
cindy wang brandt

Family Bumper Sticker: 
How to Find your Core Values 

after Significant Faith Shift

PARENTING 

FORWARD



Hey everyone, Thank you so much for joining us on this journey to find your family bumper 

sticker. Which is my cute way of saying, how do we clarify some of our core values as a family, 

and specifically, how do we do this after a significant faith shift. 

The number one thing that I hear from parents who have faith shifted is this:

“I know how I DON’T WANT to raise my kids, but I don’t really know what I DO WANT.” 

If this is something that you’ve said, or a sentiment you’ve felt, then you’re in the right place, 

my friend, and I’m here to help. 

Before we begin, I want to 100% validate your feelings of confusion. For most of us, particularly 

those of us who grew up with a more conservative, fundamentalist type of faith, we have been 

through a process of indoctrination, or gaslighting. Fundamentalism seeks religious control, 

and one of the best ways to control people is to make sure you do not trust yourself. When 

a system gets you to not trust yourselves, then you are left feeling confused and you look to 

your authority figures to tell you what to believe and how to act. And voila, that’s the recipe for 

religious control. 

I want to commend you for your courage in walking away from that kind of faith, this is not 

an easy path. I know, because I’ve walked it myself. But even though we may have walked 

away from it, it often takes a lot of time and inner work for our minds and bodies to regain the 

autonomy that was taken from us. 

I say all this to assure you that if you feel confused about how to raise your kids, how to 

pass on meaningful faith, or even just secular humanist values, that it’s perfectly normal. For 

someone who came out of a fundamentalist faith, confusion is a symptom of religious abuse. I 

think recognizing it and being gentle to our bodies is an impactful way to begin healing and to 

take our next steps forward. 

I want to help you, but I want to assure you that I am not trying to replace the authority figures 

who abused your vulnerability. Every step in my guide is designed to help you turn to your own 

intuition and embrace your own power. And if at any point you feel this guide is coercive and 

triggering of your religious trauma, I hope you will prioritize your safety and walk away. The last 

thing I want is to re-traumatize you. 

Okay, let’s begin with WHY. 

Why should we find our family bumper sticker? Why distill values? Isn’t the point of evolving 

our faith that we don’t want another construct to cage us in from being open and free? 

I often hear this from parents: I just want LOVE to be our guide. Or love and compassion and 

kindness. And I get that. So many of us are tired of being bogged down by a list of rules we 

had to obey that it feels liberating to throw it all out the window and just be love. 

family bumper sticker



But here’s why I ultimately don’t think this is helpful. These terms are too vague and so broadly 

used that it’s open to interpretation. For example, fundamentalists use the phrase “Love the 

sinner, hate the sin,” to express their homophobia. That’s the thing, “Love” means different 

things to different people, and in this extreme case, it can literally mean the complete opposite!

Sometimes vague concepts like love and kindness are used to distract and convolute from 

pursuing justice. For example, when it comes to racial justice, many people take the colorblind 

approach and say something like, “We don’t see color, we love all human beings.” As much 

as we want to love all human beings, using love as a guise from seeing the differences in our 

color, examining our biases, recognizing our privilege, becomes actually another tool for white 

supremacy. 

We run into similar problems with kindness. Kindness is often equated with respectability. 

Be kind, be civil, be polite, when really what we need is resistance for justice. So what does 

kindness really mean? 

When we are vague, the lack of clarity can potentially be harmful at worst, or just meaningless 

at best. 

This is why I believe coming up with SPECIFIC as opposed to GENERAL and VAGUE values for 

our family bumper stickers is an issue of justice. 

The second reason why we should create family bumper stickers is that it grounds our 

parenting. We know that kids need security and boundaries. Open and free parenting sounds 

great in theory, but can ironically make kids feel insecure and afraid because they have nothing 

to help them guide and steer their path. Don’t be afraid to be your children’s leaders and guide, 

it does not mean you don’t honor their autonomy, it just means you’re responsible in caring for 

their needs for guidance. To be sure, we are scaffolding, the concept that we build structures 

to help our children’s development with the END GOAL in mind that we’re going to tear them 

down as our children come into their own growing independence. 

Author Brian McLaren told this story in an episode of the NOMAD podcast, that one time when 

his kids were little, he piled them into their van and headed to the grocery store. In the parking 

lot of the store, they saw a woman who appeared to be mentally unstable and said she was 

lost. Brian explained to the kids, that because they were Christians, and Christians help their 

neighbors, this is why they were going to try to help this woman. And so they did. 

In this story, Brian, a Christian used that particular identity for his family as a way to guide their 

ethics. “Christians help their neighbors.” 

