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AS A PEDIATRICIAN of twenty-five years and a mother for twenty-six, I have listened to a whole lot of mothers. And I think that I have come to understand some fundamental truths about us. At least, some things that I think are true. First, we are a group that wants desperately to be good at what we do. We want to be good to our friends and husbands and we want to be great to our kids. We love intensely and we work hard. But we have a problem. In the past fifty years, we have been given an overwhelming number of opportunities. We can be whoever we want to be and our hard work will (usually) be rewarded. This is good. But in the midst of the onslaught of opportunity in our lives, we have become confused, and some of us have become a bit obsessed.

We stress over how well we are parenting and if we are taking full advantage of other opportunities. We wonder if we should work outside the home (of course, some of us don’t wonder, because we have to). Others wonder whether we are working too much or too little. And there is so much more. We worry about whether our kids are given enough opportunities, whether their friends like them, or whether they are being bullied at school or at day care. But mostly, we worry about what we can do for our kids in order to make their lives better. We do this because we really want to be good at mothering. We want to get it right, just as we want to get our jobs right.

This need—to get parenting right—has become an obsession for many of us. It consumes our thinking, our energy, and our time. Let me be clear: Striving to be a great mom is a noble goal, and as a pediatrician, I applaud those who choose it. But that’s not what I’m referring to. I am talking about a full-blown obsession with getting mothering right. And it is taking many of us down.

Over twenty-five years I have seen us move from worrying about which school to send a daughter to, to which band to hire for her high school graduation party. I see mothers work two jobs in order to afford piano lessons for Susie and guitar lessons for Mike. I have watched mothers scream at teachers who gave their kids a C on a paper when just a short time ago, we would have let that child rewrite his paper to get a better grade or told him to work harder on the next paper. We are tired. We never feel that we’re doing a good enough job at almost anything we do; not because we’re not good at things, but because we are trying to do too much, too well. We have become competitors. We have learned over the past twenty-five years to compete with other mothers and compete with ourselves. The problem is, none of us feels as though we’re winning.

In short, we’ve gone off the deep end. Don’t take this personally; we’re all in the same boat. Employed, at-home, adoptive, biologic, wealthy, poor, young, and older mothers—we’re all in this together. We have arrived at a similar place. So, we have a lot of company in one another. That’s the good news.

Here’s the rest of the good news. We can make some simple changes that will bring us back from the edge (or pull us back on top of the cliff if we’ve fallen off completely) and bring some fun and sanity into our lives. We can love being moms again. We can sit. We can laugh with our kids. We can stop running around, acting like crazy people. We can love life and enjoy our wonderful kids. In the following pages, you will find real mothers whose lives illustrate our collective plight, and you will find many mothers who have moved over to the positive side. They are getting this mothering thing right. No, they aren’t better mothers, but they are enjoying being mothers more. This is not a book about being a better mother, because there are plenty of books on that. This is a book for you, and only you, to help you become a happier mother.

Freeing ourselves from some of the craziness that we have adopted means changing some habits. This is hard, but we can do it because we are mothers and doing hard things is what we’re really good at. If we can endure pushing an eight-pound watermelon through an eight-inch opening we can do just about anything that we put our minds to. Anything.

In the following pages, you’ll learn about ten new habits that work to bring joy, order, and calm back into our lives. Listed briefly, they are understanding your value as a mother, maintaining key friendships, valuing and practicing faith, saying no to competition, creating a healthier relationship with money, making time for solitude, giving and getting love in healthier ways, finding ways to live simply, letting go of fear, and making the decision to have hope. Some may seem peculiar at first—letting go of fear, for instance. Others may seem too simple, but keep reading because usually the simplest changes are the most profound. Some of the habits you will be able to adopt right away, while others may need to wait until your kids are a bit older. But I can guarantee you that they work. I have seen other mothers adopt them and I have seen their facial expressions and their demeanor become calmer. I believe the reason that they work is that integrating these habits into our lives nurtures the core of who we are as mothers. And we have veered way off track when it comes to nurturing our inner selves. We have been lured into focusing on the external parts of our character and spent far too much time, money, and energy on things that don’t matter at all in comparison. We need solitude, not another diet. We need to figure out our spiritual lives more than we need another activity to run our kids to. We need hope instead of more stuff to do, which will only make us more anxious. We need to spend less so that we can loosen the grip that money has on us. There is much more we can get out of life.

I wrote this book with a grateful heart because I am thankful for you. I am so appreciative of the hard work that you do and of the love you have for your kids because taking care of kids has been my life’s passion for many years. When you succeed, kids get healthy and that makes me very happy. My hope is that the following pages will open doors for you to have greater joy and contentment in your lives. So let’s get started!


