


“Beth and Sarah wrote the book we want and need for right now. 
In this story-driven guide, they provide a road map to having hard 
conversations and tackling tough topics with grace and care. Their 
suggestions and examples will bolster your confidence to discuss 
fraught issues in a way that bridges the gap between you and your 
loved ones instead of shutting down communication. (If you were 
to jot down their conversational prompts on index cards to keep in 
your pocket for easy reference before your next family gathering, I 
wouldn’t blame you a bit!) Even in these difficult times, this depend-
able author duo makes readers feel like we really might be able to all 
move forward, together.”  

Anne Bogel, host of What Should I Read Next podcast

“Lively and accessible and smart, Now What? addresses the human 
condition and the complications that have made so many Americans 
feel divided and disheartened in their politics and their personal lives. 
With a fresh approach and some good faith, the cohosts of the podcast 
Pantsuit Politics argue, conflict can be used to strengthen connections, 
not sever them.” 

Susan Page, Washington bureau chief of USA Today  
and New York Times bestselling author of Madam Speaker

“This book is a bighearted, clear-eyed look at the polarized world 
we find ourselves in—with real guidance on how to move forward.”

Anne Helen Peterson, author of Can’t Even

“In Now What? Sarah and Beth challenge us to see the connections 
we share as human beings—from our closest friends to the fellow 
citizens we may never meet. Then, just as they have done for years 
on their podcast, they empower us through curiosity and grace to 
strengthen these connections that hold us up and hold us together. 
We need this book now more than ever.”

Gretchen Carlson, acclaimed journalist, female empowerment 
advocate, and cofounder of Lift Our Voices

“It is no secret that Beth and Sarah have long been my North Star for 
a nuanced approach to political discussion without all the bias. What 
a thrill to read their latest work—that our shared conflicts can actually 
create deeper connections with people? I’ll have what they are having. 
Beth and Sarah are the living best at reclaiming common ground.”

Jen Hatmaker, speaker, podcast host, and New York Times  
bestselling author of Fierce, Free, and Full of Fire

Page 1—insert endorsement where indicated, after Hatmaker

Page 3—insert endorsements in place of half title page
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“Sarah and Beth have somehow figured out a way to approach every 
discussion with grace, composure, and wisdom, and listening to them 
will make you a better person.”

Clint Harp, TV/podcast host and author of Handcrafted

“Sarah and Beth are two of my favorite grown-ups because they are 
honest about both the best and the worst of us. They never allow us 
to draw sweeping conclusions about anything, especially each other. 
If we’re going to learn how to move forward together, then we need 
trustworthy guides for the journey. This is the book to help us make 
amends, increase the good, and learn how to show up for each other 
even when we disagree.”

Emily P. Freeman, Wall Street Journal bestselling author  
of The Next Right Thing

“This isn’t a book about politics; it’s a book about empathy. At a time 
when we just want to be better humans, Beth and Sarah show us 
the way.”

Kendra Adachi, New York Times bestselling author  
of The Lazy Genius Way

“Reflective, smart, a breath of fresh air that captures our humanity 
during a time of division and uncertainty. Overcoming polarization 
in our country begins with grace by reading Now What? and by listen-
ing to Sarah and Beth. A must-read for anyone who wishes to build 
connection, search for solutions, and promote healing for family, 
community, and nation.”

Amy McGrath, retired Marine Corps fighter pilot, former candidate 
for US Senate, and author of Honor Bound

“As the world begins to reemerge from the chaos of the last few years, 
we look to our friends Sarah and Beth to help us make sense of ‘what 
now?’ In their comforting but honest way, these creators of commu-
nity invite us to remain active in the work of our lives: committing to 
the hard and holy process of loving other people, even when what they 
believe is an affront to what we hold dear. There’s no better guide for 
how to actually connect, how to manage our own expectations, and 
how to genuinely love (not just tolerate) those we vehemently disagree 
with. I’m so grateful we live in a world with Sarahs and Beths.”

Erin Moon, resident Bible scholar on The Bible Binge podcast  
and author of O Heavy Lightness, Every Broken Thing, and Memento Mori

“There is no magic elixir, as Sarah and Beth would say, to solve divi-
sion in our world. But there is a magic mindset, and these two women 
have it. With personal stories and practical advice, they show us how 

_StewartHolland_NowWhat_RT_bb.indd   2_StewartHolland_NowWhat_RT_bb.indd   2 12/13/21   2:39 PM12/13/21   2:39 PM

Sarah Stewart Holland and Beth Silvers, Now What? 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



to love our neighbors—which includes our families—and make peace 
with discomfort. If you, like me, would occasionally prefer locking 
your door and holing up with a tub of cookie dough instead of dealing 
with other humans, you need this book.”