Now of course my caveat is that we don’t have to use the Christian label, many of us reject 

that identity at this point in our faith shift, but the story demonstrates that having a grounding 

value and identity helps us parent according to those values, making it very clear WHY we 

expect certain behaviors from our children (like not calling your siblings names), or why we 

encourage certain behaviors, (like volunteering at a service organization.) 



It gives our families this common vocabulary and handles to hang our everyday choices on.

Thirdly, creating family bumper stickers help us keep the main thing the main thing. There’s 

a popular illustration that goes like this. A teacher brings in a jar and fills several large stones 

in the jar to the top and asks the students, is the jar full? The students in unison say yes! The 

teacher then proceeds to take a handful of smaller pebbles and the pebbles fill the empty 

spaces the stones had not taken up. Again, the teacher asks, is the jar full? The students are 

a little more hesitant this time, but it feels like the jar is pretty full at this point of stones and 

pebbles, so they say yes. Now, the teacher fills the jar even more full with some fine sand.

The point of the story is this, you can put in stones, pebbles, and sand, but you cannot do the 

reverse. If you fill your jar up with sand first, there’s no room for pebbles or rocks. 

Let’s say the stones represent our core values. The pebbles symbolize our major family rituals, 

and the sand is our everyday family routines. If we fill up the jar with everyday activities, 

everyone begins to get busy doing their own things, and family life becomes chaotic and 

frenetic and all of a sudden, we’re on auto pilot and have lost track of what’s most important to 

the family. When you fill the jar with sand, there’s no room for the stones. 

However, if you begin to fill the jar with your family bumper sticker values, then you can fill in 

the empty spaces in the jar with what activities you participate in which reinforce those values, 

and then your everyday routines then can complement those values. Your family jar becomes 

intentional, purposeful, and meaningful. I think that’s a better way to live, don’t you think? 

Okay, hopefully I have convinced you of the importance of creating a family bumper sticker. 

Let’s begin! 

I’m going to take you through five different modules that will help you hone your family 

bumper sticker. 



r

Module One: 
Deconstruction and 

reconstruction are one 
and the same.



Let’s go back to the problem many of you have shared with me. “I know what I DON’T want 

to give to my kids, but I don’t know what I DO want to give them.” Like I said in the intro, 

confusion is normal because it’s a way for religious authorities to control you. But let’s 

expose that lie. You DO know what matters to you, and it’s often those values that led you 

to deconstruct your faith to begin with. So here’s what I want you to do. Simply make a two 

column chart, and on the left side write down those things you know you DON’T want your kids 

to have. For instance, you may say, “I don’t want my kids to be afraid of God, because I know I 

grew up afraid of God.” Well, why were you afraid of God? Because God was judgmental and 

ready to rain down punishment when you misbehave. Which means, you want to give your 

children a God who doesn’t punish, is gentle, and is safe. You have your first item on the RIGHT 

side of the column of what you DO want to give your children. 

Another example for the LEFT side might be, “I don’t want my kids to be shamed for their body 

and eating choices.” Well, then the corollary would be, “I want my kids to be body positive and 

develop intrinsic motivation for what they choose to eat.” 

For every item you know for sure you DON’T want for your kids, there’s a flip side. This is why 

deconstruction is a bit of a misnomer, because it implies tearing down, but every time you tear 

something down or dismantle a theological or value proposition, you’re also, perhaps without 

realizing it, lifting up a value that’s of vital importance to you. 

Let’s become aware of what those values are, which I believe comes from your inner 

conscience and light, it’s what led you into deconstruction. And you deserve to listen to 

yourself. Jot down several items on the left column, and do some digging into how the right 

column may emerge. 

As somebody who has gone through spiritual deconstruction, I know that I suffer from spiritual 

triggers. Certain theological terms, language, culture triggers me, in that it makes me breath 

shortly, feel like vomiting, or makes my skin tingle like I’m being touched in an unwanted way. 

Although triggers are awful, they are often like an emergency beacon, blaring to let us know 

that we have an item to add to that left column. This is NOT what I want for my kids. 

So whenever you do experience a spiritual trigger,

Put it down on the left column, and then generate the right column, we will use that to create 

our family bumper sticker.

You can use the worksheet I’ve provided, or just use your favorite journal.



Module Two: 
What breaks your heart?



One of the things that breaks my heart is when gay teens are bullied. And it’s not hard to make 

the connection why? I have a trans brother, a member of the LGBTQ family who I’ve watched 

struggle to find acceptance in a world that is often hostile to trans identities. Multiply that 

oppression with being a child, a teen who simply wants to be loved and to belong and have 

that be met with bullying leaves me undone. 

