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“A hero is someone who has given his or her life to something bigger than oneself.”


—Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth
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FOREWORD



THE HERO IN THE WILDERNESS


    WHEN I TEACH PARENTS, OFTEN SOMEONE WILL SAY, “I wish I had this information when my children were young.” Unfortunately, when something is not immediately relevant, we usually pay little attention to it. The experience of parenting a struggling child is the most powerful way we learn. It offers us something we cannot get any other way.


The principles contained in this book, drawn from my experiences and observations as a wilderness therapist, apply to parents raising struggling children as well as those whose children are not struggling. Additionally, many of the parents I have taught have also told me that the principles they learned apply to nearly all of their relationships.


In order to understand some of the stories and lessons in this book, it is important to consider my experience as a therapist and parent educator. While this book reaches beyond wilderness therapy and to struggles that all parents encounter, my background will provide both context and jargon.


The summer after my last year of graduate school I worked at a wilderness therapy program in southern Utah. I had previously worked in more traditional settings, including a hospital, community health center, and a private practice, and had no idea what wilderness therapy even was. Furthermore, I couldn’t fathom what wilderness had to do with therapy. On my first trip out to meet the group in the wilderness (often called “the field”), I was transported along with the “field staff.” I asked the staff to describe wilderness therapy to me. The senior staff member, Charlie, explained, “Most people don’t live on the ground. It’s like they’re living miles above the earth. They are disconnected from the earth and thus disconnected from life, themselves, and each other. We live out here on the ground, and that is where you will meet your students.”


While it was a rather nebulous description of the model, it made some sense to me. During my undergraduate studies I had taken a class called Temporal Work and Relationships in the Home, which was taught by Dr. Kathleen Bahr. She taught us that many modern advances in our culture are taking us in a dangerous direction. While technology is convenient, there is a hidden cost: we lose the opportunity to teach important life lessons. Our modern conveniences, while time saving, do not advance our humanity. Indeed, it is often through struggle that we learn—through our rituals, our work, and our suffering. Life lessons are intrinsic in living. As the quote by Arnold H. Glasgow goes, “Telling a teenager the facts of life is like giving a fish a bath.”


While we contrive and stretch to create teaching moments, primitive cultures rely on oral tradition and modeling to pass on values. Lessons are woven into their religious and daily traditions. One of the challenges when creature comforts are offered too readily to our children is to create similar opportunities for our children to learn. Oftentimes, the lessons seem to them to be contrived—that is, the message seems to be about the parent and not about life. An example may be as simple as this: the old adage, the law of the harvest, “what you reap is what you sow,” is easy to understand for the child who grows up on a farm. But a child raised by an attorney may have trouble understanding how that saying applies to the value of trigonometry in twelfth grade.


Dr. Bahr used ice cream as an example. Years ago, ice cream was often made by the whole family. The ingredients were mixed and frozen, and each person would have their turn at the hand crank, keeping an eye on the ice and the salt. The activity might take hours. The entire family was engaged in the same goal, and at the end they each enjoyed the ice cream. Today we buy a half-gallon of ice cream at the grocery store, saving time. But time for what? Usually it is to watch TV or go our separate ways.


Consider the following observation from Harvard anthropology professor Dorothy Lee in 1959:


When my first child was two or three, I used to shell peas with her. Nowadays, I buy my peas already shelled and packaged. This saves time; and the peas are fresher . . . . But was this all that happened when I shelled peas with my daughter? Did I merely get a dish of peas? It was a total process; and if I am going to see to it that the totality of the important aspects are retained, I shall have to find out what they were and then find the medium through which they can continue to be expressed.


If modern life created some obstacles for parents in the 1950s, imagine the impact our technological advancements have had on today’s family.


Students arrive at a wilderness program presenting a variety of issues, such as substance abuse problems, mood disorders, or other mental health issues. Wilderness therapy programs are short-term, primary-care settings that offer families an interruption in the midst of a crisis. Assessment, whether formal or through natural observation, prepares individuals and families for follow-up care settings, which may include outpatient therapy at home, residential programs, or transitional living. Progress in wilderness therapy is dynamic, and research has demonstrated very high levels of retention and generalization.