Elizabeth Passarella, author of Good Apple

“Now What? is an essential read for our toxic time. In an era of pro-
found division and pain, Sarah and Beth help us see the power we 
have to heal the world. It rests in the relationships we already have—at 
home and across the globe. Read this book and discover a path forward 
paved with curiosity, grace, and connection.”

Lisa Sharon Harper, president and founder of Freedom Road  
and author of The Very Good Gospel and Fortune

“I look to Sarah and Beth for rational takes on the irrational state 
of politics. Their podcasts and first book helped me so much when 
I was changing political parties many years ago, and Now What? 
is the next stage of the conversation for those of us who have been 
floundering politically. Read this book if you’re looking for political 
calm in all the noise.” 

Laura Tremaine, author of Share Your Stuff. I’ll Go First.

“Perhaps you found yourself sitting in the break room or in the church 
pew or at your own Thanksgiving table when you heard an opinion 
that startled you into disbelief. Maybe that disbelief quickly worked 
its way through your system until you were screaming at your boss, 
your small group leader, or your aunt Gladys. How do we remain 
connected to those we like and love who see the world so differently 
from us? In Now What?, Sarah and Beth are our captains, helping 
us chart a course in the rocky waters of relationships and politics. 
This book is a compass pointing us to where the calm seas meet our 
inclination to curse out Aunt Gladys.”

Jamie B. Golden, cohost of The Popcast and The Bible Binge podcasts
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who keep us moving forward  
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We are like islands in the sea,  
separate on the surface  

but connected in the deep.

W I L L I A M  J A M E S
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13

INTRODUCTION

“Now what?”
It’s the question we encounter more than any other.

The election is over. Now what?
We survived a disaster. Now what?
We had a terrible argument about politics and everything’s 

awkward. Now what?
I tried to disagree graciously. Now what?
We talked it over but it still feels like we live on different planets. 

Now what?
We all agree we have big problems to solve. Now what?

We started a podcast to talk about politics as citizens, not 
as pundits, journalists, or politicians. We wanted to hold our-
selves accountable to a different way of communicating and, 
in the process, perhaps set an example that might be helpful to 
others. We’ve been at the work of grace- filled discussions since 
2015. We’ve made hundreds of hours of podcasts, written a 
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Introduction

book, and traveled the country talking with audiences in person 
about moving toward healthier relationships around politics. 
While it has been the most rewarding work of our lives, we 
won’t lie to you, it can be hard to feel that we’re making even the 
tiniest of dents in a political landscape that’s driven by conflict.

In our first book, I Think You’re Wrong (But I’m Listening): 
A Guide to Grace- Filled Political Conversations, we argued that 
we should all take off our partisan team jerseys.

We wrote:

For most people who are passionate about politics . . . , there 

are two teams: Democrats vs. Republicans, conservatives vs. 

liberals, right vs. left. Many of us are born into one of the two 

and are taught by our parents and community that only one 

party could possibly represent our values . . . we put on our 

team jerseys and adopt the policies, positions, and politicians 

expected of us.1

Several years later, we’ve realized that describing party iden-
tification as a jersey was a very optimistic metaphor. Party 
identity has become so strong it can become even more im-
portant than identities used to define us as human beings: 
father, sister, friend, American, church member, Christian. 
And some of us are now willing to sacrifice those other iden-
tities (and the relationships that go with them) on the altar 
of our political identity. Today, partisan jerseys feel less like 
clothing we can easily shed and more like a tattoo— it can 
come off, but the removal is a tough process.

We could write fifty books analyzing how we got here and 
why this polarization is harmful, but we don’t think that’s 
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helpful (plus, there are already loads of books on that topic). 
Paraphrasing author and speaker Byron Katie in Loving What 
Is: Four Questions That Can Change Your Life, we’re welcome 
to fight with reality, but reality will always win. Accepting 
that some people are deeply wedded to their partisan labels, 
we also have to acknowledge that there are big questions our 
political parties will not be able to answer for us. And, as 
critical as politics is to how we live in community together, it 
cannot be the only container for working out our identities 
and values.