HABIT #1
[image: ]
Understand Your Value as a Mother

MOTHERS, SELF-CRITICISM, AND OUR VALUE

If every mother in the United States could wrap her mind around her true value as a woman and mother, her life would never be the same. We would wake up every morning excited for the day rather than feeling as though we’d been hit by a truck during the night. We would talk differently to our kids, fret less about our husbands’ annoying habits, and speak with greater tenderness and clarity. We would find more contentment in our relationships, let mean remarks roll off our backs, and leave work feeling confident in the job we performed. And best of all—we wouldn’t obsess about our weight (can you imagine?), physical fitness, or what kind of home we live in. We would live a life free from superficial needs because we would know deep in our hearts what we need and, more importantly, what we don’t need. Each of us would live a life of extraordinary freedom.

Here’s the great news: Any one of us mothers is a few beliefs away from living a life like this. These beliefs are simple, life altering, and wholly un-American because they counter the enormous “bill of goods” (as one prominent writer told me recently) that we mothers are being sold. What are these beliefs that we must embrace if we want a different life? First, we must have a palpable sense of why we are valuable, and second, we must like who we are. Why? Because our real value as mothers comes from three places: We are loved, we are needed, and we are born for a higher purpose.

These sound good, but from a practical standpoint, if we don’t experience them regularly, we lose sight of the fact that they form the foundation of our value. They are difficult to keep at the center of our beings. Every day we are distracted from realizing them because we are lured into believing that our value comes from other things: what we look like, whether our kids are happy with us, or how big our paycheck is. But we must be reminded where our real value lies because we need to have a conscious awareness of it if we are to be genuinely happy. In this chapter, I’ll show you examples of how mothers learned to recognize their own value, as well as specific tips about how to put the habit into practice, including making a list of what’s most valuable about yourself, living to impress no one at all, and figuring out what’s going to be the most important in the end.

A HIGHER CALLING

Do you feel loved? Sometimes, perhaps, but many times you don’t. You are a mom, and your days are filled with too much work to finish and complaining kids. Chances are, you are in the camp with the rest of us exhausted women who flop onto the couch at 10 P.M. with a pint of almond fudge ice cream and try to calm ourselves at least enough to get to sleep that night. If you have teenagers you may seriously question your kids’ love for you. Conflict between you and your kids can peak during these teen years and conflict hurts. When our teens snarl, we take it personally. By the end of some days we wonder whether they even like us.

Are you needed? If you have small children, you have a palpable sense that you are needed. Kids need us when they’re young to drive them, feed them, nurture them, and give them physical and emotional stability. We know that we are needed, but often we get frustrated because we feel that anyone could fill our shoes. Our work feels, well, trite at times. Doing laundry, sweeping peas off the floor, and changing diapers feels anything but glamorous. That’s because it isn’t. When it comes to our value, the deeper question is, does doing things for our kids when they are young give us value? Absolutely.

But there’s more. Babies, toddlers, and teenagers all need Mom for so many reasons. They need us to listen, to discipline, to comfort them. And believe it or not, they need to see us do the menial, boring chores for them because, while these feel trite to us, they communicate to our kids that when it comes to caring for them, no task is unimportant. Our value to our kids is that they need us—to do the big stuff for them and the small stuff, too.

Finally, I believe that every mother is born to fill a higher calling. Every mother is gifted uniquely and she is to use those gifts to make her world better. A mother uses those gifts in parenting. Many mothers use them only there, but others use them outside their parenting. The question for every mother is: Do you feel that you were born for a great purpose? If you’re honest, probably not. You may find yourself overcome by worry, wondering whether anything you did that day was valuable. The kids woke up mad and they went to bed angry at you. You carved out a tiny slice of time to go for a walk with a friend but that was cut short. Your husband told you that you never pay attention to him and the truth is, you really don’t sometimes. Fatigue controls most of what you do or don’t do during the day. Everywhere you turn you feel like you simply aren’t giving enough. You aren’t a good enough friend, wife, or mom. These feelings take a toll on you and if you are truthful, you wonder if you are worth much of anything at all.

The wonderful truth is, you are worth more than you can imagine. I don’t care if you feel like a lousy mom or you are fabulous. Whether you’re a workaholic who feels like she never sees her kids or a stay-at-home mom who feels unappreciated, you are woefully misguided in your thinking. Yes, your beliefs about your worth as a woman and mother may be skewed because you live in a world that doesn’t like you very much. It tells you to keep up with too many things at once and since you can’t, you work faster and longer and still feel like a failure in whole or in part. There’s the lie in the whole mess—you are not a failure. But you feel like one. I can confidently say this because, as a pediatrician, my job is to watch you and keep your kids healthy. And when I see them, I see kids who love their mom. I see how your kids look at you, hang on to your knees, and hold your hand. I see you more akin to how they see you—as a woman who is needed, loved, and cherished.

