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law said. But far from leading to a lively discussion, her 
comment was met instead with an uncomfortable silence. 
Mary was embarrassed and confused, wondering what 
she had done wrong. Steve told her later that his family 
wasn’t used to debating at mealtime. 

The next time Mary and Steve visited her in-laws, she 
was careful to observe how they operated. That’s when 
she realized a governing rule in her husband’s family: 
Dinner is not a time to disagree. If you have differing 
opinions, keep them to yourself. 

Until then, Mary had thought she would easily fit into 
Steve’s family. But like any newly married person, she 
needed time to get to know her in-laws. Eventually, she 
realized her father-in-law wasn’t a defensive, insecure 
tyrant but rather a man who was uncomfortable with 
conflict. While Mary’s parents and siblings thrived on the 
intellectual challenge of spirited debate, Steve’s parents 
valued calmness and congeniality. After she understood 
the unspoken rules of Steve’s family, she no longer felt 
uncomfortable around his parents. 

While it’s essential to recognize your in-laws’ customs, 
it’s even more important to determine how your own 
family will function. The act of leaving parents to unite 
with your mate, described in Genesis 2:24, implies that 
newlyweds are no longer bound by old family rules and 
expectations. Your first loyalty, under God, is to your 
partner. Since it’s impossible to please every parent and 
every in-law every time, it makes sense to base decisions 
on what you believe to be fair and appropriate as a 
couple. 
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A typical beginning point is the question of holiday 
visits. Often, there is blind defensive loyalty to one’s own 
family. For that reason, a new spouse can be seen as a 
critical intruder. So begin by frankly acknowledging each 
family’s traditions and desires. One family might view 
Christmas as a major reunion that lasts several days—and 
nights. A spouse who is accustomed to a different style 
of celebration might prefer instead to split up the time 
between the two families. It would be easy to read a new 
son- or daughter-in-law’s departure from the “norm” as a 
rejection of the time-honored tradition. So it’s crucial that 
you prepare your family for some changes and offer an 
explanation so your spouse won’t come across as the “bad 
guy.” 

To limit confusion and minimize conflicts, it works 
best if each of you is the primary spokesperson to your 
own parents when it comes to working out differences. 
Also remember to keep your relationship with each 
set of parents separate and positive. Avoid making 
comparisons. One set of parents does not need to know 
everything the other is doing, such as how much time 
you spend with them or what they buy for you. 

Finally, try to be your spouse’s biggest fan. It’s not 
uncommon for parents to view an in-law as someone 
who has taken their “baby” away from them. If they hear 
about your mate’s every little failure, it’s only natural for 
them to want to take your side. However, don’t hesitate 
to turn to parents for help if serious problems arise such 
as drug, alcohol or physical abuse. 

Ultimately, it is your responsibility to accept your in-
laws for who they are. They may be very different from 
your parents, but different isn’t the same as wrong. And 
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each time you and your mate work together to resolve 
a family conflict, you establish yourself as a respected 
adult in the eyes of your parents and in-laws. 

The Middle Years
Two + One = Grandparents
The ground work you do in establishing mature in-
law relationships before your children are born will 
pay off as you work to redefine those relationships 
when your in-laws become grandparents. While you 
remain somewhat of an outsider, your children and 
their grandparents share the same heritage and feel the 
bond of a genetic link. This is healthy and necessary, 
but it also exposes a number of previously unspoken 
expectations. 

The fact that Megan’s family was Irish and Lars’s was 
Swedish was a minor issue when they got married. 
However, with the birth of their first son, family 
traditions suddenly became hotly debated topics. Lars’s 
family expected their grandson to be raised in the 
denomination Lars had grown up in. Megan couldn’t 
understand why her in-laws didn’t accept the church 
she and Lars had chosen. And she was saddened to see a 
once peaceful relationship break down. 

Was their choice of a church home more important than 
a harmonious relationship with the grandparents? 
Lars and Megan decided it was. But they were careful 
to explain to his parents why they believed their new 
church was the best place for their son. By establishing 
their own identity as a couple and sticking with it, Lars 
and Megan eventually won her in-laws’ support. Part of 
being an adult is taking responsibility for your own life. 
And in some cases, peace only comes as the result of 
persistent effort. 
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Lori grew up in a small Midwestern town and never gave 
much thought to the idea of mixed-race marriages. But 
when she met Mark in college she knew he was the man 
she would marry.  

