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Why Boundaries with Kids





What is this new book you and Henry are writing? asked my seven-year-old son, Ricky.

Its about boundaries and kids, I (Dr. Townsend) replied.

Ricky thought a moment, then said reflectively, I like to say boundaries, but I dont like to hear them.

Join the rest of the human race, Ricky. All of us like to set boundaries, but we dont like to hear other peoples boundaries. We have empathy for whatever led you, the reader, to pick up this book, because Rickys statement describes the position of all children (and many adults): What gratifies me is good and what frustrates me is bad. Ever since the time of Adam and Eve, taking ownership of our lives and accepting responsibility for ourselves is something we have resisted. Your task as a parent is to help your child develop inside him what you have been providing on the outside: responsibility, self-control, and freedom. Setting and maintaining boundaries is not an easy task, but with the right ingredients, it really works.

Why Boundaries with Kids?

Several years ago, we coauthored Boundaries: When to Say Yes, When to Say No to Take Control of Your Life (Zondervan, 1992). This book sets forth the concept that setting limits helps us better own our lives and, ultimately, helps us love God and others better. The books ongoing popularity speaks to the need of so many people who struggle with problems such as irresponsible, manipulative, or controlling relationships, emotional issues, work conflicts, and the like.

Since Boundaries was published, many parents have asked us questionsin the counseling office, in seminars, and on the radioabout how boundaries work in child rearing. Parents are concerned with raising kids who are not only loving, but also responsible. And they want something that will do more than help people heal broken boundaries. They want something to prevent boundary problems, to help build boundaries in children. This book is for them. It applies the principles in Boundaries to the specific context of child rearing.

Who Should Read This Book?

Boundaries with Kids was written for parents of children of all ages, from infancy to the teen years. However, if you arent a parent, Boundaries with Kids may also help you to help the children you love and whose lives you impact. This book will help you if you are a



 Teacher

 Grandparent

 Coach

 Neighbor

 Day-care worker or baby-sitter

 Church youth worker

 Or even a teen who is working on your own boundaries!



Although you may not be a parent, you still want to be a force for responsibility and righteousness in the lives of the kids you influence. This book is designed to help you implement these principles, whether you are a primary caretaker or play a secondary role in a childs life.

Why Should You Read This Book?

You dont have to be in a crisis to benefit from this book. The principles offered here apply to all situations. Your child may be at age-appropriate levels of maturity at home, at school, and in relationships. As a result, you may want to use this material to ensure that the process continues as your child navigates from one age group to another and into adulthood.

But Boundaries with Kids will also help with problems and crises in parenting. All parents have problems. Some problems are oriented around issues of responsibility and self-control. This book shows how to deal with these sorts of problems:



 Impulsivity

 Inattention to parental directives

 Defying authority

 Whining

 Procrastination

 Inability to finish tasks

 Aggressive behavior

 School problems

 Conflicts with friends

 Sexual involvement

 Drugs

 Gangs



While this book addresses these and many other problems, it is not problem centered, but rather principle centered. By principle centered we mean that the book is organized around key concepts that will help children take ownership of their lives. We have taken these concepts from our study of the Bible and Gods teaching on responsibility, stewardship, and self-control. In Boundaries, the chapter on the Ten Laws of Boundaries was designed to help readers take charge of their lives. In the present book, each law has been expanded to an entire chapter and applied to child rearing.

Boundaries with Kids isnt written chronologically, with separate sections on infancy, toddlerhood, childhood, and the teen years. We organized the book the way we did because we believe the principles of boundaries with children are universal, and they work with kids at all levels of development. You need to apply the laws to your child in age- and maturity-appropriate ways. So we have included in each chapter many examples and illustrations of how these laws are applied at all age levels, to give you a way to understand them in your own situation.

This book is geared much more toward how you, the parent, behave with your child than toward educating your child. Learning boundaries has a lot to do with going through experiences, such as receiving consequences for behavior, learning to take ownership, and dealing with the boundaries of others. Its a lot like how the Bible describes the growth process: No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it (Hebrews 12:11).

As you learn to require responsibility from your child, your child learns the value of being responsible. The process begins with you.

Outline of the Book

Boundaries with Kids is organized in three sections. Page 11, Why Kids Need Boundaries, is an overview of the importance of helping children learn to take responsibility. It describes what a maturing child with boundaries looks like, as well as how a parent with her own boundaries behaves and relates. Page 55, Ten Boundary Principles Kids Need to Know, deals with each of the ten laws of boundaries. Here you learn that its not just teaching children boundaries, its being a boundary, with consequences, that helps the child learn that his life is his own problem, not yours. Finally, Page 205, Implementing Boundaries with Kids, concludes the book with six steps of how to implement boundary setting specifically and practically with your child.

