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			introduction

			The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched—they must be felt with the heart.

			—Helen Keller

			This book is for you.

			Whether you are a single mother or married with children, working mom or stay-­at-­home mom, a mother of one, two, three, four, or more, have young ones, adolescents, teens, or adult children, have biological or adoptive children, this book is for you. As women, we are here to take care of the children, and every child on the planet is one of our children. We are all here to assist and support one another in taking care of these children. You see, we are all much more alike than we are different. We all want to know we are deeply loved just the way we are. This book is a guide to help our children understand just that. It is vital that our children know without a doubt that because they are here, they matter!

			This book is for you!

			I have five beautiful, healthy children and a wonderful marriage. At the time of this publishing, my oldest child is my remarkable twenty-­two-­year-­old son, Scott. I am also the mother of four beautiful daughters: McKenna (eighteen), Abigail (fourteen), Priscilla (twelve), and Lola (nine). Not only am I a wife and busy mother of five children, but I also have multiple sclerosis (MS), a debilitating disease that often leaves me bedridden. As my symptoms have progressed, I’ve naturally asked myself, “What makes a good mother?”

			I used to think a good mother was the one who walked into the classroom with impressively decorated homemade cupcakes for her daughter’s birthday and cooked healthy, sumptuous meals at a moment’s notice, serving them on spotless linens and beautiful dinnerware. She kept a lovely, clean, and organized home, and never failed to escort her kids to and from their many well-­rounded activities on time, all the while fully armed with updated schedules, snacks, water, and extra clothes and underwear (you just never know). Aside from looking good and doing well in all areas, from entertaining to staying slim and fit to being philanthropic, this good mother was and would always be a good wife. Did I mention she would always be happy?

			No pressure, right? But, as my body has become increasingly disabled, and I can no longer physically keep up with these Herculean undertakings, I have felt my purpose as a mother and my sense of self-­worth slip away. I had no choice but to deeply examine my beliefs—the beliefs we all share—and to redefine for myself what makes for a truly “good” mother. If it isn’t cupcakes, gourmet meals, decorating, carpooling, and staying beautiful, what is it? What is the essence of a mother?

			This book contains what I have learned through this transformation—my humble answer to that universal question. We are all on this never-­ending journey of growth and discovery. It is my hope that the thoughts shared in this book will linger in your mind long after the words have been read.

			It doesn’t take a chronic illness or a catastrophe to create awareness. Compassionate, well-­intentioned mothers everywhere are caught up in the busyness and doing of being a mother, without realizing that they don’t have to lose touch with the power they have to be conscious and present, no matter what is going on around them. My life is proof positive that something magical happens when a woman becomes fully aware of her role as a mother. A shift takes place, and she moves naturally from being absorbed in the “doing” to generating life from a place of “be-­ing.”

			I don’t know what the future holds for me, but I do believe that my children will thrive. Their foundation has been set, and we are all very grateful. May these tenets—the best of what we’ve learned in our beautiful family laboratory—have a similar healing effect for you. While my story is unique, the messages contained within it are universal.

			It has been difficult for me to feel happy and to have gratitude for my health experience with MS. We are told and expected to show gratitude in all things, and I have always wondered, “How can I be happy and grateful for becoming immobile and disabled?” It took time and many experiences to help me reach a place where I could feel gratitude for my health challenge. First and foremost, MS forced me to slow down. I had an idea of what my future would be like; I imagined a busy lifestyle of cooking healthy meals for my family, being able to run errands, and driving children to activities. However, over time, I was not able to accomplish these tasks, let alone have the dexterity to turn the pages of a book like the one you are now holding. Things as simple as swallowing a drink of water without choking, or taking a deep breath, became challenging, leaving me to spend most of my time in a wheelchair or in bed.

			Now, because I am sitting and still for most of my day, my choices are: One, to sit and think, making myself crazy worrying about my situation and what might become of me; or two, to go inward. I have had all of the time needed to be silent and still, praying, meditating, and being available for inspiration. I have felt like I am being replaced, not able to do all the things that I want to do. Now, I can see that all along I have been the recipient of, and have always felt, much love and support, so I can do what I really need to do. Without this experience, I never would have written this book, nor had the opportunity to touch millions of mothers and their children. I feel like I am the luckiest woman on Earth. I can see now that life has been preparing me all along.
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			And then the day came,

			when the risk

			to remain tight

			in a bud

			was more painful

			than the risk

			it took

			to blossom.