YOU ARE MORE PRECIOUS THAN YOU KNOW

I know this because in my twenty-five years as a pediatrician, I have gotten a peek from behind your kids’ eyes. I can see you as they see you. I have heard the excitement in their voices after you have praised them. I have seen your kids define you as their hero when you were in the other room. I have heard them cry over your hurt, laugh at your jokes, and pull their hair out because of your stubbornness (which, by the way, they appreciate). I have literally read the value that you hold in your kids’ lives, all over their faces and through their body language. When you walk into a room, your son changes immediately. He relaxes because you are there and life feels safe again. If you recently scolded him, he scours your face to see if you are still mad, because he needs to know how you feel. You matter. Your mood changes his world a bit. If you are in a good mood, he can relax and play with his trucks. If you are upset with him, he wants to make up (he may not show it, but he does) because you are the center of his small world. He needs you to like him again. You. No one else. Because once you are happy with him, he can go about his business and life will feel good again. He can focus at school, get his homework done, and pay attention during his basketball game. That is the power that you have and that power comes from the fact that in this one child’s life—your child’s life—who you are matters as much as life itself. You are loved.

I want you to feel good about who you are as a mother because you should. That’s another thing that I have learned about you as I have watched over the years. You need to feel good about the job that you are doing because, if you are like most American moms, you are far too critical of the job you’re doing. I know this because I can see that being a great mom matters to you. You want to get it right and you assess your performance daily. What you need to know is that you assess your performance far more critically than your kids do—they just want you. Kids don’t care if you’re thin or plump, they don’t care if you make brownies from scratch, from a box, or if you buy them. They just want to eat the brownies with you. Feeling good about your value to them is important because the better you feel, the better your relationship with them will be and the happier both of you will be. Sounds simple, but understanding our value and then feeling good about the mothers that we are (or maybe even saying it out loud!) is one of the toughest challenges we mothers face.

GET A (GOOD) GRIP ON HUMILITY

Contrary to what many mothers believe, being humble does not mean being self-effacing. In fact, it is quite the opposite! Mothers who have an elevated understanding of their own value are more humble.

Humility means appropriating an honest sense of one person’s worth relative to another’s worth. The truth is, we all have equal value. Once we accept that we share the same value as another, two things will happen: We will appreciate others more and we will appreciate our own worth more. We think of humility as seeing ourselves as lowly or less than others. In fact, humility is just the opposite. It is embracing a realistic look at our frailties as well as our strengths and then believing that we, just as other mothers who have their own frailties and strengths do, share inordinate value. We can love others because we can accept and love ourselves in our less-than-perfect states.

Humility brings extraordinary freedom. When we lower ourselves, refuse to admit our strengths and gifts, or live with false modesty, we lower all mothers. Many of us do this without even realizing that we are doing it. Consider the following exchange I recently heard. Many of us mothers can identify.

While speaking at a large women’s conference in Michigan, my friend Jill, the session’s lecturer, was discussing how women frequently perceive themselves. While she wasn’t specifically addressing mothers, her point was applicable to us. At one point in her lecture, she asked for two volunteers. Jill selected Ellen and Laura from the sea of hands. Ellen and Laura said they came to the conference together and were longtime friends. Jill brought them to the stage and seated them in chairs facing each other. Then she began to ask simple questions. To Ellen she asked, “Would you describe your friend Laura to the audience, please?”

Ellen was happy to comply and described Laura as kind, a good listener, easy to talk to, fun to be with, and a good mother. Jill continued: “Would you describe Laura as pretty?”

“Absolutely,” Ellen replied. “She’s lovely, at least to me, though granted I am a bit biased.”

“Do you feel that you would like her more if she lost weight, got a nicer home, or went back to school?” Jill continued.

Ellen looked at Jill directly and said decisively, “Of course not. She’s fabulous just the way she is.”

Pressing her point, Jill asked, “So, is it fair to say that Laura is worth loving just the way she is? Or do you think she needs a bit of improvement?”

Now Ellen was annoyed. “No, I told you. She’s great—just the way she is. I mean, we all need to work on certain things, but that has nothing to do with our friendship. I just like her, or love her, just the way she is.”

Jill thanked Ellen and then turned to Laura, asking her the same kinds of questions about Ellen, and getting the same kinds of answers. Laura had the benefit of having heard her friend defend and compliment her first, but her answers were no less heartfelt. Laura was clear that there was nothing that Ellen needed to change and nothing that she could change that would make Laura love her more.

Jill paused and looked at the audience. Ellen and Laura stood up to leave but Jill stopped them: “No. Don’t go just yet; we’re not quite done.”