Plus, one of the cruelest aspects of this pervasive sense of 
constant conflict is the shrinking of our timelines. Anxiety 
and fear tell us that things are the worst they’ve ever been 
and cannot get better unless we go to war with each other. 
But the truth is, going to war with one another is a zero- sum 
idea. In war, either as a nation or between friends, someone 
has to win and someone has to lose. More conflict is not the 
answer. We don’t think most of us are looking for victory. We’re 
looking for connection.

As we spend time with people across the United States, 
conversations that often begin about seemingly intractable 
political conflict lead to deeper questions about separation. 
“How do I know when my dad has become so toxic that I 
need to cut him out of my life?” “Does this mean it’s time 
for me to get a divorce?” “Maybe I can’t be friends with her 
anymore.” “They don’t seem to accept me, so maybe I should 
just leave.” From our listeners and readers, we see, hear, and 
feel a pervasive sense of loneliness.

And it’s not just within our community. From the nightly 
news to our social media feeds, a drumbeat of messages tells 
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Introduction

us that we can’t do it. We are polarized, divided, strangers to one 
another. Those messages are disseminated through the lens 
of politics, but they resonate more generally. It’s no wonder 
that loneliness and depression are rampant for individuals 
and that populism and nationalism are rampant for countries.

We are facing a new experiment in human history, and 
what we face is less a political question than a civic one: How 
do we live in diverse societies when the historical crutches 
of religion, ethnicity, or even geography are no longer as 
powerful as they once were? How do we find connection to 
one another when our differences are constantly on display? 
How can we strengthen our connections to one another when 
politics threatens to tear us apart?

In other words, now what?
It’s become so clear to us that most political conflict is 

wrapped around deeper emotional and spiritual dynamics— 
dynamics that might be painful to examine but that have the 
capacity to help us grow and heal far beyond partisan battles. 
In this book, we attempt to zoom out and see what larger is-
sues are at the center of our political conflicts, whether they 
take place inside our families, our workplaces, our commu-
nities, our country, or our world. We’ve been intentionally 
practicing that mining process: What’s underneath this con-
versation? How do we bring it into the light? How do we find 
something good in that light? We want to share what we’ve 
learned here, in the hopes that you’ll find new questions or 
phrases to help you dig deeper in your relationships.

To do that, we believe we have to reexamine all the levels 
of connection in our lives: from our families of origin to 
the entire human race with which we share this planet. We 
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aren’t going to be able to give you hard- and- fast rules at any 
of these levels. (We know everyone wants a quick and easy 
rule about ghosting your uncle on Facebook. It doesn’t exist. 
We’re sorry!)

Here’s what we hope to do throughout this book:

• help us all see these levels of connection more clearly 
and the factors beyond politics that might be at play in 
those relationships

• share stories that help us know we aren’t alone and 
from which we might be able to gain some inspiration

• draw on historic examples of connection to reorient 
us as family members, friends, colleagues, neighbors, 
and global citizens

• look to the future with our problem- solving hats on so 
that we can confidently and compassionately navigate 
our personal and civic challenges

We know and experience the deep worry associated with 
pervasive polarization. This book is not intended to add to 
your worries. We want to relieve some pressure by saying as 
clearly as we can, “We have urgent problems, and you don’t 
have to solve them all because you are not alone.”

This book is also not intended to guilt you into staying in 
toxic spaces. There are times when some level of separation 
is the right answer— whether that means separating from a 
person, a job, or an institution. We’re here to help you ask 
questions about when to separate and when to stay. We’re 
here to help you think about the impact of your connections.
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We don’t want to focus only on your painful relationships. 
If we’ve learned anything since the beginning of our partner-
ship, it’s that building on the strength of healthy relationships 
creates so many possibilities and sustains us through tough 
times. We also write this book with an enduring and deep 
humility. We are experts only in our own experiences, and 
our experiences don’t represent everyone.

We are as we seem on the surface: two middle- class white 
ladies— both former lawyers, both living in Kentucky, both 
happily married to men, both raising little kids. Despite these 
similarities, when we started our podcast in 2015, we felt like 
strangers to one another. We knew the loose outlines of one 
another’s lives from our time together in college, and we knew 
we were (at the time) on different sides of the political spec-
trum. Our differences were on full display during a time in 
American history when differences were all that mattered. 
And yet— over the past seven years— we have built a suc-
cessful partnership and life- giving friendship together, not by 
avoiding our differences or conflicts (political or otherwise) 
but by connecting through them. That connection has allowed 
us to see both our politics and ourselves more clearly. It has 
allowed us to dig deep beneath the anger and the fear to the 
problems we face in our communities, in our nation, and in 
our world with a more complex and complete perspective. It 
has allowed us to work toward a solution together, instead of 
trying to fix the problem on our own.

