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Love and accept your children as they are.

1
The Acceptance 

Principle





E ach one of us has a fundamental need to be accepted for who 
we are, and that includes our whole self: our faults and foibles, 
talents and strengths. When children feel fully accepted by 

another human being, they develop the enthusiasm and the will to 
learn, grow and flourish; to love themselves and others; and to accept 
responsibility for their actions. 

We know this. The greater difficulty is to figure out how to love 
and accept our children. Clearly, there are many barriers to overcome, 
many misunderstandings that get in the way of truly loving our 
children as they are. To begin with, the word love has taken on so many 
different meanings and carries so much baggage that it is nearly useless 
as a concept. We love a certain food, we love our jobs, we are supposed 
to love our neighbor, we love the pair of shoes we saw in the store 
window, we love our families. All are common uses of the word love, 
yet all have different connotations and implications. It is helpful, then, 
to begin with a definition: We love our children to the extent to which we 
accept them as they are. In other words, love is accepting our children 
as they are.

Acceptance of our children as they are involves our will and must 
be a conscious, intentional and deliberate decision. This is especially 
true with a child who is always causing trouble, or who demands too 
much attention, or who is otherwise a challenge to live with and raise. 
Where do you draw the line between acceptance and being a doormat? 
If we can’t stand their hairstyle or their messy room, does that mean 
we do not accept them? How do we influence our children and at the 
same time accept who they are? How do we avoid regularly becoming 
angry and impatient with our children for being works in progress? 
Finally, how do we accept the child who challenges all of our cherished 
notions of how a family should be, and in particular such things as how 
we spend our time together, what we buy with our money, and how 
children should behave toward their parents? 

I have struggled with all of these questions at one time or another, 
and while I know that they will never be resolved once and for all, 
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I have found four strategies to be particularly helpful: reconsider the 
Golden Rule; set aside your expectations; develop your neutrality; and 
know yourself. 

Reconsider the Golden Rule.
For a long time, whenever I had to leave the house for a meeting or 
to run an errand, one of my children would scream, cry, grab my 
legs, and wail, “Don’t go; don’t go!” My reaction to this melodramatic 
behavior was to wait until the very last minute to tell her I was going 
out. Somehow I thought that would help, or at the very least, shorten 
my exit scenes, but things only got worse. 

One day it struck me that what my daughter objected to was the 
surprise, not the fact that I was leaving the house. When she knows in 
advance what is going to happen, the way she does in school, she is 
able to handle transitions, such as my going out, much more easily. We 
began using a family calendar so that everyone would know beforehand 
who was doing what and when each week. The tantrums stopped. 

As I reflected on the dramatic change in our daughter’s behavior, 
I realized that the calendar on the refrigerator was nothing less than 
a way for her to receive love from my husband and me. When she 
has clear expectations, clear boundaries, clear everything, she feels 
protected and loved. It occurred to me that up until then I had largely 
and unconsciously depended on my knowledge of myself and my likes 
and dislikes to create the harmonious household I desired. (I like a 
clean house; why isn’t everyone grateful for all the cleaning I do around 
here? I don’t care that the gas tank is almost empty; why should anyone 
else? I don’t want and will not use a microwave oven, so why should 
we buy one?) 

As I thought further about this, I realized that, in a family at least, 
the Golden Rule—which we all know, have grown up with, and tried to 
live by and drill into our children—that Golden Rule does not always 
work. “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” is effective 
in formal interactions with people. It works at school and in the office, 
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at the post office or in the grocery store, but as a way to reach a child 
(or a spouse, for that matter), it often misses the mark. Unfortunately, 
because the Golden Rule is such a powerful and deep-seated concept, 
because it is so ingrained in our thinking, it is very difficult to notice 
when it does not work. We continue to follow the rule, using our likes 
and dislikes to determine how to act, all the while blaming the trouble 
it causes on the other person. We think, “I’m treating my child (or my 
husband or my best friend) the way I want to be treated, what’s the 
matter with him?” 

The Golden Rule in Matthew 7:12 is one of the directives Jesus 
gave us about how to treat other people. It’s a good rule. However, he 
gave us an even broader definition of what it means to love: “I give you 
a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved 
you, you also should love one another” (John 13:34). 

How did Jesus love others? He loved them exactly as they were. 
He loved the sinners and the tax collectors; he loved Zaccheus and 
the woman caught in adultery; he loved the Samaritan woman at the 
well; he loved his persecutors. He didn’t try to change the people he 
encountered. He didn’t give them what he wanted to give them; he 
gave them what they needed—love wrapped in acceptance—and that 
is what caused the transformation in every person he met. 

Most of the time there is very little difference between how we 
receive love and how others receive love. Maybe that’s why it takes so 
long to notice when the Golden Rule isn’t working. None of us likes 
to be yelled at, so we try not to yell at others. None of us likes to be 
ridiculed or teased or hit or called a name, so we teach our children not 
to do this. Most of this we know and do intuitively. 

