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Gazing at the Sky


Imagine looking at the sky through a straw and trying to make sense of what you were seeing. You might see empty space and think the sky was all open space. Or perhaps your straw would provide you with a glimpse of the sun, a star, or a few clouds. Whatever you happened upon would be all that you knew of the sky.


You might be surprised at how often this image is used in meetings with parents, especially (but not only) when we are talking about their oldest child.


Our ability to understand what we are seeing is limited by what else we have seen. It is because we have gazed at the sky many times, with eyes wide-open, that no matter what we might happen upon through a straw, we know it is only one small part of the enormous sky.


I think parents have a hard time seeing the “big picture” of what is going on with a child because they are often gazing at the child through their own too-narrow lens. Trying to respond to a child’s friendship problem, a temper tantrum, a forgotten chore or a poor grade will be challenging in any case, but it will be impossibly difficult if your field of vision is too narrow. And when I see parents responding in the heat of the moment, using a harsh tone or using punishments they later regret, it is typically because they were not able to see the full picture of how this momentary mistake or disappointment might fit into their child’s whole life.

Parents of college-aged children have a different perspective on the meaning of getting cut from a 9th grade team than parents of 9th graders. Parents of high school children see a disappointment like not getting invited to a 4th grade birthday party differently than parents of the 4th grader. The difference is that parents of older children remember when their children had such experiences and are also now able to see how their children benefitted from the lessons learned at times of disappointment. Same for children’s mistakes. With the perspective that can only come from time, parents of older children often look back on having trouble getting out the door in the mornings with their preschoolers, or the obnoxious, self-absorbed behavior of the Middle School years with a light-hearted nostalgia that they did not have at the time.

Next time the world lets one of your children down or when your child’s behavior leaves much to be desired, ask yourself if you are looking at this event through a straw. When parents put the straw down and look at the times of mistakes and disappointments with eyes wide-open they can almost always see how the moment, though unwanted, provides a teaching opportunity that is probably needed and might even be right on time. Handled well, it is the moments of mistakes and disappointments that permit us our most important teaching opportunities. 

Children need to learn that they will not get every single thing they wish for and there is no better time to teach this lesson than when the world lets them down. And our children need to feel how great our love is for them and there is no greater time to teach this than when they let us down. 


I rarely meet parents whose love for their children is not unconditional. They love their children at all times, no matter how challenging the day’s behavior problem might be. However, and this is the saddest thing of all, I often meet parents whose children do not know, believe or feel that unconditional love. To many children their parents seem to love them more when their grades are good and their behavior is correct. To reconcile these two seemingly opposite statements focus on the fact that children cannot see into their parents’ hearts and see the unconditional love. They primarily sense the presence or absence of the love by the look on the parent’s face, the tone of the parent’s voice and by whether the discipline is done in a serious, angry way or a light-hearted, forgiving and reassuring way. 


If you find yourself gazing at the sky through a straw, try putting it down. And if you find yourself looking at a moment with your child through a too-narrow focus, try broadening it. What you have in front of you may be a perfect opportunity to teach that children do not always get everything they want, or to show your child your unconditional love.
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