I’ve Always Been Crazy, But It’s Kept Me From Going Insane

A couple of years ago I was asked to speak at a Home Enrichment meeting in another ward.  They asked me to address the topic of simplifying our lives, eliminating stress from our busy, hectic schedules.  I prepared my remarks and showed up at the appointed hour.  Unfortunately, when I arrived, I noticed that nearly everyone in attendance that night was over the age of 80!  Needless to say, my message went over like a lead balloon.  For those of us under the age of 80, however, I think the message is very timely.  I don’t know about you, but 90% of the time I feel like a chicken running around with its head cut off, putting out fires and just trying to keep my head above water.

Parenting can be pretty intense.  Someday I’m going to write an article about how to save time as parents.  Instead of getting the milk, pouring it into a cup, handing it to your child, and then having him spill it on the floor – I will encourage parents to just take the milk out of the fridge and pour it directly on the floor.  It could save you 2-3 steps! 
A few days ago I was feeling unsettled. I felt that I wasn’t “centered” – I didn’t feel peace at my core.  I didn’t feel like I was necessarily in control of my life – more like life was controlling me and I was doing my best to keep up.  One morning while exercising I was listening to a couple of conference talks by President Uchtdorf – one from October 2010 and the other from October 2012.  His remarks were a real turning point for me.  I want to share a few of the things he taught me about stress and priorities.  He said:

“It’s remarkable how much we can learn about life by studying nature. For example, scientists can look at the rings of trees and make educated guesses about climate and growing conditions hundreds and even thousands of years ago. One of the things we learn from studying the growth of trees is that during seasons when conditions are ideal, trees grow at a normal rate. However, during seasons when growing conditions are not ideal, trees slow down their growth and devote their energy to the basic elements necessary for survival.

At this point some of you may be thinking, “That’s all very fine and good, but what does it have to do with flying an airplane?” Well, let me tell you.

Have you ever been in an airplane and experienced turbulence? The most common cause of turbulence is a sudden change in air movement causing the aircraft to pitch, yaw, and roll. While planes are built to withstand far greater turbulence than anything you would encounter on a regular flight, it still may be disconcerting to passengers.

What do you suppose pilots do when they encounter turbulence? A student pilot may think that increasing speed is a good strategy because it will get them through the turbulence faster. But that may be the wrong thing to do. Professional pilots understand that there is an optimum turbulence penetration speed that will minimize the negative effects of turbulence. And most of the time that would mean to reduce your speed. The same principle applies also to speed bumps on a road. Therefore, it is good advice to slow down a little, steady the course, and focus on the essentials when experiencing adverse conditions.
This is a simple but critical lesson to learn. It may seem logical when put in terms of trees or turbulence, but it’s surprising how easy it is to ignore this lesson when it comes to applying these principles in our own daily lives. When stress levels rise, when distress appears, when tragedy strikes, too often we attempt to keep up the same frantic pace or even accelerate, thinking somehow that the more rushed our pace, the better off we will be.

One of the characteristics of modern life seems to be that we are moving at an ever-increasing rate, regardless of turbulence or obstacles. Let’s be honest; it’s rather easy to be busy. We all can think up a list of tasks that will overwhelm our schedules. Some might even think that their self-worth depends on the length of their to-do list. They flood the open spaces in their time with lists of meetings and minutia—even during times of stress and fatigue. Because they unnecessarily complicate their lives, they often feel increased frustration, diminished joy, and too little sense of meaning in their lives.

It is said that any virtue when taken to an extreme can become a vice. Overscheduling our days would certainly qualify for this. There comes a point where milestones can become millstones and ambitions, albatrosses around our necks.”
(“Of Things that Matter Most” Uchtdorf, October 2010)

Sometimes we blame others when we are stressed out, when we have too much on our plate.  But one of the biggest lessons I have learned over the course of my life is that I am the gatekeeper to my schedule.  If I have too much on my plate, it’s because I put it there. 

I saw a cartoon once that said, “Don’t tell me to stop burning the candle at both ends.  Just tell me where I can get some more wax!”  I’ve been guilty of that myself.  A few years ago I was visiting with my sisters and I asked them what I could possibly do to keep my children’s closets more orderly.  One sister asked, “Do you just have too many clothes?”  I realized she was right.  No matter how I organized the clothes, there were just too many of them.  Sometimes we can’t seem to organize our schedules because there’s just too much stuff there to start with. 

Think of all the things we have to do – go to the temple, spend time with our children, do genealogy, etc. It is like choosing from a dessert smorgasbord.  They are all good things.  But just like the desserts, you can’t eat them all at the same time or you’ll get sick and weighed down.  

I received a letter from my brother recently that made me laugh. 

 “This week is our ward’s Christmas party.  About six months ago our ward’s activity committee was pretty much a “no show’ so they pulled some of the most outgoing women in our ward out of their callings and made them the new activities co-chairs.  Now we fear the magnitude of the ward activities.  The last activity was a huge luau with a roasted pig that brought out more than 300 of the ward.  The party this weekend is going to take people back to the city of Bethlehem. As expected, they approached the elder’s quorum presidency last Sunday and asked us to deliver all the invitations to the 600 people of our ward.  They crossed the line when they insisted, and I mean insisted, that we dress up in Roman Soldier costumes and march around the different neighborhoods making a decree while handing out the invitations to come to Bethlehem (the ward party) to come and pay their taxes.  We refused and thought the fight was over until we saw one of the co-chairs husbands, who is in the bishopric, out delivering invitations in – you guessed it – a Roman Soldier costume.  He didn’t look too thrilled about the idea and only left the car when he had to. You have to remember that 85% of people in our town are not members of the church.  I hurried and got my invitations out before they had time to drop off my costume. 

