You are Not Raising Children, You are Raising Adults.
Giving birth to our first child was one of the craziest experiences of my life.  Being the organized planner that I was, I had carefully reserved the last two weeks of pregnancy to emotionally prepare for motherhood.  Unfortunately, the baby arrived two weeks early.  Even though I’m a nurse, when I was awakened at 6 am with contractions coming a minute apart, lasting sixty seconds, I didn’t even realize I was in labor.  Even when my water broke, I just thought I was having complications.  Since my husband was at the hospital doing surgeries, I called a friend of mine from the ward.  I met her at the door on my hands and knees.  She took one look at me, her eyes as big as saucers, and she immediately called the ambulance.  My husband made it home a few minutes later.

Walter, the paramedic that arrived, was thrilled that he might get to deliver a baby since it just happened to be his birthday.  We lived on the third floor of an apartment complex without elevators, so he and his partner got to carry me down three flights of stairs on a folding chair.  When our ambulance arrived at the hospital, there was no emergency entrance, so they paraded me through the front entrance on a stretcher where the receptionist made me stop and sign all the paperwork, even though the baby was crowning.

We were fortunate that the doctor who trained my doctor just happened to be standing in the elevator when we arrived.  He immediately took us upstairs and within 10 minutes, Savannah was born.  I was so shocked that I had just given birth that I didn’t even notice that she was blue and hadn’t cried.  Luckily, they got her breathing and she pinked right up. All I could think was – “Ready or not, here we go!”

Interestingly enough, the moment I remember the most from that experience was taking her in my arms for the first time and looking into her little angelic face.  I was absolutely overcome with emotion.  As I looked at that sweet, little innocent child all I could think was, “I want every single minute of your life to be happy.  I don’t ever want you to feel hurt or disappointed or sad.  I will protect you from every negative experience I can. I want your life to be never ending bliss.”  It seems funny now, but that’s exactly how I felt. But I could not keep my promises for long.

I’ll never forget her first Easter egg hunt.  Local businesses were sponsoring the event at a nearby park and we had been building it up for weeks. When we arrived, there were so many eggs on the grass - I started wishing I had brought bigger baskets. What I didn’t realize is that the eggs would be gone in 1.5 seconds.  All I remember is Savannah coming back with an empty basket and tears in her eyes saying, “I ran as fast as I could.”  My heart just broke in half. Since our two-year-old had managed to snag a few eggs, I immediately dropped a couple of them behind me and exclaimed, “Oh look, here are some eggs!”  It was awful!  We have never been back.

A few years later I was making breakfast when Savannah walked into the house carrying a little dead bunny in her hands.  A few days earlier my husband had found a little cotton- tailed bunny running around our yard. We adopted it as our family pet and named it Round Up since Doug had accidentally sprayed him with Round Up.   The kids fell in love with him and we got him a cage, a water bottle, pellets - the whole nine yards.  The kids adored him.  Anyway, I guess he was too young to be away from his mother and died during the night.  Savannah was devastated and she and Paige were in tears.  I asked if she wanted to bury him, but she said “No, I’ll just put him in the trees.” I watched as the two of them walked out to the forest together. Again, my heart just ached. 

On another occasion Savannah was playing coach pitch softball. She was the type of child that excelled at everything she did.  She had always been a phenomenal softball player - it just came very naturally to her.  During one game, however, she just couldn’t hit the ball.  The coach had pitched it to her about ten or twelve times and she just could not hit it.  They finally had to get the tee out for her.  She was so embarrassed.  As a mother I was just dying inside for her. 

Several years ago my husband and I served as a Ma and Pa on our stake’s pioneer trek.  At one point in the trek they pretended that all the men had been called to the Mormon Battalion and the women had to push the handcarts alone.  They had the men line the trail as the women were going up the steep hill.  The men were not allowed to help.  All they could do was to stand on the sidelines and cheer. As parents, there are many times in our lives when we feel as helpless as the men.  We watch our children go through hard times, knowing that we cannot carry the burden for them.  All we can do is stand on the sidelines and cheer.  

