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healthy parental boundaries. This 
usually comes in the form of vicarious 
living. Our culture has also referred to 
such scenarios as “toxic parenting.”

“Toxic parenting” comes in several 
forms. We see it when that passionate 
sports dad pushes hard for his son to 
be the athlete he never was. We see it 
in the stage mom who questions the 
pageant judges when her daughter 
doesn’t get as far in the competition as 
she once did. We even see it in the well-
intentioned parents who petition the 
teacher for extra credit when their son 
or daughter is only a digit shy of that 
4.0 grade point average.

“But is this wrong,” you ask? 
The answer doesn’t lie in whether 

it’s right or wrong to want your teen 
to be successful in the way you desire 
as a parent. The larger issue involves 

questioning your true motives. If faced 
with this scenario, ask yourself, “Is this 
what my teen wants, or is this what I 
want?” Ultimately, keep in mind that 
your son or daughter’s individuality 
is important to their future sense of 
accomplishment.

Vicarious living is more evident today 
than in previous generations. Just take 
a good look at your surroundings, and 
you’ll quickly identify its presence. 
Whether it’s at the Friday night football 
game, the regional choral competition, 
or the weekly broadcast of your favorite 
television show, the temptation to live 
in and through your teen is everywhere.

The reality of such behavior makes 
it both urgent and imperative to 

The teen years. For some, they can be 
awkward. For others, they can be the 
best days of our lives. Regardless of 
your teenage experience, being a parent 
through the teenage years requires 
the utmost care—especially when the 
temptation to live vicariously through 
your son or daughter creeps in.

When you love your children, you 
want the best for them. You want to 
protect them from harm. You want 
them to have and experience the things 
you missed out on. Ultimately, you 
sacrifice much for them to live the most 
comfortable lives possible.

But, much too often, parents desire 
to be so invested in the lives of their 
teens that they struggle to maintain 
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set proper boundaries in your teen-
parenting journey. Pay close attention 
to how your teen reacts when you push 
hard for them to do something you are 
highly passionate about. If you notice 
in them an expression of disinterest, 
maybe it’s worth a good, healthy 
conversation about what makes them 
hesitate to fulfill your wishes. It could 
be that you find he or she has a whole 
different set of interests from your own. 
Even more, you might discover that 
your teen finds greater accomplishment 
in making his or her own way toward a 
specific skill or mission.

Ultimately, remember your own 
experience as a teen. Were your parents 
insistent that you achieve or accomplish 
specific things against your own wishes 
or desires? Did they interfere too often, 
or even not enough? Reflecting on your 
own teen experience could reveal much 
about how you’re parenting today.

Instead of innocently trying to 
re-live or re-play your own teenage 
saga, consider shifting the gears 
of parenthood toward identifying 
the uniqueness of your own son or 
daughter. Does he or she have interests 
outside of your comfort zone? If so, 
make an effort to learn more about 
whatever your teen is pouring his or 
her passion into. Though it might 
be uncomfortable, your effort to 
find interest in these passions will 
send them a beautiful message of 
encouragement. Your support and 
non-threatening approach will likely 
help steer your teen more carefully 
toward positive accomplishment and 
achievement, rather than drive him 

or her away from something forced or 
manipulated.

Far too many young adults today 
are dealing with issues of depression, 
bitterness, low self-esteem, and 
pressures of perfectionism because of 
parents who innocently wanted the 
best for them yet didn’t invest in their 
unique individuality. God has a plan for 
each of His children. We must carefully 
steer and support our own teenagers 
toward finding His will and purpose. 
Leading your teen toward Christ will 
be the best possible way to help them 
discover who they truly are and where 
that unique purpose is found.

As parents, your best source of wisdom 
and knowledge for parenting teens 
is found in God’s Word. When in 
doubt, consult Scripture. When you 
struggle, ask God to reveal some 
practical wisdom through His Word. 
Whether you open up the Bible and 
find it yourself, or whether God leads 
someone into your path to share 
biblical wisdom, always trust that He 
will lead you.

It’s evident that teens learn much 

through observation. If they’re 
observing strong spiritual leadership 
at home, chances are high that 
they’ll place high value on the same 
priorities as they step into adulthood. 
Consider Paul’s charge to Titus, 
“Make yourself an example of good 
works with integrity and dignity in 
your teaching” (Titus 2:7).

Above all, as you carefully lead 
your son or daughter through the 
winding road of the teenage journey, 
watch for the dangers that entail 
“toxic parenting.” Rather than 
living his or her life for them, allow 
your teen to come in second place, 
to choosing a path of interest that 
might not seamlessly match yours, 
and to pursue God’s unique plan and 
purpose. 

In James 1:19, we find some 
wonderful advice that can apply very 
well to parenting teens: “Everyone 
must be quick to hear, slow to speak, 
and slow to anger.” Let this be your 
parenting plan. Listen well, choose 
your words carefully and wisely, 
and allow patience to overshadow 
frustration. Love and encourage your 
teen to use the incredible gifts God 
has given to do great things for His 
glory.
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