They had major adjustments to make early in their 
marriage, and when they started their family Lori 
wanted to do everything she could to help her children 
learn about their African-American father’s heritage. 
Mark also wanted their kids to identify with Lori’s white 
Germanic traditions. On car trips to visit each other’s 
extended family, they spent a lot of time discussing the 
similarities and differences. Lori put together a history 
book filled with pictures, recipes and anecdotes from each 
family. Because of their mutual respect and support of 
each other’s values, beliefs and heritage, they succeeded 
in establishing a solid family unit that connects the 
generations. 

Children need the love and attention of involved 
grandparents. Grandparents need the sense of life’s ongoing 
treasure that is found in their grandchildren. And parents 
need help with the stresses of raising children. Yet it’s 
important to remember some key principles to keep these 
bonds healthy. You and your spouse have to maintain the 
role of authority over your children. Don’t surrender it in 
deference to your parents. 

If a grandparent becomes intrusive in demanding 
a child’s allegiance, you may need to intervene. 
Possibly the hardest circumstance to navigate would 
involve having to step in to protect your children from 
dysfunctional family members—a grandfather who is 
foul-mouthed, a racist brother-in-law, or an alcoholic 
grandmother. Your primary concern has to be your 
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child’s welfare, not the fear that you will hurt someone’s 
feelings. 

God simply asks this: “If it is possible, as far as it 
depends on you, live at peace with everyone” (Rom. 
12:18). 

It helps to remember that before God you are responsible 
for how you talk to and behave toward your in-laws. You 
are not responsible for how they talk to or treat you. 

The Later Years
Three - One = Two
Julie and Dave will be sending their first son off to 
college in a year, but he is being displaced from his 
bedroom sooner than expected. Dave’s mom needs the 
first-floor bedroom while she recovers from hip surgery. 
Julie was looking forward to visiting college campuses 
with her son, but instead she’s busy investigating 
nursing homes for her mother-in-law. Dave finds himself 
pulled in too many directions. In between the younger 
kids’ soccer games, he is driving his mother to doctor 
appointments and trying to help Julie with the extra 
housework. 

As life comes full circle, old resentments and hard-
fought-for boundaries seem to fade as parents and in-
laws become dependent on their children. Dave and Julie 
maintained their sanity through frank talks, humor, and 
a supportive church. During the six months Dave’s mother 
lived with them, they got away every Saturday night 
for coffee and pie at a local restaurant. They also relied 
heavily on their Bible study group for prayer, advice. and 
help with their kids. And the hilarious stories from their 
friends about trials with their own parents proved to be a 
great stress reducer. 
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For some couples, however, the stresses of this stage of 
in-law relationships drive spouses apart. Rita and Ben, 
in their fifties, still struggled with Rita’s domineering 
father. She was easily controlled by his every request 
and cowed by his frequent, sharp criticism. Ben could 
have been more supportive, but since he never was 
accepted by Rita’s parents, he resigned himself to the 
role of family outsider. 

Discouraged and depressed, Rita began attending a 
nearby church at the urging of a friend. There she was 
reminded of Christ’s power to turn lives around. As 
Rita’s bitterness toward both her father and her husband 
dissipated, Ben couldn’t help but notice. He soon found 
himself in a church pew beside his wife. 

As Ben became more involved in the life of the church, he 
talked to the pastor about Rita’s unhealthy dependence 
on her father. The pastor referred her to Christian 
counseling, and Rita discovered it wasn’t too late to 
establish an adult-to-adult relationship with her father. 
She took the difficult step of setting and enforcing some 
long-overdue boundaries. Her father wasn’t pleased with 
Rita’s new assertiveness, but once he was convinced that 
she wouldn’t give in, he started treating his daughter like 
an adult rather than a child. 

The Future Begins Today
The covenant of marriage involves a lifelong commitment 
to your spouse and to his or her family. Sometimes it’s 
easy and comfortable, other times it’s more like loving 
your enemy. But Christian faith is acted out in how we 
love others. 
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In the early years, you establish the pattern for your 
new family by setting boundaries, making clear your 
allegiance to your spouse, and doing what you can to 
initiate an adult-to-adult relationship with your parents 
and in-laws. 

The middle years give you a chance to build on what 
you establish early in your marriage. When you have 
children, grandparents get more involved in your life. 
That’s the time to redefine the boundaries with parents 
and in-laws. 

The later years of marriage benefit from the values you 
have chosen to uphold. By continuing to live according 
to your shared priorities, you will find appropriate ways 
to care for your parents and in-laws as they grow old 
and need more of your assistance. 

Your mate is the only family member you can actually 
choose, but your mate’s family comes as part of the deal. 
Living in peace with your in-laws is no joke, but it can be 
one of the most rewarding relationships you’ll ever invest 
in.