What I am talking about is more subtle. It’s a way of looking 
at the world and our relationships that changes our perspective on 
everything. When we ask, “How does this person receive love?” we 
remove ourselves from the center of the universe and think of the 
other first. We acknowledge that each of us is unique, that we each have 
different needs and desires, that our way is not the only way. Our efforts 
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are then channeled away from managing and controlling behavior and 
situations (which is not very effective), to actively searching for the 
ways each person receives love and trying to respond in kind. 

Set aside your expectations.
Expectations are often very subtle. They come disguised as hopes and 
dreams for our children, which are as natural to a parent as the desire 
to hold a newborn baby. 

In my own case, for example, for years—since long before I was 
married—I dreamed of having musical children. I vividly imagined 
children who were drawn to musical instruments (piano, flute, cello, 
violin, trumpet, guitar—I wasn’t picky), who wanted to learn and who 
never had to be pushed to practice. They would play often and joyfully 
with each other, I would sing along, and everything would be perfect. 

So far, though, none of my children seem to be getting the idea. 
Despite spending a fair amount of money on various instruments 
and lessons, we remain a musically deficient family. This has been the 
source of a vague, low-grade disappointment for me. Once I identified 
the source though, I was obliged to acknowledge that my desire 
for musical children had its roots in a regret I have about my own 
childhood. I took piano and violin lessons on and off for a number of 
years, but I never got beyond the “still struggling to practice” stage. To 
this day, I lament the fact that as a child I was unwilling to submit to the 
discipline of learning a musical instrument. It then became clear to me 
that because this is my regret, I have no right to expect it to be resolved 
and fulfilled by my children. I cannot be disappointed that they don’t 
pursue my dream. They are who they are, they have their own dreams 
and aspirations, and they will have their own regrets, which may or 
may not be the same as mine. 

I have since promised myself to take piano lessons as soon as I 
am finished writing this book. I have been surprised to discover that, 
far from being difficult, it’s a relief to accept responsibility for my own 
dreams and allow my children to have theirs. 
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I am certain that I have many more expectations that have yet to 
be uncovered, and that some will be harder to set aside than others. 
Some may have to do with career choices my children will make or 
who they choose for a spouse. Some may have to do with how they 
wear their hair, or what books they like to read, or how they spend 
their free time. Many of my expectations I will not be aware of until 
they are not met. In every case, however, I will have the opportunity to 
notice how my expectations can ruin relationships, and I can choose to 
set my expectations aside.

Develop your neutrality.
Each generation finds its own way of expressing itself, which is often 
puzzling and sometimes frightening to parents. In my own case, my 
children’s behavior sometimes seems so outrageous that I can only 
conclude that no good will ever come of them and that I will be lucky if 
they stay out of jail! Some of the things they say and do I would never 
have dreamed of saying or doing to my mother—although in my more 
serene moments I can remember as a child hearing my mother saying 
the same thing to me. 

The idea to develop my neutrality came to me by way of a Chinese 
folk story. This is how it goes: 

  Long ago near the frontier lived an old man. One day he 
discovered that his horse was missing. It was said that the 
horse was seen running outside the border of the country. 
His neighbors came to comfort him for his unfortunate 
loss.

  But the old man was unexpectedly calm and said, “How 
do you know this is a bad thing? I am not sure.”

  One night the old man heard some noise of horses and 
got up to see what it was. To his surprise, he saw another 
beautiful horse as well as his own outside his window. It was 
clear that his horse had brought a companion home. Hearing 
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the news, the neighbors all came to say congratulations on 
his good luck. At the greetings, however, the old man was 
very calm and thoughtful. He said, “It is true that I got a 
new horse for nothing, but how do you know this is a good 
thing? I am not sure.”

  Sometime later, the son of the old man was riding 
the horse, fell off, and seriously injured his leg. After the 
accident, the son was never able to walk freely again. The 
neighbors once more came to comfort the old man, but he 
said, “How do you know this is a bad thing? I am not sure.”

  A year later, many of the youth from the area were 
recruited to fight in a war, and most of them died. The son 
of the old man was excused from his obligation to fight 
because of his disability, so he escaped death.

I think about this story a lot; its obvious moral has had a significant 
impact on the way I now respond to life. What I try to do (when I 
remember) is not to judge people or events but to accept them as “what 
is.” Labeling something as “bad” clouds my ability to respond to it 
effectively and well; labeling something as “good” makes me want to 
keep forever whatever that good thing is, which of course I cannot do. 
On the other hand, to accept something as “what is” clears my mind of 
fear, anger, or the desire to cling, and makes possible a far more helpful, 
effective response. 

To take a neutral position toward my children and their behavior 
takes a lot of conscientiousness and practice, but I have found it to be 
the single most helpful attitude to have. For years, when one of my 
children said or did something that I judged to be “bad,” my mind went 
immediately into a pattern of thought like a needle in the groove of a 
record that always ended with the same song of regret: “If I had only. . . 
[when he was two or three or six], he wouldn’t be doing this now.” 