Jill turned to Ellen. “You just heard your friend here talk about you. She said that she doesn’t feel that you need to change—lose weight, get a new haircut, buy a new house, or go back to work in order for her to think better about you. She thinks you’re perfect just the way you are. Now I want you to describe yourself to me. Can you say those same things about yourself?”

Silence fell over the room. Ellen stared at Jill and stumbled for words. “No, I mean, I don’t know,” she started.

“So is your friend wrong, do you think?” Jill continued. “If so, tell me where she’s wrong.”

Again Ellen fumbled for words and looked at her friend Laura, in front of her. They both appeared uncomfortable and Ellen became flushed. Jill turned to Laura and asked her the same questions. “So tell me. You’ve heard the same thing. You heard your friend Ellen describe you as lovely, fun to be with, and likable. As a matter of fact she even told everyone here that she cherishes you so much as a person that she loves you like family. Are you worth her feeling that way?”

Everyone in the audience stared at Laura, who clearly wanted to blurt out “No!” but didn’t. I think the only reason she held her tongue was that she knew she wasn’t supposed to say it. Every woman in the audience leaned forward, seemingly groping for words to give to the woman onstage.

Ellen could see Laura’s strengths and as her friend, ascribed great value to Laura. She saw her worth as a friend, beyond what Laura could see herself. As her friend, she had the freedom to like Laura and boast about Laura in ways that Laura couldn’t seem to do herself. Some might call Laura modest, but I think that there was more than modesty going on. I believe that Laura, like thousands of women, and mothers especially, honestly failed to see her goodness. Her friends could see it, maybe even her kids could see it, but she couldn’t. Or perhaps she could see it, but couldn’t accept it because so much of her emotional energy was spent on comparing herself to other mothers that whenever she began to feel good about something she was doing, she felt immediately shot down because some other mother (in her mind) was doing a better job.

Now imagine that you are at the same conference. You are seated across from your best friend and she describes you. She uses words such as kind, patient, pretty, and an outstanding mother. If the leader asked you to state those very attributes about yourself out loud and mean it, could you?

Most of us would balk. Or at least our heads would drop and we’d mumble something at the tops of our shoes. Saying positive things about ourselves out loud simply isn’t easy. Is this just false modesty? I don’t think so. I think that quite often, we really don’t feel that we have much positive to say about ourselves. Here’s the reason I say this. First, we are supercritical of ourselves because we heap unreasonable expectations on ourselves. We tell ourselves that we should be great listeners, caregivers, psychologists, cooks, breadwinners, bedtime storytellers, sports fans, schedulers, and room moms. No matter how well we do in one area, we always feel that we’re falling short in another. Second, we continually look to the wrong places to feel valuable. We look at how well we perform at various functions rather than accepting that we are valuable simply because we are our kids’ moms and we are loved and needed because of that.

FOCUS ON YOUR DEEPER PURPOSE IN LIFE

Each of us was created to fill a calling. First and foremost, we were born to be really good moms. We weren’t born to be mothers who are thin, rich, smart, who drive a lot, buy our kids great clothes, or get them into good colleges. We were born to leave a mark in our world. And usually, that mark is made on our kids and then on others’ lives. Sometimes it leaves its mark because of something we have done for another person and other times it happens because we were with that person. We are beings—mother beings. We are human beings but we focus so constantly on the doing of life that we forget how to be. Our deeper purpose in life flows from a sense that our presence is important to another person. We have something to share with another and sometimes this takes work, and sometimes it means simply being who we are in the company of another.

In addition to fulfilling our purpose as good moms, we were born to do more, in time. At the risk of sounding overly philosophical I would like to assert that we have lost this sense of being because we are afraid of what lies beneath the superficial in us. If we set aside the energy we put into fitness, dieting, trying to be a better mom than the next mom, what is left? we wonder. What we find below the dieting, working, running around in the car, and exercising is a deepness that has been undiscovered. The tricky part about discovering our giftedness is that it may be in an area that feels unexpected. For instance, one mother I know does humor therapy workshops for abused women and children. This isn’t her career (she is a nurse-practitioner) and it falls outside her calling as a mom. She has told me repeatedly that she was “born to bring healing through laughter.” And she is great at making people laugh when she is doing her therapy. Women and children come in droves to hear her. The interesting thing about her is that she does not perceive herself as funny. She describes herself as a very serious person. When she happened upon her calling to help others laugh, she was substituting for a friend who ran the same workshops. No, my point isn’t to get mothers to squeeze one more thing into their day, to jam “solitude” or “living out” a deeper purpose into an already exhausting schedule—it is to help mothers reprioritize. That’s what I want to get across.

