Life Doesn’t Come with a Manual…

It Comes with a Mother
I’ll never forget my very first Mothers Day. I had given birth to our daughter eight months earlier and was visiting my parents’ ward in Idaho Falls. I looked forward to hearing the wonderful talks about motherhood and receiving my potted plant after the meeting.  Unfortunately, our daughter screamed the entire three hours and I missed all of the meetings.  As we were leaving, she threw up in the doorway of the foyer right as sacrament meeting was letting out.  

Mothers Day 2010 wasn’t much better.  I woke up with a sore throat.  My three year old son told me “You’re not my mother, you’re my dolphin” and then elbowed me in the stomach. Two of the five children were crying as we frantically raced to church so our daughter could speak in sacrament meeting.  Lindsey fell on the sidewalk and tore a hole in her tights. We went to ladies room to take off her tights and Josh accidentally peed on me.  A friend of mine standing next to me turned and said with a smile, “Happy Mothers Day!” 

We all know that being a mother is not the easiest things in the world.  I recently came across a humorous article that shares activities women can do to get ready for motherhood.

1.Buy an octopus and a small bag made out of loose mesh. Attempt to put the octopus into the bag so that none of the arms hang out.  You have all morning to do this.  You are now ready to dress a small child.

2.Always repeat everything you say at least five times, if not more.

3. Go to the local supermarket.  Take with you the nearest thing you can find to a preschool child. (A fully–grown goat is excellent.) If you intend to have more than one child, take more than one goat.  Buy your week’s groceries without letting the goats out of your sight.  Pay for everything the goats eat or destroy.

4. Hollow out a watermelon.  Make a small hole in the side.  Suspend it from the ceiling and swing it from side to side.  Now get a bowl of soggy Cheerios and attempt to spoon them into the swaying melon by pretending to be an airplane.  Continue until half the Cheerios are gone.  Tip half of the remaining portion into your lap.  The other half - just throw up in the air.  You are now ready to feed a 12- month-old baby.

5. Make a recording of somebody saying “mommy!” over and over again. No more than a four-second delay between each “mommy.” Occasional crescendo to the level of a supersonic jet required.  Play this tape in your car everywhere you go for the next four years.  You are now ready to take a long trip with a toddler.

6. Go for a ride, but first…Find one large tomcat and two pit bulls.  Borrow three child safety seats and install them into the back seat of your car.  While holding something fragile, strap the cat and pit bulls into their car seats.  Keep the cat and the pit bulls from touching each other while driving in heavy traffic.  While the cat and the pit bulls fight, scratch, and squeal, answer an important call on your cell phone.  Put on your makeup while waiting at stoplights.  Run several errands, removing and replacing the cat and pit bulls at each stop.  Take the cat and pit bulls to sacrament meeting.  Prepare individual sandwich bags with equal portions of Little Friskies Cat Food and Purina Dog Chow.  Try to enjoy sacrament meeting while the cat and pit bulls sniff and pull and howl about the contents of the other’s bags.

Sometimes as mothers it’s difficult to feel like we’re accomplishing anything at all because the mundane tasks of everyday life consume all our time. Consider these journal entries I wrote when our children were small.

May 19, 2005

I woke up today with only one goal – getting some groceries.  It took me five hours to make out a grocery list and three hours to buy the groceries.  While shopping, I had Paige, Tanner, and Lindsey with me and we got a flat tire from an 8-inch nail in the Albertsons parking lot.  I spent the afternoon at Les Schwab breastfeeding Lindsey in the middle of the waiting room while Tanner ate popcorn off the floor. It was a lovely day.

Friday we’ll take Josh to the doctor. That poor kid looks like he’s been put through the ringer. He has an eye infection in both eyes and abrasions on the right side of his face (compliments of Lindsey tipping a full length mirror over on top of him.) I feel like I spend 95% of my time just trying to keep my children alive. Last night in his prayers Tanner said "Please bless that Josh can grow up safely." Sometimes I want to pray, “Please bless that Josh will grow up. Period”

Not only do we have multiple children, but we must teach each of them to walk, talk, eat, sleep, tie their shoes, button, snap, zip, cook, clean, iron, sew, ride a bike, drive a car, pay their taxes, pay their tithing, say their prayers, and read their scriptures. As mothers, we’d love to make a grand contribution to the world, but we’re too busy changing diapers and cleaning up messes.

During moments like these – and we all have them – we often ask ourselves “Is this what I was born to do?”  “Is this all there is?”  We feel that somehow, somewhere, there must be more.