My reaction, driven by fear or guilt or anger at myself, was never 
effective. Eventually, I realized that while it may be true that my child’s 
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behavior is due to a lack in my parenting it is not helpful to respond 
from that perspective. I cannot change the past or keep punishing 
myself for it. What I can do is to accept what is—not knowing and 
not deciding whether it is a good thing or a bad thing, not judging 
my child or myself. The times I remember to do this, my response is 
immeasurably more effective and the situation diffuses beautifully. 

Part of staying neutral is to stop criticizing my children, and this 
has been one of the hardest things for me to do. For some reason, I am 
afraid that if I do not point out all their mistakes and poor attitudes 
they will not know what they are doing is “wrong” and will keep on 
doing it. We only have to look at our own response to criticism to 
know that nothing could be further from the truth. What is needed is 
not condemnation, but modeling; not disapproval, but to show them 
another way. 

Consider this story from the Gospels:

  Jesus…went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. Just 
then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and 
started shouting, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; 
my daughter is tormented by a demon.” But he did not 
answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, 
saying, “Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” He 
answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of 
Israel.” But she came and knelt before him, saying, “Lord, 
help me.” He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s 
food and throw it to the dogs.” She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even 
the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” 
Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it 
be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed 
instantly. (Matthew 15:21-28)

What I understand from this passage is not that Jesus temporarily 
lost his compassion but that he saw in this exchange with the Canaanite 
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woman an opportunity for his disciples to hear how they sounded. Jesus 
accomplished this by at first responding to the woman in the way he 
knew his disciples would have done: scornful of her pestering. Then 
he responded in his own compassionate way. He did not criticize his 
followers; he did not tell them how petty and small they were. He simply 
allowed them to hear themselves and then showed them another way. 

A powerful contemporary version of this idea is one I heard on a 
National Public Radio show called This American Life. A father and his 
teenaged son were taking turns telling their story, which began with the 
son using and selling illegal drugs. When the father became aware of 
his son’s activities, rather than confronting his son outright, he tapped 
the phone to record his son’s drug deals. After some time, the father 
simply handed his son the tapes and asked him to listen to them. The 
son was so appalled by how stupid and awful he sounded on the tapes 
that he gave up dealing and using drugs altogether.

When I have the presence of mind to follow my own truth in this 
area (which I admit, and my children will confirm, is not nearly often 
enough), I am more effective and influential as a guiding force than at 
any other time. 

As an aside, I have recently learned how grandparents, if you 
are lucky enough to have them around, can be invaluable for helping 
to develop neutrality. They have a long-term perspective and the 
emotional distance from their grandchildren that we parents do not 
have. Recently, I was grumbling to my mother about some aspect of my 
children’s behavior. She looked at me and said, “You were exactly the 
same way—kids are like that!” My next thought was, “Oh. Well. I guess 
I didn’t turn out so bad.” I appreciated the reminder.

Know yourself.
One day I was poking around in the basement of the rectory where I 
work when I spotted a large brown paper bag full of books someone 
had donated. Not one to walk away from a pile of books, I went over 
to see what I might find. Sticking out of the bag was a small, yellowed 
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paperback called A Guide for the Perplexed by E. F. Schumacher. “Well, 
I’m perplexed,” I thought, so I picked up the book and took it home. I 
began reading it that evening and could not put it down. It was one of 
those books I had been searching for my whole life. 

Schumacher writes that in order to fulfill the purpose of our lives 
we must begin by striving to know ourselves. We must take that “journey 
into the interior,” to use his words, so that we may become fully human 
and come to know just how rich, interesting and meaningful the world 
really is. 

Self-knowledge is the foundation for understanding, loving and 
accepting other people. All of us are at times contradictory. We’ve all 
done things we’re not proud of; we’ve all sinned. When we can recognize 
ourselves in another’s actions, we go a long way toward being able to 
accept that person. 

When someone does something that annoys me or makes me 
angry, I find it helpful to go within. There, in my heart of hearts, I am 
obliged to admit that I have done that too: I have procrastinated with 
work; I have not done what I said I would do; I have been difficult and 
unreasonable. When I recognize that I have done these things, it is very 
difficult to condemn the other person for doing the same thing. For 
me, anger toward or judgment of another person is a measure of how 
little I know myself. I keep at it.

Acceptance, however, does not mean that we allow our children 
to do anything they wish. Nor does it mean that we allow ourselves to 
become doormats. It does mean that we remember they are works in 
progress (as we all are), even when they are behaving like wild animals. 
Maturing is a long process called childhood, taking many years and 
much repetition. Parenting takes a mountain of patience and, above all, 
a knowing that our children will grow up well. I am convinced it’s the 
knowing that creates the reality.

Fear, on the other hand, creates a different reality. Fear has its own 
energy, its own generativity, that—if sustained and acted upon—creates 
its own reality. It is fear that creates the feared outcome. It is acceptance 
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of our children that creates acceptable children. 
If I were a perfect parent, and loved and accepted my children 

as they are all the time, then it would be possible to stop writing here, 
because that’s really all they need. But since I am far from perfect, I 
need more focus and direction. I need a lot more help. That’s why there 
are eleven more principles.