Even if it were possible to shield our children from all sadness, pain and disappointment, it would result in us sending them out into the world totally unprepared to deal with the realities of life. The analogies of artificially helping a baby chick out of the shell or prematurely helping a butterfly emerge from a chrysalis teach us that struggle is a necessary part of life.  When we allow our children to experience the full range of human emotions, they develop the strength necessary to cope with the difficulties of adulthood.

When a child is born, he is 100% dependent.  He can do nothing for himself.  Our task as parents is to help him be 100% independent by the time he leaves home.  No wonder parenting is so hard!  Let me share a journal entry from March 3, 2006.

“Last night Doug and I attended a Parenting with Love and Logic class.  They taught us that we have to make our home as much like the real world as possible. When children leave home and go out into the world, you want them to say, “I recognize this.  We practiced for this at home!”  I focus too much on trying to make my children happy and that is not the goal. Living a life without discomfort or unpleasant experiences is not the real world.  It’s not real life. So when it comes to budgeting money, how we treat other people, or experiencing consequences I’m really going to try to model our home as much after the real world as I can.

Another thing I need to improve is teaching our children to make decisions on their own.  When we as parents make decisions for them they never learn how to make decisions.  When they get out into the real world they are incapable of making decisions for themselves. I am a control freak.  I have a tendency to want to control everything in my world including my children.  I realize now that I am doing them a big disservice.  I need to give them more freedom. 

One of the things they taught us is to let children make mistakes.  Not only should we allow them to make mistakes, but we should almost hope they make mistakes.  Every one of us is eventually going to have to learn from our mistakes. If I allow them to make mistakes when they are young, the consequences will be small.  If I prevent them from making any mistakes, they are going to get out into the real world and make big mistakes that have big consequences.

The teachers of our class last night said that we shouldn’t prevent our children from experiencing natural consequences.  For example, Savannah was trying to read an 870 page Harry Potter book and she got a really late start in the month on her reading goal.  So all month I’ve been saying, “You need to read, you need to read” because I didn’t want her to have the disappointment of not reaching her goal.  If I had just let her go, she could have realized, “Wow, I should have started a lot earlier.  I didn’t reach my goal.”  It wouldn’t have mattered at all.  I have a tendency, for example, when she forgets her homework at school to either take it to her or send it with her sister.  Last night in the class they specifically said, “Do not do that!”  It makes so much sense to me now.

This morning I told Savannah, “I learned in my parenting class that if you forget your homework I can’t bring it to you so you’ve got to remember it yourself.”  So she got on the bus this morning and forgot her homework – it’s still sitting on the kitchen cupboard.  It felt a little empowering to realize that it’s her responsibility.  I do a lot of reminding for things like that.  I realized that it’s not my problem; it’s hers. It’s been said that two people cannot take responsibility for the same thing at the same time.  If I take responsibility for something, my child will not. I’m just going to let them live their own lives, make their own mistakes, make their own decisions and not worry so much about them being sad or disappointed or having some discomfort in their lives.  I think it will also be better for me as a control freak to let go of some of that.” (Just as a side note - I have apologized profusely to Savannah over the years that as the oldest she was the recipient of all of our inexperienced parental experimentation.)

So what is our ultimate goal as parents? When one of our daughters was four years old, I noticed that she had been unhappy for several weeks.  I could not figure out what was wrong.  I decided to read a wonderful book called “The Five Love Languages for Children.” It helped me recognize that my daughter’s love language was quality time, so I made more of an effort to spend time with her.  We played puppies and pirates, and pin the tail on the donkey.  We sat in the closet with flashlights and taped pencils to the wall.  We had a picnic in the yard, played on the slides, and read stories.   That afternoon she invited me to her “club.”  I told her I couldn’t because I had work to do.  She then wrote a letter that said, “Nobudelixmey” (nobody likes me). Seriously?  She was still unhappy.  I felt a little frustrated and resentful. 

