


“These two friends give me clarity as I navigate the unfamiliar waters of being an 

empty nester. Their book is packed full of wisdom and encouragement about what it 

means to be a woman, a wife, a parent, a daughter, a friend, and most importantly, a 

Kingdom builder!”

Rebecca Pippert, founder of Salt Shaker Ministries and best-selling author

“This is the book I’ve been waiting for! Susan and Barbara offer encouragement and 

wisdom for adjusting to and flourishing in the empty nest. I plan to go through this 

book chapter by chapter with my friends.”

Joy Downs, co-author of Fight Fair and The Seven Conflicts

“With my fourth child enrolled in a university a thousand miles away, I devoured 

Barbara and Susan’s Guide to the Empty Nest ! I especially appreciated the emphasis 

on taking time to reflect on my life story and then gearing up to embrace my future 

with both purpose and passion. We baby boomers always wanted to change the 

world; the good news is that we still can—as older, wiser, focused women of God.”

Lucinda Secrest McDowell, speaker and author  

of Role of a Lifetime: Your Part in God’s Story

“The nest is no longer empty. Barbara and Susan have filled it up with opportunity, 

comfort, celebration, and friends.”

Darcy Kimmel, co-author of several books on  

parenting, grandparenting, and family relationships

“Six months after my children left for college, I was overwhelmed by a feeling of 

emptiness. Then I read this book. It gave me a profound sense of connection to other 

women in this transition. I felt recharged with a new excitement about the empty nest!”

Molly Shafferman says she is a “regular mom, no one famous.”
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“As a mother I felt lost and empty when the last of our four children left for college. 
And, I didn’t know where to find the answers. As Barbara and Susan candidly 
discuss this journey, you will laugh, get a little teary, and in the end, be encouraged.”

Karen Loritts, conference speaker and co-author  
of Building Character in Your Child

“Barbara and Susan give an honest look at the challenging transition that comes after 
years of child rearing. They show that after a time of loss and loneliness, we can reinvent 
ourselves—creating a second season of life full of adventure and purpose. Bravo!”

Brenda M. Hunter, PhD, psychologist and author  
of In the Company of Women and Staying Alive

“Packed with insights and practical tools for moms about to send their teens into the 
real world. Whether our chicks are still in the nest or have already flown, Barbara and 
Susan’s message will prepare and encourage every one of us. Several of my friends 
are rapidly approaching this time in their life, and they are fighting over this book!”

Shaunti Feldhahn, best-selling author of  
For Women Only and For Parents Only

“Oh, how I needed this help the day I left my youngest at college! Barbara and 
Susan give empty nesters a reason to smile through the tears. They have written 
a manual that emphasizes beauty in the rhythm of life while honestly facing the 
fearsome changes.”

Bobbie Wolgemuth, best-selling author of The Most Important Year  
in a Woman’s Life and co-author of Hymns for a Kid’s Heart

“With true stories filled with practical how-to and Scriptures of encouragement these 
ladies have found the secrets to helping us through those dreaded years. Mothers, 
this is a must-read.”

Thelma Wells, Women of Faith conference speaker and  
best-selling author of God Is Not Through with Me Yet
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To the ten women who have prayed faithfully for this project .

Judy Burrows, Kim Doerr, Wendy Habicht,
Elizabeth Law, Sue Mary, Tracee Persiko,

Barbara Riordan, Amy Rogers,
Debbie Sweek, and Nook Tuttle

We are so thankful for you, for your friendship 
 and for your willingness to serve us  
in what God has called us to do.

Your prayers have made all the difference !
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Part One
We’re  in  this  together
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Chapter 12:  
Who in the World  

are Barbara  
and Susan …

3

Good question. If either of us had pulled a book off the shelf and seen 

the names and faces of authors we didn’t recognize, we’d wonder: Who 

are these women? Why are they writing this book? What do they have to offer me?

You can read our bios on the cover, but bios don’t tell you much about the real 

person. So, right at the start we thought we’d tell you a little more about ourselves.