Ingrid Lawrenz, M.S.W., is a therapist at New Life 
Resources, Inc., a Christian counseling clinic. She lives 
in Waukesha, Wisconsin, with her husband and their two 
children. 

This article first appeared in the Spring 1998 issue of 
marriage ParTnershiP.
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Reflect
£ Which stage of your married life has proved the 
most difficult in dealing with your in-laws? What’s 
made it rough?

£ Which stage has proved to be the best? What made 
it good?

£ How has your relationship with your in-laws been 
complicated by different family traditions? How has 
your relationship been blessed by this?
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Q: My husband recently took over the family 
business, for which my mother-in-law takes care 
of the books. But now that she knows all about our 
finances, she thinks she can tell us how to spend our 
money. I’m fed up. Can you help?

A: Criticism by a mother-in-law cuts deep. And in 
your situation, when she has “inside information,” the 
cut is even more likely to burn. However, you have a 
few options to curtail the unwelcome critique of your 
financial decisions.

How to keep your family’s business 
separate from the family business.  
by dr. Leslie Parrott   

Setting  
Boundaries– 
Part I
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First, because this is a new working dynamic, your 
husband might still have a window of opportunity to 
find a new position for your mother-in-law that removes 
her from the bookkeeping without hurting her feelings. 
Take your mother-in-law’s personality and abilities into 
consideration when determining whether she would 
respond well to a job change.

If such a move would create a larger problem than the one 
you currently deal with, the second option is to set clear 
boundaries. When your mother-in-law offers her opinion 
about a financial decision you’ve made, speak up. Be polite 
but assertive. Don’t feel obligated to explain or apologize 
for your choices; simply say something non-defensive 
like, “You think so, huh?” Even better is to deflate her 
critique completely by agreeing with her. Say something 
like, “You’re probably right. Thanks for the input.” You may 
cringe at this, but it works. Soon she’ll back off.

Another option is to create a diversion by asking her 
questions: How was money handled in her home as a 
child? How about in her early marriage? Explore how 
and why she handles money the way she does. You have 
to do this with a genuine heart, however, and only to 
understand her, not to argue a point. The bottom line is, 
you have to do something before you get even more fed up 
and say something you regret.

Leslie Parrott, Ed.D. is co-founder (with her husband, Les) 
of the Center for Relationship Development at Seattle Pacific 
University and the author of several books, including Love 
Talk (Zondervan). 

Making In-Law Relationships Work
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This article first appeared in the September/October 
2005 issue of Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

Reflect
£ What kind of criticism have you had to face from 
your mother-in-law?

£ What’s been your response?

£ How might Leslie’s “diversion” tactic help when 
confronted with uncomfortable questions?
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Setting  
Boundaries–
Part II
From dropping by to staying for 
dinner, here are the keys to making 
visits good for everyone involved.
by Gary and carrie oliver

Q: My mother-in-law comes to our house 
unannounced several times a week. I was finally able 
to convince my husband to ask her to call before 
she comes. But she still drops by uninvited—then he 
invites her to stay for dinner! While I realize this is 
his mother, her lack of boundaries frustrates me. 
What should I do?
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A: First, revisit the issue with your husband. Before 
you talk with him, though, think about your reasons 
for needing more structure and privacy. What are the 
potential benefits for your marriage? Then rather than 
going on a rampage about your mother-in-law’s lack of 
boundaries, share these more positive insights with 
him and suggest even clearer parameters, such as 
setting up a time when Mom stays for dinner, but you 
pick the night. 

If she drops by and your husband still invites her for 
dinner without talking it over with you, you may need 
a woman-to-woman conversation with Mom-in-law. 

Let her know you enjoy spending time with her. Thank 
her for the good things she’s done. Then explain you’ve 
been wired in such a way that when you come home 
you need some structure and private times to re-
charge your battery. While you enjoy seeing her, the 
“drop in” visits aren’t helpful. Make sure she knows 
you’ve suggested specific times that might work for 
both of you. 

After all this, if the situation remains unchanged, you 
may need to be assertive and let Mom and Hubby know 
that sharing a meal tonight isn’t convenient for you, 
but you’d be glad to cook on the night she’s supposed to 
come for dinner.
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They may both be uncomfortable with this option! 
But being kind, gentle, and firm quiets many a 
battle, and with time this situation has hope to 
work itself out. 

Carrie Oliver is a marriage and family counselor. 
Gary J. Oliver Ph.D., co-author of A Woman’s 
Forbidden Emotion (Regal), is executive director of 
The Center for Marriage & Family Studies at John 
Brown University in Siloam Springs, Arkansas. 

This article first appeared in the Fall 2005 issue of 
marriage ParTnershiP.