			—Anaïs Nin
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			Now, let’s talk about what it takes to create real change in our lives—what I like to call sustainable change.

			This is a time in history when it is not enough to simply know. It is a time when we have to know how, and then we have to apply that knowledge. Words do not teach; only life experience teaches. We are going to test the ideas contained in this book and apply what we learn. We are going to experience what it means to be a conscious mother. When you read a book and collect knowledge, you store it in your brain. It has to become an experience, something you have to demonstrate for your brain to rewire, and then it becomes a part of you. Everything you have learned in life, you have learned through repetition. Talking, walking, riding a bike—it is through practice that we become masters. And so it is with conscious parenting; we will become masters as we apply what we learn and practice. As motivational philosopher Jim Rohn suggests, “You can’t hire someone else to do your push-­ups for you.” We are going to do the hard work ourselves and create lasting, sustainable change.

			Anyone who has ever set New Year’s resolutions to lose weight, start an exercise program, or quit smoking knows how powerful an existing habit can be. When we do something often, it becomes easy. Most things become easier with practice and repetition, and over time the practice becomes more pleasurable. It is human nature to engage in activities that are pleasurable. So, with practice and repetition, ease and pleasure, we create new habits. Habits seem to be more than just behaviors; they seem to be part of who we are. If you repeat a behavior often enough, the synaptic pathways in the brain get worn in.

			In creating sustainable change in our families and parenting styles, I would like to invite you to read one chapter every month. Make it a daily practice to review the chosen chapter and incorporate the suggested exercises every single day for that month. With practice and repetition the new conscious mothering trait will be easier and more pleasurable. It will become a habit.

			In his book, The Success Principles, Jack Canfield tells the story about a test NASA did several years ago. NASA was testing the psychological and physiological impact of spatial disorientation on potential astronauts. The participants were required to wear convex goggles twenty-­four hours a day—without ever taking them off. Everything appeared upside down all of the time. At first, the astronauts were under a lot of stress and anxiety, but eventually they began to adjust. About thirty days into the experiment something amazing happened! The astronauts’ brains created new neural pathways, and they started to see everything normally, right side up, even though they were still wearing the convex goggles. NASA repeated the experiment, this time taking off the goggles partway through the experiment. But no new neural pathways had formed. The brain needed thirty uninterrupted, consecutive days for the new neural connections to form. Allow yourself thirty uninterrupted, consecutive days with each chapter to form new neural connections in the brain, creating a new habit.

			For us humans, change is uncomfortable. It feels foreign; it feels like something is wrong. But that gives us an opportunity to look at ourselves. Sometimes we might want to quit, we might want to stop, we might want to pull back. You may have heard of Chuck Yeager—the first person in history to break the sound barrier. Recently, I was listening to an interview where he spoke about his flight experience, and he mentioned that the cockpit was in the most turmoil and shook the most right before he broke through the sound barrier. Once he broke through, the flight was the most serene and peaceful he had ever experienced. This is not the beginning of the story, however; prior to Yeager’s accomplishment, three different pilots attempted this same feat. But when experiencing the tremendous turbulence, each one became fearful and pulled back, causing the plane to explode. Most times it is uncomfortable and even downright terrifying to create change in our lives. But just like Chuck Yeager’s flight, if we can work through the turbulence and uncomfortable times in life, what is waiting on the other side is peaceful and serene.

			It may seem daunting as we try to make not just change but sustainable change in our lives. To make this important point, we can look to an interesting discovery in meteorology called the butterfly effect. In 1961, Edward Norton Lorenz entered a figure for wind velocity into a computer to predict weather conditions. In taking a shortcut, he entered .506 instead of .506127. What he discovered was astounding: The minuscule difference of .000127 significantly altered the developing weather pattern. The concept around this finding became known as the butterfly effect, because the seemingly insignificant change in wind velocity of .000127 is similar to the wind velocity caused by the flapping wings of a butterfly. Lorenz concluded that the most insignificant change in the initial condition could drastically affect the weather condition going forward. This slight variation could cause such a meteorological effect that it could change what would be a sunny day into a tornado.