Other mothers are born to comfort. Some of the most extraordinary comforters I have met work with hospice. Often their work in comforting falls outside their vocation. Some mothers open their homes to younger mothers who need help; others give free medical care. One mother I know translates for Latino immigrants new to the United States.

Our calling comes through a series of providential occurrences. For instance, about ten years ago, a friend of mine and I were discussing the need for a home for troubled teen girls in our area. I was frustrated by the lack of support services for the teens I saw in my practice and she just liked adolescent girls. She was a mother of a teen daughter and owned a large hair salon. We chatted, then went our separate ways.

Three years later, I called her on a whim. She was soaking in the bathtub and I asked her again what “we” were going to do about this situation. No one seemed to be paying attention to troubled teen girls. Within a year she had raised six hundred thousand dollars to start a home for girls. Now, nine years later, scores of teen girls and boys have lived at the home and found profound restoration in their lives. Ellie was a businesswoman and hairstylist by trade, a loving mother, but her calling was to help teens. She will tell you that when she is working with the kids, something very satisfying flows outward from deep within her.

We know we have happened on our deeper purpose when we overlook the money we make, the people we impress, or the length of hours it takes when we are fulfilling it. Living from our giftedness stirs a deeper passion and a sense that we are somehow “home.” I believe that these gifts are supernatural and stem from the hand of God Himself.

Two very important points must be made. First, realizing our unique gifts and using them outside parenting is not more important than being a mother; it is simply different. As women, we are more than mothers and our value comes from being mothers and being women with other gifts. The two are separate and of equal value.

Second, thinking about those undiscovered things we’re good at can feel overwhelming to mothers who are simply trying to get through the day doing what must be done. Why even wonder what we’re good at when we don’t have time to do what’s expected of us already? Isn’t this an exercise in frustration? No, because each of our gifts doesn’t need to be used at this very moment. The whole point is that often we expend too much time doing too many things that don’t need to be done because we get distracted. We lose sight of our deeper purpose in life—to raise good kids and to use our strengths to better the lives of others, over the course of our lifetimes. Once we decide what matters most, what we’re really here on earth for, then and only then will we understand our real value as moms and as women. The very best we can do at any moment is to realize that, as moms, we are needed now and if we are meant to use other gifts to help others we will be afforded the opportunity when the time comes.

WHAT JULIANNE TAUGHT ME ABOUT SELF-VALUE

Every time Julianne brought her kids in for their checkups, something in her demeanor intrigued me. She was born in Japan, had married an American, and both of her children were stunning. They had thick licorice hair, soft brown eyes, and perfect skin. But her ability to produce stunningly beautiful children wasn’t what made me marvel. It was her demeanor. She had an aura of self-confidence. Not the obnoxious kind, but the genuine sense that she liked herself and she liked her life. Her clothes weren’t flashy and she never boasted about the activities that her kids were involved in. When I asked her about her kids’ schoolwork and behaviors, she neither boasted nor apologized. Instead, she related to me what she did with them and how much they all enjoyed their time together. This type of report is rare in the histories I take. Usually mothers rattle off a list of sports, reading groups, art or music lessons their kids do, all closed with a groan, asking me to empathize with their exhaustion.

Over the years, I tried to uncover what made Julianne tick. I wanted to know, in the midst of her normally busy life, what operated in her that made her so calm and happy. Was she just one of those lucky mothers who was born with an easygoing, no-nonsense personality that afforded her the ability to simply roll with whatever difficulties came her way? Or was there something else going on?

She held a job as a CPA at a large firm and worked part-time from home. Did she simply love her work and that kept her in a good mood? Maybe it was her marriage, I thought. Perhaps her husband was one of those guys who adore their wife and kids, do more housework than most, and encourage their wives to have time away with friends. Nope. Then I thought that perhaps her kids were unusually enjoyable. Maybe they were born great sleepers, never fought with her or with each other. But I knew them and I knew that this wasn’t true. As I dug to find the key to her calmness, to her obvious lack of envy toward other women (she frequently complimented her girlfriends in my presence), I finally gave up. So, one day, I simply asked her how she seemed to be so content.

Julianne’s response surprised me. Just as a humble person can’t understand how another sees her as humble, Julianne couldn’t understand my commenting on her contentment. Being content was so much a part of who she was that it never dawned on her that others would notice. So when I asked, her surprise at my question made her pause.

She began: “Well, I have an extraordinary life, I suppose. I love my kids, my parents are alive and well, and my husband is very supportive.” Good for a start, I thought, but many mothers can say that. So I prodded more.

“You seem as though you don’t struggle with feeling competitive with others, you appear to genuinely have fun with your kids, and I don’t sense that your kids are spoiled. They always act respectful to you and to me, but not stiff. Do you have any secrets that I could share with other mothers?” (What I really wanted to say was “with me?”)

