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Setting Boundaries Means We Care

“Discipline isn’t just punishing, forcing compliance or stamping out bad behavior. Rather, discipline has to do with teaching proper deportment, caring about others, controlling oneself and putting someone else’s wishes before one’s own when the occasion calls for it.” – Lawrence Balter, U.S. psychologist.

“Building a conscience is what discipline is all about. The goal is for a youngster to end up believing in decency, and acting—whether anyone is watching or not—in helpful and kind and generous, thoughtful ways.” – James L. Hymes, Jr., U.S. child development specialist.

“Wanting to be liked and considered ‘in’ by their teenager’s friends, the parents provided an open bar at their daughter’s party. Later that night, beyond the legal level of intoxication, a boy from the party sneaks out his parent’s car, and he and another friend are killed in an automobile accident.”

Drs. Gary Smalley and John Trent in their book “The Gift of Honor," from which the above quote is taken, emphasize that one of the most important ways we can honor our children is by providing boundaries for them.

In their words, boundaries are protective “fences” put around a child for his security, support and accountability. They give a child a sense of security and support as he clearly sees limits on acceptable and unacceptable behavior. They also provide much-needed accountability when it comes to opening his life to positive people and experiences while closing the door to negative ones.

This subject really presents two important issues: 1) the need for boundaries, and 2) how to enforce them. The first issue is addressed by the following admonition in the Bible: “My child, do not despise the Lord’s discipline or be weary of his reproof, for the Lord reproves the one He loves, as a father the son in whom he delights.”

This viewpoint is supported by history and by the observations of experts over the years, even those with very different perspectives.

For example, Dr. Benjamin Spock in his 1946 best-selling book “Baby and Child Care" promoted a much more permissive approach to parenting. However, an organization founded to continue his ideas (Search Institute) says of family boundaries: “Youth are more likely to grow up healthy when families have clear rules and consequences, and monitor young people’s whereabouts.” To quote Dr. Spock in his later years: “The child supplies the power but the parents have to do the steering.”

Dr. James Dobson in his classic book “Dare to Discipline” focuses on the importance of establishing and enforcing boundaries. He emphasizes that discipline is the key to real love.

The second issue is also addressed in the Bible, but its application is not as clear. “He who spares his rod hates his son, but he who loves him disciplines him diligently.” What is meant by the rod, and how does one discipline a child diligently? How does one enforce the discipline everyone agrees is needed to maintain the boundaries?

Let’s first talk about setting boundaries. The newsletter “Ideas for Parents” provides the following suggestions:

• Make boundaries positive, simple, and within reason. Try to reinforce the benefits of the boundaries, make sure they are easily understood, and if possible elicit your child’s participation in establishing the boundaries.

• Adjust boundaries as your child becomes older. In this case, “older” is defined by maturity rather than age. As the child demonstrates the ability to maintain boundaries, more flexibility can be provided. Help the child understand that freedom is earned by becoming more responsible and adhering to the boundaries.

• Help the child understand that boundaries may vary for different children in the family. Some boundaries can be clearly age-based. Those that depend on maturity require careful construction and enforcement. Try to eliminate competition between children; instead, encourage support and even mentoring among siblings.

Next we will look at enforcement. Remember, relationship is what life is all about.
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