Later that afternoon I came across an article called “What really makes kids happy.”  One paragraph in particular stood out to me.  It said, “Rather than trying to keep your child smiling every second, you’re better off focusing on helping her become confident, considerate, secure and unspoiled.  Your goal shouldn’t be mere happiness, but rather the capacity to feel the full range of human emotion - from contentment to sadness, anger, disappointment, frustration and empathy.  A truly happy child is an emotionally well- rounded person who can weather life’s normal ups and downs.”  The article goes on to say “For many parents, a loved child is a happy one, and a happy child is totally gratified at all times - never cries, never wants for anything.  So the parent’s way to make sure they are loving their child is to keep him happy all the time.  This is a mistake because kids ultimately wind up overindulged.  They are set up to want even more toys, more attention, or the immediate granting of their every whim or demand.  And since no parent can sustain that pace indefinitely, the child winds up unhappy anyway. It’s natural to think of our children as delicate, easily bruised little fruits of our wombs.  But in fact, they’re tough, adaptable creatures who will grow up fine even if we don’t make every moment count or do everything perfectly.”

So what are some of the reasons we spoil our children? Here are few ideas from Bruce Baldwin in his pamphlet, The Cornucopia Kids.
· Giving in as a way to avoid confrontation or rejection.  Far too many parents fear a child’s anger or the pouting withdrawal that results if all that is wanted is not given.  Once a child senses this vulnerability, he seizes upon it to manipulate and to demand more and more. The parents are punished if they do not give in, so they do.

· Giving things as a substitute for time.  Parents may try to reduce their guilt for not spending quality time with their children by indulging them with too many things or too much money. This same guilt may also motivate permissive parenting and lax discipline.  

· Giving to compensate for childhood deprivation.  “My child is going to have everything I didn’t have growing up” is the byword here.  A deprived parent makes sure that a child does not experience the same painful deprivation, and the overdone result is an undisciplined kid.

· To give is easier than to deny.  Harried and overworked parents may find that it just takes too much energy to deny their children whatever it is they want.  From their position, children learn to nag, to pester, to have temper tantrums and in other ways emotionally harass their parents to wear down their resolve.  Everybody loses. (I’ll bet none of you can identify with that one!)
· Giving as a response to community image needs.  Keeping up with the Jonses dovetails with your child’s need to have all the “in” things.  You give too much in order to conform to the status quo in the neighborhood, but that does not make it right. 

Let’s talk about material possessions for a moment. David Croley said, “Since so many adults in our wealthy nation have an entitlement fixation, is it any wonder our kids are following suit?  When was the last time our children witnessed us ignoring the Jonses and denying ourselves the adult toys of the 21st century?  When have they heard Daddy or Mommy say, “Yeah, I could buy that for myself, but I don’t really need it.  So I won’t.”  Or even, “You know, Mom and I decided to use the money earmarked for our new larger-than-life TV to help the Smiths have a decent Christmas, Want to chip in?”

The best things parents can spend on their children is time. I think my parents understood this principle. I have often contemplated what it is that my parents did right that allowed me to not only have a happy childhood, but prepared me for a happy adulthood as well.  I’ve concluded that the reason I’m happy is that as a child, all of my needs were met and several of my wants –but never at the expense of my needs.  Perhaps the problem today is that parents are so busy meeting wants that they fail to meet the basic needs.

We as parents need to toughen up.  Like Dr. Phil said, “Your child does not have to love you every minute of every day.  He’ll get over the disappointment of having heard, “no.”  He won’t get over the effects of being spoiled. Erma Bombeck once said:

Someday, when my children are old enough to understand the logic that motivates a mother, I’ll tell them…
I loved you enough to bug you about where you were going, with whom and what time you would get home.
I loved you enough to insist you buy a bike with your own money, which we could afford, and you couldn’t.
I loved you enough to be silent and let you discover your hand picked friend was a creep.
I loved you enough to stand over you for two hours while you cleaned your bedroom, a job that would have taken me 15 minutes.
I loved you enough to say, “Yes, you can go to Disney World on Mother’s Day.”
I loved you enough to let you see anger, disappointment, disgust, and tears in my eyes.
I loved you enough not to make excuses for your lack of respect or your bad manners.
I loved you enough to admit that I was wrong and ask for your forgiveness.
I loved you enough to ignore “what every other mother” did or said.
I loved you enough to let you stumble, fall, hurt, and fail.
I loved you enough to let you assume the responsibility for your own actions, at 6, 10, or 16.
I loved you enough to figure you would lie about the party being chaperoned, but forgave you for it…after discovering I was right.
I loved you enough to shove you off my lap, let go of your hand, be mute to your pleas and insensitive to your demands…so that you had to stand alone.
I loved you enough to accept you for what you are, and not what I wanted you to be.
But most of all, I loved you enough to say no when you hated me for it. That was the hardest part of all."

