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With love
to

Phil, Dave, Ginny, Tom, and Jim,
heirs with me to the inestimable legacy

of the home I have tried to describe
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Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your strength. These commandments that 
I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them 
on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and 
when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when 
you get up.

Deuteronomy 6:5–7 NIV

The spirit of faith and piety of the parents should be regarded 
as the most powerful means for the preservation, upbringing, 
and strengthening of the life of grace in children.

Theophan the Recluse
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Introduction

When my mother was seventy-nine years old, she was asked 
to write an article for Moody Monthly on training children. 
Her perspectives as described here seem the best introduction 
to the story of our family.

Teaching Your Toddler 
by Katharine G. Howard

A small battle of wills took place between my firstborn son 
and me. Breakfast was over for his daddy and me. But sitting 
in his high chair, Phil dawdled with the remains of his milk. 
He announced firmly, “Wanna git down.”

“Just finish your milk, then you can get down,” I told him, 
not dreaming that this was a crisis.

He sat quietly for a time, then declared, “Wanna git 
down.”

“Yes, as soon as you finish your milk.” We repeated this 
scene every few minutes for more than an hour. I began to 
realize that my authority was being tested. Inwardly I deter-
mined that he would sit there until he did what I told him. 
Just how long that would have taken had it not been for the 
milkman, I do not know. Phil loved to watch the milkman 

 Elliot_Shaping_JM_sal.indd   9 6/28/05   1:22:30 PM

Elisabeth Elliot, The Shaping of a Christian Family, repackaged edition 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2023. Used by permission.



10

Introduction 

come down the cobblestone street in our suburb of Schaer-
beek in Brussels, Belgium, with his little cart pulled by his 
dog. When Phil heard him coming, down went the milk and 
he wormed his way out of the high chair in no time.

Years later, during his military service, Phil wrote his father 
and me thanking us for teaching him obedience. It never oc-
curred to him to disobey an order, he said, but many men tried 
to get around doing what they were told and consequently 
they spent a lot of time in the brig.

“Train up a child in the way he should go and when he is 
old he will not depart from it” is as true today as when Solo-
mon wrote it several thousand years ago. Running one’s eye 
down the columns of any concordance on the words obey, 
obedience, and obedient gives some idea of the importance 
of these words in God’s sight. “Behold, to obey is better than 
sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams,” Samuel told 
Saul. In order to properly hearken, which is the beginning of 
learning, one must be obedient.

Training must come before teaching. Before parents can 
train their children properly, they must first discipline them-
selves. An orderly home and orderly habits can be accom-
plished only by agreeing together on these things. Our home 
ran on a tight schedule. My husband had to catch his com-
muter train on time, and each child had to finish his duties and 
leave for school on time. My husband insisted on a leisurely 
breakfast and family prayers. This is impossible unless the 
children cooperate. And they don’t cooperate unless they are 
disciplined from their earliest days. This discipline lays the 
groundwork for teaching.

Praying together for wisdom and standing together on 
all matters of discipline should be a rule for parents. Older 
children quickly notice when they can play one parent against 
the other: “If Mommy won’t let me go, I’ll ask Daddy. He won’t 
know that Mommy has said no.” Parents of young children 
(and older ones too, of course) should read the book of Prov-
erbs frequently and soak up the wisdom given by the Spirit 
of God.
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Aren’t toddlers too young for serious training? Years ago 

when our three older children were quite small, my husband 
and I invited to our home a father of ten children, all of whom 
had become fine Christian men and women. When we had 
our three tucked safely into bed, we young parents began to 
ply our guest with questions on child training. I have never 
forgotten one thing he said: “If you don’t get obedience by the 
time they are eighteen months old, it is too late!”

I would hardly say eighteen months is too late to teach a 
child obedience, but certainly it becomes harder the longer a 
child is left in doubt as to who is in authority. We hear much 
these days about not frustrating the child by saying “don’t.” 
Actually the real frustration comes when he has been naughty 
and then is not punished. I noticed so often that a speedy ap-
plication of a switch to little legs cleared the atmosphere. For 
weeks to come there was no need for further chastisement. We 
are told that “whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth.” Unless 
we follow His example firmly and consistently, are we truly 
loving our children?

As each of our six became eighteen months old, I found 
that our wise friend had been correct. When the child begins 
to crawl and then to toddle, he puts his parents to the test. 
“Does Mommy really mean don’t touch?” he seems to wonder. 
“I’ll just try her out and see!” And he does just that.