“I guess I take after my mother. She loved being a mom. My sisters and I were her whole life and she enjoyed being with us. I never felt pushed to be anything other than who I was and I always knew that she enjoyed our company. I adored my mom. I was so grateful that she cared so much for my sisters and me and I suppose that I learned from her that being a good mom is an extraordinary joy. When I became a mother, I wanted what she had and I think I do. It’s simple really—I like myself as a mother. I’m important to Jade and Tommy. I am their life and I like that.” She waited to see if she had answered my questions adequately.

“Do you ever wish that you had something else, like a different career, more friends, time for yourself?” I seemed to grab into the air to find the right question so she could quench my desire to hear the specifics of how she liked herself so much.

“No. I’m a good mother. And these two need me. I do feel irreplaceable to them and I guess that comes from my feeling that my mom was irreplaceable to me when I was growing up. And she still is. Right now, I don’t need anything else. I know that when they’re older I can go back to finance full-time but right now, what I give these two monkeys is more important to me than anything. That’s just the way I feel about things.”

After my conversation with Julianne percolated through my mind, I understood what gave her such deep contentment and lack of anxiety about her life. She knew her value as a mother to Jade and Tommy. She got it. She felt indispensable and made no apologies. She allowed herself to accept her importance and this is something many of us mothers refuse to do. We don’t want to accept that we are valuable and that we are extraordinary to our kids. Julianne’s joy came from her ability to embrace her value as a mother and give no excuses to anyone for her belief.

Once I understood her better, I realized what attracted me to Julianne in the first place. When a mother really understands her value, she has more self-confidence. She sets boundaries with her kids, her husband, and herself and this makes life more palatable. She is less anxious and feels less inclined to compete with other women, because beneath everything she likes who she is. Finally, mothers who feel valuable can view the larger picture in life, knowing that, while they will always be moms, someday the intense parenting phase will pass and they will be on to utilizing different gifts. And when we wrap all of these into one package—a mother like Julianne surfaces.

Healthy self-esteem buffers us from the bad stuff in life. When tough times surface, those of us who like who we are allow ourselves to accept that we are the center of our children’s lives. We are their anchor and lifeline. We mothers are irreplaceable and the sooner we avail ourselves of this very simple, deep truth, the more content we can be. I challenge every mother to live as Julianne lives.

WHAT ELISE LEARNED FROM HER MOTHER

I first met Elise while we were on a medical mission trip to the Dominican Republic. She accompanied her seventy-five-year-old mother, Carol, on the trip and our introduction came as we were preparing the room that would serve as our bedroom for the next two weeks. As I draped mosquito netting over my top bunk, I introduced myself. I was nervous because I saw her spraying her mattress with some sort of bug spray while I talked. Lucky for her, I thought. The scorpions and poisonous spiders will crawl into my bed in the night and nibble on my flesh. Of course, she offered to share her bug spray just a moment later, and we started talking.

Elise and I, along with her mother, were assigned to the same medical unit, which would travel via a rickety, aging school bus held together with twine and duct tape to remote areas in the inner island hills to dispense medicines to patients. Elise and I grew close quickly because pain does that to women. As we treated babies with bellies swollen from intestinal worms, women with abdominal pain from starvation, we quickly learned that shared anguish is lightened anguish.

I learned that Elise was a mother of three young children, ages seven, nine, and ten. We chatted about our kids and how much we missed them. At least I was fortunate to have one of my daughters with me on the trip, and Elise let me know early on that she would bring her own kids back to the island to work on a similar trip as soon as they were old enough.

Something about Elise intrigued me when I first met her. She was calm, self-confident, and kind. I was eager to uncover what made her so, and I began asking her questions. A bit peculiar of me, I thought, since she was at least six or seven years my junior.

“With small children at home, what made you come on our trip now?” I asked one night at dinner. Without hesitation, she answered.

“Oh, that’s easy,” she said. “My mom.”

“You mean, your mom wanted to come on the trip and she needed you to help her?” I doubted this was true after having watched her mother dealing with the intense heat and long days a bit better than Elise was.

“Oh, no. Are you kidding? She can outdistance me any day when it comes to working here. I came because of who she is,” she said. Now I was really intrigued. I waited and she continued. “My mother came on these trips every other year when I was growing up. She left us at home with my dad or a nanny, but when she came back, she told us stories of the people she met. And when she told us stories, she was excited. Sometimes she laughed, sometimes she cried, but she always told us as much as she could about everything she did when she was away.”

“So what does this have to do with why you came?” I asked.

