
THE POWER OF ACCEPTANCE
I Can’t Do Everything and That’s Just Perfect

By Catherine Dowling

To say that becoming a parent changes everything is  an understatement.  One of the most 
profound changes I’ve noticed is in the way parents think.  It’s as if someone has secretly meddled 
with their brain and hard wired into their system a massive dose of guilt.  That guilt  is based on the 
erroneous premise that they “should” be perfect parents.  

We all know there’s no such thing as a perfect  parent, but that doesn’t  stop parents from agonizing 
over how they manage their children’s integration into the world.  Parents “should” be able to 
protect their children but also let  them go.  Parents “should” be there for their children but  also 

stand back and gently push them into the world alone.  Parents “should” be able to care for and comfort their children and at 
the same time teach them to nurse their own wounds.  And when things go wrong, when children go their own way and take 
the blows life throws at all of us, parents often berate themselves over not being able to smooth their children’s lives.  In their 
minds, they have compared themselves to a perfect parent and fallen short.

To an extent this belief that  we should be able to do so much more is true for lots of us.  Recently I was asked to master a 
software program I’d never used before.  It  took me two days to achiever proficiency and much of that time was spent getting 
angry with myself for being so slow to learn.  When someone complimented me how quickly I’d accomplished the task, I was 
shocked.  My reaction pushed me into looking more closely at the standards I set for myself.  

Unconsciously I had set such a high standard of performance that  I thought I should be able to master the program in a few 
hours.  That  high standard came from comparing myself to people much younger than I who have been raised with technology 
and seem to master every new gadget within minutes.  

I read recently that this tendency to set  high standards is particularly true 
for women.  Women tend to think they should have complete mastery of a 
skill before they will put that skill on their resume.  Good enough is not 
good enough.  This belief that  we should be able to do more and do it 
perfectly is one of the factors that  holds women back from negotiating 
promotions and raises.  And given my own recent experience with 
software, I wonder how much time and precious energy is eaten up 
berating ourselves, even unconsciously, for not meeting unrealistically 
high standards.  How much kinder it would be to tell ourselves, now and 
again, that not being able to do everything perfectly is, in fact, perfect. 
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“There is no coming to 

consciousness without 
pain.  People will do 

anything, no matter how 

absurd, in order to avoid 
facing their own Soul. 

One does not become 
enlightened by imagining 

figures of light, but by 

making the darkness 
conscious.” 

― C.G. Jung
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