Finally, if you are overwhelmed with the task of teaching a young person who sees responsibility as something to be avoided at all costs, be comforted. God is also a parent and for many years has gone through the same pains you are experiencing. He understands, and he will guide and help your willing heart: The Lord watches over the way of the righteous (Psalm 1:6). Ask him for his help, wisdom, and resources as you continue the process of helping young people grow up into maturity in him.

So welcome to Boundaries with Kids! Our prayer is that you will find help, information, and hope to help your children learn when to say yes and when to say no to take control of their lives.
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Why Kids Need Boundaries
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The Future Is Now
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It was a normal day, but one that would forever change my friends parenting.

We had finished dinner, and I (Dr. Cloud) was visiting with my friend, Allison, and her husband, Bruce, when she left the dinner table to do some chores. Bruce and I continued to talk until a phone call took him away as well, so I went to see if I could lend Allison a hand. 

I could hear her in their fourteen-year-old son Camerons room. I walked in to a scene that jolted me. She was cheerfully putting away clothes and sports equipment and making the bed. She struck up a conversation as if things were normal: I cant wait for you to see the pictures from our trip. It was so much

What are you doing? I asked.

Im cleaning up Camerons room, she said. What does it look like Im doing?

You are what?

I told you. Im cleaning up his room. Why are you looking at me like that?

All I could do was to share with her the vision in my head. I just feel sorry for Camerons future wife.

Allison straightened up, froze for a moment, and then hurried from the room. I walked into the hall to see her standing there motionless. Not knowing what to say, I said nothing. After a few moments, she looked at me and said, Ive never thought about it that way.

Nor have most of us. We parent in the present without thinking about the future. We usually deal with the problems at hand. Making it through an afternoon without wanting to send our children to an eight-year camp in Alaska seems like a huge accomplishment! But one goal of parenting is to keep an eye on the future. We are raising our children to be responsible adults.

Parents interact with their children in a way that comes naturally to them. For example, Allison was by nature a helper, and she gladly helped her son. Others have different parenting styles. Some, who are more laid back and uninvolved, leave their sons room alone. Those who are stricter inflict heavy punishment for a less than regulation-made bed.

Certainly, child rearing requires many different interventions. There are times for helping, for not getting involved, or for being strict. But the real issue is this: Is what you are doing being done on purpose? Or are you doing it from reasons that you do not think about, such as your own personality, childhood, need of the moment, or fears?

Remember, parenting has to do with more than the present. You are preparing your child for the future. A persons character is ones destiny.

A persons character largely determines how he will function in life. Whether he does well in love and in work depends on the abilities he possesses inside. In a world that has begun to explain away peoples behavior with a variety of excuses, people are left wondering why their lives do not work. Most of our problems result from our own character weakness. Where we possess inner strength, we succeed, often in spite of tough circumstances. But where we do not possess inner strength, we either get stuck or fail. If a relationship requires understanding and forgiveness and we do not have that character ability, the relationship will not make it. If a difficult time period in work requires patience and delay of gratification and we do not possess those traits, we will fail. Character is almost everything.

The word character means different things to different people. Some people use character to mean moral functioning or integrity. We use the word to describe a persons entire makeup, who he is. Character refers to a persons ability and inability, his moral makeup, his functioning in relationships, and how he does tasks. What does he do in certain situations, and how does he do it? When he needs to perform, how will he meet those demands? Can he love? Can he be responsible? Can he have empathy for others? Can he develop his talents? Can he solve problems? Can he deal with failure? How does he reflect the image of God? These are a few of the issues that define character.

If a persons character makeup determines his future, then child rearing is primarily about helping children to develop character that will take them through life safely, securely, productively, and joyfully. Parentsand those who work with childrenwould do well to keep this in mind. A major goal of raising children is to help them develop the character that will make their future go well.

It wasnt until Allison saw this future reality that her parenting changed. She loved helping Cameron. But in many ways her helping was not helping Cameron. He had developed a pattern in which he felt entitled to everyone elses help, and this feeling of entitlement affected his relationships at school and at church. Allison had always been glad to help Cameron through the messes he was creating. Another undone project was another opportunity to love him.

Yet Allison was not only a mother, but also a grown woman and a wife. When she looked into the future and saw a time when Cameron would be leaving responsibilities for others to do, she became concerned. What a mother doesnt mind doing, others deplore. She glimpsed the reality of character destiny. And she changed how she interacted with Cameron to help him develop a sense of responsibility, to help him think about how his behavior affected others and whether or not others would want to be a part of his future.

It is in this sense that we say the future is now. When you are a parent, you help create a childs future. The patterns children establish early in life (their character) they will live out later. And character is always formed in relationship. We cant overestimate your role in developing this character. As Proverbs says, Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it (Proverbs 22:6).



Preventive Medicine

In 1992 we wrote Boundaries, a book about taking control of ones life. In Boundaries we talked about how to repair the brokenness in character caused by a lack of boundaries. Since that time, through workshops and on radio and television, we have spoken to more than a million people about creating boundaries in their lives. Thousands have told us that creating boundaries has enabled them to love and to live better, some for the first time. Nothing is more exciting than to see people grow and change. 

