
What do we want for our children?
 That they should display the fruits of the Spirit.

love
joy
peace
patience
kindness
goodness
faithfulness
gentleness
self-control

Fruit requires seed & certain conditions - a tomato doesn’t look like a tomato while it’s 
growing. We tend to think we can achieve results by molding our children - our culture 
is obsessed with logical consequences. We assume we are “instructing” but it causes 
a rift. Our assumptions don’t always work.

• Our children attach to us as babies via their senses, specifically holding and 
touching (they are born too early and are completely dependent). 

• At two years old, they attach via sameness, i.e. the way they develop the skills to 
walk and talk.
 - It doesn’t occur to an under-three-year-old that listening = pleasing you.

• At three years old, they attach through belonging and loyalty. Everything is “mine” or 
“yours.” They can’t learn to share until they know what’s theirs, and most of the time 
what we call sharing is stealing to them. Sharing means giving what’s mine to you. They 
organize the world into mine and yours, so framing things as “my job/your job” gives 
them a sense of ownership.

• At four years old, they need to know they matter to you while you’re away. Choosing 
something for them while you’re away shows them that you remember them (the 
example was pieces of gravel).

• At five years old, children are able to understand and express love, and will say it/
write it all the time. An unattached 5-year-old while have panic attacks when the 
parents are away. 

• At six years old, they discover “being known.” They want you to know everything and 
will tell you everything, and they are very vulnerable. They need you to listen without 
judgment and without turning everything into a “teachable moment.” They are afraid of 
losing your love. This is true even in our adult lives - it is difficult to find this level of 
attachment. When children feel that “being known” is a risk, they’ll stop sharing. This is 
evident in how God is constantly telling us throughout scripture that we are known, that 
God wants to have our hearts and have us trust completely.
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Many parents get stuck at the “sameness” stage, then begin to resort to separation-
based discipline (taking toys away, time out, etc) - withdrawing ourselves or something 
that matters. This eventually leads to children who don’t care and don’t attach to 
anything, because it will be taken away. This strategy only works in the short term. 

Pamela suggests that by changing your approach from putting the responsibility on the 
child (“If you ride your tricycle into the street, I’ll take it away”) to taking responsibility 
yourself (“You aren’t able to ride your tricycle without going into the street, so I’ll put it 
away to keep you safe.”). Preschoolers aren’t old enough to have impulse control, so 
making them responsible for a situation and punishing them for not being able to 
handle it will lead to problems. 

Between 5-7 children experience a shift that allows them to experience cognitive 
dissonance - two opposing concepts at once, i.e. seeing two sides of an issue and 
making a decision. When they’re younger, they can only experience one idea at a time 
and the strongest feeling wins. The process of learning cognitive dissonance is messy 
and noisy. We often expect 2 and 3 year olds to understand it but they can’t. We can 
work around them by giving them a sense of control - making mini-decisions while 
progressing inexorably towards the unavoidable (i.e., which pyjamas before bedtime, 
etc). 

Preschoolers always show their emotions and have no self-control, so it’s their parents’ 
responsibility to keep them same. We need to take responsibility for situation that don’t 
work for them (unsafe, frustrating, devolving into fighting, etc) rather than trying to 
impose “teachable moments.” This is a shift from “it’s your own fault this happened” to 
“it’s not working.” 

As a society, we are afraid of letting our children feel sad. We want to teach them to 
behave instead of letting them adapt. When we take responsibility for their actions, it’s 
the same action but a different attitude and approach. 

Children in our culture universally experience the frustrated - futile - grief - adaptation 
cycle in regards to sitting in a carseat. 

They can’t let go of their frustration without grief - tears of sadness contain toxins that 
are being flushed out of the body.

If frustration can’t ever be released through change or grief, it goes round and round 
until it comes out as aggression, and it feels right (picture yourself when you yell at 
your kids). Once the frustration has been released, there is room for other emotions (in 
us, guilt). Strong feelings don’t mix.

Children are unable to process multiple emotions, so if they aren’t allowed to cry it out, 
they resort to aggression.
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David’s psalms are full 
of examples of a 
healthy grief cycle. 
David starts of 
frustrated and angry, 
and goes through 
ranting and grief 
before coming around 
to vulnerability. God 
called David a man 
after God’s own heart, 
and the psalms are 
David’s heart.

It’s important to help 
children find a safe 
means of expressing 
their aggression. 
Pamela’s example 
was her daughter, 
who always used 
biting as her 
expression, so she 
had a “biter” (teething 
toy) that she carried 
around and bit when 
she needed to. This 

way she was able to 
express her frustration safely without getting in trouble or being punished, or hurting 
anyone.

Final notes:

- Whining is crying with words. It feels interminable, but it has a natural resolution.
- Our role is to keep their hearts soft enough to grieve so they continue to adapt to the 

frustrations in their lives.
- “I don’t care, whatever” is the sound of a child who can’t grieve or adapt.
- Our job is not to teach our children but to help them grow.
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