That’s what we’re inviting you to do in these pages. We’re in-
viting you to see the connections you hold with fellow human 
beings in a bigger way—from the people in your home you 
see every day to the people across the globe you never meet. 
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We will begin with our closest connections— our family, our 
friends, our coworkers— and look at what political conflict 
can teach us about ourselves and others. Then, with fresh 
eyes, we hope to expand into the other connections we hold 
with our fellow human beings— in our communities, states, 
nation, and world— to see beyond the political morass to how 
we can continue on . . . together.

Now what?
We all want the answers to be: Now, we solve the problem. 

Now, we all agree. Now, we all stop fighting. But we all know 
deep down that is never going to happen. Instead, we’re in-
viting you to see Now What? not as an opportunity to solve 
conflict but to use it to connect more deeply with the people 
around you.
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Part One

THOSE 
CLOSEST 
TO US
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Part One

THOSE 
CLOSEST 
TO US

The best way to examine our connections (and what’s 
keeping us divided) is to start with those closest to us. 
In the first half of the book, we’re going to look at our 
most intimate connections and what political conflict can 
teach us about what’s buried deep beneath fights over 
Facebook and battles across the dinner table. We start 
with our families of origin and what generational expecta-
tions can help parents and children and siblings and even 
extended family understand about one another. We then 
look at our families of choice— our romantic mates, our 
parenting partners, those we have brought close to us by 
design— and think about what (and who) we’re trying to 
control when we fight about our ballots or our candidates. 
Next, we take a moment to examine how caregivers talk 
to the children in their lives about politics. (Spoiler: you 
already have everything you need for these conversations!) 
Finally, we look at the other people in our day- to- day lives: 
our friends and our coworkers. Our closest friendships are 
so frequently built on similarity; our political views usually 
expose our differences. As we’re learning to show up as 
our whole selves with family and friends, we examine how 
we can face our fears and do the same at work.
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1

Our Families of Origin
Don’t Question Grandma  

and Other Unwritten Rules

Sarah: In the fall of 2019, Beth and I traveled to California for 

two live shows— one in San Francisco and one in Los Angeles. 

My dad has lived in California since I was five years old, and I 

spent most every summer of my childhood visiting him in the 

Golden State. However, Beth had never been out west, and 

I thought taking the Pacific Coast Highway between our two 

shows would make the most of our short trip. My dad is incred-

ibly generous and loves to drive, so he volunteered to make the 

trip up and back from Bakersfield where he lives in one day. 

The three of us spent almost twelve hours together in the car, 

taking in the gorgeous coastline and eating lots of In- N- Out. 

My dad and I both love music, so we also spent a lot of time 
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sharing new bands we’d found and singing along to nineties 

country where our tastes consistently converge.

It sounds lovely, doesn’t it? A devoted father bonding with his 

daughter, surrounded by a panorama of blue skies and crashing 

waves with Garth Brooks serenading us in the background. (FYI 

our DMs are closed to alternate opinions of Garth Brooks.) Of 

course, the reality is more complicated. At that point in 2019, 

we were over two years into the Trump presidency. There had 

been two years of tweets and chaos. There had been two years 

of anger and fear and frustration . . . for me. My dad voted for 

Trump proudly, and his continued support for the president 

had become a constant source of conflict within our relation-

ship. For the majority of our trip we steered clear of politics as 

most American families were at least attempting to do at that 

point (if they were still talking at all). But Beth’s presence— 

and her recent change in party registration from Republican to 

Democrat— was something my dad couldn’t ignore. He knew 

where I stood, after all, but he seemed sincerely curious about 

where Beth was (and how she got there), so on occasion, a 

rather intense exchange on politics would surface as we made 

our way down the coast. It was like an episode of The View 

crossed with a car commercial.

I remember we talked about Hillary Clinton (of course) and 

immigration and race. It was like the greatest hits of polarized 

politics with the greatest hits of Reba, Shania, and Trisha play-

ing in the background. We didn’t solve anything on that trip. 

