
2019 transcript

CINDY WANG BRANDT
WITH IRIS CHEN



CINDY: Thank you. Thank you for your work, and thank you for being here today.

SPEAKER 2: Great. Thank you.

CINDY: See you later. Bye.

Wrapping us tonight is on our untigering parent Iris Chen. For those who may not be familiar 
with the term tiger mom, it was coined by Amy Chua, who wrote a bestselling memoir that thrust 
the term into popular consciousness.

Tiger parenting is heavy-handed, often pushing kids hard towards academic success and into 
professions such as medical school or law school. It’s supposed to be like a caricature of Chinese 
and Asian parents, which makes the term also racially loaded.

Iris, we’re excited to have you, have you helped us unpack the spirit of tiger parenting, what it 
means to untiger and how it relates to children’s spirituality. Okay, go.

IRIS CHEN: I’m so sorry that I get here what you’re saying, but I’ll try to work things out as we go 
along. Thank you so much for having me. I’m really excited. I’ve been following Cindy and RCU 
for a long time, so I’m really happy to share my story.

My topic is God is not a tiger parent. Like many of you, I grew up in a conservative Christian 
home. In fact, my dad was a pastor and a missions mobilizer, which made me a PK, so all the 
expectations and the pressures that came with with that, but probably unlike many of you, I 
also grew up in a Chinese household, so for me that meant a double dose of authoritarianism, 
so there was the strict code of Christian conduct that I was expected to abide by and plus the 
cultural expectations to be an obedient Chinese daughter. So my parents were what you might 
consider tiger parents. For those who are unfamiliar with that term, it’s from Amy Chua’s memoir, 
the Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother.

And in it, she contrasts Western parenting with her version of Chinese parenting where the 
parent is very strict, has very high expectations for academic achievement and success, is 
controlling and even, at times, verbally abusive. And so even though my parents were not 
that extreme, they were definitely authoritarian. I grew up with a lot of rules in my house, like I 
couldn’t watch TV without permission. I couldn’t go out on school nights. I couldn’t date before 
college, and I was expected to have good grades and be a good kid.

When I didn’t meet those expectations, or I didn’t obey in some way, there were often harsh 
punishments. So I remember the threat of being left on the side of the road or being hit on 
my hand with a ruler or hit with the handle of a feather duster. So these were pretty common 
occurrences in my home. Even though it was not all bad, there were definitely a lot of unhealthy, 
dysfunctional patterns in my family.

Our family dynamics inevitably shape our understanding of God. The adults in our lives help us 
form our beliefs about love, about family, about parenting, about relationships, and so if we have 
these unhealthy models and these unhealthy patterns that we grow up with, we naturally project 
those dysfunctions on God, so that’s pretty much what happened to me. I grew up seeing God as 
a tiger parent.
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There’s like a lot of aspects, but I’ll talk about three of those today. One was that God was 
domineering, so I saw him as like this tyrannical father figure who ruled us, who ruled over the 
world with an iron fist.

This version of God was not interested in giving me choices or honoring my autonomy. He 
wanted one thing, and that was submission, so of course, I submitted because I also saw what 
he did to those who didn’t obey, like he would send a flood or he would open up the earth and 
swallow your up, or strike you down with blindness. So this God was a God that I feared.

I also believed that God was a demanding God. He was so holy and couldn’t look upon sin, 
and he required absolute perfection. So any failure to meet those expectations led to death or 
punishment. He was like the ultimate tiger parent who expected 100% in everything, and nothing 
I did was ever good enough. So, this God was a God that I constantly had to try to please.

I also saw God as demeaning, like he was out there just pointing out my faults, reminding me of 
how bad and sinful and shameful I was, so I was like this poor, unworthy wretch, and God was 
honestly like this narcissistic parent who wanted to keep his children weak and dependent. It’s 
the exact MO of an abuser, but I didn’t recognize it at the time, so I related to God in a way where 
I needed him, and yet I tried to avoid him.

The problem is that not only that our family of origin affects them, affects our theology, but our 
theology, inevitably, also affects the way we parent our kids. If God is our ultimate parental model 
and then we see him as a tiger parent, then inevitably, we also end up trying to control our kids. 
We expect absolute obedience from them, and we end up demeaning them and disrespecting 
them. We not only defend the right to do this, we think it’s our like our God-given duty because 
that’s what God does to us, and that’s what love looks like.