An anonymous source explained it this way:

“We had the meanest mother in the whole world! While other kids ate candy for breakfast, we had to have cereal, eggs, and toast. When others had a Pepsi and a Twinkie for lunch, we had to eat sandwiches. And you can guess our mother fixed us a dinner that was different from other kids had, too.

Mother insisted on knowing where we were at all times. You'd think we were convicts in a prison. She had to know who our friends were, and what we were doing with them. She insisted that if we said we would be gone for an hour, we would be gone for an hour or less.

We were ashamed to admit it, but she had the nerve to break the Child Labor Laws by making us work. We had to wash the dishes, make the beds, learn to cook, vacuum the floor, do laundry, and all sorts of cruel jobs. I think she would lie awake at night thinking of more things for us to do. She always insisted on us telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

By the time we were teenagers, she could read our minds. Then, life was really tough! Mother wouldn't let our friends just honk the horn when they drove up. They had to come up to the door so she could meet them. While everyone else could date when they were 12 or 13, we had to wait until we were 16.

Because of our mother, we missed out on lots of things other kids experienced. None of us have ever been caught shoplifting, vandalizing other's property, or ever arrested for any crime. It was all her fault. We never got drunk, took up smoking, stayed out all night, or a million other things, other kids did. Sundays were reserved for church, and we never missed once. We knew better than to ask to spend the night with a friend on Saturdays.

Now that we have left home, we are all God-fearing, educated, honest adults. We are doing our best to be mean parents just like Mom was. I think that's what is wrong with the world today. It just doesn't have enough mean moms anymore.”

I’d like to conclude with an article by Paul Harvey entitled, “These Things I Wish for You.”

We tried so hard to make things better for our kids that we made them worse.

For my grandchildren, I'd know better.
I'd really like for them to know about hand-me-down clothes and homemade ice cream and leftover meat loaf.  I really would.
My cherished grandson, I hope you learn humility by being humiliated and that you learn honesty by being cheated.
I hope you learn to make your bed and mow the lawn and wash the car-and I hope nobody gives you a brand-new car when you are 16.  And I hope you have a job by then.
It will be good if at least one time you can see a baby calf born and see your old dog put to sleep.
I hope you get a black eye fighting for something you believe in.
I hope you have to share a bedroom with your younger brother.  And it is alright to draw a line down the middle of the room, but when he wants to crawl under the covers with you because he's scared - I hope you'll let him.
And when you want to see a Disney movie and your kid brother wants to tag along, I hope you take him.
I hope you have to walk uphill with your friends and that you live in a town where you can do it safely.  And rainy days when you have to hitch a ride...
I hope your driver doesn't have to drop you two blocks away so you won't be seen riding with somebody as uncool as your mom.
If you want a slingshot I hope your father teaches you how to make one instead of buy one.
I hope you learn to dig in the dirt and read books, and when you learn to use those new-fangled computers, you also learn how to add and subtract in your head.
I hope you get razzed by friends when you have your first crush on a girl, and that when you talk back to your mother, I hope you learn what Ivory soap tastes like.
May you skin your knee climbing a mountain, burn your hand on the stove and stick your tongue on a frozen flagpole.
I hope you get sick when some stupid old person blows cigar smoke in your face.
I don't care if you try beer once, but I hope you won't like it.  And if a friend offers you a joint or any dope, I hope you are smart enough to realize he is not your friend.
I sure hope you make time to sit on a porch with your grandpa or go fishing with your uncle.
May you feel sorrow at a funeral and the joy of holidays.  I hope your mother punishes you when you throw a baseball through a neighbor's window and that she hugs you and kisses you at Christmas time when you give her a plaster of Paris mold of your hand.
These things I wish for you - tough times and disappointment, hard work, and happiness.
If I were to relive the day our first daughter was born, I would gaze down into her little angelic face with the same deep, indescribable love I felt the first time.  But based on what I know now, the hopes and dreams I expressed for her would be very different than the ones I delivered the first time. As I’ve watched her and our other children grow into amazing, responsible young adults, how grateful I am for those who corrected my course and taught me valuable insights as a young parent. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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