Caring for gay teens is definitely an item on OUR family bumper sticker. 

What breaks your heart? We all know there are so many wonderful causes out there, and it 

feels like every organization doing good work is vying for our attention. Sometimes it can 

feel like we are never doing enough, or the message we receive is that unless we care about 

everything we don’t care about anything.

This is why having a family bumper sticker can help alleviate some of that overwhelm. It’s a way 

we can stay in one lane, and do good right in this area of need. 

Try to think about which movie scenes make you cry? Which ads move your heart? What are 

the stories that springs you into action? It doesn’t make you any less compassionate about 

other things, but there’s usually one or two things that makes you feel like you HAVE to do 

something about it, that it feels impossible NOT to. 

Is it climate justice? Is it saving your struggling local bookstore? Is it advocating for the 

homeless? Is it raising awareness for diabetes? 

I know a lot of people feel like their faith shift took a turning point in 2016 with the 

overwhelming support from evangelicals for Trump. And what people describe to me is that 

they are “heartbroken,” by the callous ways people from their faith upbringing treat immigrants 

and refugees at the border. The Kavanaugh nomination was another painful historical moment 

where many women felt like their concerns were simply not heard. I’m sorry if I am triggering 

you of pain, but often what breaks our heart reflects our deepest values. 

And of course you are a family and different things may resonate with different family 

members. Write it all down, we are not yet at the stage of focusing on the bumper sticker yet, 

this is all just brainstorming work. 

Use the worksheet provided for more brainstorming prompts or use your favorite journal. 



Module Three: 
Tell your family story.



Ah, this is one of my favorites, as a writer, I love mining for stories. And family history and you 

and your partner’s journey together are great places to find them. ESPECIALLY for people 

who have faith shifted. Someone once said deconstruction was boring. Geez, I wish it was 

boring, but the stories never, ever are. Faith shifting usually requires inciting incidents, struggle, 

helpers, turning points, and hopefully, redemption. Those are elements that make for fantastic 

stories. 

I’ve told my own faith shifting story on my podcast, you can listen to that here if you’re 

interested. 

But Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat Pray Love, says the best way to tell a story is to start at the 

very beginning, tell us what happened next, and keep going until you get to the end. :) That 

sounds easy enough, right? 

Those of us who have become parents and have faith shifted WHILE parenting, we worry 

sometimes that we are confusing our children. We used to think like this, and parented this 

certain way, but now we have changed. What are we doing, we’re surely messing them up and 

it’s time to invest in that future therapy fund. 

What I can tell you is that our children understand struggle. They’re human too, and have 

wrestled with life from the moment they let out their first howl emerging from the womb. And 

what they’re looking for, perhaps without verbalizing it, is to hear stories that resonate with 

their own experience. Now if we’re doing our job, hopefully they don’t carry stories of spiritual 

trauma, but they will resonate with the struggle in the twists and turns of your faith shifting 

journey. 

Do not be afraid to tell your faith shifting story. The only thing I would caution is to tell the 

story when you are in a safe place, when you have dealt with spiritual triggers with other 

adults/therapists/loved ones. We don’t want to make our children feel like they are responsible 

for our spiritual baggage. If we are taking good care of ourselves, then we don’t have to be 

afraid to tell them our stories, even the painful ones. The children want and deserve to know 

their parents’ story. 

What does telling our story have to do with our family bumper sticker? Well, stories are 

revelatory. Narrative often reveals more truth than essay. As you tell your stories often to each 

other and to your children, providing more detail and nuance as they mature, the values you 

care most about will emerge and come into focus. 

For example, my kids have grown up with a trans uncle, and as they learn more and more 

background stories of our family’s journey with him, the more it clarifies why it is important we 

value becoming upstanders for gay teens. Our stories highlight and bolster the values on our 

bumper sticker. 

What is your story? What caused you to begin questioning the worldview of your childhood? 

How did you and your partner meet? What attracted you to your partner? Why did you decide 

to have children? What has been your biggest struggle? How did you overcome it? 

Use these prompts as a guide to telling your family story, and look for cues embedded in those 

stories that should clarify your values.

For more questions to prompt your family story, download the worksheet that corresponds 

with this module. 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/037-my-exvangelical-testimony/id1403686245?i=1000431519382


Module Four: 
Discover your rituals.



Annie Dillard says, “How we spend our days is how we spend our lives.” 

Take some time and write down what a typical day looks like for each member of your family. 

Because rituals sound like they have a religious flavor. As someone who has faith shifted, for a 

long time I sort of resisted that label. I would tell people, I’m not spiritual OR religious because 

I felt triggered by the thought of rituals. But the truth is, as human beings we all need and want 

and have rituals.