For me, the process of me untigering or just changing the way I parented had a lot to do with 
not only healing from my family wounds, but also to reject this toxic theology of God as a tiger 
parent, and so I feel like we really need to shift from seeing God as a tiger parent to seeing God 
as someone who is loving and gentle, and I know that you spoke with L.R. Knost, and she wrote 
a whole book about it, so maybe I’m repeating what she said, but this is my own take. So ,let’s 
unpack a little bit about how God is a gentle God.

First of all, I don’t believe that God is domineering at all anymore. When I look at Jesus, I see him 
as the exact representation of God, so someone who is trying to challenge all our assumptions 
about who we think God is. And so when I see God, I feel I see that he is showing us a God who 
is a power-sharing God, not a power-over God.

Jesus was known as the Servant King. So someone who did have power and authority, but who 
used it to serve and to bless others. In Philippians it says he did not consider equality with God, 
something to be grasped, but he emptied himself. He humbled himself. He washed our feet, he 
served us. For those in authority, he challenged them not to lord it over others. So not to use 
their power in domineering ways.

We also see how he cared for those in society without much power. He gave special honor to 
children, women, the sick, so he cared for the rejected and the marginalized in the world. He 
wasn’t looking to use his power over them, but he shared his power with them.

Then, just there’s so many times when he could have used his power to keep something bad from 
happening or to make people subject to his will, but he chose instead to be non-coercive. He 
respected people’s choices and their autonomy. And so I feel like he embodies this upside down 
power dynamic where the first shall be last and the last shall be first, so he’s giving us a model 
for relationships that aren’t based on power, but are based on connection, and love, and free will.



I think this is very foreign to us because, especially when we relate to kids because we’re used 
to those hierarchical top down models where the parents are at the top and they hold all the 
authority, but I really believe that God is trying to flip all that on its head, where those with 
power actually on the bottom, serving and supporting and carrying more of the burden and 
responsibility. That’s a challenge for us as parents with more power in the relationship to use our 
power with humility and for the benefit of our children.

Let’s think of some examples. I know that a lot of the listeners are actually children’s ministers, 
are working with children in churches. So I thought we could talk about some of those examples 
of how to share our power in church. I feel like, Cindy, you’ve talked about this too and written 
about it, but I feel like we can make room for children in our sacred spaces and in our spiritual 
practices, so instead of sending our kids off to the kids’ table, we share the table with them, so 
that means welcoming then into our times of worship and allowing it to be sort of messy and 
loud and noisy and maybe chaotic at times because that’s just what life looks like with kids 
and to sort of normalize that as part of a space, like a spiritual space and a spiritual community 
instead of feeling like spiritual spaces have to be quiet and solemn and for the adults, so we 
welcome children into our secret practices.

I think another way we can share our power in churches is to involve children in the decision-
making processes. So instead of having a children’s pastor or an adult make all the decisions 
about the curriculum, about the topics, about the rules, we involve the children in that decision-
making process, so we ask them, “Oh, what topics are you interested in?” Or, we allow for self-
directed activities instead of telling them, “Okay, now his circle time. Now, is singing time. Now is 
whatever.”

We sort of like godly play, sort of like the Montessori self-directed type of activities where we set 
up different stations and allow them to choose things that are meaningful to them, and we invite 
them to think about rules for the class, like how do we want to engage with one another instead 
of the adult just saying, “Okay, raise your hand before you speak.” Or, “Sit on your bottom and 
don’t hit the other kids.” We invite them, we tell them, “We want this to be a safe space, a fun 
space for everybody. This is the situation. What do you think we should do?” And really invite 
them and gain their insight.

I think a third way we can share power in spiritual communities is that we don’t always have 
to approach spiritual education didactically, like somebody standing in front teaching you a 
truth, which is often how we are used to, even church life where the pastor tells us what we’re 
supposed to believe. But instead, to just have things be very open ended, be co-explorers with 
our children asking questions and not feeling like we need to have all the answers.

So, some questions that we can ask ourselves to check our own use of power over children, 
whether it’s as parents or as people who work with children. We can ask ourselves: is this 
coercive? Am I trying to use my power as an adult or just power in general in any way to make 
this child do something?

Another question we can ask is: Would I do this to another adult? Or, my partner? Because we 
do things to kids all the time that we would never ever do to somebody else that we respect and 
love. So we really need to challenge that and question that when we treat children that way.

