Raising Kids That Float

By Steve Hall, LCPC

Mark Twain said, “Children are an inestimable joy and bother.”  It is this reality that prompts Christian parents to generally take two mutually exclusive approaches to parenting.  One: A hands-off approach that is dedicated to not having kids encroach on the parent’s life and vise versa, and a philosophy that kids are best left to self-raising.  Two: A hands-on approach that is dedicated to protection and micromanaging.  In this article I want to offer a third approach that I believe is a more balanced parenting posture than the two approaches mentioned above.  But first I need to address the first and second approaches mentioned above respectively. 

The hands-off approach can be characterized by an experience I had while a pre-school director was showing me the tricycle track in his facility.  When I asked why there were no boundaries he replied indignantly that kids need to find their own boundaries, rather than have borders forced upon them by “mean big people.”  About that time a little boy rammed his speeding trike into the back of the director’s leg.  The director scolded the boy for not watching where he was going.  I looked at the director scornfully and said, “Mean big person!”, then exited the premises.  Perhaps in the literature of fiction children can be raised by themselves or by wolves and turn out to be well adjusted and civil; but not in the reality of a non-fiction world.  Children need structure and the nurturing guidance of healthy adults.  However, when this structure and nurturance oppresses the child, the parent is employing an equally unhealthy parenting style.  
Let me draw your attention to the second general parenting style mentioned above; namely that of a hands-on approach that esteems as its primary responsibilities:

1. Protection from the negative influence of present culture. 

2. Behavioral management.

There is of course nothing wrong with wanting to minimize negative cultural influences and encouraging positive behavior.  However, more often than not, particularly with religious or conservative church-going parents, this approach to parenting resembles an attempt to spin a cocoon around kids.  Intending to protect the child until he or she suddenly springs forth from the cocoon, around the ages of 18 to 21, when the parents assume that the young adults are to be mature and fully capable of coping with real life and popular culture.
I have seen the results of this cocoon approach to parenting first hand.  I did not grow up in a religious or spiritual family and only became acquainted with Christ in mid-adolescence.  Upon arriving at the Christian Bible College I attended, I expected a group of conservative spiritual young adults far exceeding me with regard to principles of Christian living since they had the benefit of being raised in a family whose focus was Biblical.  By in large what I discovered was a wild pack of pent-up young adults who had been idling quietly through adolescence and staring wide-eyed at popular culture through the glass house of a churched family.  Over and over again I heard my dorm mates talk about how they could not wait to get out of their parents’ sight so they could take a deep taste of what the world had to offer.

Some years later I ran into one of these Bible College mavericks that had not only discovered balance, but relinquished his life to missionary work.  I asked him about his unruly Bible college days and he said, “You know Steve, while growing up my parents did everything they could to keep me in, and the world out.  It seemed that they laid rule after rule and regulation upon regulation on me for the purpose of sequestering me.  Finally, I realized after landing at college, that I was ill equipped for life in the real world; furthermore, I knew that I would never be able to keep all the rules, so I gave up and gave in.”  What a clear description of being weighted down and caught up in the under-toe of current popular culture and at such a vulnerable stage of young adult development.

Over the years, I have encountered many of those former college friends and have often heard the same or similar stories from the majority.  The parenting approach they described, appeared to maximize particulars (particulars being restrictive thinking & behavioral details) while minimizing the principles (principles being those grand pillars of life that support all the particulars.)   

Maximizing particulars is similar to the illustration used by Christ in the gospels of the foolish man building his house on the sand, while maximizing principles is synonymous with the wise man who built his house on the rock.  Never once did any of those college friends ever doubt that their parents loved them deeply or were well- intentioned.  However, they did think that a more balanced approach to parenting would have better prepared them for life in the “real” world.

Recently at the 2002 American Counseling Association World Conference, Dr. William Glasser discussed some points in his new book on parenting.  He declared that “The traditional approach of parents who want to “control” their teenagers, while well intentioned and motivated by love and caring, often backfires when the teen is struggling to develop his or her own independence.  Excessive parental complaining, nagging and even punishing are ineffective and often aggravate the already strained relationship.”