But from our own experience and that of our audiences and readers, one thing became obvious to us. Adults with boundary problems had not developed those problems as grown-ups. They had learned patterns early in life and then continued those out-of-control patterns in their adult lives, where the stakes were higher. They had learned the following boundary problems as youngsters:


	

	 	Inability to say no to hurtful people or set limits on hurtful behavior from others

	 	Inability to say no to their own destructive impulses

	 	Inability to delay gratification and accomplish goals and tasks

	 	Tendency to be attracted to irresponsible or hurtful people and then try to fix them

	 	Taking responsibility for other peoples lives

	 	Ability to be easily manipulated or controlled

	 	Struggles with intimacy and maintaining closeness with others

	 	Inability to be honest with those they are close to

	 	Inability to confront others and resolve conflicts productively

	 	Experiencing life as a victim instead of living it purposefully with a feeling of self-control

	 	Addictions and compulsions

	 	Disorganization and lack of follow-through

	



So we began to think preventively. We love helping adults with boundary problems that have gone on for years, but we also want to help children avoid experiencing what many of us had to go through to repair boundary deficits. This realization led us to write this book on boundaries with kids. Most of the adults we encountered had had well-intentioned parents. But many times these parents had had no clue about how to build boundaries into their children; thus they passed on their own limited boundary functioning. Had many of these parents known how to raise a child with good boundaries, much pain could have been prevented. We hope this book will help you to develop the kind of character in your children that will prevent many problems with which adults struggle. 

In addition, parents began to ask for this book. They knew the pain they had been through and did not want their children to go through the same kind of learning curve. It is better for a child to lose privileges than for an adult to lose a marriage or a career. In addition, they realized that boundaries are a key to making any relationship work, and they wanted to know how to live out the principles of boundaries with their children. Their questions can be grouped into three basic areas:


	

	 	 How do I teach boundaries to children?

	 	 How do I enforce my own boundaries with my children in appropriate ways?

	 	 How can I ensure that my children will not have the problems with boundaries that I have had?

	



We want to help you answer those questions and to help your children develop the character that will lead them into the life that God created them to have.



Children Are Not Born with Boundaries

A boundary is a property line that defines a person; it defines where one person ends and someone else begins. If we know where a persons boundaries are, we know what we can expect this person to take control of: himself or herself. We can require responsibility in regard to feelings, behaviors, and attitudes. We have all seen couples, for example, arguing with each other about whos to blame, each avoiding responsibility for oneself. In a relationship with someone, we can define what we expect of each other, and then we can require each other to take responsibility for our respective part. When we each take ownership for our part of a relationship, the relationship works, and we all accomplish our goals. 

A child is no different. A child needs to know where she begins, what she needs to take responsibility for, and what she does not need to take responsibility for. If she knows that the world requires her to take responsibility for her own personhood and life, then she can learn to live up to those requirements and get along well in life. 

But if she grows up in a relationship where she is confused about her own boundaries (what she is responsible for) and about others boundaries (what they are responsible for), she does not develop the self-control that will enable her to steer through life successfully. She will grow up with confused boundaries that lead to the opposite: trying to control others and being out of control of herself.  In fact, an accurate description of children is that they are little people who are out of control of themselves and attempting to control everyone around them. They do not want to take control of themselves to adapt to the requirements of Mom and Dad; they want Mom and Dad to change the requirements!

You can see why parenting is so difficult. Children are not born with boundaries. They internalize boundaries from external relationships and discipline. In order for children to learn who they are and what they are responsible for, their parents have to have clear boundaries with them and relate to them in ways that help them learn their own boundaries.

If boundaries are clear, children develop several qualities:


	

	 	 A well-defined sense of who they are 

	 	 What they are responsible for 

	 	 The ability to choose 

	 	 The understanding that if they choose well, things will go well, and if they choose poorly, they will suffer 

	 	 The possibility for true love based in freedom

	



The essence of boundaries is self-control, responsibility, freedom, and love. These are the bedrock of the spiritual life. Along with loving and obeying God, what could be a better outcome of parenting than that? But the question is, how does that happen?



 Three Roles of a Parent

Parenting can be looked at in many different ways. Some see a parent as a coach, some as a police officer, some as a friend, some as God. In part, all of these roles have some truth to them. 

In our view, the parent or caretaker role consists of these three main functions:


	

	 	 Guardian

	 	 Manager

	 	 Source



Guardian

A guardian is legally responsible for a child and, in that capacity, protects and preserves the child. Why does a parent need to provide protection and preservation?

The Bible says that children are under guardians and managers until the appropriate time (Galatians 4:2 NASB). Children do not possess the wisdom for protecting and preserving their own lives. They do not know right from wrong, dangerous from safe, good from better, life from death. They think not about the outcome of their actions, but about immediate gratification. Therefore, as they explore and discover their limits, they put themselves in danger. Wisdom comes only from experiencethe big thing a child is short on. 

