How to Play With Your Children Without Losing Your Marbles

I don’t know about you, but I hate playing barbies.  It requires way too much imagination!  And I’m not much better at Chutes and Ladders.  Sitting through a two hour Disney movie can be downright painful.  Don’t get me wrong – I love spending time with my children – talking and laughing and having a great time.  It’s just that I’ve always been an adult oriented person.  As a child, I preferred talking to adults rather than playing with my peers.  So setting aside time to “play” with my children when they were young did not always come naturally. 

Over the years, however, I have realized that it is every bit as important to play and laugh together as families as it is to study, work and worship together. It’s during these times, when we are doing enjoyable things together, that we are building bridges – bridges of communication that we can cross time and time again to teach them the important things – the moral values, principles and ideals that we want instilled into their lives. 

We all want to have a good relationship with our children. Have you ever thought about the fact that it is very difficult to dislike someone that you’re having a really good time with?  Positive experiences together automatically bring families closer together. Families that play together, stay together. (Jean Benson)

Too often as we get older we think we have to be sober, serious and act like life is one continual problem.  I think there’s a child inside all of us and we would be much healthier if we would let that child out to play once in a while.” (Jean Benson “Lighten Up, Live it Up, and Learn to Laugh Again” Ricks College Women’s Week March 1994)

So why don’t we play with our children more?  For many of us, it has a lot to do with our “To Do” list. I wake up every morning with the intention of crossing off as many things as possible.  In fact, I think that’s where I derive a lot of my self-esteem from – that sense of accomplishment.  Anything that slows that process down feels like an interruption.  So when a child says, “Hey mom, can you come help me build a fort?” it’s easy to say no.  I once heard a quote that pierced me to the core - “Anything that is a priority is not an interruption.” Think about it.

Although playing with your children may feel like “wasting time,” nothing could be further from the truth.  Charles Francis Adams, the grandson of the second US president, was a successful lawyer, a member of the US House of Representatives and the US ambassador to Britain.  Amidst his responsibilities he had little time to spare.  He did, however keep a diary.  One day he wrote: “Went fishing with my son today, a day wasted.”  On that very same date, Charles’ son Brooks Adams, had printed in his own diary “Went fishing with my father today, the most wonderful day of my life.”

There are two ways to incorporate more fun into our lives. The first is through organized activities.  When we had two young daughters at home, and I was trying to balance my responsibilities with their need for attention, I came up with a solution that worked well for us.  I would set aside a half hour each day to spend with them individually.  It was called “Savannah time” and “Paige time.”  They knew that they would have my undivided attention for 30 minutes and that they could choose any activity they wanted.   Boy, did they look forward to that! Not only did it make them feel special and improve our relationship; when I needed to attend to my other responsibilities and they asked me to do something I could say, “That would be a perfect idea for Savannah time tomorrow” and not feel guilty.

A woman shared this humorous story with me.  “The other day, our son was invited to go across the street to play with a little boy his age.  This boy’s father is a real outdoorsman and has big moose and deer heads hanging up in their home.  When the boy’s mother brought my son back she told me that my son had looked up at the moose head and exclaimed, “What’s that puppy doing on the wall?”  I guess we know which family hunts and which family doesn’t.”

Regardless of what your family enjoys doing together, establish family traditions. Every Saturday night when I was growing up our family would watch “Emergency” and “Lawrence Welk” on TV while my Mom did our hair for church with pink curlers and Dippity Doo. We would play softball in the back yard nearly every night during the summer.  We would spend hours playing monopoly.  We’d make up games and laugh until we cried. Those were good times!

One of my best childhood memories was when our parents planned a family Olympics.  Our ward had moved out of our old church house into a new building.  There were many things left over that nobody wanted.  Since my Dad was in the bishopric at the time, he got the job of disposing of all the extra stuff.  The paraphernalia included many trophies left over from bygone road shows and sports championships. They were so big and shiny and elaborate.  Nobody wanted to take them home, so my parents hatched a plan.  They took six of the trophies home and removed the inscription plates with writing on them.  Then they hid them from us kids.  

For the next week, everyone helped plan the event.  The time finally arrived - excitement was running high as we met in the back yard.  The games began – you know the usual events seen at the summer Olympics – the egg toss, lawn darts and the backward running race on a broom.  Some of the games were rigged so that each child could win first place in something.  When the games ended and the treats had been eaten, my parents announced that it was time for the awards ceremony.  We children didn’t know about this part.  We were called, one by one, to the ceremonial stand, which was made from boxes.  When our name was announced, we were presented with a huge, ornate trophy.  Our eyes nearly popped out of our heads!  “We get these for winning the egg toss?”  We were so thrilled.  Those trophies occupied places of great honor in our bedrooms for many years.