Our version of wilderness therapy is a nomadic, primitive, small-group-living model. That is a technical way of saying we hike around in the wilderness in groups of eight to ten students, three to four staff members, and a therapist. We set up camp each day in a new area. Licensed therapists meet with the students each week in individual and group therapy sessions and establish treatment plans with the field instructors.


Ours is not an adventure therapy program replete with rappelling, mountain biking, or white-water rafting. While play is an essential part of a balanced life, the use of recreation as the principal modality often serves to soothe parents’ guilt when sending their child to a therapeutic program. Adventure therapy can be effective, but if the issue of parental guilt is not addressed, the family will stay stuck in old patterns. In Nuture Shock, Bronson and Merryman address the pitfall of an increasing trend of parents replacing hard work with recreation. This trend, they suggest, ensures everybody is happy—but only in the short term. Parents feel less stress, guilt, or personal discomfort, and with their kids entertained and distracted, parents survive to fight another day. Any parent can relate to those motives.


In the primitive living milieu, or “camping therapy,” as some call it, the inherent challenges of nature and group living foster community, problem solving, healthy communication, and resiliency. It is neither punitive nor deprivational; instead, it is natural. Nature’s elements are the antagonist, and in facing nature’s challenges the wilderness student thrives. Some say wilderness therapy living is a metaphor for life, but I find that concept backward. How can living in the natural world be the metaphor and living in the modern world with virtual realities be the “real” world?


Nothing can be taken for granted in the wilderness. Everything comes with work and sacrifice, and often requires compromise, problem solving, and healthy communication between people. Lessons are inherent in the tasks involved. Not listening to field staff might lead to a faulty shelter technique, which would lead to a wet night—no lecture is needed on such an occasion. Students hike, camp, cook, set up shelter, sleep, eat, clean, and carry everything they need on their backs. Fresh food and water are delivered as needed, but the daily task of living lacks the ordinary modern conveniences and creature comforts. Over the years, field instructors have asked me during the difficult winter months, or the rainy seasons of early spring, “How can we do therapy when we are spending so much of the day helping to keep the children safe and warm?”


My response is, “That is the therapy.” What better way to teach children the importance of patience, responsibility, listening, trust, and frustration tolerance than by nurturing them, caring for them, and teaching them to care for themselves? It relates to everything their parents want them to learn, only you use camping to teach it. The genius of the model is that the lesson comes in through the back door, in a way students don’t identify as parental, so the urge to rebel is less likely to be triggered.


The participant in wilderness therapy becomes the hero in his or her own journey: surviving long hikes, making it though a storm, braving cold temperatures, setting up a clean and safe shelter, cooking a meal over a fire they built. All these experiences create a sense of accomplishment and efficacy, and in turn these successes increase confidence. Students work together to create camp life. Group sessions throughout the day and weekly sessions with the therapist reference daily living as well as the historical difficulties the child has experienced. The fabric of the therapy is both “here and now” and “then and there.” The child can connect the challenges in her day—the challenges she has with staff and peers—to the challenges she experienced at home. Then the lesson becomes about the student herself.


The first thing I learned about children in this environment is that they are much more resilient than they or their parents believed. Wilderness therapy is difficult and, while challenging, it is a safe place to practice living in relation to both others and oneself. Students learn how to feel and how to express their feelings without the usual distractions. Those distractions, or hiding places, are less accessible in the woods. Dealing with the elements positions the child against nature and removes the need to struggle for identity by rejecting parental values.


One of the most common changes for the student in wilderness therapy living is the shift from an external to internal locus of control. This transformation refers to a change from “Happiness and success are determined by the things that happen to me” to “I am the one who determines my happiness and success.” Happiness doesn’t come when we take our kids to Disneyland (any parent who has journeyed to the Magic Kingdom can attest to that); rather, it comes when we connect to ourselves, work through challenges, and find nurturing in our relationships. Often parents think gratitude comes from abundance; rather, it often comes by working, struggling, and mindfully observing everything. What better place to find and spend time with ourselves than in nature?