I recall watching my son Dave as his little son Michael 
edged toward my gas stove in our kitchen in Florida. He 
had been pulled away from it and told not to turn on the 
gas jets. Yet he edged slowly toward the stove, stopping now 
and then to look at his father who continued to say quietly, 
“Michael, don’t touch that.” When Michael touched, he found 
out that Daddy meant what he said. There were hot tears as 
a result.

Even tiny babies can be taught when put to bed that cry-
ing does no good. The mother must discipline herself. If she 
is sure that the baby is dry and warm and has a full tummy, 
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then she must let him cry. It only takes a few nights for him 
to learn that it is a waste of time. The tantrum-throwing 
toddler can be dealt with easily by relegating him to a room 
by himself. Crying and screaming aren’t much fun without 
an audience.

There is a great deal of talk these days about having things 
unstructured. Just how can a Christian make this jibe with 
such Scriptures as “Let everything be done decently and in 
order” (1 Cor. 14:40), or with a careful study of God’s creation? 
What would happen to the galaxies if they were unstructured? 
Certainly there should be order in the home.

Structure in a home includes more than scheduling. It 
means teaching a child to discipline his mind. Even a small 
child can learn to pay attention and to look at his parent when 
the parent is speaking to him. During our family prayers, 
we allowed no playing or mind wandering. We expected our 
children to listen.


Training of a child begins early, but when can we begin to 

teach him? What greater joy for a mother than a low rocking 
chair and a wee baby in her arms to sing to? Let his little ears 
hear her sing “Jesus Loves Me” or “Away in a Manger” or 
“Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us.” The rocking rhythm au-
tomatically gets songs and verses into a child’s mind. Soothed 
by the motion and his mother’s love, he is more open and can 
learn without effort.

An appreciation of good literature can be instilled early. 
Peter Rabbit and Benjamin Bunny, Squirrel Nutkin and Jeremy 
Fisher soon became friends of our children. They also loved 
the catchy swing of the poems by A. A. Milne. And we wore 
out two Bible storybooks.

My husband instituted family prayers as soon as we were 
married. Immediately after breakfast we had a hymn, a brief 
Bible reading, a prayer committing each member of the family 
to God’s care, and then we united in saying the Lord’s Prayer. 
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When the children were little, I held them on my lap while 
my husband played the piano for the hymn. I would hold 
baby Jim’s arms and help him beat time to the music. Soon 
he did it on his own.

I found that simply repeating Psalm 23 each night to Jim 
after he was tucked in bed was a painless way of implanting 
this beautiful song of David in his heart and mind. Within a 
week he was beginning to say it with me, and it was part of 
the going-to-bed ritual. As he mastered Psalm 23, we added 
other Scripture.

In teaching young children, it is well to remember the words 
in Isaiah 28:10, “For precept must be upon precept, precept 
upon precept; line upon line, line upon line; here a little, and 
there a little.” It is thus our patient God who has dealt with 
us; and so we must deal with our little ones, repeating often 
the Word of God so that it will be hidden in their hearts so 
they will “not sin against God.”

We noticed that the repetition of the Lord’s Prayer at the 
end of family worship was an easy way to learn it. My small 
grandson, Charles, wanted to join in on it but had not mas-
tered it all. However, he came out good and strong on what he 
did know. In clear tones he would say, “heaven . . . name . . . 
come . . . done . . .” “Trespasses” was somewhat of a stumper, 
but in time he had that down pat too and soon could join in 
the whole prayer.

The old rendering of Psalm 127:3 as given in the Book of 
Common Prayer challenges every parent: “Lo, children and 
the fruit of the womb are an heritage and gift that cometh of 
the Lord.” How are we cherishing this gift? No time spent in 
this responsibility is lost.

“We give Thee but Thine own,
Whate’er the gift may be:
All that we have is Thine alone,
A trust, O Lord, from Thee.”

W. W. How
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Let’s live before our children that they may be able to truly 
honor us as it says in Ephesians 6:2, “Honour thy father and 
mother; which is the first commandment with promise.”

Very young children are capable of giving their hearts to 
Christ. One of my sons has no recollection of when this took 
place in his life, but he knows it did. My younger daughter 
recalls when at age four she and I knelt by my bed and she 
asked the Lord Jesus to come into her heart. She says she has 
never doubted her salvation since then. Remember the lov-
ing invitation of the Lord, “Suffer the little children to come 
unto Me and forbid them not, for of such is the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matt. 19:14).