Not every activity will turn out perfectly.  My brother shared the following experience: “For family home evening this week the girls asked if we could make another home movie.  I thought this would be great until they all started arguing with each other at dinner about what the movie's plot would be.  They simply could not come up with a consensus so I suggested that they could all pick what character they would be and I would make up a story according to those characters.  Well, what a hurdle that proved to be when Joslyn announced she was going to be Leslie, a homeless girls from France (yes, with an attempted dialect).  Kelsey decided to be a cat from Mexico.  Lauren put on a Scooby Doo outfit, and they dressed Sophie up to be the Christmas Angel.  We ended up doing a very low-budget, low-attempt movie about immigrants coming to America who were helped by the Christmas Angel.  The movie was complete with music such as "America" by Neil Diamond, "Feelings" by some bad karaoke singer and ABBA.”
In addition to planned activities, we need to be open to spontaneous moments of fun.  When I was pregnant with our fifth child, the kids woke me up one Saturday morning at 6:30.  Since I was tired, I was planning to make them a quick breakfast and then go back to sleep. First I decided to walk down to the mailbox to get the newspaper.  The snow was lightly falling, the trees were laden with snow and since it was warm, I realized that we had an abundance of perfect packing snow.  So the children and I went out at 6:55 AM to build three snowmen.  I remember our daughter Paige leaving her breakfast saying, “I can’t miss this.  Usually parents don’t build snowmen with kids.”  It was so much fun.

Perhaps the easiest way to have fun with our children is to incorporate fun into our everyday routine activities.  Take cooking for example.  Instead of making boring round pancakes for breakfast, make them into shapes. It won’t take you any longer, and the kids will think you’re the best mom ever.  Cut out bread with cookie cutters to make interesting sandwiches for lunch.  Eat with your hands tied together or with crazy utensils.  Make a “garden” dessert with chocolate pudding, crushed up Oreos and Gummi worms.  On St. Patrick’s Day, add green food coloring to your food.  For noncreative people like me, these things aren’t very difficult, but will make our children feel like they are part of a “fun” family.

There are simple crafts you can do with your children.  Make pet rocks by collecting rocks outside and decorating them with acrylic paints.  Put together a big “craft” box filled with paper, scissors, glue, glitter, and pipe cleaners and let the kids make bookmarks or picture frames.  Homemade play dough will entertain your children for hours.  Buy them chalk and let them draw on the sidewalks.  They can trace their bodies on butcher paper, make a bird feeder out of a milk jug or put together a Cheerios necklace.  Let them look at scrapbooks of themselves. I haven’t even figured out how to get on Pinterest, but even I could come up with some of these things. 

Sometimes moms and kids just need to get out of the house.  Take them to the public library, community recreation center, or to a playground.  If you have a beach nearby, let them play in the sand and water.  Get together with other moms for play dates.  Organize neighborhood softball games.  Most of these activities won’t even cost money.  

Have fun while you travel.  You may need to use videos for part of the trip, but teach your children how to play travel bingo, have them play the license plate game or find the letters of their name on street signs.  They can do travel scavenger hunts or keep a travel journal on long trips.  You can find all sorts of wonderful ideas on the website momsminivan.com.

One day my son Tanner turned to me and said, "I am B-O-D, bored!" His older sister, Paige turned to him and said "That's B-O-R-D Tanner.” Kids do get bored sometimes and the summer months can be especially difficult.  Here is an idea to consider.  Each week or each month you could have specific “days” – park day, sports day, baking day, work day, video day, swimming day, board game day or science experiment day.  It would give them something to look forward to and again, wouldn’t need to be complicated. Since we don’t have any close neighbors, we usually designate one day a week during the summer months as “friends day” – where each of the kids invite a friend over to play for the afternoon. It might also help to have an “activity jar” with slips of paper.  Each paper has an activity written on it and children can choose something out of the jar when they can’t think of anything to do.  You could also make a binder for younger children who can’t read that has pictures of various activities they can do when they are bored.