Wilderness therapy has evolved over the years. Early versions did not address or support the family. This lack of parental support was one of the principal changes to the model that our program made when it was established in 1998. Our version offers families a plethora of support services. Families can visit the field at the middle and at the end of the course. We also provide cell and satellite phone therapy sessions as student and parents begin to utilize new skills and insights they develop in the weekly letter writing process. Our goal is to treat the identified patient as well as all those affected by their struggles. Weekly phone calls between the wilderness therapist and the parents provide new insights and tools for healthier family living. Weekly letters to and from parents provide a special opportunity to observe family dynamics.


Our deliberate form of family therapy has also offered me a vantage point from which to study the relationships between parents and their children. Through the intimacy of treating their children, I have learned the plight of their parents in raising them. While their stories are often heart-wrenching, their appeals for help are often met with judgment, dogma, and so-called experts selling the “next great thing” in parenting education (which invariably contradicts the last expert). What is missing is a curriculum that helps parents find their truth, buried in their histories and hidden behind the armor they wear to deal with life.


In writing this book, I want to take the lessons learned from my work in the field of wilderness therapy and share them with parents who are struggling to raise children. Rather than promising, “I know what you need to do to fix your child,” I offer ideas of how to think about the questions and answers in parenting. This applies to parents of young and adolescent children who are struggling, or anyone interested in the takeaway from families experiencing pain, difficulty, joy, and success.


The work is the reward. Becoming a better parent means becoming a better person.


By following this process, we learn to turn our children’s lives and successes over to them.





CHAPTER ONE



FINDING ONE’S SELF THROUGH PARENTING


We struggle most with our children when they show us something that we were not allowed to feel or do as a child.


    IN 2010 I HAD COME TO A CROSSROADS IN MY LIFE. A thin filament held my marriage together. My wife and I had separated in late May, and I was considering whether to file for divorce or traverse the difficult and painful path of reconciliation. I increased my personal therapy sessions to twice a week in order to navigate this crisis. I also had questions about my career and faced various challenges with my four children (who at that time ranged in age from two to sixteen years old), which further muddled my thinking.


Earlier that year, my wife attended a workshop in Tennessee designed to “re-center” herself. Upon returning, she urged me to sign up for the six-day seminar. I resisted, suspecting this was an attempt to influence me to reconcile. So, I politely declined her suggestion and wandered through that summer and fall in a haze of fear, confusion, and anxiety.


By late fall 2010, it was clear that I wasn’t making headway in the struggle that so wholly enveloped me. Clouds of intense anxiety followed brief moments of clarity as I focused on what others wanted from me. Their voices rang so loudly in my thoughts that I could scarcely hear my own, and I continued to wander through the fog of indecision.


Early that winter, an interventionist and another colleague accompanied me on a trip to visit a therapeutic school. While waiting to board the ferry to reach the site, my colleague shared with us that she was considering attending the Tennessee workshop that my wife had attended. Surprised by the coincidence, I found myself confiding in her about the current dilemma I was facing. I admitted that I had considered attending the same workshop. Later I laughed at my decision to share the possibility of my attending a self-improvement workshop in front of an interventionist. As I parried his suggestions with all the excuses I had about why I didn’t want to jump into that sort of thing, he did what interventionists do and rejected my doubts with ease. Before I knew it, he had secured a place for me at the workshop, which was less than two weeks away.


I arrived at Nashville Airport in early December and boarded a shuttle to the remote campus. As a co-founder of an experiential program, I felt vulnerable being on the other side of the equation. Because people often hide who they are behind what they do, we were asked to avoid sharing our careers while at the seminar. Still, due to my profession I believed I was in a different position than the rest of the group. I believed that I was the exception to the rule, and I felt naked without the cloak of my career. I then took a deep breath, put aside my reservations, and tried to leave behind the clutter that was blocking me from seeing my inner self.


The shuttle ride was awkward. I was nervous and wondered what kinds of things had brought the others to this place. After settling into our cabins, we reconvened for an orientation. During that introduction, participants began asking questions. Almost everyone had come with one specific personal question, and in a reserved desperation we clamored for answers. I had assumed that my situation was unique, but quickly found several others working through similar processes. The directors assured us that our questions would eventually be addressed—but not yet.


Still, those questions persisted during the first few days. We asked things such as, “Should I stay married?” “Should I change careers?” “How do I deal with my struggling child?” “How do I deal with my alcoholic mother dying of cirrhosis?” “How can I deal with the death of my uncle, who sexually abused me?” Once we saw that our specific questions would not be answered immediately, they eventually quieted.