A third question we can ask is: how would I feel if I was treated this way? Just the golden rule 
of parenting. If somebody told me that I wasn’t allowed to have ice cream before dinner, I’d be 
like, “Who are you? You’re not the boss of me. I get to make my own choices.” Just thinking also 
about how we want to be treated as people with our own autonomy who know our own bodies, 
who want the freedom to make our own choices.



I think we need to stop thinking of parenting or just engaging with children as something we do 
to children, but something we do with, in partnership, in relationship, and with humility. I know 
that this is not easy or comfortable. It can be very disorienting to be asked to give up or share 
our power and privilege. Just ask any white person. It’s not fun. But, I think as people of faith, 
that’s what we’re called to do, and it’s what’s required of us if we care about raising our kids with 
justice. That’s the first one, that God is humble and not domineering.

The second point is that God is not demanding, but God is gracious. He does not require us to 
do anything to earn his love. When I look at the life of Christ, he was known as a friend of sinners, 
and that’s not because he saw people as sinful and evil, but because his love for them wasn’t 
based or dependent on their behavior or anything they did or didn’t do. He wasn’t looking for 
people who could offer him something or who did everything right. He just loved and embraced 
people exactly as they were, and he saw their inherent worth and their inherent beauty.

Even in his death, Jesus is revealing to us a God who is gracious and forgiving, not a God who is 
demanding and punitive, so God actually, at least this is what I believe now, God wasn’t the one 
requiring a sacrifice, but God was in Christ reconciling us to himself. So he wasn’t the one pouring 
wrath on us. He was actually taking all of humanity’s wrath and all of humanity’s violence and 
sin onto himself and absorbing it and showing us, “I still love you. Nothing you do can separate 
you from my love.” I think that’s just the power of the gospel. Not that God is demanding, but 
that God is so gracious and there are no conditions that we need to meet in order for us to be in 
relationship with him.

Brené Brown says it this way. She says, “You are imperfect. You are wired for struggle, but you 
are worthy of love and belonging.” I think so many of us are familiar with this, but when I hear 
that, what I here is the message of the cross. So that’s what the cross means to me is a message 
of grace, of just unconditional love and acceptance for us. So for us, then in our parenting, how 
does God’s grace for us change or influence the way we parent our children?

I think about in China. I used to live in China, and often the fruit sellers will sell fruit in interesting 
shapes. So while the fruit is still growing, they put a hard mold around it, and then the fruit is 
then forced to grow into that shape, so you end up with like a Buddha-shaped pear or a square 
watermelon that won’t slide when you put it in your fridge or something like that.

And oftentimes, we do the same to children, so we mold them to fit our priorities and our 
preferences, and we don’t allow them to grow naturally and authentically. If we think about the 
majority of our interactions with our children, so much of it is about managing their behavior. We 
say, “Go to bed, eat your peas, say hello to grandma.”

We forget that our kids are whole people rather than just the sum of our actions. I believe 
that parenting with grace means that we really lean into connection rather than rules and 
requirements, so we don’t focus so much on the behavior management. Instead, we honor their 
natural bent as full human beings who have their own ways of showing up in the world that are 
separate from us and separate from our expectations of them.

Whether that’s their gender or their sexuality, their personality, their interests, their neurobiology, 
all of it. Instead of placing these molds and these expectations upon them, we allow them to 
grow naturally so that the foundation of our relationship with them is unconditional love and 
acceptance rather than conditional love based on how they behave or how they meet our 
expectations.

Lastly, the reason why I don’t believe that God is a tiger parent is because God is so kind. God is 
not demeaning. We imagine this God standing over us shaking his finger at us and pointing out 
how wrong we are, but I believe that God wants to remove all that condemnation and show us 
how right we are, how amazing we are. He really wants us to step into our power and embrace 
the Imago Dei within us.



I don’t see God anymore as an accuser. In fact, if we read scripture, God, the Holy Spirit is 
described as our advocate, our comforter our encourager, our helper, so we can see that God is 
for us. He’s not against us. When we do, inevitably, mess up, he doesn’t get upset at us because 
he understands us. He empathizes with us. He’s so compassionate because he understands our 
humanity and our limits. He wants us to embrace both our divinity and our humanity because we 
are amazing and divine, and we’re human too. It’s like Jesus was the God man and he’s the first 
born and we follow in is footsteps as both divine and human.

