ONE BODY, ONE MIND, ONE REPUTATION
As parents we have many responsibilities to our children, but we also need to start passing personal responsibility on to them, incrementally, so that that we can let them go with confidence one day.

I found myself in an unplanned conversation with my boys recently about the possible dangers of technology, after they had alerted me to the fact that one of their good friends had been boasting about having acquired an incredibly dangerous computer game.  This game has an 18 age restriction and he is only 11.  The game was purchased in the gaming section of a local toy store, and yes, nobody questioned his age.  The degree of violence in this particular game put a client’s 10 year old step-son into psychotherapy after just two weeks of playing with it.  So, our conversation moved from one thing to another and I landed up summarising my children’s responsibilities to themselves like this:  

“You own three things – one body, one mind and one reputation – and you have to protect them.  Dad and I will give you the information and tools to do this but ultimately it is up to you when we aren’t there to protect you.”

Our children will often be in situations where we can’t protect them, such as at parties, sleepovers, play dates, on school tours, at youth group, school and on the playground.  We cannot wrap them in cotton wool, rather we must empower them by helping them to understand the pros and cons of many things from social media to gaming, TV programmes and movies; teaching them the importance of personal privacy in an increasingly digital and connected world of decreasing privacy;  teaching them that once they have seen inappropriate content they can never erase it from their minds;  teaching them that they need to be savvy, rather than gullible – they must check out age limits on games and movies they are introduced to in other people’s homes.  We need to teach them that pasting just one compromising photograph of themselves on the internet could cost them their reputation and employment in the future, and that giving out personal information over the internet and making friends with strangers could put them in physical danger.

Help them to develop a strategy for ‘what-if’ moments – when they would rather not play with a particular game or watch a certain movie, even if everyone else is doing so.  They have to know what is good for them and that they will find themselves in situations where they must choose for their own protection.  If you prepare them without scaring them, by having regular ‘in-the-moment’ conversations around teachable moments, instead of giving speeches or sermons after the fact, they will be able to take such situations in their stride, always knowing that if they really need you, you are only a call away and you will move heaven and earth to get to them. 
Teachable moments are all around us from stories in the newspaper, movies, personal anecdotes and more. Your responsibility is to keep that communication channel open so that they tell you what they are seeing, hearing and noticing in their world. Understand the technology they are so fond of and become part of their networks so that you know what is going on.  Commend any positive choices they make to protect themselves.
In addition to the “hair, teeth, face” mantra I dish out to my children every morning, I now have one we can use to when they go off without us, to remind them of our very frank, open and affirming discussion about honouring and protecting themselves: “One body, one mind, one reputation!”
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