The daily schedule for the workshop included several hours of group work consisting of experiential role-play and psychodrama. We also attended a lecture on a different topic each day. The curriculum was focused on our “family of origin” (the family in which we grew up). It was aimed at helping us discover why we are who we are, with a large part of that identity nested in our unique childhoods. At times, many of us became frustrated with the course and complained that we weren’t addressing the issues that brought us to the retreat in the first place. Our leaders dismissed our complaints and requested that we remain focused on the curriculum by saying, “If that question persists, we will address it on the last day of the course.”


At first, I thought the avoidance of our questions was a therapeutic gimmick (“I’m glad you addressed that. You can think about that this week, and we’ll discuss it next time”). Yet the work proved rich, and we settled in. We started appreciating the depth of emotion that the activities created within the group. Still, we were excited about the final day, which promised answers to our questions.


After spending eight hours a day for five days in role-plays focused on the family we grew up in and the relationships within that family, we finally arrived at the last day of our retreat. The group leader explained that we would each have the opportunity to address “one pressing question.” She then led us in a role-play, with other group members participating. She might ask a peer to play the role of our “inner child,” whispering things we had forgotten about or neglected in ourselves. Our tightly knit group had so grown familiar with each other’s issues that we were able to contribute in such a way. Over the course of the past week, we had sat in a sort of theater and watched the history of each other’s lives play out. We undertook the roles of child, parent, grandparent, spouse, or sibling for one another.


As we sat together, we came to know each other and ourselves better than we had six days before. Not everything was healed or resolved, but we were able to recognize the origins of our issues. This self-knowledge offered us the ability to forgive ourselves. “Of course you put a lot of weight on what others think of you,” they told me after we had acted out some role-plays from my early years. “That is how you survived childhood.”


Along with forgiveness came the invitation to move on. “That old context is over,” they told me. “You don’t have to sacrifice yourself and your own needs anymore so that your single mother struggling with depression will be okay. You can still be loved if you take care of yourself.”


Near the end of that final day, as each member presented his or her question, the group leaders set up a quick staging for the role-play. The first group member started with the question, “How do I deal with my alcoholic husband?” From there, the group leader encouraged her to answer questions like “How do you feel?” and “What do you want?” Then the group member was encouraged to find their truth and speak it, regardless of the reaction from the other character being portrayed. Often, the group leader would help guide the other characters involved in the role-play to challenge the group member with arguments, attacks, guilt trips, and other psychological snares. Each member was bolstered in his or her role-play by the wisdom he or she had gained throughout the week about who he or she was. Given that perspective, all of the participants were able to both assert themselves and express what they wanted with clarity and courage.


As it drew closer to being my turn, it dawned on me that I already knew what I needed to do, and that the answer had been there all along. I had been hiding the answer behind the needs, wants, and expectations of others because I had learned when I was young that this was what I had to do in order to survive. I had always been praised for my insight, intellect, and for so capably attending to the needs of others. This was how I managed in a family with a single mother who struggled with low self-esteem and loneliness. I was terrified that she wouldn’t make it, and that my family wouldn’t make it. The situation required that I grow up quickly, and in having to care for others I neglected caring for myself in order to help my family survive.


This skill set made me an effective leader, teacher, and counselor. However, it also robbed me of the ability to commit my resources to self-care. It also blocked my ability to recognize what I wanted and how to achieve it. It was not the first time I had ever considered my upbringing and its effect on my current life. But this time, this self-exploration during my week at the seminar made its impact crystal clear.



THE QUESTION IS NOT THE QUESTION



As my turn arrived, it was clear that the surface question was not the right question. The real question was “Who am I, and what do I want?” While that may seem like a simple question, many of us never ask it of ourselves. In our program, this is the mission statement, our cornerstone. If we start with this basic question, then our course of action can be much clearer. That action will require creativity, patience, honesty, and courage, but it will allow us to proceed with more confidence and less anxiety and fear toward accomplishing our goals.


I want to be clear about something: fears do not just disappear into thin air. They don’t go away with an “aha” moment. It is, however, enough to know that the fears we developed in childhood are no longer real or relevant. Once we realize that, we can walk straight through our fears and into our new lives.