A guardian provides the child with a safe environment for learning and gaining wisdom. Too little freedom to gain experience, and the child forever remains a child. Too much freedom, and the child is in danger of hurting himself. So balancing freedom and limits becomes a major task in child rearing. Parents must guard children from danger, protect them from harm, and preserve their lives. 

This protective guardian steps in with appropriate boundaries and limits to guard children from several sources of danger:


	

	 	1.Dangers within themselves

	 	2.Dangers in the outside world

	 	3.Inappropriate freedoms that they are not ready to handle

	 	4.Never appropriate or evil actions, behaviors, or attitudes (such as serial killing or using LSD)

	 	5.Their own regressive tendency to remain dependent and avoid growing up

	



Parents, in their role as guardian, keep the child safe, growing, and healthy. More often than not, they use boundaries to perform this function. They set limits to freedom, and then enforce them for the childs protection. Through this process, the child internalizes the limits as wisdom and slowly begins to be able to take care of herself.

Manager

A manager makes sure things get donegoals are reached, demands and expectations are met. Children are not born with self-discipline; therefore they have to have other-discipline. Managers provide this other-discipline by making sure the child does the tasks at hand to meet the expectations important for her growth. 

Managers provide this discipline by controlling resources, teaching, enforcing consequences, correcting, chastising, maintaining order, and building skills. They oversee the day-to-day hard work of reaching goals. 

When Allison decided that she was going to guard Cameron from his wish to avoid being responsible for himself, she had to manage that process. As you may suspect, Cameron did not immediately sign up for the new plan! Allison had to set some goals, control the resources, and manage the consequences until her son developed the discipline that he would eventually need to get along well with someone other than Mom. In short, she had to manage his immaturity. For instance, she gave him time lines to learn to take care of his belongings and perform jobs around the house. She outlined what would happen if he did not, and she stuck to the consequences that she promised to impose. He lost many privileges and learned the cost of being a slacker.

Boundaries play an important role in managing. Setting limits and requiring the child to take ownership (embracing the problem as his own) and responsibility (taking care of what he has embraced) entail a clear understanding of boundaries. We will talk more about this later.

Source

Children come into the world without resources. They dont know where the food is, how to get shelter, or how to obtain the money they need for basic supplies. They have immaterial needs as well, without knowing how to meet them. They need love, spiritual growth, wisdom, support, and knowledge, all of which are out of their reach. 

Parents are the source of all good things for a child. They are the bridge to the outside world of resources that sustain life. And in giving and receiving resources, boundaries play a very important role. Children need to learn how to receive and use responsibly what is given them and gradually take over the role of meeting their own needs. In the beginning, parents are the source; they progressively give the child the independence to obtain what they need on their own. 

Being the source for children is fraught with blessing and difficulty. If parents give without boundaries, children learn to feel entitled and become self-centered and demanding. Ungratefulness becomes a character pattern. If parents hold resources too tightly, children give up and do not develop the hope of reaching goals that have gratifying rewards. We will see how boundaries help structure the resources and how they play an important role in parenting. 

Learning to Take Responsibility

When Cameron was first enlisted in the process of learning how to take responsibility for cleaning up, he was lacking several things:


	

	 	He did not feel the need to clean up. Mom felt that need.

	 	He did not feel motivated to clean up. Mom felt motivated.

	 	He did not plan for or take the time to clean up. Mom did. 

	 	He did not have the skill to organize. Mom did.

	



So how did he learn to take responsibility for himself? There was a slow transfer of these qualities from the outside of Cameron to the inside. Whereas Mom possessed all the qualities inside of her and Cameron did not, boundaries reversed all that. In the end, Mom did not feel the need or the motivation, and she did not take the time or use her skills. Instead, Cameron did. Boundaries facilitated the process of having the child internalize things that were external to him. And in the final analysis, building boundaries in a child accomplishes this: What was once external becomes internal.

In the rest of this book we will talk about the process by which kids internalize the structure they do not naturally possess. As you take a stance of good clear boundaries with children, they will have a better chance of gaining the motivation, the need, the skill, and the plan to live a loving, responsible, righteous, and successful life unto God and others. And this is what character is all about.

In the next chapter we will take a closer look at the kind of character we want to develop in our children.
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What Does Character Look Like?
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When Allison visualized her son Camerons marriage, she could see that responsibility for oneself was an important quality to build into her child. She changed her focus from dealing with the immediate moment to thinking about long-term character development. What kind of person was she teaching Cameron to be?

Surely, we want our children to be responsible. But often we dont have a very clear picture of the character we are trying to build. In dealing with children, we are sometimes trying to get through the day, or sometimes the next hour! But if we could look ahead to the person we are trying to develop, then we could get a handle on some of the immediate parenting problems. It is essential to realize that when you get Johnny to do his homework, it is not just about getting that assignment done; it is about the possible success or failure of his marriage or career. That is why we want you to take a brief tour with us into the life of Johnny twenty years later. In this chapter we would like to give you some qualities we consider important to adult functioning, qualities in which boundaries play an essential developing role. 