			A tiny shift matters that much. As we look at making changes in our lives, we must remember—just as in the atmosphere—every small variable can make a significant and influential impact. We are the direct source of our experience in life, and by making small shifts and changes in how we show up as mothers, we can significantly influence those around us in positive ways.
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			Be the change you wish to see in the world.

			—Mahatma Gandhi

			
				
					[image: frame-6]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: frame-6]
				

			

		

	
		
			
			one

			A conscious mother . . . takes 100 percent radical self-­responsibility.

			In the long run, we shape our lives, and we shape ourselves. The process never ends until we die. And the choices we make are ultimately our own responsibility.

			—Eleanor Roosevelt

			If you could kick the person in the pants responsible for most of your trouble, you wouldn’t sit for a month.

			—Theodore Roosevelt
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			The Roosevelts had it right. They knew the importance of taking self-­responsibility and the influence that it can have on your life. When finalizing the manuscript for The Essence of a Mother, I posed a simple question on Facebook: What are some of the challenges and obstacles you face as a parent? The challenges were varied and interesting—from co-­parenting with an ex-­spouse to allowing free agency for your children in making their own choices, to finding time to parent when working. My reason for asking the question was to be sure that this book would touch on a wide variety of obstacles we face as parents. Although the question is simple, I find that the answers can be quite complex.

			For sure, we do not always have all of the answers, but when we look at taking 100 percent radical self-­responsibility, we as mothers are no longer victims; instead, we become the victors in any situation. We are not able to control every situation or other people’s behavior, but we can always control how we will react, respond, and behave. I may not be able to control my health situation, but I can control how I will show up every day. Picture this: If I were to wake up every morning feeling sorry for myself, grumpy, depressed, and impatient, can you imagine what kind of scenario this would create in my life? I am certain my husband and children would not enjoy my company and would avoid being in my presence. Conversely, if I choose to wake up every morning extending love, patience, and gratitude, my life will reflect something much different. I am positive my friends and family will enjoy spending time with me.

			There are a few actions that are an essential part of taking 100 percent radical self-­responsibility. First, it is important to acknowledge that you are solely responsible for the choices in your life. I mentioned earlier that we cannot always control the situation we are in, but we can take full responsibility for our reactions, behavior, and thoughts. Here is the tip for controlling your thoughts: When you have a bad thought, acknowledge it and say to yourself, “Well, that was unpleasant and unnecessary.” We really do not need to have unpleasant thoughts. We are responsible for what we choose to feel and think.

			Second, you cannot blame others for the choices you have made. I once had an acquaintance who had a very difficult time taking self-­responsibility. He was always blaming others for the problems in his life. He would even go so far as to blame his second-­grade teacher for why he was unhappy. When we realize that we are the source of our own happiness, we can take steps to create greater levels of peace and happiness for ourselves.

			Third, you have to recognize that you are your own best cheerleader. It is not reasonable or healthy to depend on others to make you feel good about yourself. If we allow our happiness to lie outside of ourselves, we will continually be disappointed. We tap into our own personal power when we realize that we are in control of feeling good about ourselves.

			Fourth, you have to own up to your own mistakes. It is easy to pass the buck and blame someone else when we make a mistake. Recently, this type of behavior became common among heads of the nation’s largest corporations and banks when they testified before Congress as to their role—or, rather, lack thereof—in the collapse of the US economy. They only stated that “mistakes were made,” and yet failed to name anything specific for which they may have been personally at fault. With this type of “pass the buck” behavior, it is nearly impossible to correct and change the situation. We have seen multiple problems in the global economy, and today’s generation (fondly referred to as Millennials) has witnessed bailout after bailout. No one is taking responsibility for the problems at hand, and everyone is waiting for someone else to step up and rescue them. When we realize that no one is coming, it liberates us to take action and responsibility in all areas of our lives. When we understand this, it helps us to become more self-­reliant, and to realize our responsibility for how our lives turn out.

			After the Columbia space shuttle explosion, which killed seven astronauts, launch integration manager N. Wayne Hale Jr. said, “I had the opportunity and information and I failed to make use of it. I don’t know what an inquest for a court of law would say, but I stand condemned in the court of my own conscience to be guilty of not preventing the Columbia disaster. . . . The bottom line is that I failed to understand what I was being told; I failed to stand up and be counted. Therefore, look no further; I am guilty of allowing the Columbia to crash.” The outright honesty of Mr. Hale in taking full responsibility for his failures is striking, especially because statements like this are rare nowadays. It is all too common to justify our failures to one degree or another. Taking full responsibility for our shortcomings requires humility and courage, both very desirable human traits.