Most people have the motto: A job worth doing is worth doing well.  I will forever be grateful to my mother for passing on to me a different motto:  It’s good enough for who it’s for.  I cannot tell you how many times that has blessed my life and helped me prioritize my time.

There are not many positive words I could use to describe Satan, but “smart” would have to be one of them. Sometimes he turns our greatest strengths against us.  We, especially women, often pride ourselves in the fact that we can multi task. 

President Uchtdorf once said, “Isn’t it true that we often get so busy? And, sad to say, we even wear our busyness as a badge of honor, as though being busy, by itself, was an accomplishment or sign of a superior life. Is it?

I think of our Lord and Exemplar, Jesus Christ, and His short life among the people of Galilee and Jerusalem. I have tried to imagine Him bustling between meetings or multitasking to get a list of urgent things accomplished. I can’t see it.

Instead I see the compassionate and caring Son of God purposefully living each day. When He interacted with those around Him, they felt important and loved. He knew the infinite value of the people He met. He blessed them, ministered to them. He lifted them up, healed them. He gave them the precious gift of His time.

In our day it is easy to merely pretend to spend time with others.” 

(Dieter F. Uchtdorf October 2012 “Of Regrets and Resolutions”)

Recently I was driving home from school with the kids and my youngest was in the back seat trying to tell me something.  I nodded and occasionally said “uh huh.” Then he said, “Mom, repeat back to me what I just said.”  I had no idea. 
While multi-tasking may be necessary at times, we would do well to focus on becoming like the Savior.  We need to really look into the eyes and hearts of people we love and give our undivided time and attention to those who are truly important to us.

And while it’s okay to have a to-do list and a schedule to keep us organized, we must maintain some flexibility.   I once had a funny dream about my father-in-law passing away.  I was attending his funeral at the Thomas church.  I went in to pay my last respects and noticed his chest was still rising and falling.  When I tried to talk to him he mumbled a bit.  I ran out to the foyer to inform my mother-in-law that he really wasn’t dead.  She replied “Well, we’ve already ordered all the flowers and the luncheon is all prepared, so we should probably go ahead with it...”  Sometimes we need to be more flexible.

Another strength that Satan can use against us is the love we have for our children. As parents we all love our children deeply and want them to grow up and be successful, wonderful adults.  We want them to have every opportunity possible to grow and develop their talents.

I am a big fan of extra curricular activities.  All of my children are involved in extra curricular activities.  However, as I get older, I am much more cautious and careful about how much time we spend away from home.  If you have four or five children each involved in two or three activities, you can literally live in your car.  You can go for days without even seeing certain members of your family. Pretty soon family dinners are a thing of the past and you can’t even remember the last time you had family home evening.

One summer we faced the possibility of spending months running in all different directions like we had in the past.  That year, however, we decided that instead of doing individual activities, we would use that time and money instead to do family activities.  It was honestly one of the best summers we’ve ever had.

The important thing to remember about extracurricular activities is that they are exactly that – extra!  If you are having family prayer morning and night, family scripture study each day, family home evening every Monday night and having regular family dinners together and you find that you have some extra time to fill –great!  Fill it full of all the wonderful things we just mentioned. But be careful that they do not take the place of the basics in your home.
The Power of Basics

The story is told that the legendary football coach Vince Lombardi had a ritual he performed on the first day of training. He would hold up a football, show it to the athletes who had been playing the sport for many years, and say, “Gentlemen, … this is a football!” He talked about its size and shape, how it can be kicked, carried, or passed. He took the team out onto the empty field and said, “This is a football field.” He walked them around, describing the dimensions, the shape, the rules, and how the game is played. 

This coach knew that even these experienced players, and indeed the team, could become great only by mastering the fundamentals. They could spend their time practicing intricate trick plays, but until they mastered the fundamentals of the game, they would never become a championship team.

I think most of us intuitively understand how important the fundamentals are. It is just that we sometimes get distracted by so many things that seem more enticing.

(“Of Things that Matter Most” Uchtdorf October 2010)

Brothers and Sisters, I think it’s time to get back to the basics. If we are not currently doing routine spiritual things in our home, something needs to change.  I loved the insights we heard in a regional conference broadcast.  Elder Brent Nielsen talked about how the Nephite cities were under attack from their enemies.  Their leader Moroni, aware of the legitimate threat they faced, fortified the cities.  He shared the scripture in Alma 49:11

“But behold, Amalickiah did not come down himself to battle. And behold, his chief captains durst not attack the Nephites at the city of Ammonihah, for Moroni had altered the management of affairs.”  Moroni had fortified his cities so much that the enemy couldn’t attack.  Do you need to “alter the management of affairs” in your home? What could you do differently to protect your family?

I’ll close with some words from President Uchtdorf:
“Declaring our testimony of the gospel is good, but being a living example of the restored gospel is better. Wishing to be more faithful to our covenants is good; actually being faithful to sacred covenants—including living a virtuous life, paying our tithes and offerings, keeping the Word of Wisdom, and serving those in need—is much better. Announcing that we will dedicate more time for family prayer, scripture study, and wholesome family activities is good; but actually doing all these things steadily will bring heavenly blessings to our lives.” 

The key is not to prioritize what's on your schedule, but to schedule your priorities. I know that as we do this, we and our families will be blessed.  In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.

Shannon Williams (2020) talkteachinspire.com

(Title is a quote by Waylon Jennings)