“My mother was a great mom. She worked part-time at a health clinic in our hometown but taught my sisters and me how to value the right things. She said that what she did was important—not just her work in the Dominican, or her work at the clinic. She said that her number one job was being a good mom. And because she wanted to be a good mom, she felt that she needed to teach us how to make a difference in someone’s life. She taught us by living it out. And that changed me. I saw her trips as a means of teaching us. Sure, she did them because she liked them, but she did them because she knew that they would impact us as kids growing up. She took herself as a mother very seriously and we always knew that.”

I was beginning to understand more about Elise and more about her mother. How wonderful it was for me to witness the two in action, side by side, and to see the depth of the impact of Carol’s work on her daughter. She was transferring something very great to Elise and as Elise described this very phenomenon to me, I had the privilege of seeing it.

As we neared the end of our trip, I garnered the courage to ask Carol a few important questions. Somehow I knew she wouldn’t discount me as simply a nosy person; she would probably get precisely what I was trying to draw out of her.

“Carol,” I asked, “you always seem to have so much energy. You make me feel like a wimp. Were you born with all that energy?” I could feel myself wimping out. Of course she wasn’t born with it, but I was trying to make the question shallower, perhaps.

“No. I didn’t always have it. I make energy. Well, not literally, I suppose, but I operate as though I have a lot, and it seems to come,” she said.

Now I felt really stupid. She wasn’t quite making sense and she was certainly not giving me answers I could sink my teeth into. Somehow, I think she knew as much.

I foundered. “Well, you just seem to enjoy yourself so much more than the rest of us and …” I was stuck. She knew what my next words were going to be and I was afraid I was insulting her already.

“I know—I’m twice everyone else’s age.” Oh, God, I thought, I want to crawl out of the room. Then she opened her mouth and assuaged my obvious guilt. “It isn’t about age. It’s not about ability, talent, or even personality. Doing what I do—and I’ve been doing this for a number of years now—is about attitude. I’m good at helping these folks. I fit here. I was born to help and to love these people. And they need me. I believe that when you love the life you’re supposed to be living and you happen on fulfilling the deep meaning of your life, it works. The energy comes, you get bolder, and you live less fearfully. I have friends back home who tell me I’m crazy. I’m too old or I’ll have a heart attack. I feel sorry for them because they don’t really get what life’s all about. Knowing who you are and living what you were born to do, that’s the good stuff. This is it, right here, right now, and I’m not going to miss it.”

No mother can teach a child his or her own value if she doesn’t first understand her own value as a mother. We are their teachers. We are the ones whom they admire and long to emulate. Our kids take the best of who we are (and unfortunately, sometimes the worst as well) and pull what they see inside of themselves. They take on our character qualities. They don’t always take on the character qualities of teachers, coaches, nannies, or relatives, but they always take on ours. Therein lies just a part of our great value to them.

How can we assume that we have little value when we give them life, shape their lives, and ultimately change their lives? We mothers are indispensable to our kids because no one can teach them how to love, empathize, nurture, or value others like we can. No one. And when it comes to teaching them how to love and value themselves, we are the ones with the greatest power to impart these profound and necessary truths to them. Just as Carol did for Elise.

THREE WAYS TO MAKE THE HABIT STICK

#1: Make a list

Many of us mothers don’t know what we are good at, what we can accomplish, and what brings us real pleasure. We obsess so much about what we don’t like in ourselves, our husbands (aren’t we good at telling them what we don’t want them to do?), and our kids that we completely fail to define ourselves by what we do like about ourselves.

So let’s stop. Make a list of the things you are really good at and write them down. If you think your thighs are fat, forget about them and write down what looks good about your figure. Write down what you are, what you like, what you dream about, and whenever the negative thoughts come, think on these things.

Then go a step further: Act on them. Buy an outfit that shows off the best part of your figure. Schedule an activity that makes you feel good about your life. Make a date with a friend who is upbeat and who likes who you are. Start being the kind of friend you want to be and stop thinking about how you let your friends down. Tremendous amounts of energy leave us daily because we exhaust it in trying what not to be rather than embracing what we want to do.

We can retrain our negative thought processes but it requires work. Beginning the process means identifying the negative stream of thoughts and facing them. Then we must replace them over and over with clearly defined positive ones. This takes time and often feels as though it isn’t working. But it is.

As we begin to do this, our feelings begin to soften toward ourselves and we become emotionally lighter. Here is where we can begin to reverse the habit of defining ourselves by what we don’t want or what we don’t like and begin to embrace what we do want and like. The process can feel like thick molasses dripping from a bottle, but it works. It really works.

#2: Live to impress no one

Women who have a healthy sense of their own value are delightful to be around because they never play games, put on airs, or try to impress anyone. They don’t need to because they have a sense that they lack very little. It isn’t that they are enamored with themselves—quite the opposite, they are humble. They are so comfortable with who they are that they are free to elevate others. Insecure mothers scour the territory before them to find a way to elevate themselves, primarily through making another mother look just a little smaller, uglier, less informed, or even stupid. Mothers who constantly badmouth others are profoundly insecure but mothers who feel secure speak with an ease and joy that lets the hearer see their confidence.