God grant that none of our little ones will have to say in 
later life the sad words from Proverbs 5:12–14 (Jerusalem 
Bible), “Alas, I hated discipline, my heart spurned correction; 
I would not hear the voice of my masters, I would not listen to 
those who tried to teach me. Now I am all but reduced to the 
depths of misery, in the presence of the whole community.”
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Preface

The upstairs front bedroom of the house where I spent most 
of the first nine years of my life was large and sunny, with a 
rocking chair in the bay window where Mother loved to sit 
to feed and rock her babies, to sing to us and tell us stories. 
We were three then—Philip, called Sonny at that time, I, 
Elisabeth, known as Bets to Mother and Betsy to Daddy, and 
David, who was Davy then.

My earliest memory is of sitting on Mother’s lap, facing 
her, looking into her vivid blue eyes (they were very, very 
blue) and playing with a gold sunburst pin on the V-neck of 
her blue dress.

She sang “A Capital Ship,” “Go Tell Aunt Nancy,” “I Went 
to Visit a Friend One Day,” “Bobby Shaftoe,” “Mathilda Told 
Such Awful Lies,” and “She’s a Darling, She’s a Daisy.” Of the 
many gospel songs she sang, I especially remember “There 
Is Sunshine in My Soul Today” and “Wonderful Words of 
Life.” We loved to be read to from a series of books called 
My Bookhouse, and from A. A. Milne and Beatrix Potter. We 
loved the stories she made up about a little monkey called 
Jocko, but we begged most often to hear about “when you 
were a little girl.”
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When Mother reached her seventies, I asked her to put the 
whole story into writing.

“Oh, pooh,” she said. “Who’d ever want to read that?” (Mother 
could not talk without italics. I think I picked up her habit.)

“All of us,” I said, meaning the six of us and our husbands 
and wives and children and grandchildren and who knew 
how many more generations.

Argument convinced her there would certainly be some 
readers. After all, I pointed out, what generation in the history 
of mankind had seen the cataclysmic changes in technology 
and society that her generation had seen—from bone china 
to Styrofoam, from linsey-woolsey to double-knit synthetics, 
from china washbasins and tin tubs to Jacuzzis, from kero-
sene and gas lamps to electricity, from the horse and buggy 
to the jet plane?

“Oh mercy!” she said. “I wouldn’t know what to say. I’m 
no writer. You do it.”

“Get yourself a looseleaf notebook,” I told her, “and start 
putting things down as they come to mind, one vignette per 
page, so you can insert things later that you’ve forgotten. Take 
your time.”

She did it. She got carried away with the project, spent ten 
years on it, even pasted in photographs, and ended up with 
two fat volumes.

This, then, and not my childhood recollection of those 
stories, has been my primary source for the facts and the 
chronology of our family life. Excerpts from Mother’s story 
are printed in a small type and set ragged right.

My father died at sixty-five. Alas, we had not thought of 
asking him to write his story. We very much wish we had. But 
we have the half-dozen books he wrote, the few years’ worth 
of diaries he kept, some of his letters and letters written to my 
mother about him after he died, and we still have his sister 
Anne who is very good at answering questions.
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My parents’ life stories are naturally of keen interest to me, 
but I had not thought of putting them into a book until a few 
years ago when I began to hear from many young fathers and 
mothers who earnestly desire to establish Christian homes 
but have no such background as I have. How does one go 
about it? What shape should it take? Where are the models 
worth copying?

I offer this story of one man’s family. Some may want to 
take it as a prescription for theirs, but I do not offer it as such. 
It is meant primarily to be a description of how one Christian 
couple went about ordering their own home. The Howards 
sought to learn and apply godly principles from the Bible, 
and those principles are worth reviewing often, though their 
application may differ in other homes. Our parents prayed 
every day for God’s help. They made mistakes, and they asked 
His forgiveness and, on occasion, ours too.

The question will be raised: What about the products? What 
of the six Howard children? I speak for all when I say that 
we thank God for the home we grew up in. We loved our 
parents, and we knew they loved us. We respected them, and 
the principles they taught us certainly helped to shape the six 
homes we established when we married, as different as our 
spouses and our homes have been. I speak for myself when I 
say that I both bewildered and grieved my parents, no doubt 
far more often than I know, but their prayers followed me 
(surely they follow me still), and only eternity will show how 
great is the debt I owe them.

Magnolia, Massachusetts, July 1991
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1

A Victorian Home

“Get your clothes on quickly, Tom. There’s a surprise for you 
downstairs.”

Uncle Tom was about ninety years old when he told us, 
his nieces and nephews, about that memorable morning in 
June 1899 when Granny Marshall, the old nurse, came in to 
wake him up.

The bicycle! Surely it would be the bicycle he had longed 
for. Almost everything he had was secondhand, well used by 
his older brother Frank. If only he could have just one won-
derful, new, shiny thing.