It is not healthy Biblical parenting to spin such a web around our children while fervently micro managing their behavior.  There is a better way to parent that is a more accurate interpretation of the Scriptures regarding parenting.  However, before such a parental concept is introduced, I want to give you a phrase that condenses the big idea of this concept and is in sharp contrast to the hand-on and hands-off approach previously mentioned.  Instead of maximizing particulars and minimizing principles – raising kids that float requires that parents “Maximize principles and Minimize particulars.”

This third parenting style is a hands-on and hands-off approach that I call Raising Kids That Float.  It is one that attempts balance yet will not sacrifice principles for fear or comfort’s sake.  I believe that this parenting posture will offer a balanced methodology to parenting that will free parents from the tiresome ritual of weighting their kids with layer upon layer of rules and regulations in an attempt to protect, save, and or manage, their kids.  Which is a process of parenting that will inadvertently weigh them down to the point that they sink in the cultural tide, much like Ophelia in Shakespeare’s Hamlet.  The Raising Kids That Float approach to parenting focuses more on instilling the buoyant principles in children that will help them float, rather than sink, in an often-turbulent culture.

George Barna is a statistician and pollster in the respected tradition of the Gallup polls.  Mr. Barna appears to be a dedicated Christian and aims much of his research toward Christian topics.  In Barna’s book, The Second Coming of the Church, he states that the American culture reinvents itself every five years.  If that is correct, and I presently have no reason to doubt Mr. Barna’s statement, then parents who approach parenting with a rule and regulation style would need to change the rules continually (or at least every five years) in hopes of warding off each new evil that the popular culture creates.

This cultural vigilance seems to be as futile as trying to hold back the actual tide of the ocean.  However, I did not always believe that.  I was one who used to write letters of petition to magazines and boycott various companies that were reported to be anti-Christian and/or producing evil programming, in an attempt to hold back the cultural tide.  In fact several years ago, I presented a media awareness night at my church, where I forced the audience to watch two full episodes of MTV’s Bevis and Butthead.  The predictable result was outrage and disgust.  However, soon after that, Bevis and Butthead waned in popularity, and MTV simply rolled out another equally disturbing show.  Subsequent to this re-programming by MTV, I had many parents ask me to do another media awareness night so they could learn what TV program to guard their family from.
In my ministry career I have taken on many such enemies.  I recall fighting the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, the Power Rangers, X-Men, the Simpsons, the Telli Tubbies, Disney, Bevis & Butthead, South Park, etc.  Recently I received an e-mail attempting to recruit people for a campaign to stop a Nickelodeon News cast dealing with sexuality issues.  Eventually, I realized that if I was to keep up an attempt to out-run every swell of cultural waves Hollywood generates, I would soon be overwhelmed and overcome, consequently drowning.
The cultural tide is constantly ebbing and flowing.  What are not changing are the principles of Christian living found in God’s word.  Therefore, I decided that as a parent I would teach my children to stop fighting the current popular culture and teach them to float above it, perhaps even surf it instead. 

The parenting style that I am suggesting, Raising Kids That Float, requires that parents stay active in the child’s life and remain consistently open to discussing various cultural items in the context of teaching and promoting the core buoyant principles found in Scripture.  Outfitting our sons and daughters with appropriate proverbial life swim wear, i.e. buoyant principles, will produce kids who float and not sink.

Listed below is a list of buoyant principles to outfit your kids with:

1.  Christ-like use of power.

· Abraham Lincoln said “If you want to test a persons character don’t give them money or fame – give them power.”

· Ignatius Loyola said “There is nothing so gentle as real strength and nothing so strong as real gentleness.”

· Jesus said “The meek shall inherit the earth.” and

“My strength is made perfect in weakness.”

· The Apostle Paul said, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”

· “With great power comes great responsibility” – Spiderman recalling his Uncle Ben’s wisdom in that statement.

2.  Unconditional Love

· Family Psycholgist Ross Campbell said, “It is impossible to correctly discipline children unless our primary relationship with them is one of unconditional love.”

· St. Peter said, “Love covers a multitude of sins.”

· Establishing this buoyant principle in your relationship with your children is like embedding within them a powerful homing device that will ultimately guide them back into the safe harbor of your love when they have drifted too far from shore.  – Steve Hall.

3.  Accountability

· From birth on, our children are consistently growing toward full responsibility for their lives.  Parents who foster age appropriate ownership for life in their kids are certainly raising kids who will float.

· Galatians 6:1-5 challenges us to be responsible for our own load.