 Learning to let our hair down and enjoy life with our children is a process that takes time. Let me share a journal entry from April 2009. “Today I realized that I need to create more happy moments with my children.  Instead of shooing them away or plopping them down in front of a video all day long, I need to play with them, teach them, interact with them, and create memories for them.  Not only would it benefit them, but it would also bring me a lot more joy as a mother.  In order to do this, I would need to mellow out considerably, stop watching the clock worrying about being late, rushing through my “to do” list, etc.  I vowed that I would do better.

This morning I got up and did exactly that.  I usually get frustrated when Josh wakes me up at 6:30 every morning.  It’s just so unnecessary!  But this morning when he started banging on the door at 6:16, I just held his cute little hand as we walked down the stairs together.  I laid on the couch with him on my stomach and we just talked - about Jesus having nails in his hand and feet, about there being turtles in the “fud” (flood).  I even taught him that his last name was Williams.  That threw him for a loop.  It was a sweet, tender moment.

Then we watched a little squirrel eat a piece of bread out of Paige’s hand.  I made the kids pancakes in fun shapes and let them flip them with the spatula.  Josh broke two eggs when we were making the pancakes, but I didn’t even get mad.  Later in the morning, we had to run earrings to Savannah at school and jam to Mom Williams’s freezer.  Usually I make Lindsey and Josh stay in the car, but I let them come in with me, pick dandelions in the grass and swing on the swing set.  I pointed out the tractors and airplanes we saw as we drove.  When we got home we made new play dough.  

All day I’ve been kind.  I haven’t lost my temper and it’s amazing how well the children have behaved.  Once again I’ve realized that the kids’ bad behavior is usually just a mirror image of mine.  We’ve had the spirit in our home and I will be able to go to bed tonight with a clear conscience and no guilt.  I can hardly wait to say my prayers since I don’t even have to repent.  Maybe I’ll try this again tomorrow.”

I’ll share one other entry from Oct 13, 2007.  We had a really fun day as a family.  I didn’t get a chance to exercise this morning so I decided to go for a walk and it turned into a family walk.  We spent a good hour and a half walking through the woods around our house and then walked down the gravel road to the west to see the gorgeous fall colors along the river.  We went down into the forest there.  There were brilliant colors and it smelled like fall.  It was so relaxing – a fun time together as a family.  

We played together on the swing set this afternoon and the kids raked up the leaves.  One of Doug’s scouts had a football game, so we went over to the high school and watched the second half. The kids loved it and thought it was wonderful.  It was warm and we didn’t even need jackets.  Anyway, I felt like a good mother today.  We spent a lot of time with the kids and I helped Savannah write a couple of talks and work on a song she’s playing for the primary program.  I felt like my time was well spent.  It was a wonderful day.
I’d like to share a thought that I learned from my mother.  She said, “We live in a society that constantly pushes us.  We are told to play classical music to babies before they’re even born, told to teach them to read when they’re three.  We run them to this lesson and that.  It’s okay for kids to just be kids and parents to just be imperfect human beings and for all of us to just be happy and enjoy this business of living.”

Janene Baadsgaard has written a wonderful book entitled, “Why does my Mother’s Day Potted Plant Always Die?”  In one chapter she says, “I went to a funeral years ago, where a tribute was given to the deceased woman.  ‘She had the cleanest windows in town,’ the speaker boasted.  ‘She woke up early every morning and washed every window in her house.’ Heaven help me if the only nice thing people can remember about me when I’m six feet under is how spotless my kitchen floor was.  I want my children to remember me without a vacuum, mop, or toilet brush welded to my hand.”  

She went on to say, “I took the children to the park one autumn day.  While they played on the equipment, I tried to jog around the park efficiently, productively and in an organized fashion.  I managed to make hard work out of exercise.  My children didn’t try to make what they were doing worthwhile.  They hung by their knees on the monkey bars because they were tickled with the way the world looked upside down.  I thought about losing weight and getting my cardiovascular system up to my training level.  My children took a deep breath of autumn-scented air and threw sand in each other’s hair.

I want to reach back into myself and release the child.  While I watched my children play, I learned something important about living.  There is a place for efficiency and organization in everyone’s life.  But there is also an equally important place for spontaneity, unscheduled joy, and the simple healing balm of play.”

I add my testimony to hers.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Rearing children is the most important, the heaviest and the most overwhelming responsibility we’ll ever have in life.  The challenge is great, but I submit to you that if you do laugh and play more as a family, you will enjoy each other more; your job will be easier and more importantly, you will be much more successful. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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