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Parents often agonize over how much to help their children at school and in life.  We parents don’t want to see our children hurt or struggle, so we are at the ready to help.  The question is, when is helping not helpful?

This summer I watched a neighbor boy learn to ride a bike.  Perhaps teaching life is like teaching a child to ride a bike.   

Initially, the parent walked slowly with hand on the handlebars steering and holding up the wobbly child and bike.  Soon it was parent running along side holding the ever-more-confident rider up.  Then it was running along side the biker and, finally, letting go.

Parenting is one holding up and letting go scenario after the other.

There is an art to teaching bike riding and life.  Let go too soon and the person will fall and lose confidence.  Hold on too long and the person will never learn independence.  The wisdom is in holding up and letting go at the right time.

The biblical writer Paul writes about this balancing act of helping but not too much.  In Galatians 6 Paul says, “Bear one another’s burden.”  Three verses later he instructs what seems to be a contradiction, “All must carry their own load.”  It’s not an either/or; it’s a both/and.

The contemporary word for helping too much is “co-dependent”.  Co-dependency goes both ways, helping too much and expecting too much help.  We avoid becoming co-dependent because then the person asking for help doesn’t learn how to make decisions or stand on their own.  And, the person giving gets taken advantage of and falls into the habitual give mode.

A term originating in the educational realm describing parents who help too much is “helicopter parents”.  These parents hover over their child, ready to rush in to prevent harm befalling their child.  The “helicopter parent” hovers to influence friendships, grades at school and treatment on the soccer field.  Unfortunately, hovering parents do not let the child learn from their mistakes or learn consequences.

Like teaching a child to ride a bike, we need to hold up for a time and then let go.

The topic of money, when to give and when not to give, is difficult for most parents.  We pay the bills when the kids are young.  But when they get into high school and have a part time job and money of their own, then it is time to begin letting go.  They will begin to learn responsibility by paying for gas for their car.  They will learn the value of money by paying for their own tennis shoes, and perhaps choose the $40 pair rather than the $140 pair when spending mom and dad’s money.

A dilemma that faces many of us is with our adult children.   What do we do when they call and are desperate, because the credit card debt is high and the financial stress is causing marital friction and the creditors are banging on the door?   We have the cash in the bank.  We could pay off the debt and solve our adult child’s problem.  At least temporarily.

The dilemma is, do we “bear one another’s burden” or do we abide by “all must carry their own load”?

I wish I had the definitive answer.  I don’t.  Each situation is different.  It’s more complicated but not unlike teaching a child to ride a bike.  There is a time to help as well as a time to let go.

My suggestion is, allow the paradoxical words from Galatians 6 guide you in your relationship with your children and grandchildren.  “Bear one another’s burdens,” yes, but also,  “All must carry their own load.”  Then pray that you discern correctly which is right in the long term for your family.
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