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When Little Words Take on Big Meaning

There are words that grow tiresome and words that keep us healthy during impossibly difficult times. And sometimes they are the same words. 


A friend of ours died a few months ago at the age of 53 after fighting an impossibly aggressive cancer for three years. Every time we were with him during those three years, before and after treatments, waiting for test results, after receiving dreadful news, he would always say, “Life is good.” For those of us who continue to mourn his loss, that phrase is now connected with him and his ability to see that even the worst day of life is a good day. 

There is a line in a song by Peter Mayer that reminds us that even though there doesn’t seem to be anything miraculous about seeing a sunrise, we realize it is miraculous if we find out we don’t have many more sunrises to see. Now, since these articles are about parenting, I am going to suggest a new cliché that may grow tiresome but may also keep us healthy during impossibly difficult times. 
Parenting is good.

In the same way our friend knew life was good during his last three years we can learn to remember that every parenting moment is a good moment. Though it is easier to see that parenting is good when children are well-behaved, excelling in academics, and enjoying terrific friends; parenting is also good during the times when children are struggling with impulse control, decision-making, underachieving or feeling lonely.  

 What do you say to yourself at the challenging moments of parenting? Whatever it is, it will affect how you feel and how you handle yourself. This is never clearer than in therapy. Imagine back-to-back sessions with families dealing with similar challenges, perhaps unappreciative children who conveniently forget to do their chores and complain when reminded. The parents in the first session say to themselves, “This is awful,” “How dare they treat me like this,” or “I better nip this in the bud.” Parents get themselves so worried and agitated that they handle themselves in a way that makes things worse rather than better. The parents in the second session reassure themselves by saying, “Parenting is good.” There is certainly work that is needed. The children have to be taught about the importance of hard work, respect, and that the world does not owe them anything. That is exactly what makes even the most challenging parenting moment “good.” They are still here with us and we still have the power of our connection with them, power of our words to teach values and the leverage of privileges and consequences to change their behavior over time. 

One mother (who freely admitted that she was not working the “parenting is good” program, asked me how she could possibly stay calm and loving when her children were being impossible. I tried to reassure her that she did not have to worry about rude backtalk, disappointing grades or ignored chores. They were nothing more than opportunities to teach what children need to learn. As she stared at me in disbelief she said that she thought motherhood was getting them to stop talking back, making sure they got good grades and insisting that the chores get done. 


That is when I thought about our friend’s ability to appreciate the uncomfortable days as well as the pleasant ones. Parenting is good even when it is hard. Motherhood and fatherhood is not how our children are being, it is who we are at those times. And yes, it is hard to be at our best when our children are at their worst, but that is what we must focus our energies on. 
Try welcoming the challenging times into your family life. Say to yourself, “Parenting is good,” or “parenting includes this.” Or say to your child, “We’ll get through this together,” or “This is the kind of mistake that children your age make,” or “I forgive you and you are going to miss your friends,” or “With these kind of grades you are off the team,” or “I had to do your chore so I am not going to drive you anyplace for a week.” Then, give them a hug and make them dinner.

Dr. Steve Kahn is the author of Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count. Please check www.drstevekahn.com for additional (free) articles about parenting or to learn more about the book, available both in paperback and as an audio book. Please feel free to share this article with others. 