Loving

Out of the three great virtues of faith, hope, and love, the apostle Paul wrote that the greatest of these is love (1 Corinthians 13:13). Most parents would say that they want their children to be loving. 

Loving people recognize that the world does not revolve around them. They consider the consequences of their behavior on people around them before they act. In psychological terms, they are not egocentricthinking that they are all that matters and that people around them exist only to meet their demands and needs.

But sometimes the most loving parents end up with the most selfish children. How can that be? We have all heard people say things like, You know how Susan is. She only thinks of herself. And many times, Susan comes from a nice family. But Susans parents did not set boundaries that required her to respect the feelings of others. This lack of boundaries led to egocentrism, which affected Susans ability to love. Having no boundaries in childhood can also lead to impulse problems, addictions, or irresponsibility, which is always unloving.

George sat in my (Dr. Clouds) office, despondent. His wife, Janet, whom he loved deeply, had just moved out because he had lost another job. A very talented person, George seemed to have everything he needed for success. But he had lost several good jobs because of his irresponsibility and inability to follow through. Bosses loved the talent but hated the performance. And after several family disruptions because of his failures, Janet had had enough. 

I love her so much, George said to me. Doesnt she see that?

I believe that you love her, I said. But in reality, I dont think that she does see your love. All she sees is the effect your behavior has had on her and the children, and she asks herself, How can he love us and treat us this way? You cannot just love someone and not deliver. Love without the fruits of love is really not love in the end. She feels very unloved because of what you have put her through. 

If George was to have a chance of winning Janet back, it would not come through one more empty promise. He needed to develop boundaries to gain the self-control that would make him a responsible person. Janet was only going to believe in action, not just talk about love. 

George had never been required to deliver the fruits of love when growing up. His parents were fine, hardworking people. But having gone through the Depression and a lifetime of hard work, they did not want George to have to struggle as they had. As a result, they indulged him and required very little work from him. When they did give him chores and responsibilities and he did not deliver, they would not discipline him, thinking that they wanted him to have positive self-esteem rather than the guilt with which they grew up. Consequently, he did not see any negative effect on his loved ones when he did not perform. 

But marriage was different. He was now in a relationship in which the one he loved also had requirements for him, and things were falling apart. For George to become a truly loving person, one whose love actually made a difference in the lives of others, he was going to have to become a responsible person. In the end, love is as love does.

Moreover, loving people respect the boundaries of others. Have you ever been in a relationship with a person who could not hear the word no? How did you feel? Typically one feels controlled, manipulated, and resentful instead of respected and loved. A controlling person steps over the line and tries to possess the other. This does not feel very loving, no matter how much the offender says he cares.

Loving people are able to control their impulses. Many alcoholics, for example, have great love for their families. Their drinking greatly troubles them, and they feel horrendous guilt. But still they drink, and although, like George, they love, the effects of their lack of ability to say no to alcohol ends up destroying the relationships they care about. Many other impulse problemssuch as sexual acting out, overspending, food or drug abuse, and rage attacksend up destroying love as well. A lack of boundaries keeps these behaviors going.

Responsible

Another aspect of mature character is responsibility. Georges irresponsibility was costing him his marriage and had cost him financial losses, chaos, a lack of stability, and unrealized dreams.

But what is this thing we call responsibility? Many things come to mind, such as duty or obligations, reliability and dependability, or just getting the job done. 

Responsibility is actually broader than this. We think of responsibility in terms of ownership. To take ownership of your life is ultimately to take control. Ownership is to truly possess your life and to know that you are accountable for your lifeto God and others. When you take ownership, you realize that all aspects of your life are truly yours and only yours, and that no one is going to live your life for you.

We shall all give an account to God for our lives (2 Corinthians 5:10), and he will hold us responsible for what we did with our talents, resources, relationships, time, and actions. People who are accountable see life as something that has been entrusted to them, and they know that they and they only will be responsible for what they do with it. 

In the book Boundaries we wrote about what falls within our boundaries, what our boundaries define and protect. Truly responsible people take ownership for the following things:


	

	 	Feelings 

	 	Attitudes

	 	Behaviors 

	 	Choices

	 	Limits

	 	Talents

	 	Thoughts

	 	Desires

	 	Values

	 	Loves

	



To take ownership of these is to be a truly responsible person, the kind of person with whom everyone wants to have a relationship. A responsible person says, My feelings are my problem, or My attitude is my problem. 

Responsibility has been problematic for humankind ever since the Garden of Eden. Remember how Adam did not take responsibility for his own choices? When God asked him what had happened, he blamed Eve. It was the woman you gave me, he said, implicating not only Eve, but God as wellas if God and Eve were to blame for his wrong choice! And then Eve blamed the serpent for deceiving her. The human race has been struggling with such lack of ownership ever since. And if we cannot take ownership of our lives, we are not in control of them either. 