4.  Cause & Effect

· “Stupid choices reap stupid consequences” -- my Dad, Allen Hall, said that to me when I was 15.

· Galatians 6:7 states that we reap what we sow.

· When we help our children connect the dots among thinking, choices, actions, and consequences, we bless them with a buoyant principle.

5.  Self-Worth

· I recently attended a mentoring grant meeting at a local public school and an educator there shared an illustration that communicates the power of self-worth.  He said a teacher took out a fifty-dollar bill in front of her class and asked if anyone wanted the bill.  Everyone screamed for the bill.  The teacher said, “Just a moment.” then proceeded to crumple the bill up in her hands.  She asked the class again if any one wanted the bill now.  Everyone screamed for the bill.  She said, “Just a moment.” then proceeded to throw the bill on the ground and grind it in the floor while kicking it around.  Then she again asked, “Now who wants this bill?”  Everyone screamed for the bill.  “Just a moment.” she said and took out a box of mud.  She threw the bill in the box and with tongs stirred it around until it was unrecognizable.  She took the bill out of the mud with the tongs and asked once more, “Who wants the bill now?”  Everyone screamed for the bill as enthusiastically as when it was a fresh, flat, crisp $50 dollar bill.  The teacher asked one of the boys to come forward and tell her why he would want such a disgusting thing.  The boy replied, “It’s still worth $50 bucks right?”  To which the teacher replied, “Yes it is!  And when life crumples you up, throws you on the ground, grinds you in the dirt, kicks you around and drags you through the mud – remember – you’re still you.”

· When your child is raised to believe that no matter how many mistakes he or she has made, and no matter how much the sea of life batters him or her, that they are worth every drop of blood Jesus shed for them, your child will eventually bounce back and float to the surface no matter how turbulent the tide of life becomes.

By inculcating these unsinkable principles into your children you will be giving them the buoyancy to float above negative popular culture and circumstances of life no matter what legislation is, or is not, passed, what new cartoon is causing a stir, what new music is all the rage, what war is raging or what political party controls the White House or Congress.

In no way am I advocating desensitizing children to negative behavior that is promoted in the current popular culture.  I am advocating however, teaching them how to navigate around the negative media influences in present culture, but enjoy the positive our current popular culture has to offer.

One way to do this is to watch what children watch, listen to music they listen to, read what they read, drop in where they gather with friends, visit their schools, and hold conversations with their friends.  In addition, don’t fail to discuss with them your own personal experience.  Tactful sharing of experiences that were successful or unsuccessful but deal with how you handled peer pressure or coped with growing up, is a robust parenting tool.  Speak to them in a positive manner about what you can, share concerns that relate to your core principles and set boundaries where needed.

Certainly the best model of floating on or above popular culture is that of Jesus himself.  Even the casual reader of the New Testament would find Christ floating above the popular culture of His day.  Moreover, we find Him quite at home in the presence of many cultural activities, ranging from weddings to funerals to block parties and general fellowship with the non-religious folk of His day.  There is no doubt that Christ was the ultimate example of floating above the world culture and any circumstances it could throw at Him.

Contrasting these approaches to parenting is much like contrasting the Old and New covenant in Scripture.  The Old was based on rules and regulations.  It relished over-protection and micromanaging.  While the New covenant called people to a higher relationship with God by cherishing love -- and a life guided by that love, which produced the principles for living what Christ taught.  

In a nutshell I don’t believe that cocoon parenting is ultimately the approach the New Testament encourages.  I do believe that the Bible promotes a parental approach that minimizes particulars and maximizes principles.  Primarily this is accomplished by dropping the notion that home is a fortress, and creating a home that acts more like a semi-permeable membrane instead.  A membrane like this would let the world in, but only in small doses, where the quality of that worldliness can be scrutinized and learned from in a loving Christian environment, where the Word of God is always the central standard.  Therefore, in general Christian parents can stop the tiresome effort of fighting against the current popular culture, and spend more enjoyable time teaching their children how to float above the cultural tide, perhaps even teach them to surf it.  

Please realize that the most positive and powerful influence in a child’s life is the parent or parental team who minimizes the particulars of life and maximizes the principles of life.  A Christian child reared buoyantly with Biblical principles will be a child who floats above culture and circumstances, and will be able to reach out to those who are drowning.
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