My dad ended the day just as devoted to Trump as when we 

began, and I ended it just as disgusted with Trump as when we 

began. It was fun and it was also stressful, which can describe 

almost every single family gathering, in my opinion. However, 
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it was Beth’s observation afterward that helped me see my 

dad— and our relationship— with new eyes.

She said after watching us in the car for all those hours, she 

realized that my dad and I had different expectations when it 

came to conflict. I expected the presence of conflict and was 

fine holding the tension of that disagreement. I knew she was 

right. I don’t expect us to come to a compromise and agreement 

when we talk politics. I would be lying if I said I don’t want to 

influence my dad, but I have no expectation of fundamentally 

changing him or his opinions when it comes to Trump or any-

thing else political. However, she also said that my dad did not 

expect the presence of conflict and therefore the tension of the 

disagreement was really hard on him. Not until she pointed that 

out did I realize how right she was. My dad seems genuinely 

confused and hurt when I see things differently than him. He 

uses the word disrespect a lot. He often thinks I’m angry with 

him when I am not. It is as if he expects a healthy relationship 

to not have any conflict. Unfortunately that’s not how I oper-

ate. Since that trip, I’ve tried to remember that our political 

disagreement doesn’t exist in a vacuum. Like Reba and Garth 

on the best road trip, our different expectations of each other 

are always playing in the background.

Before we belong to ourselves, we belong to the people 
who raise us.

Before we can form the conscious thoughts that are the 
building blocks of our identity, we belong to our parents and 
to our families of origin. Belonging to our families of origin is 
that first connection. It is the sense that we belong as members 
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of this— our first and most important— group. Belonging is 
essential because we are dependent on our families for our 
very survival. As babies that belonging is as basic as food and 
shelter. But if we learn the importance of belonging through 
our dependence on our families as vulnerable infants, we 
soon realize that belonging to our families also meets deeper 
and more complicated emotional needs. Belonging helps us 
find value in life, cope with painful experiences, improve our 
motivation, and know that we aren’t alone. It all starts with 
our families.

From the people who raise us, we learn what to value, how 
to be in relationships, and what patterns of behavior help us 
thrive. The warmth, security, and boundaries of our caregivers 
shape our development in conscious and unconscious ways 
for the rest of our lives.1 If we have siblings, they shape our 
understanding of our own strengths, our conflict styles, and 
our resilience.2

Our families of origin make us who we are, and that’s why 
a breakdown in those connections hurts so badly.

Although it always feels unique, personal, and urgent, 
political conflict within families is not new. These conflicts 
have long been fertile ground for storytellers and screenwrit-
ers. Political divisions have been depicted in Shakespearean 
drama, in the Bunkers’ battling over civil rights on All in the 
Family, and in Alex P. Keaton’s decision to join the Reagan 
Revolution on Family Ties. Today, shows like Blackish tackle 
complex and conflicting generational attitudes toward color-
ism and other issues of identity.

And yet, as much as America loves stories about familial 
conflict, we don’t do a very good job showing how to work 
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through those conflicts. There’s no laugh track in real life to 
get us through awkward moments at the dinner table when 
our great- aunt says something racist. There are no closing 
credits to cue us into a neat and tidy resolution to the latest 
fight over a viral YouTube video.

We need something in the era of the Politicization of Every-
thing, because our families of origin are suffering under the 
increased weight of partisanship and identity politics. These 
disagreements have very real consequences. Identity politics 
are not theoretical, and our politics increasingly say some-
thing meaningful about how we value each other. When 
politics represents who we are, what does it mean when our 
family disagrees with us?

These are the most heartbreaking stories we hear from our 
community: fathers who seem like strangers to their daugh-
ters, sons who slowly shut their parents out of their lives, 
mothers who wield shame as a weapon to assure party loyalty, 
siblings who no longer speak, people who are not accepted as 
who they are by the people who gave them life. When these 
divisions infect our families, it can create a crisis around our 
sense of belonging. It can feel like a problem that we must 
solve, and in the process, we can create and endure an enor-
mous amount of suffering.

We receive more emails every week about navigating 
political conflict within families than any other topic. People 
want us to tell them how to fix it, and we dearly wish we could. 
We wish we had a formula, an elixir, some way to prescribe 
adjustments to an attitude here and to media consumption 
there so that the wheels of communication start turning again. 
People aren’t machines, and the tension among us isn’t a 
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math problem. Instead of trying to fix the partisan divides in 
our families, we are working to try to see them better. We’re 
trying to lift ourselves out of the present— where we’re mired 
in sadness and anger and disbelief— so that we can better 
understand the dynamics. What’s really going on?