The other day I was counseling a couple who were having marital problems. I asked each of them about their behavior.

Why do you withdraw from him? I asked the wife.

Because he yells at me, she replied.

Why do you yell? I asked the husband. 

Because she withdraws from me, he answered. 

My question to them at this point was simple: How long do you think this can go on?

Both of them told me that they couldnt control their own behavior. Each thought their problems were the other ones fault. With each one disowning their own behavior toward the other, there was little chance for change. They reminded me of Adam and Eve. 

Your goal for your child is that he will gradually learn that what falls within his boundariesfeelings, attitudes, and behaviorsare his problem, not someone elses. The child who says of his sister, She made me do it, will be saying the same thing as an adult. The truly responsible adult realizes, I made me do it, and I am responsible. With that, there is hope for self-control to develop.

Free

Have you ever been in a relationship with a victim? Victims feel as if they have no choices in life. Life is something that happens to them, and whatever comes their way is their lot. 

A woman complained to me about a coworker who would always interrupt her while she was trying to get her job done. She acted as if her tendency to be behind in her work was her coworkers fault. 

Why do you talk to her? I asked.

What do you mean?

When she comes in and interrupts, why do you get into a conversation with her? 

Well, I have to. She is standing there talking.

Why dont you just tell her that you have work to do, or close your door and put up a Do Not Disturb sign?

The woman looked at me with a blank stare. To have choices and to have control of her own behavior was a concept that hadnt occurred to her. She felt that if something happened to her, then that was the way it had to be. There was nothing she could do to change it. When I suggested that she had many choices, she quizzed me about them. I gave her five or six suggestions, from talking to the woman about the problem, to talking to a supervisor, to asking to be moved to another area. This was a totally new way of thinking for her; she had never learned that she was free to make choices in relationships and in life. 

Joe was such a victim. His company was imposing some new policies that he found difficult to handle, and he was very depressed about the changes. 

What are you going to do about it? I asked him.

What do you mean, do about it? Joe asked.

I mean what are you going to do about your being stuck in something you dont like?

He just looked at me. It took a long time before he realized that he could choose to get his resume out to some other firms and not be a victim to the fifty-hour workweek he hated. 

Children raised with good boundaries learn that they are not only responsible for their lives, but also free to live their lives any way they choose, as long as they take responsibility for their choices. For the responsible adult, the sky is the limit.

We live in a society of victims. People today act as if they have no choices in life and that everything should be done for them. If its not, they cant do it themselves or make changes. This presents a big opportunity for the future: If you raise your children to take control of their own lives, they will be so far ahead of everyone else that success in life is all but guaranteed! What a head start they are going to have on the rest of the pack!

Initiating

Jeri was telling me of her relationship with Dave. She loved his humor, his sensitivity, and his compassion, but she was struggling with his lack of initiative. She and Dave would agree to do something new, such as exercise together, but when it came time to follow through on their plan, nothing would happen unless she took charge. She always felt as if she were pushing him uphill.

I knew that Daves boss felt the same way. Dave would eventually do what was required of him, but it always seemed to take some outside force to get him going. People resented his lack of ambition.

A normal part of human behavior is to initiate things. Being created in the image of God is being created with the ability to begin something. Often, a problem with initiating things is a boundary problem. Dave lacked the structure for goal-oriented behavior that boundaries provide. 

A child needs to be required to initiate, an important aspect of boundary training. Several years ago, I was with a friend of mine who has a ten-year-old son. While we were talking, Davey came in several times complaining of nothing to do, wanting his mom to design playtime for him. Knowing that he had all the resources he needed, she looked at him and said, Davey, you are responsible for your own fun. Not long after that, he found a friend to come over and play.

I recently ran into this mother, and we were catching up on each others lives. She reported on all the interesting things that Davey was doing now in his last year of college. Inside I thought, He is still taking responsibility for his own fun.

Life is something that happens to us while we are making other plans, says mystery writer Margaret Millar. But for many, life is something they take control of and pursue with diligence. They take their talents and multiply them, ever increasing their involvement in life. They are taking responsibility for their own fun and the outcome of their goals. The ones who do not do this are in many cases people who were not required to initiate and complete their tasks and goals; instead someone else did it for them or bailed them out of the consequences of their acts. 

Respectful of Reality

Someone once said, Reality is a tough place to live, but it is the only place to get a good steak. While reality can be tough to handle, it is where the good things of life reside as well. The character that creates a life that works must have a healthy respect for reality. By reality we mean experiencing the consequences of our actions in the real world. We will cover this idea in depth in a later chapter, but for now lets just take a peek at the concept.

In short, every person has to come to the realization that ones actions have real consequences in a real world. People of maturity use this concept to make wonderful lives for themselves, and people of misery beat their heads against it over and over again. 

