It’s not just teens that are talking about the Netflix series “13 Reasons Why.” Parents
are also curious about the story of Hannah Baker and her descent into suicide. "What
message does this show send to kids?" some have asked. "Does it really glorify
suicide?
Download the Parenting Guide to 13 Reasons Why.

As a parent and family counselor, I was disturbed by the show's shocking, graphic
depictions of suicide, bullying and rape. And I question the premise of the show, that
Hannah’s tragic story was the direct result of the terrible actions of others. This is a
grotesque over-simplification of a serious issue. Mental illness and depression were
never mentioned, and the story never revealed the true hope and help available to real
teens who struggle with depression.
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So while I wouldn’t recommend this series, I do think it's important for parents to
honestly and openly discuss the troubling challenges it portrays. More importantly, our
teens need to know that there is always hope and help. Here are 13 messages every
young adult needs to hear:

1. You belong.
Teens need to understand that they are a necessary part of their family and their
community. They have parents and siblings who love them and want them in their lives.
They also need to see themselves as important members of a church community, a
small part of the big family of God.

2. You are worthy.
We must help our teens recognize that God sees them as precious works of their
Creator. The Bible says we are God's masterpiece, His "handiwork created in
Christ Jesus to do good works" (Ephesians 2:10 NIV). The Creator "fearfully and
wonderfully" made your teen (Psalms 139:14).

3. You have a gift.
I always love seeing teens discover for the first time something that they're good at,
some natural or learned gift that they'd never truly recognized before. It gives them a
new view of the world outside of high school, a glimpse of the potential paths their life
may take. This is one of our most precious opportunities as parents, to help our young
people find that corner of the world that they can step into with confidence and
competence and affirm them in this gifting.

4. Life can change at any moment.
Our young people need to understand that life is a bit like a roller coaster. Filled with
ups and downs, it has a way of changing at any moment. It can change for the worse,
but it can also change for the better, and much of that depends on how we respond to
challenges. Kids need to hear that misery and misfortune represent a low moment, but
hope lies just ahead. I love that old advice (often attributed to either Franklin Roosevelt
or Thomas Jefferson): "When you get to the end of your rope, tie a knot and hang on."
Our teens need to recognize that even in life's worst hour, a new day is just over the
horizon.

5. The big picture is much more than all the details.
Teens tend to be very close to and wrapped up in isolated moments — like a museum
visitor standing directly in front of a giant painting and analyzing the brush strokes in the
center. There would be no painting without those brush strokes, of course, but it's
always necessary to step back and consider the full view. Likewise with our teens, we
can encourage them to take a deep breath, step back and consider the big picture.
There is so much blank canvas to be filled in! We must help our teens recognize that
their lives will be composed of many bright and dark details, but together they make up
a grand, unique masterpiece.

6. These storms will help you grow stronger.
I like to help kids think of a well-rooted tree. After a deep watering, it grows stronger and
healthier even in the heat. And when winds come, the tree is strengthened for the next
storm. It's the same for people. When we face trials, we grow stronger, better able to
face future trials. Adversity is kind of like exercise; it strengthens us. As parents, we can
always be showing our kids examples of how people who have journeyed through
adversity have emerged stronger. In fact, people with tough backgrounds are often
better able to handle the adversity of adulthood.

7. Your story is still being written.
Any teenager who has had suicidal thoughts needs to recognize that suicide is an
unnatural ending to what could have been a longer, more beautiful story. There can be
no possibility of redemption, no victory after adversity, no hope of a new day. Suicide
isn't revenge or retaliation. It just cuts short the story, long before it is fully written. It is
an irreversible decision.

8. God's beautiful story is still being written.
"Curse God and die," Job's wife said to him as he faced pain, loss and illness. Had he
done so, he would have missed out on the rich blessings that God had in store for him,
not to mention a powerful and enlightening encounter with the Creator of the universe.
There was so much more to God's work in Job's life than sitting on an ash heap. Let's
help our teens see that God's story is crafted on a different timeline than the dark
periods of our life. He is not done with any of us just yet. "And after you have suffered a
little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will
himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you" (1 Peter 5:10).

9. God cares about your pain.
Many teens who journey through adversity become familiar with that old objection to
trusting God: If He truly loved me, why would He allow me to encounter so much pain?
We can help our kids see that God's precious promise to us is that He will guide and
strengthen us through adversity, and does not always steer us clear of it. And while He
may not protect us from life's challenges, He loves us and "comforts us in all our
affliction” (2 Corinthians 1:4). I love the reassurance in Isaiah 26:3: “You keep him in
perfect peace whose mind is stayed on you, because he trusts in you.“ Who does your
child trust? Help your child find true mental peace through trust in God, even though He
does not promise a safe or easy journey.

10. You are noticed.
I've met several teens who tell me that they just don't feel like anyone knows they are
there. They doubt anyone would realize it if they were to disappear from the face of the
earth. Sometimes young people just need someone to see them and hear them. There's
something special about a relationship when teens look to us as safe to open up to. As
parents, listening without judgment helps us learn more about what's going on in our
child’s life. This is more than just a passive action. True listening has the power to
validate the other person’s emotions and experiences.

11. There is a reality beyond your perception.
We all have the ability to misperceive things, to interpret events and the actions of
others in the worst possible light. This is very often true for teens; their brains won't be
fully developed for several more years. The rational areas of a teen’s brain have to
catch up with the more well-developed emotional areas of the brain. So their
perceptions can be tainted by emotion, sensation or a powerful imagination that
believes everyone is mad at them or hates them. They may feel a sense of rejection
when other emotions cloud their view, or when other events form a bigger picture that
they can’t see. Rejection is processed similarly to physical pain in our brains, so it does
actual hurt to be rejected. Help your teen pay attention to their perceptions and
emotions — to recognize when their thinking is distorted so they can try to think more
realistically and logically about what is really happening.

12. You can be a light.
The one positive message of "13 Reasons Why" is that what teens say and do to each
other matters. We can help our teens recognize the negative and positive impact they
can have on the others. I encourage my kids to simply be noticers, builders and
encouragers. Look around. Build bridges. Connect. See those who are eating alone,
who don't have a partner for the science experiment, or who could use encouragement
about some ability they are skilled in. Let's raise kids who are available to those who
may struggling with pain and isolation.

13. There is help and healing.
One area that frustrated me about "13 Reasons Why" is the almost total ignorance and
absence of the real-world mental health issues behind the tragedy of teen suicide.
Hannah's life seemed to be an intense concentration of the challenges a teen could face
— yet with very little mention of the help and healing that is available to kids who hurt.
As parents, we mustn't let our kids ever suffer alone. We are the first-responders to the
signs of pain and the silent cries for help. We can help connect them with professional
help if needed. No one should have to go through these trials alone. This is an illness
that one can recover from. There is help. There is hope.
Daniel Huerta is the vice president of parenting and youth at Focus on the Family.
DO YOU OR SOMEONE YOU KNOW NEED HELP?
If the issues raised in 13 Reasons Why have impacted your own family and you feel it
would be helpful to discuss the situation with one of Focus on the Family’s licensed
counselors (at no cost to you), please call 1-855-771-HELP (4357) weekdays
between 6:00 A.M. and 8:00 P.M. (MT). One of our staff members will get your contact
information and a counselor will call you back just as soon as possible. If you or
someone you know is actively suicidal, please call the National Suicide Prevention
Lifeline 1-800-273-8255.