Different Experiences Mean Different Expectations

A decent percentage of our email might as well have the sub-
ject line: “[Insert politician or pundit name] is wrecking my 
family.” Whether it’s about who we’ve voted for, which cable 
news channel we default to, or what podcast host gets our 
listening time, individuals representing partisan positions 
tend to capture our imaginations and, with them, our identi-
ties. In our families, this identification leads to conversations 
and text threads that look like:

HOW COULD YOU POSSIBLY LISTEN  
TO THIS GARBAGE?

HOW COULD YOU NOT?  
YOU’RE MISSING EVERYTHING.

All- caps conversations are rarely helpful, but as we’re going 
to learn over and over in the pages of this book, we’re actually 
having two conversations at once. We’re not just talking about 
commentators or channels; we’re talking about our relation-
ship with each other and how we’re showing up in it. We are 
working out our conflict styles as much as we are working 
out our political differences.

Some of the disconnection within our families of origin 
that feels like political disagreement can best be understood 
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as generational conflict. Sometimes when we’re raging over 
a certain politician or commentator, we’re actually fighting 
about different expectations.

Lindsay Pollak, an expert on the multigenerational work-
place, has spent years examining generations and how they 
interact— not just in the US but around the globe. “I don’t 
think there’s any fundamental way that we are different as 
human beings for being in different 
generations,” she says. “It just changes 
your expectations.”3 Unfortunately, 
the prolific media coverage of cross- 
generational conflict often leaves the 
expectations of each group unexam-
ined. It’s never that one generation 
has different understandings and ex-
pectations surrounding race or gender 
or work but rather that one generation 
has an opinion that the other genera-
tion sees as wrong. (Not to mention, 
not everyone in a generation feels the exact same way about 
everything. We were born the same year as Beyoncé but— as 
much as we secretly believe we share a lot in common with 
Queen Bey— we recognize the babies of 1981 are not a mono-
lith any more than the babies of 1964.)

Fostering generational conflict might make for some good 
memes and Saturday Night Live sketches, but oversimplifying 
that conflict is not serving us. We’re missing out on important 
information about each other. “OK Boomer” or eye- rolling 
about Gen Z deprives us of critical context about each other’s 
histories, cohorts, and personal stories.

Sometimes when 
we’re raging over a 
certain politician or 
commentator, we’re 

actually fighting 
about different 
expectations.
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The beauty of each individual human experience is both 

its uniqueness and its mystery. We will never understand 

what it was like to birth us, feed us, change our diapers, and 

send us to time- out. This leaves a certain formative amount 

of loved ones perspectives unknowable to us. It also leaves 

us blind to what we can know about the experiences of our 

caregivers and siblings. How often do we think about how our 

mother’s military service might give her a different perspec-

tive on authority than we have? When do we stop to consider 

whether a brother’s concern about our job change reflects the 

insecurity associated with a traumatic childhood experience? 

It’s easy to forget that our grandparents’ experiences in the 

1960s inform their perspectives on movements like Occupy 

Wall Street and Defund the Police.

Instead of naming what we know and don’t know about 

each other, many of us tend to operate from the unarticulated 

expectation that every person in our family shared the same 

experiences we had and processed those experiences the same 

way. When we operate from that assumption, it’s disorienting 

that a sibling prefers Fox News to our MSNBC or that our aunt 

who raised us voted for the Senate candidate we can’t stand. 

The more we can name what we know about all the factors 

that shape us as people, the more light we can shine on the 

origins of our political differences.

And here’s a bonus: the act of telling stories is one of the 

most connecting experiences we can have. Most of us are 

bursting with stories we’d love for someone to listen to (per-

haps for the fifteenth time). Even painful, largely untold stories 

can forge beautiful bonds.
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These differences extend far beyond our individual experi-

ences. If you feel like your Baby Boomer father or your Gen-

eration Z daughter lives in a different reality, you’re not wrong! 

Our grandmothers grew up without television and with the 

profound fallout of World War II and the Great Depression 

(hence Beth’s grandmother recycling pieces of aluminum 

foil). Our parents grew up without the internet and came of 

age during the traumatic upheaval of the 1960s. Our children 

will ride in self- driving cars, will view 9/11 as a distant his-

toric event, and will have few, if any, memories of the Trump 

administration or the COVID-19 pandemic.