Reflect
£ How difficult is setting and enforcing boundaries 
for you?

£ What does your husband do to help or hinder the 
enforcements?

£ How receptive are your in-laws when it comes to 
boundaries?

www.kyria.com
http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product/?item_no=WW736919&p=1026979
http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product/?item_no=WW736919&p=1026979


©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

39

©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

Who  
Comes First?
What to do when your 
husband’s mom still wants to 
be his number one girl.
by diane mandt Langberg

Q: My mother-in-law accuses me of being a 
bad Christian because I want my husband to put 
me first in his life. She says he was her son first, 
and I came along last. Because of this, she’s 
always stepping way over the boundaries into 
our lives. What can I do?
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A: The central issue here isn’t so much your 
mother-in-law (though what she’s saying is clearly 
wrong!), but rather how you and your husband 
respond to her.

First, you and your husband need to be clear in 
your understanding of Genesis 2:24: “For this 
reason a man will leave his father and mother and 
be united to his wife, and they will become one 
flesh.” Your mother-in-law’s belief that she should 
be number one is antithetical to God’s Word. If you 
and your husband understand the Bible is your 
foundation, you’ll find strength, unity, and wisdom 
for responding to your mother-in-law.

As a couple, you need to discuss the boundaries 
of your marriage in relationship to the business 
and your in-laws. This might include the amount 
of time you’re willing to spend with your in-laws 
or the amount of personal information you’ll share 
with them. Once you agree on boundaries, you 
both should present these to your in-laws, firmly 
yet with love and respect. It’s crucial your in-laws 
know you’re doing this in obedience to the Word of 
God, which requires your marriage to be primary, 
and your relationship with your in-laws to honor 
that.
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If at any point the process suggested here breaks 
down, your role will be to pray that God will move 
in the hearts of those involved, whether it’s your 
husband or your in-laws. You also may need to seek 
professional counseling.

Diane Mandt Langberg, Ph.D., is a licensed 
psychologist in private practice and the author of On 
the Threshold of Hope: Opening the Door to Healing 
for Survivors of Sexual Abuse (Tyndale). 

This article first appeared in the May/June 2004 issue 
of Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

Reflect
£ In what ways have you seen your in-laws honor 
the God-established relationship between you and 
your husband?

£ In what ways do you think it’s been violated or 
boundaries have been stepped over?

£ How might you and your husband define those 
boundaries?
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Marvelous 
Mothers-in-Law
Examples of how great they can be!
by the editors of Today’s ChrisTian Woman

We all know horror stories abound, but the staff at Today’s 
Christian Woman went on faith that some of you actually like 
your mother-in-law. And we were right! When we asked, loving 
daughters-in-law flooded our office with valuable life lessons 
they’ve learned from the women who raised their hubbies. 
Here are some of their heartwarming stories.

Ask God to Use You
I was raised in a non-Christian home. My mother, 
an alcoholic who never knew what being loved or 
loving meant, married five times. 
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My mother-in-law, Jean, is the finest example of a 
Christian woman I know. Her deepest desire is to serve 
God every day—no matter what—and God keeps her 
very busy. She visits housebound people in her small 
community and treats the local nursing home residents 
to homemade cookies and beautiful piano music every 
Saturday night. Jean is loving, giving, and nurturing. 

We talk on the phone often, sharing stories, recipes, and 
tears. She’s filled a very large gap in my heart I never 
realized was so deep. Jean’s the mother I never had.

   —Kay Adams, Colorado 

Be Confident

My mother-in-law, Judy, has given me so many things for 
which I’m very thankful—not the least of which is my kind 
and loving husband! But as I look back over the nearly ten 
years I’ve known her, I think the best thing my mother-in-
law has taught me is to be confident in myself. Certainly 
she counsels me to pray about things, to seek God’s 
strength, and to be within his will. But her encouragement 
and supportive love have helped me to overcome my 
timidity and be able to say with confidence, “I can.”

   —Robin Hamm, Pennsylvania 

Carpe Diem

Sylvia, my mother-in-law, continues to teach our family 
how to laugh, play, and build fun memories. My husband 
is the oldest of four children born in six years, and his 
fondest memories of childhood are family parties arranged 
at the least hint of a reason to celebrate. 
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Today Sylvia celebrates with her children, their spouses, 
and eleven grandchildren. Our family celebrations 
sometimes include bingo, a piñata, almost always a card 
game, and occasionally a tennis or golf clinic taught by 
Grammy. Sylvia has taught me how to celebrate life.