Rituals don’t have to be a big “to-do,” and it doesn’t even have to be particularly profound or 

filled with meaning. How we do our meals are rituals. When we perform our hygiene routine are 

rituals. Reading bedtime stories with our children is a common ritual. We often adopt rituals 

from popular culture, our first families, and create new ones with our own family. 

When I realized that the definition of ritual can be as broad as that, I realized that I am actually, 

quite ritualistic. I eat the same thing for breakfast every day (which, by the way is always a 

baked good, like a bagel or a roll, with a cup of coffee), I go to the gym 3-4x a week. My family 

has built in rituals as well, for example, my husband listens to a book with the kids in the car on 

the way to school every morning. 

Again, this confusion about what we actually believe or what we truly value, can easily be 

cleared up by asking the question: how are we spending our days? Actions truly do speak 

louder than words. What are you doing? Where are you putting your body, your minds, and 

your spirits, minute by minute, day to day? 

Now I have a confession to make. I wake up every morning and check my phone, I check 

email, social media, everything. It helps me wake up. It’s embarrassing for me to admit this 

because it feels like it’s not very healthy, there are so many articles out there talking about how 

smartphones are ruining our rich inner lives. 

So if you, like me, are tempted to criticize and judge yourself as you go through this exercise 

of examining your daily routines and rituals, I don’t want you to do that. What we want to do is 

uncover is what you truly value. 

We want to dig deeper into the values behind our actions. Why is it that I check my phone first 

thing in the morning? I am extroverted and I thrive on connection and information and energy. 

That’s why emails wake me up, they make me feel like I’m ready to tackle the world and do 

what’s on my plate for the day. 

I love to work. I love to do work that is meaningful to me and I’m fortunate to have a job where 

that’s true for me. Why do I love my work? It’s because I get to help people, like creating this 

video and this resource for you! And there it is, that value of doing work that helps people 

become better parents, have better family lives, that is meaningful to me.

Once you’ve mapped out the days for each of your family members, you can go through a 

similar thought process like what I just did? Why do you do what you do? What is it that you 

value? What is the thing behind the thing of what you do? 

You can find some of these leading questions by downloading the worksheet, and be on your 

way to see some of what you truly value for your whole family.



Module Five: 
Your heroes.



Mmmm, this is my least favorite one, haha. I don’t generally like celebrity culture and I want 

you all to be the hero of your own lives. Every module of this guide is to point you to your own 

inner light, your own experiences, the individuals in your own family in order to find what is 

most true to you. 

But I get that having role models and representation can be an incredibly powerful thing. And 

the people who inspire you and are heroes who resonate most with your values. 

So time to look on your bookshelf or your spotify list or your netflix queue and identify who 

you favorite artists are. Who do you follow in Instagram? Who’s your favorite twitter stan? 

What are some of their favorite quotes that have become a personal mantra for you? 

Are they creatives? Politicians? Business leaders? 

See if you can detect a pattern of what those people have in common? What about them 

inspires you and lights you up inside? Is it that they are honest? Is it because they’re funny? Is it 

because they are smart? 

Do you aspire to be like them? Or do you feel they represent who you are already? 

For those of us who have faith shifted, have your influencers changed, and how have they 

changed and why? For me, as a young evangelical, I loved Steven Curtis Chapman. In fact, 

cliche as it is, my husband sang his song at our wedding. One of the reasons I respected 

SCC was because I felt like he was authentic and lived what he preached. However, I cut him 

out of my consumption library when he chose to perform at the White House for the Trump 

administration, it was definitely heartbreaking for me, I felt extremely betrayed. This shift in 

who I chose to keep as a voice in my life reveals that in one way my values had changed and I 

no longer could align with individuals who did not stand SOLIDLY with the marginalized. And in 

another, that my values for authenticity and living what one preaches was so strong that I had 

to change my influencers so that I could maintain that value. 

The voices you follow and unfollow, often reflects who you feel safe with. Who you can be most 

yourself and open your heart to. Look at the list of those you follow, and find out what it is that 

you treasure. 

Use the worksheet provided to help with this stage of brainstorming, or simply use your 

favorite journal.
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Family Bumper Sticker

Hopefully, with the five different modules, you have begun to 

see some patterns emerge, certain values that come into focus 

as consistently popping up in you and your family’s priorities. 

Now, to bring it together into the family bumper sticker. You 

can literally use your favorite  bumper sticker as the format 

for your family’s. The American Humanist Association has 

something called the “Ten Commitments” that is shaped like 

a colorful wheel. You could adapt that for your family and 

change up how many commitments you want and of course 

the values as well. 