Making the Connection

If you’re struggling in a relationship with a family member, 

spend a moment making a list of things you know about that 

person. When you look at that list, do you see points that 

might create a deeper connection between you? Do you see 

points that might be the source of your differing perspectives?

What happens when you do this same exercise while con-

sidering a family member you feel genuinely close to?

We Expect to Argue Differently (or Not Argue at All)

The timing of our births influences so many of our expec-

tations about the world. It also influences our expectations 

surrounding conflict itself— where should conflict be present? 

How should we deal with it? What does conflict mean inside 

a close family relationship?
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Beth: When I was eleven (eleven and three- fourths, I would have 

insisted), my parents had a second child. My beloved sister, 

Kimberly, went to kindergarten the year I went to college. On 

September 11, 2001, I was a junior in college who watched 

the second plane crash into the World Trade Center and called 

my dad to ask him what it meant for the world. Kimberly was 

not yet nine years old. I logged in to my first email account as 

a senior in high school. Kimberly had an online profile from 

elementary school.

The external world isn’t the only sphere of profound differ-

ence for the two of us. Our mom threw softballs and jumped on 

the trampoline with me. When Kimberly was young, Mom was in 

the early stages of a severe rheumatoid arthritis diagnosis. Our 

grandmother, Joy, was my best friend and constant companion 

growing up. Kimberly would say the same of her. But we expe-

rienced very different versions of Grandmother Joy because of 

the impacts of dementia. Kimberly grew up with cousins that I 

barely know. I remember relatives she never met.

I think I saw Kimberly as my baby sister until she was well 

into adulthood. After all, I loaded her up in my Mercury Topaz 

and took her to preschool every day. I was in a car accident 

my junior year of high school that was in some ways a defining 

event in my life. Five- year- old Kimberly was in the back seat. 

We experienced that event, literally and figuratively, from very 

different seats.

When I went to college, Kimberly visited me with dolls in 

tow. When she went to college, she brought her laundry to my 

house and babysat my daughters. It wasn’t until she married, 

moved to Chicago, renovated a house, and had her own child, 

that I started seeing her as a peer.
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Kimberly and I didn’t learn to fight with each other. Because 

of our age difference, my sister and I didn’t have that childhood 

laboratory of working out disagreements over toys and activities 

and who hogs the bathroom mirror. I wouldn’t change a single 

dimension of our relationship. (Well, I do wish she would move 

into my neighborhood, but other than that . . .) And yet, as I 

watch my daughters, who are only four years apart, duke it out 

every day over the swings and shoes and who touched this col-

oring book, I find myself wondering what Kimberly and I missed 

about how to vigorously argue with people and love them anyway.

Sometimes I wonder how our lack of practice with conflict will 

play out as we grow older and life gets harder. We love each 

other fiercely. Do we know how to argue with each other if we 

truly disagree when difficult decisions about our parents’ health 

or property have to be made? I know we can work through these 

things. Also I’m already thinking about how to show Kimberly 

that I’m her peer. When it’s time to make those critical, complex 

choices, I don’t want to be in the “big sister” role. I want us 

to be two equals, working together to figure out the best path 

forward for our family.

Some of us grow up in households where sharp words 
are never uttered. Some of us grow up in households where 
language and dishes fly. In some households, an argument 
means prolonged periods of silence and the withholding of af-
fection. In others, raised voices are quickly followed by laugh-
ter. In some families, it’s seen as completely disrespectful to 
question an elder. In others, it’s seen as intellectually lazy to 
accept all family orthodoxy.
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The unwritten rules around who we argue with and how 
we have those arguments are the results of generations of pat-
terns. These patterns create a set of expectations that we too 
frequently forget to discuss. It’s helpful to remember when 
political topics come up that we are talking about and work-
ing on so much more than policy, electoral, or even cultural 
disagreement. We might be talking about Obamacare, but we 
are talking around our different understandings of the world 
and different expectations about conflict.

Making the Connection

We want to stop talking around those different expectations 
and start getting to the heart of our disagreements. One way 
to do that is through storytelling. When we ask each other 
open- ended and unexpected questions, we can learn more 
about what’s behind the opinions and emotions that can make 
some of our closest relationships so difficult.