On the positive side, if I study and apply myself, I will reap rewards for my hard work. I recently spent some time with a friend from college. In his sophomore year he had changed his major to premed. I remember watching him work so diligently as he studied organic chemistry, physics, and the like. Already a year and a half behind, he knew that he had some catching up to do. He also knew that hard work and study could get him admitted to medical school. The race was on.

Today this friend is a well-respected heart surgeon in a major metropolitan area. He loves his work and has become a leader in the field of medicine. Many people look up to him and admire his work. When they see this respected heart surgeon, they do not see the college kid who counted on the Law of Reality Consequences: If I study and work hard, I will do well. They only see the fruit of all his work. 

When we see great accomplishment, we see only the accomplishment, not what went into it. As a result, we fall prey to magical thinking. We mistakenly think that someone accomplished great things by superhuman abilities or some hidden kind of know-how. We think it was magic. But the reality is that the achievement came one day at a time, one course at a time, one assignment at a time. And we need to teach our children to think that way as well. When they learn this, they learn that they also can accomplish great things. They gain a healthy respect for the positive side of reality.

But reality has two sides. Goofing off and laziness will cost me. Speeding may cost me the use of the car. My behavior has reality consequences. If I realize this, then I work with both hope for reward and a desire to avoid painful realities that may come from my nonperformance or poor choices. 

We all know adults who have little respect for reality. They continue to make poor choices, and either they are enabled by others to avoid the consequences of their behavior until a real catastrophe occurs, or they suffer one terrible loss after another. We wonder why they continue to make the same devastating choices. 

Time and time again, we can find the roots of such behavior in a lack of those boundaries that would have caused the person to gain a healthy respect for reality. They were bailed out too many times. They were allowed to think that consequences were for someone else and not them. 

Mature adults have a healthy respect for reality. They know that, for the most part, if they do good, good things will happen. If they do nothing, or do bad, bad things will happen. This dual respect for the positive and negative sides of reality is often referred to as wisdom.

Of course, bad things do happen to good people. But even then, if one responds with good, the outcome will be better. We always have something to say about the ultimate reality in which we live.

Growing

Have you ever run into a person you havent seen in some time, and her life is much better than it was before? And you walked away with a certain warm feeling of appreciation for what this person had accomplished? Think of some examples we have all seen:


	

	 	Someone has lost sixty pounds.

	 	A couple on the verge of divorce have put things back together and are doing well.

	 	Someone with career difficulties has begun to succeed.

	 	The black sheep turns around.

	 	An addict or alcoholic is living a life of sobriety.

	 	Someone with a history of heartbreak finds a lasting relationship.

	



Or if we leave the realm of difficulties and look at normal things getting better, we see the same kind of things:


	

	 	Someone begins a small business, and it grows into something big.

	 	Someone moves across the country with nothing and no one and creates a life for herself.

	 	A person makes a midlife career change, learns a new craft, and succeeds.

	 	A shy person develops a circle of friends and close relationships.

	



Few things inspire us like a story of a persons growing and overcoming some difficult obstacle, especially in her own character. We love to see people change and grow, becoming something that they were not or becoming more of what they were. Movies like Regarding Henry and The Doctor captivate us because someone changes and grows.

The ability to grow is a character issue. Good parenting can help a child develop character that faces the obstacles of life with an orientation toward growth. It includes developing abilities and gaining knowledge as well as facing negative things about oneself that need changing. 

The character that is able to grow includes the ability to


	

	 	Recover from distressing emotional states

	 	Sustain periods of negative strain and delay gratification or good feelings until a responsibility has been met

	 	Lose well, grieve, and let go of what cannot be reclaimed or won

	 	Confess when one is wrong

	 	Change behavior or direction when confronted with reality

	 	Forgive 

	 	Take ownership of a problem

	



A person who can do these things is able to grow when presented with a difficult challenge.

I recently acted as a consultant on a personnel problem for a large organization. The person in question was up against a wall; his behavior and performance were not what the organization desired of him. He was enormously talented, but was probably going to lose his position if he did not change. He had recently been promoted to a high level of responsibility in which he managed operations in many states. He had run into trouble when the new responsibilities required some new levels of ability in dealing with problems and people.

For example, he had to resolve conflicts between employees and the home office. Sometimes, whether or not someone quit would depend on how he handled the conflict. But he had problems dealing with people in emotional situations. He became adversarial. In addition, he wanted instant success from these changes.

Instead of responding to the new opportunity and new requirements with an attitude of needing to grow into them, he did the opposite. He demanded that the organization and his bosses change and realize that he was right. In fact, in looking at the above list of abilities characteristic of a growing person, he fell short in all of them. He acted out difficult feelings instead of resolving them. He couldnt suffer through the losses, let go of them, and plan a course of action. He was not willing to buckle down and implement the kinds of changes that would not bear fruit for a while; he wanted instant results. When confronted, he blamed. When asked to change, he continued on his present course. 