He threw on shirt, knickers, black stockings, high-buttoned 
shoes (no time to button them), and raced downstairs. Was 
ever an eight-year-old more desperately disappointed? Not 
a shiny bike but a small bundle in his mother’s arms, a red 
squalling infant, of whose coming he had not been given even 
an inkling.

“Your baby sister, Tom,” said his mother. “Her name is 
Katharine.”
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The Shaping of a Christian Family

Katharine, my mother, was born to Frank and Ida Keen 
Gillingham on Clarkson Avenue in Germantown, a section 
of Philadelphia where her father was in the lumber busi-
ness. Their large and comfortable house was one-half of 
what was then called a “double” house, sharing one wall 
with the next-door neighbors. The first photograph of baby 
Katharine is one of those old blue-toned ones. It shows a 
lavishly upholstered wicker carriage with high wheels and 
a folded parasol. Surrounded by cushions and afghans sits 
a beautifully befrilled and bonneted child with a round face 
and bright eyes.

Her autobiography tells the story:

Dr. Thomas Carmichael, father of the now well-known 
Leonard Carmichael [for many years head of the 
Smithsonian Institution], ushered my two brothers 
and me into the world in the house my father and 
mother moved into right after they were married.

Granny Marshall, the nurse, is one of the first 
people I remember.

The widow of a sailor lost at sea, Granny spent a good 
deal of time making “handy sewing kits for seamen.” When 
Katharine was three or four years old, the old lady broke her 
leg. It was badly set and remained permanently stiff. “When 
she came to visit us, as she frequently did, it became my duty 
to help her put on her black high-buttoned shoes and button 
them up with a button hook, a duty I never cared for!”

Another woman the little girl learned to love early was her 
nanny, Sarah Ann Hackley, who always wore a black dress 
with white collar and cuffs, a white apron, and a white cap. 
“The world came to an end (for a time) the day she left when 
I was about six. I remember sitting at the top of the long 
straight stairs and watching her go. I could not imagine life 
without her.”

The house had an iron picket fence in front and a big porch 
with cane rocking chairs. In the front yard was “a small spinny 
of evergreen trees and in one of them was an arrangement of 
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A Victorian Home 

boughs that formed a nice place to sit. It was my own special 
hideout and I loved it.”

When you entered the front door, you passed through a 
vestibule into a spacious front hall, then into the parlor on 
the right, which held a huge, fat-legged player piano with 
paper music rolls. Pictures of this room show lamps with 
immense fringed shades, spindle-legged tables with tasseled 
velvet or lace covers, and ornate chairs covered with fringed 
plush, scattered about in what seems, a century later, a hap-
hazard fashion that has little to do with present-day notions 
of comfort, convenience, or symmetry. Heavy gilt frames on 
the walls hold paintings of lovely ladies. On the mantel are cut 
glass vases, a chiming clock, candelabra with crystal prisms, 
the same things that later adorned the mantel I remember 
in our house. Back of this room was the den where the little 
girl would watch herself in a great pier glass as she danced 
to the music of the player piano. Then came the dining room 
with a swinging door into the kitchen where the cooking was 
done on a coal stove, which had a hot water boiler attached. 
It was here that a tragedy took place when Katharine was 
about four.

Mother was gay and full of fun. However, I believe she 
never fully recovered from the tragedy . . . Her sister, 
after being widowed, had decided to build a cottage at 
Belmar, New Jersey, to get away from the heat of the 
city in the summers. She had gone there to oversee 
the work and left her two little girls with Mother. I 
think they were ten and seven. Betty was the younger. 
We had just finished lunch and Mother wanted to go 
to the kitchen to speak to the maid. She told us three 
little girls to go upstairs. Betty, who was devoted to 
her, followed her out to the kitchen. Suddenly there 
was a terrific explosion. The boiler had exploded by 
the stove. A piece of metal struck Betty killing her 
instantly. Helen and I didn’t know what had happened 
but we were herded quickly over to the house next 
door where we were put into the parlor and left there 
for what seemed hours.
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Upstairs was the sitting room. Here along with the horse-
hair sofa and plush stuffed armchairs were Ida’s beautiful 
Governor Winthrop desk (now in my guest room), a tall tele-
phone on the mantelpiece with its bells mounted on the wall 
above, and a “speaking tube,” a sort of intercom into which 
one could blow to attract the cook’s attention in the kitchen. 
Her father’s smoking stand afforded the little girl pleasure, 
as he kept his cards and cribbage set there with its chips and 
little brass pins.