   —Christina Smith, California 

There’s Power in Prayer

My first and strongest memory of my mother-in-law, Nell, 
was the day my now-husband, Scott, and I announced 
our engagement. She told me it was wonderful to finally 
meet the person she’d been praying for for so many years. 
Words can’t express the love I felt in knowing she’d prayed 
countless prayers for me, years before she even knew my 
name. 

I continue to see Nell’s daily example of walking with the 
Lord, bringing every issue to him for his guidance and 
direction. There’s joy in her journey, and I have no doubt 
it’s because of her close, daily communion with God. Her 
love for God and for people is a constant testimony to her 
belief that “the most important things in life aren’t things.”

   —Leslie Stanton, Florida 

God’s Grace Is Sufficient

My husband, Bill, died two years ago at the age of 45 from 
heart failure. In the midst of all my grief and uncertainty, 
my mother-in-law, Lois, has taught me to rely on the 
Lord to provide for all my needs. Only God knows and 
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understands the pain we endure, and only he can 
provide the peace, love, and understanding necessary 
to help us through life’s trials. Lois has modeled how to 
be in a constant love relationship with God through her 
daily time spent in prayer and God’s Word. She’s shared 
her wisdom, prayers, and love with me. What a precious 
gift.

   —Pat Banwart, Iowa
 

We Grow in the Valleys

I think the one thing I’ll never forget about my mother-
in-law, Sheila, is the night I came to her with a struggle 
in my marriage. She listened to me, cried with me, and 
then prayed with me—all on the way to get take-out 
Chinese food! 

Then she gently told me this too would pass. She 
advised me not to get so entangled in this difficulty that 
I lost sight of my husband Brendan’s love for me or, 
more importantly, God’s loving hand in our marriage. 
She reminded me that we usually don’t grow in the 
mountain-top times, but in the valleys. She said when 
this problem was behind us, we would be on top looking 
down once again. I’ve held this godly piece of advice 
close to my heart and have repeated it to myself many 
times!

   —Keri Schwartz, Oregon 
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Love Unconditionally

I respect and admire my mother-in-law’s capacity for 
unconditional love. Diane makes no distinction among 
her diverse array of friends regardless of age, race, 
financial status, appearance, or religion. She allows her 
joy in the Lord to bridge the many gaps between herself 
and others. I’m an African American who was adopted 
as a baby by a white family. Diane and my mother 
immediately considered themselves sisters in Christ 
united by the marriage of their children and embraced 
their differences without a second thought.

   —Linda Ables, Virginia 

Be Generous

The best word to describe our mother-in-law, Marilyn, 
is generous. She’s the mother of four sons, with whom 
she’s always been generous with her time, love, and 
encouragement. Marilyn was there for countless 
baseball games, band concerts, and carpooling duties 
as our husbands were growing up. She continues 
to be there for us with encouraging notes, offers of 
babysitting, and daily prayers. She’s helped us through 
moves, job changes, the birth of all our babies, and 
continued schooling—being careful to help without 
interfering. 

The greatest gift she gave each of us is a godly 
husband. We are the beneficiaries of the time, love, and 
support she poured into each of her sons. We admire 
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her love for God and her family. The Lord has blessed us 
with a wonderful mother-in-law we also call our friend.

   —Dawn, Lesli, Melissa, and Valerie   
      Beaverson, Indiana 

Practice Hospitality

My mother-in-law, Linda, possesses many qualities 
I admire: an unselfish attitude, a forgiving spirit, 
wisdom, and an energetic approach to life. The trait that 
shines brightest, however, is her hospitality. 

I wonder how many angels she’s entertained (Heb. 
13:2) by opening her home, comforting the sick at the 
hospital, or praying with the lonely at the altar. She 
seems to sense when someone needs a helping hand and 
willingly extends hers. She’s taught me the importance 
of the biblical command to practice hospitality (Rom. 
12:13). I only hope I can show her and others the same 
kindness and love.

   —Shagae Jones, Indiana 

Fear Not

My mother-in-law, Joyce, has taught me to be 
courageous. She was diagnosed with breast cancer 
a little more than a year ago. Since that time, she’s 
undergone intense chemotherapy, a bone marrow 
transplant, and radiation. Yet the entire time, she’s 
remained positive and hopeful as she’s trusted in the 
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Lord for one day at a time. If I were in her shoes, I 
think I’d be a basket case. But she’s taught me there’s 
nothing to fear in life because God’s in control and he 
has the final say about what happens. How comforting!

   —Krista Kennaugh, Michigan 

This article first appeared in the November/December 
1998 issue of Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

Reflect
£ What would you like your relationship with your 
mother-in-law to be like?

£ What steps can you take today to get closer to that 
dream?
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