In the end, he was replaced with someone of lesser talent but greater character. I was saddened, because if he had had an orientation toward growth, he could have done very well. When I followed up on him, I found patterns of resisting growth that had been present since his childhood. He had never really been required to adapt to the demands of reality. He had always been allowed to stay the way he was; he had used his charm and talent to put off changing. 

To avoid wasting this kind of talent, parents need to require their children to do the changing, instead of trying to get reality to change. Boundaries help children see what is expected of them and how they need to grow to meet those expectations. 

Oriented to Truth

A less-than-honest person is somewhere between a pain and a catastrophe. As a counselor I have seen more heartache caused by dishonesty than probably any other relationship problem. Dishonesty fuels betrayal, blocks intimacy, and prevents growth. To the extent that a person is able and willing to be honest, he can grow.

Honesty begins with parents who model it, require it from their children, and provide them with a safe environment in which to be honest. By and large, all children hide the truth when it threatens them. So parents need to create a context in which a childs natural tendency to hide can be overcome. This requires a delicate balance between safety and standards. 

I had been working with Sara and Tom for a few months when Sara came in one day and said, Its over. I just cannot trust him, and I never will be able to.

What happened? I asked her, thinking that he must have had another affair. He had had one a few years earlier that she had not gotten over. 

He said that we had enough money to pay the bills and not to worry. Then today I got several notices in the mail that we are behind on everything. She started sobbing. I just cannot live this way any longer.

As we talked about this, I heard a scenario that I had heard literally hundreds of times from spouses with less-than-truthful mates. The sadness was this: The money problem was not the problem. The problem was that Tom was not honest about the money problem. Sara could have dealt with the money problem. But because Tom could not be honest about how far behind they were on the bills, Sara was always in quicksand. She was forever finding out that things were not as Tom had led her to believe. The things that spouses lie about are usually not even big things. But hiding and lying always breaks trust. The cry that I usually hear from an injured spouse is something like this: I dont care what it is, just tell me the real picture so I know what we are dealing with. 

The sad question about a liar is why? Why lie when it would be so much easier to tell the truth? Why deceive when it causes much more anger than admission of the mistake would have caused? Why create another problem (lying) when you already have one?

Usually the answer lies in the persons history and character development. He fears anger, shame, guilt, condemnation, and abandonment as a result of his mistake in a relationship. So he hides the truth. Then, when he is found out, he incurs anger, shame, guilt, condemnation, and abandonmentall the things he feared in the first place. But he incurs them more for the lying than for making the mistake. 

Boundaries help someone to tell the truth. Besides requiring the truth, boundaries give the safety of known consequences for failure. Children can handle the known logical consequences of their mistakes, like a time-out, loss of TV privileges, or loss of a trip to the mall, much better than they can handle relational consequences like anger, guilt, shame, condemnation, or abandonment. Children hide from relational consequences more than the known logical consequences of their behavior.

Oriented to Transcendence

It is he who made us, and we are his, said the psalmist (Psalm 100:3). The most important questions that anyone has to answer are Who is God? and Is it me, or is it God? The answers govern every direction of a persons life.

People who know that they are not God look up to God to transcend their own existence. They order their lives around him and his values. They realize they are here not to serve themselves, but him. They understand the greatest commandment: Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind (Matthew 22:37). Being grounded in God gives direction and meaning to their existence, allowing them to transcend life, problems, their own limitations and mistakes, and other peoples sins against them. Without an orientation to transcend the realities of this life and touch the realities of God, people are very limited.

One of the saddest things about people without this sense of transcendence is how others experience them. Others continually run into these peoples inability to see that they are not God and that life does not revolve around them. Because these people forever build a life around themselves and their own self-centeredness, others feel like objects instead of people. To transcend oneself means to be able to get past ones own existence and value the existence of others. People who do not do this are in some way expecting life and others to serve them, and not the other way around.

People who have the ability to transcend themselves go beyond their own existence to the reality of others, God, and virtues they hold more important than themselves and their own immediate happiness. They are able to delay or forgo immediate gratification for the sake of a higher virtue or value, or for the sake of someone or Someone other than themselves. In short, because they realize that life is bigger than they are, they become bigger than they are at any given moment to meet its demands. Humility makes them larger than they werethe ultimate paradox. Pride brings about destruction, and humility true glory. 

A Tall Order

Seeing character building as a task of parenting can be overwhelming. It is certainly easier to manage the moment or to do what comes naturally. But the need is greater and higher. As we said before, a childs character will determine much of the course his life takes.

Begin with the end in mind, says Stephen Covey in his best-selling book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Beginning with the end in mind is a trait of people who do well. It is also a trait of people who parent well. When we understand that a major goal of parents is to develop a person of good character, we have gotten closer to that goal. 

But to develop a child of good character, we have to be parents of good character. To develop boundaries in our children, we have to have boundaries. And thats the subject of the next chapter. 
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