The parents’ bedroom was at the front, with Katharine’s 
next to it. On the third floor were the brothers’ bedroom and 
sitting room, a maid’s room, and a storeroom.

Housecleaning in those days was a formidable affair. 
Rugs had to be taken out in the backyard and a man 
hired to BEAT them with strong sticks, one in each 
hand, and if he had a proper sense of rhythm, it was 
fun to hear him. To prepare for summer, linen carpets 
were put down on top of the other carpets and all the 
furniture was swathed in huge linen covers, and the 
pictures covered with cheesecloth.

In the broad backyard were a sandbox, a trellis covered 
with grapevines, and a wonderful cherry tree from which 
Katharine was allowed only a few cherries at a time, as they 
were not considered “good for little girls.” The pens for Tom’s 
chickens and Frank’s pigeons were at the back of the yard. 
Neighborhood cats were interested in the penned chickens and 
pigeons, so Teddy, Katharine’s “bulldog of sorts,” was taught 
to chase them. “This caused me much heartache later on 
when I used to bring beautiful ‘coon’ cats home from Maine, 
hoping Teddy would learn to like them. He never did, and 
their nine lives were quickly used up under his attentions. 
One shake was all it took!”

Katharine and her beloved Teddy, born at about the same 
time, were inseparable. He felt as she did about many things, 
including the Fourth of July. Together they would retreat 
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trembling under the bed to get away from the big “cannon 
crackers” Tom and Frank set off.

Once I was sitting on the front porch in my little 
rocking bench. My mother had given me a small 
handful of shelled peanuts (another thing that little 
girls must not have too many of). Teddy came and 
sat in front of me drooling. He loved peanuts too. 
Suddenly I dropped one, and before I could get it, 
Teddy had swallowed it whole. I was beside myself. 
I was going to get it back or know the reason why. 
I stuck my hand into his mouth and tried to get it 
down his throat, all the while screaming loudly. Our 
postman was coming along on the other side of the 
street, and seeing me in that position dropped his bag 
and came running to my assistance, thinking poor 
Teddy was chewing my arm up.

Teddy hated the iceman and made his life miserable growl-
ing and barking fiercely as he would come staggering into 
the back shed, lugging a huge block of perhaps fifty pounds 
of ice with his tongs. The icebox, “a coffin-shaped affair,” 
had a large ice compartment with a hole in the bottom to 
allow the water to drip into a pan below. “Woe betide the 
maid who forgot to empty it once or twice a day! A trickle of 
water would announce the overflow of the pan.” Katharine 
was always glad to see the iceman, however, for while the 
patient horse waited out front, she was allowed to jump onto 
the back of his wagon and scoop up the ice shavings he had 
left after cutting the blocks with his pick.

There were few diversions for children in the early twen-
tieth century, and one gets the distinct impression that they 
were happier because of it. Simple things that cost nothing 
provided sufficient entertainment, and the mischief Katharine 
and her friend Dorothy got into was fairly innocuous.

Next door lived old Mrs. Manship, a matriarch who had 
contrived to keep all of her grown children grouped around 
her—Horace, a stiff bachelor, and three spinster sisters, Dovey, 
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Wheaty, and Browny, remote and unapproachable, all of them. 
Katharine and Dorothy, determined somehow to breach the 
silence, threw sand from the sandbox over the back fence into 
the Manship yard. There is no record of the consequences 
of the diversion this must have furnished the Manships. Per-
haps they needed an interruption in their quiet life now and 
then.

Across the way was the big Wistar Estate, another impreg-
nable citadel. “We were never allowed to go there, though I 
remember trying to sneak in and pick a few violets from under 
their trees in the spring.”

The Wistar farm was at the dead-end of the street and 
Old Billy, with his head bent forward in a permanent 
crook (someone said he had fallen off a hay wagon 
and broken his neck many years before) used to 
deliver milk from the farm. I remember being pop-
eyed one winter day when he came into the kitchen 
and stood leaning his hand casually on the hot stove.

One morning I found on waking up that the Wistar 
barn had burned down during the night. I was furious 
that I had slept through all the excitement as the fire 
engines pulled by three horses galloped past our house 
and no one had wakened me.

On hot summer days the dust was thick in the 
street. We could look for the watering cart to come 
along to lay the dust for a brief time. This consisted 
of a sort of tank cart with a kind of sprinkler system 
turned on or off at the will of the driver.

One of the sounds I recall hearing was the cheerful 
tinkling of the little bell the scissors grinder used to 
let people know he was in the neighborhood. Then 
one could take him all the knives and scissors needing 
sharpening and watch him whirl his grindstone and 
see the sparks fly.
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