The lessons I learned at the workshop played out each week in sessions I had with my therapist back home. I would go into each session with a specific complaint or worry. Sometimes the theme of the complaint was familiar and chronic; other times, it was unique to that week’s particular situation. My therapist would listen patiently, and afterward I would sometimes ask her advice. She rarely answered directly and would often jest, “Well, since you have come to the top of the mountain to meet me, the wisest of sages, I will now impart my wisdom upon you.” This was usually her prelude to asking more questions. She would ask for more details, and afterward she would explain what she heard. Hearing her observations about what I was currently experiencing and how she tied them to common themes, I would find the answer to my question. Through this process, I “found” myself again each week. “It is very difficult to find yourself until you are found by someone else first,” she told me. “The root of our self is almost always found through another person. When someone else finds us, we come to find ourselves.” Realizing that I had the answer to my initial question inside me helped me understand why and how I had been blocked from finding a solution.


In their book, Parenting from the Inside Out, Siegel and Hartzell cite new research on the brain as well as recent parenting studies to explain how greater self-awareness in the parents can lead to healthier attachments and healthier developments in children.


Research in the field of child development has demonstrated that a child’s security of attachment to parents is very strongly connected to the parents’ understanding of their own early-life experiences . . . . As a parent, making sense of your life is important because it supports your ability to provide emotionally connecting and flexible relationships with your children.


They explain that healthy parenting does not hinge on having grown up in a healthy family. Rather, the ability to make sense of and understand oneself demonstrates a certain kind of executive function in the brain that can lead to healthier parenting. The authors issue the edict for parents—to do their own work in order to develop a better understanding of themselves. In so doing, they can provide their children with a healthier context for growing up.


We learn to understand different parts of ourselves—feelings, fears, old scripts, external voices, guilt, imperatives, social pressures—and as we come to know ourselves, we learn to strip away all of the noise that interferes with the essential truth inside of ourselves. As a parent, the more we can strip away all that stuff that blurs our vision, the more clearly we can understand our children and their needs. From there, it is a matter of working through our fears or anxieties and developing some simple skills for communication or setting boundaries. While this process may sound simple, it is painfully difficult.




This premise suggests that we start by looking at the relationship we have with ourselves.





    
DON’T TRUST EXPERTS—BECOME ONE YOURSELF



Early in my career, I was tempted to pat myself on the back because I thought that I had discovered the secret to good parenting tactics, and that my clients were lucky to have found me. I soon realized that this wasn’t the point at all. If clients were presented a solution to all their problems on a silver platter, then they would become dependent on whatever guru was sitting in front of them, whether it be their therapist, a new book on parenting, or a TV or radio host doling out wisdom. Furthermore, the parent would then constantly feel compelled to consult with experts before making any decision regarding their children.


I soon realized that dispensing advice is not the most effective model for encouraging effective parenting. It’s unsustainable, and it doesn’t perpetuate growth in the client. My therapist never gave me direct advice, even when I pleaded for it. If she had, I could blame her when it failed or caused me difficulty. Indeed, I have heard parents blame other therapists, experts, programs, and, yes, me for their lack of success in parenting. Let me be clear: Therapists are not experts on your life. Rather, their expertise is in creating the “container” or experience in which you can discover your truth. An effective container is a place where one feels safe to explore all the parts of themselves free from judgments—in this way the container is the mind of the therapist. Ideally for children, it is the mind of the parent. The cycle of “ask the expert, get the advice, follow the advice, and blame the expert” removes any ownership by the parents for the results. In addition, parents often complained about divergent expert opinions contributing to their own lack of clarity, hope, and confidence. The key in this equation is that you have to make your own choices, and then own them.


My goal with this book is not to dole out parenting advice but rather to teach you how to think about the questions you have in raising your children. Only then can you find the truths hidden inside of you.


This process begins with “knowing thyself.” Learning how to know yourself is the essence of therapy. I often describe this process as reaching into the chest of a client, making a connection with his insides, and showing them to him. “This is you. This is who you are.” Similar to Michelangelo’s description of sculpting, “Every block of stone has a statue inside it and it is the task of the sculptor to discover it,” this new paradigm is toward enlightenment, a destructive process that asks you to discard all the shoulds and untruths that prevent you from knowing what to do.