When I think about how this kindness can inform our parenting, I feel like we really need to stop 
believing the worst of our kids and start believing the best of them. We see the divine in them 
and we call out the gold. Because it doesn’t take a lot of faith when your toddler is like throwing 
blocks at your head, to believe that they are sinful. That’s sort of obvious. But it takes a lot of 
faith sometimes in those moments to believe in their innate goodness and in their innate worth.

To see the good in them, to avoid judgment labels like the shy kid, or the brat or the bully, any of 
those negative labels that we place on our children, and instead, we just trust that they’re doing 
the best that they can, so we understand just like God understands our humanity, we understand 
our kids developmental limits when they’re small or their brains haven’t fully developed yet. We 
understand that their meltdown or whatever their feeling is completely normal and natural and 
we accept it.

When, perhaps, they’re dysregulated or acting out, we can look deeper to the unmet need 
underneath because those needs are actually good and natural and necessary for their survival. 
So we don’t judge them for it, but we accept it, and we teach them how to meet those needs in 
appropriate ways.

Focusing on a child’s original glory and on their original good, rather than the original sin, gives 
us so much more compassion and patience for our children. Dr. Jane Nelson says, “Children 
do better when they feel better.” We don’t need to demean our kids in order to make them do 
better. It’s actually counterproductive. We can focus on helping kids feel heard and understood 
and respected, and then they will naturally do better.

For those of us who grew up with this toxic theology, we really need to denounce the abuse and 
oppression that we suffered at the hands of this tiger parent God. We need to say that that was 
messed up, and that was not right. We need to be re-parented by a God who is a loving, abba 
father or a tender divine mother, whatever imagery you most resonate with.

I believe that as we learn to bond with this parent, as we learn to develop a secure attachment 
to this type of gentle God and allow this humble, this gracious, kind love to really soak into our 
bones and heal our wounds and help rewire our brains, I truly believe that that love will really 
overflow out of us and inspire us to do the same for our children.

CINDY: Awesome. Thank you, Iris. I know you can’t hear me. She’s maybe going to put on 
earphone so she can hear me.

IRIS CHEN: Let me try to get online a different way.

CINDY:  Okay. Well, I don’t know how everyone else is feeling, but I’m feeling with all the sessions 
from today that... I hear this a lot in doing the parenting work that I do is there’s so much healing 
in re-parenting ourselves, and I am feeling myself being re-parented by these really gentle, 
peaceful voices, from Sandy and from Susan and from Iris, and Naomi, and they all made like, 
I don’t know, it just, it makes me feel, yeah, it’s healing as we talk about how to parents, our 
children.



IRIS CHEN: [crosstalk 00:26:40].

CINDY: It’s hilarious. She can’t hear me. I think because we’re having these tech issues, we’re not 
going to do a Q and A with Iris, but I do want to say that unless she’s going to try to get on now.

CINDY: Okay. I did want to also talk about... I think it was so good what she said about 
deconstructing toxic-

IRIS CHEN: [crosstalk 00:27:18].

CINDY: Okay. That’s kind of creating an echo.

IRIS CHEN: Yes. Okay. Why don’t... Can you hear me?

CINDY: Yes, I can hear you.

IRIS CHEN: [inaudible 00:27:33].

CINDY: Okay, now I can’t hear you anymore, Iris, but I think you can hear me because you’re 
using your iPhone out there.

Yeah, I just wanted to say that I do think it’s important. I like the connection that Iris made from 
theology to our parenting because I do think that our ethics and our actions flow out of our 
theology. For those of us who grew up with toxic theology, I agree that one of the first things we 
can do is deconstruct that and denounce it as she said and to rewire our brain into a different 
way of thinking and let that sort of guide our parenting.

Thank you very much for tuning in today. I’m sorry that the tech is failing us with the Q and A 
section of it, but I’m glad that we got to hear her speak. Iris, we appreciate you, and, yeah, I hope 
that we get to hear from you more in the future.

Please go follow her untigering page on Facebook. I know she’s working on a book on this 
topic as well, but I hope that... Yeah, I would love to have asked her questions about the racial 
component of untigering and other things. But, next time.

Thank you everyone for tuning in today. Don’t forget to join us on the Parenting Forward 
Conference Facebook page so we can continue our discussions if we have more thoughts, and 
otherwise, I will see you tomorrow.

Who do we have for tomorrow? We have [inaudible 00:29:26], Matthew Paul Turner, Randy 
Woodley, and who else do we have? And Julie Parker. Oh my goodness. It’s going to be so 
amazing. I can’t wait, and so I’ll see you tomorrow. Good night, everyone.