As a few examples:

• If you’re talking to a family member about immigration 
and are surprised at the distance between your stances, 
you might say, “Isn’t it interesting that we grew up in 
the same place, went to church together, know lots of 
the same people, and still see this so differently? I won-
der if there’s an experience you remember having that 
really impacted your views on this.”

• If you’re talking about critical race theory, you might 
say, “What is the most important thing you learned 
about race in school?”
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• If you’re talking about social welfare programs and 
how much money should be invested in them, you 
might say, “How have you thought about some of the 
toughest times in your life? Where have you received 
the most help? When you haven’t received much help, 
how has that impacted you?”

Parent- Child Relationships Are Filled with Unspoken 

Expectations

We have another set of usually unarticulated expectations 
around why we create families in the first place. It’s changed 
dramatically over time. Both our motivation for having fami-
lies and our expectations of roles within families have shifted 
from biological imperative and economic necessity to some-
thing more like self- fulfillment and the creation of idyllic 
childhoods. We’re not looking for help on the farm or in the 
family store; we’re sorting out our deep- seated stuff while 
packing healthy lunches, planning Pinterest- worthy birthday 
parties, and developing assertive but kind human beings.

In All Joy and No Fun: The Paradox of Modern Parenthood 
(the parenting book Sarah recommends to all new parents), 
Jennifer Senior details how children went from being seen as 
essential farm labor or apprentices in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century to parents being essential to their children’s 
overall happiness. Senior quotes sociologist Viviana A. Zel-
izer, who describes today’s children as “economically worth-
less but emotionally priceless.”4 We keep amping up our 
expectations around the emotional bonds between parents 
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and their children, which we seem to believe are created by 
parental attention.

A 2016 study quantified this shift. Researchers found that 
between 1965 and 2012 mothers doubled the time spent with 
their kids, despite the fact that millions of women joined the 
workforce and should in theory have less time than ever. Fa-
thers today quadrupled the amount of time spent with their 
children as compared to the fathers of 1965.5 No one parenting 
young children today needed the study to explain the intensity 
of modern parenting, including the meta aspects: “We seem 
to be parenting in a more intense way. Is that good or bad? 
Are we being too intense about our intensity?”

Changes in caregiving from one generation to another are 
usually better understood by examining societal trends than 
interrogating individual choices. That doesn’t stop us from 
interrogating ourselves and each other and taking those in-
terrogations personally. Parents of adult children might find 
themselves confused by the passion their children— now par-
ents themselves— bring to screen time rules and nutritional 
guidelines when they were never concerned by such things. 
Different approaches in everything from educating children to 
faith formation can trigger feelings of judgment and disrespect 
in families. If a daughter makes enormous sacrifices to breast-
feed, how should her own mother feel about her choice to for-
mula feed? When we choose a different method of discipline 
than our parents’, are we implicitly critiquing their methods? 
Parents of grown children say they only want their children 
to be happy, but what if those same children find happiness 
only in rejecting the choices of their parents? What we say and 
what we expect when it comes to parenting are very far apart.
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These stealth expectations pave the way for resentment 
before political conflicts ever enter the picture. Those of us 
raising little humans and investing in every aspect of their 
development can be righteously indignant about our parents’ 
relative indifference to how their votes, opinions, and media 
habits affect us. When we are consumed by how every tiny 
choice reflects on us as parents, how can our own parents 
seem so immune to how their choices affect us? We can’t 
free ourselves of all the forces that create different expecta-
tions among our family members. We can try to see them, 
label them, and keep them in mind when we’re responding 
to conflict so that when political conflict does enter the room, 
we are more prepared.

Making the Connection

One way to reveal stealth expectations is to put the verbal 
equivalent of floodlights on them:

• “Mom, I know that you worked so hard to breastfeed 
me and that breastfeeding is really important to you. 
I want you to know that I don’t take any of that for 
granted, and I want to honor the way that you par-
ented me. I’m just choosing a different way of feeding 
my baby. I’ve looked at the research and thought hard 
about what works in our lives. This is not a criticism 
of what you did or a lack of appreciation for it. I just 
want you to hear from me that we’re going in a dif-
ferent direction because of where we are in our lives 
right now.”

_StewartHolland_NowWhat_RT_bb.indd   37_StewartHolland_NowWhat_RT_bb.indd   37 12/13/21   2:39 PM12/13/21   2:39 PM

Sarah Stewart Holland and Beth Silvers, Now What? 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.


	9780800740801
	StewartHolland_NowWhat_RT_bb