My idea, which I confess feels fairly cheesy, but hey, I think it 

works, is to use your family name as an acronym. So, for us, we 

are the Brandts. Here’s the acronym I came up with my family so you can model for your own 

family. If you have an unusually long last name, then maybe pick a first name from your family? 

Or just any word that you feel represents your family. 

B is for brave. 

This value shows up the most in the first module, when we think about what we DON’T want 

for our kids, which is that we don’t want them to be afraid. Fear drives so much of religious 

fundamentalism, leading to homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia that is so detrimental to 

ourselves and to our society. We want our family to be driven by courage and resilience in the 

face of adversity. 

R is for rainbow.

I mentioned that is our family story. I have a trans brother and my children have a trans uncle. 

My spiritual abuse is rooted in the rejection I experienced when I advocated for LGBTQ rights. 

We are a family who stands up for this particular marginalized group. 

A is for autonomy. 

For our family, because of our upbringing in authoritarian religion, autonomy is a huge concern 

for us. We are always trying to give each of our family members the space and freedom to be 

themselves. Decisions are made in consultation with one another. This is how we live our days 

and so becomes our value for our lives.

N is for eNvironment.

See how I cheated on that acronym, haha, I think it’s close enough. Climate justice is a cause 

that breaks our hearts. Thinking about the ways humans have destroyed ecosystems and 

brought pain and strife instead of honoring the life of the earth is gut wrenching to us at a 

visceral level. 



D is for dreams.

I have two signs up at my office. One is from Alice in the Wonderland, “Sometimes I’ve believed 

as many as six impossible things before breakfast.” And another quote from the Greatest 

Showman movie, “A million dreams for the world we’re going to make.” These are the values 

emerging when we looked at the art we consume and the values that resonate. We want 

to be a family who sees what isn’t yet reality, dream big dreams, and always leave room for 

imagination. 

T is for truth telling. 

Not in a way where we require every family member to divulge of every secret. In our value for 

autonomy, we honor each person’s privacy. But truth-teling is a family value in that we want to 

practice naming what is most true about ourselves and the world we live in. 

Okay, now that we have our family bumper sticker completed, we can filter our parenting and 

family decisions through the values. 

For faith shifting families, one big question might be, “Should we go to church?” And if so, 

what kind of church? Look through your values and determine whether the church community 

will reinforce those values or not. I know in many churches, they would actively be against our 

family value of Rainbow, for instance, so that would be an easy no. 

Other conundrums are simply what family activities to get involved in. Should Johnny try out 

for soccer? Perhaps it teaches him courage (Brave), or if it is something he enjoys (Autonomy), 

or if he has aspirations to be a soccer star (Dreams), all of a sudden there’s an easy grid to map 

your family decisions with. 

The bumper sticker could also help you cut out things you are doing that don’t reinforce those 

values. Perhaps it means leaving a church. Remember, every time you say no to something, it 

means you now have space to say YES. And we want our families to be filled with enthusiastic 

yesses! 

One last thing to mention before concluding this guide:

Kim John Payne, author of Simplicity Parenting, spoke in the PF Conference that raising our 

children with family values is like chiseling marble. Supposedly Michaelangelo when he was 

sculpting David had said, that he simply chipped away what wasn’t David. Having values for the 

whole family is like having a vision for the people we’d like to become. HOWEVER, you can’t 

just mad chop away at marble, you have to pay attention to the grain of your material, and 

chisel and create along with that grain. In the same way, we can set out a vision for our family 

bumper sticker, but our children’s own individuality will emerge as they grow. So this is what I 

tell my kids, “Amendments for the family bumper sticker are included in the process.” You can 

always make changes, and the kids are certainly invited to the process of refining it. 

Family bumper stickers are not mean to be shrined. As long as it’s helpful, keep it, if not, 

change it or even lose it. 



Thanks so much for working through this guide with me. I hope it truly becomes a guide that 

lights the way forward for your family. Let me commend you once again, at your courage in 

being willing to take the step of faith shifting, being willing to step beyond the comfort zones 

of your previously deep seated beliefs. Please know that you are being the best example 

you can be to your children: of courage and resilience in the face of changing evidence and 

evolving faith. And please know that you are NOT confusing them, but are boldly showing them 

a way of being authentic human beings of integrity. You are a GREAT parent for taking this 

step. Don’t forget it. 

Together,

Cindy

For more conversation on 
parenting after faith shifting, 
please check out Parenting 
Forward, the podcast.

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/parenting-forward/id1403686245
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/parenting-forward/id1403686245