The task of finding and knowing yourself is a lifelong pursuit. We tend to lose ourselves constantly as we encounter the myriad voices in the world. Some time ago, I was having a conversation with my son during his freshman year in college. “I still have a long way to go before I know myself as well as the average college freshman,” I mused. “But can we ever know ourselves, really?” my son wisely replied. This process of self-awareness and self-uncovering is a journey—a lifelong journey.


The starting point of the journey might be revealed in a simple answer to this proverbial therapist’s inquiry: “How do you feel?” To parents, examining what they feel often seems like a detour in the progress of parenting. Years ago, I worked with a father who described a strong reaction he had to his son’s behavior. I asked him how he had felt upon discovering his son’s theft. “It is not about a feeling,” he shot back. “I feel nothing. He did the wrong thing, and I was just teaching him a lesson by creating this powerful consequence.” Clearly, this father had experienced a strong feeling, but his anger, embarrassment, fear, or a feeling of powerlessness affected his clarity. It prevented him from clearly seeing his son’s needs, feelings, and motives. Without seeing the essence of this situation—without really seeing his son—the likelihood of making a healthy parenting decision was small. This father’s inability to identify or clarify his feelings left him without a sense of what his own motives might be. Maybe he saw his son as an extension of himself, and the theft represented a threat to his own sense of adequacy as a parent. From this standpoint, his motive would be based on his needs rather than needs of his son.


Stephen A. Mitchell, in his book Influence and Autonomy in Psychoanalysis, offers insight into the difference between adhering to an ideology, theory, or set of techniques versus learning how to think about the practice of analysis. Rather than subscribing to dogma, he suggests that the practice requires a “special kind of experience and thinking.” We can adapt his ideas here and apply them to learning how to think about parenting:


The emphasis is not on behaviors but on rigorous thinking, not on constraints but on self-reflective emotional involvement, not on the application of general truths but on imaginative participation. This suggests a very different sort of technique. The discipline is not in the procedures, but in the sensibility through which the analyst participates . . . there is no generic solution or technique. There is a great deal of disciplined thought in the skilled practice of clinical psychoanalysis, and continual, complex choices.


If we apply this idea to parenting, the central task in parenting becomes learning how to feel and how to think.


The following chapters will explore parenting principles and the questions that many parents have about them. I will explore thoughts and principles embedded within each question. The focus will not be the content of the question itself, but rather the thinking that goes into answering it. In my work, I often respond to parents’ questions or decisions with these words in mind: “I don’t really know what you should decide. There may not be a ‘right answer’ or there may be many ‘right’ answers. But I will ask you to challenge how you came to your conclusion. I will challenge the ‘why’ of your choice but not the ‘what’ of your decision.”


My aim is to help parents become more intentional. As parents learn to ask deeper questions, answers begin to flow more naturally. Once again, it’s important to remember that this practice will be a lifelong journey.


Joseph Campbell, the renowned philosopher and scholar, observed that the world’s myths share a core pattern, which he called “the Hero’s Journey.” It describes the plight of humankind and can be found in epic stories, religions, and the lives of every person. There are three major chapters in this journey: the separation, the initiation, and the return. First, in order to enter the stage of separation, the hero must heed the call to adventure. He must leave what he knows and travel into the darkness of the unknown to undergo his own personal quest. This journey provides him with lessons he needs in his life. Raising children struggling with mental health issues, addictions, or even the normal angst of growing up can be scary and confusing for a parent. We are asked to look into the dark places within ourselves, and confront and make peace with our fears. We are asked to let go of what has made us feel safe and secure and embrace some things that may cause us pain. Our children are not the only ones experiencing initiation; at times they provide the call for instigating the whole family’s journey down this road. A profound aspect of this journey is that the call to adventure is often initially refused. This refusal applies to both the child or parent, as they experience a parallel process. I hope as you answer the call that this book might serve as a tool for you on your journey to find the answers hidden inside of you.





CHAPTER TWO



ENLIGHTENED AND INTENTIONAL PARENTING


More important than the question of what to do is why.