Getting to know Barbara
I clearly remember thinking that my mother was old the 

year she turned thirty-two. We were returning from 

an afternoon at the Warren Dunes State Park on the 

southern shores of Lake Michigan, and she had been 

pulled over by a policeman. For some reason she couldn’t 

remember her age when the trooper asked. As an eight-year-old, I was amazed 

that she had forgotten and promptly helped by answering the question for her.

Chapter 1:  
Who in the world  

are Barbara  
and Susan?
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She must have forgotten because she’s old, I thought. Never mind that she had 

three kids and visiting relatives in the car and was probably embarrassed and 

flustered. Somehow in that all-too-hasty assessment of my mother’s age, I decided I 

would never grow old like my mom. 

What on earth was I thinking? I’m way past thirty-two now; childhood and youth 

are a distant memory. I had six kids in ten years, did homeschooling, public schooling, 

sent them off to college, orchestrated four weddings, survived a prodigal’s years of 

rebellion, and welcomed (so far) fourteen grandkids into the expanding Rainey clan. 

Our youngest, Laura, just graduated from college. I’m still adjusting to my status as 

an “older” (not old, mind you) woman whose kids are grown.

My emotions, however, are more like those of my teen years—all over the place. I 

bounce between excitement and fear about the future. I’ve wondered what I’m good 

at, and I’ve pondered what choices I should make with my time. I look in the mirror 

and see the effects of aging that I was sure would never show up on my face and 

body. Some days I feel old and sad and tired, but most days I still feel as energetic 

and enthusiastic as I did in my twenties or thirties.

I remember my precious grandmother once telling me that sometimes when she 

walked by a store window and caught her reflection in the glass that she would do 

a double take, not recognizing the old woman in the window as herself. She told me 

she felt as young inside as she did at thirty. She was then in her early seventies 

with beautiful silver hair and a wonderful heart of love. But to me she was old, 

nearly fifty years my senior, and I couldn’t understand how she could feel anything 

other than old.

Now I understand. I’m discovering that this season of life is complicated and 

confusing and there is no guidebook for walking this road. And I’m also seeing 
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that this empty-nest journey is not a short, easy, or well-mapped hike. But I have 

concluded, for now anyway, that the cause behind my emotional wavering is a 

transitioning self identity. At the core of this is the realization that I’m not needed  

as I once was.

Recently I journaled these thoughts to try to make sense of what I was feeling:

Before I married I was looking for love. I daydreamed of being 

chosen, of becoming a bride, of being the most important person 

in his life … loved for a lifetime.

Then, two years after the wedding I discovered something. 

Our first child, Ashley, was born and I was instantly needed in a 

way I’d never been needed before. Yes, my husband had needed 

me before this child came into my life and he still does, but this 

baby and all the other children that followed needed me for their 

very survival. And that dependency changed my life.

A mysterious change took place in me when I became a 

mother. Though the change was gradual, its roots grew down 

deep into my soul. Being a mother defined my life daily. It forced 

me out of bed early each day for thirty years. Caring for these 

little people consumed my thoughts. Guiding them, directing them, 

training them, disciplining them, praying constantly for them. 

I wanted to do it well. It gave my life purpose. It became my 

identity. “Mother” was who I was, and I considered it an honor.

Though I had other interests that were often frustrated in 

their fulfillment and though many of my daily tasks were often 

Chapter 1:  Who in the world are Barbara and Susan?
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mundane and aggravating, still the task of mothering was my 

life’s purpose, my raison d’etre. Long after my children were 

physically able to care for themselves, I still knew they needed 

me for comfort and love and direction and support.

And I discovered that I needed them. I had become attached 

to my role. I liked being important in their lives. It was deeply 

gratifying that when they got hurt, they always wanted me and 

no one else. No one could comfort them like I could. Not even 

their dad. It felt good.

When Ashley left for college, I saw the end in sight. It was ten 

years away, but visible on the horizon. Knowing that the end of 

such a grand journey was nearing, I determined to invest in the 

experience all the more. In the last five or six years, I spent more 

time at the school volunteering than I ever had before. I drove 

carpool to more games and events. I wanted to be where my 

teens were. I wanted to know their friends, their teachers, their 

world, because for so long they had been mine.

And now, now that the kids are gone, I wonder: Am I needed 

anymore? By anyone? Does anyone really need me?
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