			Here is something to think about: If you squeeze an orange, what comes out? Orange juice. And why is that? Because that is what’s inside—orange juice. Now, let’s relate this to you: If someone “squeezes” you or makes you upset, what comes out? Anger, hatred, or love? What is inside of you? I shared this analogy with my youngest daughter, asking her what comes out when you squeeze an orange. Her answer was orange juice, of course. Then I asked her if someone squeezed her, or made her mad, what would come out? She responded without hesitation: hatred. We had a conversation about how she could be responsible for what comes out of her, no matter what the conduct of other people might be. If someone at school gives her a cross look, or her sisters are impatient with her, she can choose to respond in a positive way so she can create more peace in her life. I helped her to see how her behavior would affect how she felt. This can be tricky to do, but with practice it becomes easier. We have a common saying in our home when we feel like someone has treated us badly: “It’s a good thing we don’t allow other people’s poor behavior to affect how we feel and how we respond.”

			Exercises for taking 100 percent radical self-­responsibility:

			
					•	When facing a challenge with your child, have the humility and courage to look at your own life and how you may have contributed to the situation.

					•	As Maya Angelou so astutely said, “If you don’t like something, change it. If you can’t change it, change your attitude.” By applying this quote to your own life, you have the ability to affect the outcome in every situation.

					•	The only person you can control is you. Once you’ve acknowledged that you’re the one who chooses your responses and behaviors, you’ll be in full control of your life.

					•	Listen to the voices in your head. Eliminate blame and excuses, and this will shift the responsibility solely to you. Teach your children to do this as well.

			

			 

			 

		

	
		
			
			two

			A conscious mother . . .  values being together.

			Piglet sidled up to Pooh from behind. “Pooh?” he whispered.

			“Yes, Piglet?”

			“Nothing,” said Piglet, taking Pooh’s hand. “I just wanted to be sure of you.”

			—A. A. Milne, Winnie-­the-­Pooh
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			One morning, I was having an off day and needed rest. I found it difficult to move, or even to get out of bed. My limbs felt heavy, and every part of me ached with exhaustion. I decided to honor my body and remain tucked cozily under my covers. In the quiet of my room, my daughter Priscilla peeked in and asked if she could lay in bed with me and keep me company. I wanted to be still and sleep; I wanted to be alone. Priscilla wanted to be together, and when I looked at her sweet, round face, her tan, ten-­year-­old skin, and all the innocence, sweetness, and hope in her eyes, it sucked me right in.

			“Can I come in?” she asked.

			“Of course!” I replied.

			I stayed motionless and she climbed up on the bed, snuggled beside me, and launched into a long and passionate story of the playground game, four square. She told me who she played with during recess and what strategies she used to beat them. She talked about how to bounce the ball in the square next to hers, or how to send it kitty-­corner across the pavement.

			I found myself thinking about how my body was exhausted and
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					•	Take a moment to stop and sit with your child or loved one. Just visit. Stay completely focused on the person right in front of you. Love and relationship expert Katherine Woodward Thomas has said, “The currency of love is attention.” Be with your child, give him consideration, and fill his “love bank account” with the currency of your attention.

					•	Turn off all technology for just thirty minutes each day. Just be. Sit and relish the silence. You will enjoy the present moment without interruption from the outside world.

					•	When you are saying good-­bye to your children before they leave your home and step out into the world for the day, be completely present to them as you send them off. Look them in the eye and say each of their names. They will enter the world with confidence, feeling their mother’s love.

					•	If you have a large family and find it difficult to give each child your undivided attention, set aside particular days or times each week when you will do something special together, one on one—whether it’s just reading a story or sitting and visiting.

					•	Listen to your child with complete attention and presence. Listen as though it is the most important thing she will ever say, or listen as though she is sharing the last words she will ever speak in her lifetime. I promise that you will feel a closer connection with your child, and your child will feel a closer connection with you. Could a mother ask for anything more? Beautiful!
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