    OFTEN, DURING MY LECTURES OR BROADCASTS, a parent will ask me simple questions such as “Should I ground my son for staying out fifteen minutes late?” “What is a good consequence for lying?” “Should I allow my seventeen-year-old daughter who is recovering from drugs to smoke cigarettes?” “How much should I monitor my son’s friends? Is it okay to put spyware on his computer or phone?” “Should I tell my child I am disappointed or proud?” My response will likely be a series of questions and stories that serve to illustrate the principles involved in addressing their inquiries. Parents will often try to steer me toward a specific and concrete answer to their question; instead I offer them a way to think about the question so that they might discover the answer for themselves.


One summer I was working with a young man dealing with a serious addiction. He and his family had been through several treatment programs before enrolling him in our wilderness program. There had been some temporary success, but inevitably he would relapse. The situation was critical, and the young man’s life hung in the balance.


While the parents had been introduced to Al-Anon, I believed there was a lack of focus on their own recovery. Our first few phone calls exposed their anxiety, which was real and earned. As I began to shift the focus from what they couldn’t control to what they could control—centering on their own recovery versus their son’s recovery—we began to see progress. During one call, after reviewing their son’s letters full of despair, shame, and sadness, the father asked me, “If I write and tell him I love him, will he—” He stopped and started again. “I just want to write so he will—” He started like this a few times and then finally said, “It is hard to know what to say when I let go of the outcome, when I let go of the idea that I can control how he feels. When I stop thinking about his reaction, I don’t know what to say.”


This revelation gets to the heart of the very spirit of enlightened and intentional parenting. This father had lost his own truth. He had lost it because he had had become too focused on his son’s reaction. He had become obsessed and believed that he could control his son and his addiction, even his sense of hope. In the end, he had come to engage his son and his son’s addiction in a power struggle. Finally, this father was learning how to think about his own parenting decisions. He was learning to ask himself about his intent.


During a recent parent lecture, I was addressing assertive communication and behavioral change and stated that we ought to avoid using our feelings as tools to guilt our children into changing. One mother responded, “But can’t we share our feelings of disappointment or sadness with our children?” Before I could answer, another mother in the crowd asked, “Why? Why do you want to share those feelings with your child?”


The first mother paused thoughtfully, then said tentatively, “Because it’s the truth?” And, after another pause, “Because I want him to stop doing the things that I am worried about.” Eureka! That’s it! We can begin to answer our own questions about parenting once we learn to ask ourselves the deeper questions: What is our truth? What is our intention? What is our primary goal? Is there a skill set we need to learn or improve upon that will help us to be more clear and efficient in communicating with or relating to our children? Are we saying what we mean and meaning what we say? Do we see ourselves clearly, and subsequently see our children and their needs clearly? Are we separating our needs from their needs and addressing them separately?


I have a business associate who occasionally helps me get clarity in order to better understand my intentions and my course of action. I call him my muse. My therapist, my wife, and a few colleagues also help me in this capacity. The process looks like this: I present a question or a dilemma, and through a series of questions from him, my truth becomes clear. Just hearing myself describe the situation brings clarity. I am able to get clear on my intentions once they are stripped of any hidden agendas and freed from all the noise, voices, and potential reactions that others might have. It doesn’t matter if it is a business decision, a parenting issue, or another relationship concern; the principle is always the same.


The clarity I gain in thinking through a problem doesn’t remove my fears and anxieties, but it does put them into perspective. I regularly experience this in my own therapy sessions. In each session I find myself again, and then am faced with the task of going into the world and staying true to myself. My fear doesn’t disappear, but it does become more manageable. I can face it because who I am is okay.


These are the principles of enlightened and intentional parenting: learning how to think about the questions we have as parents in a new way, learning how to connect, understanding our children, and removing any obstacles that obscure our clarity. The lessons herein equip us with the tools we need to find our own truth—and thus to be free and clear to find our children. This model of parenting will offer peace, hope, and a sense of empowerment.



TEACHING CHILDREN TO FEEL



When I signed up to be a therapist, I thought it was my job to make people happy. I was good at listening, offering insight, and presenting my unique perspective to family and friends. I was good at solving problems. I thought these skills served me in being a “healer.” Not only was the notion that I was going to fix what others couldn’t fix in themselves self-centered and arrogant, it was diametrically off course. Like many of us who enlist in the business of helping people, I was ready to solve the world’s problems and rescue people from their pain with my unique gifts.
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