Whenever we feel twinges to impress our company, we know that we are struggling with poor self-esteem. One of the best ways to feel better about who we are as mothers is to push ourselves to accept who we are. We do this by refusing to pretend with anyone. And we pretend whenever we feel the tiniest nudge inside to impress someone. We all do this but we can change because real joy and real contentment come from believing that we are good just the way we are. We refuse to give in to the urge to impress others, we force ourselves to accept ourselves, and this is real freedom.

I recently witnessed an extraordinary example of this. I was at the wedding of a close friend’s daughter. It was a big, formal wedding followed by a gorgeous reception held beneath an enormous tent. The candles were lit on all the tables, which were dressed with hydrangea topiaries, and the meal was being served. Servers in formal attire brought our dinners. I looked up as I was being served and noticed one of the guests standing at the edge of the tent looking lost. It was Edward, a forty-five-year-old man with mental retardation who had been invited to the wedding. He had gone to use the restroom and when he came back, he didn’t know where he was to sit. He couldn’t read, so finding his name card was no help. I thought that I should jump up and grab him so that he could sit at my table in the back. He talked loudly and demanded a lot of attention.

Then I saw an extraordinary sight. The mother of the bride, dressed in a long periwinkle taffeta gown, got up from her seat and went over to him. She took him by the hand and, weaving him through a sea of lilac tablecloths, brought him to her table and pulled out a chair for him, adjacent to hers. She was sitting next to the bridal table. When she walked over to Edward, I looked at her face and studied her body language. She was smiling and comfortable—as a mother would be bringing her adored child into a party, ready to show him off. She was not embarrassed. Other mothers might have refused to invite the mentally handicapped man. After all, this was their daughter’s big day and they wouldn’t want anything spoiled by excessive noise. Others might have invited the odd guest but put him at a table in the back, asking a close friend to watch over him. Not this mother. She was concerned with impressing no one. She was ready for loud noise at her table, peculiar dinner manners, and whatever odd facial gestures he might make. She didn’t care if the other guests thought she was odd. Every ounce of her behavior in this simple gesture spoke volumes about her self-esteem. She knew who she was and refused to pretend to be otherwise. Clearly she was a woman who embraced a deep sense that she was valuable. And the beauty of her knowledge was that she was free to show one so less fortunate than herself a greater sense of value as well.

#3: Write down what goes in the box (and what doesn’t)

There is no secret that I have come to believe that faith and God are intimately interwoven into our lives as mothers. I have seen enough deaths to question the afterlife and the will of God and I have seen enough births to believe in the goodness of God. That is why I cannot discuss our value as mothers without including Him in the conversation.

John Ortberg wrote a lovely book called When the Game Is Over, It All Goes Back in the Box. A bit of a downer of a title, but nonetheless poignant. While Ortberg refers to our inability to bring along things that we amass in our lifetimes, I think there is more to the title.

Like putting away the play money and titles to Park Place or Water Works at the end of a game of Monopoly, there is little we take with us at the end of our days. This is important to reconcile with now because doing so changes the way we live before we end up in the box ourselves. I have asked myself what will go in mine, other than a scrawny, wrinkly body? More importantly, what will my kids be thinking about when they throw the dirt on top?

Moving past the dark imagery, let me get to my point. God goes in the box with me, I believe. No, He doesn’t die, but He is there with me, or rather, I with Him. There is life before life on earth and there is life after. That’s because in addition to our earthly life, we have a spiritual dimension—our soul. And this soul counts. It gives us extraordinary value. It connects us with God. It is the deepest part of who we are, which is adored by the God of the universe. It doesn’t die. It doesn’t eat or diet and it doesn’t wear nice clothes. It is within us and in some way, which I cannot aptly quantify, it gives us worth.

Women in the Jewish tradition understand this. Women in the Muslim tradition understand this. And women in the Christian tradition stake their lives on this fact, for we believe that Christ loved us enough to die for us. Whatever our faith, this is not to be taken lightly. If we believe that we are flesh and spirit, then we must also believe that each has value. And it stands to reason that our spiritual self—our soul—has inestimable value. This truth is astonishing. As mothers who believe in a spiritual self, we have no choice but to embrace our worth and take it very, very seriously. Clearly, God does.

Here’s the simplified translation: If we are both flesh and spirit, then God loves both. At the beginning of our lives and at the end, He alone will accompany us. The One who made all things stoops to accompany us in order that we will never be alone and never feel unloved. Now that is something to celebrate when pondering our worth.
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