One reason we may question the significance of our role is that there are very few external rewards and accolades for being a mother.  I have yet to receive a ribbon for trying a new recipe.  I have received no trophies for giving birth without an epidural.  Those things simply don’t exist.  Therefore, it is vitally important for every one of us as women to truly understand, in our heart of hearts, that what we do everyday does matter.  In fact, it matters a lot.

Think for a moment about the plan of salvation.  That is the plan, the whole reason we are here.  The whole purpose of the plan is for spirit children to come to earth and receive a mortal body, to be taught the gospel of Jesus Christ, and to be prepared to receive ordinances and make covenants that will allow them to return and live with their Heavenly Father.  

Now consider your role in that plan.  You are the one who brings those children into this world and gives them a mortal body.  You are primarily the one who teaches them the gospel of Jesus Christ and prepares them to receive the ordinances and covenants that will enable them to return to their Heavenly Father.  It doesn’t get any bigger than that!  In the eternal scheme of things, you are center stage; you have the leading role.  If I were to ask you to make a list of all the people whose role is larger than yours, what would you write?  I can only think of one name, and that is the Savior himself.  He has entrusted us with so much. 

Latter-day Saint women understand that being a mother is their highest priority, their ultimate joy. President Gordon B. Hinckley said: “Women for the most part see their greatest fulfillment, their greatest happiness in home and family. God planted within women something divine that expresses itself in quiet strength, in refinement, in peace, in goodness, in virtue, in truth, in love. And all of these remarkable qualities find their truest and most satisfying expression in motherhood.”  In order to find this satisfaction, however, we must never lose the vision of what motherhood is all about.

I like the story of a man who was walking down the road and came upon two men building a wall at a construction site.  He asked the first guy “What are you doing?”  He answered, “I’m laying bricks.”  He then asked the second guy “What are you doing?”  He answered, “I’m building a cathedral.”  There is a world of difference in those two answers.  It has been said, “”Where there is no vision, the people perish.”  The same is true of motherhood.  Are you laying bricks, or are you building a cathedral?

How many of you remember the movie “Karate Kid?”  It was about a young man named Daniel who was constantly being beat up by the bullies.  He went to Mr. Miyagi and asked him if he could teach him how to fight.  The man replied that he would make Daniel a great fighter if he did everything exactly as he asked him to.  Daniel agreed.  The first day Daniel showed up at his house the man asked him to wash his car.  Wax on; wax off.  Wax on; wax off.  Daniel was not impressed, but did it anyway.  The next day he was asked to paint a fence.  Daniel was upset because he wanted to learn to fight and instead, his teacher kept giving him mundane, menial, monotonous tasks to complete.  However, at the end of the movie, all the movements Daniel had learned were orchestrated together and Daniel became a great fighter.

I have found similar parallels in motherhood.  So often we are asked to perform mundane, menial, monotonous tasks over and over again, which in and of themselves, have no great meaning.  Wash dishes; sweep the floor.  Run to piano lessons; fix dinner.  And yet, when we get to the end of our lives, I think we will be surprised to find that when orchestrated together, these mundane tasks have created law-abiding, God-fearing, well-adjusted adults, and that in the process, we too, have become perfected.

The next time you have your nose to the grindstone, when you are knee-deep in menial tasks, I hope you will say to yourself, “Wax on, wax off.  Wax on, wax off.”  
”I am not laying bricks, I am building a cathedral.”  It truly will make a difference.

And even though there may not be any external rewards or accolades, every unselfish act you perform is recorded in heaven.  A mother relating to her children in the privacy of her own home, with no audience but the unseen angels, is the major influence for all that is good and decent in the world. I truly believe that like William Ross Wallace said, “The hand that rocks the cradle is the hand that rules the world.” 

My mom once said,  “Mothers shape the world by shaping its population, one person at a time.  They provide stability and comfort so subtly and so quietly that it seldom gets noticed.  In this chaotic world, it is motherhood that holds the strands of life together.” 

Fortunately, this is not a job we have to do alone.  One woman said, “I learned very early in motherhood that it was indeed a partnership with my Heavenly Father to raise these children that are sent to us and that I would not be expected to raise them in this world without the guidance and direction He had to offer.  I have relied on that many, many times already and know that I am really only beginning.”  Another woman wrote, “When you pound on the doors of heaven to ask for, to plead for, to DEMAND guidance and wisdom and help for this wondrous task, that door is thrown open to provide you the influence and the help of all eternity.  Brother Holland tells us to ‘claim the promises of the Savior of the world.  Ask for the healing balm of the atonement for whatever may be troubling you or your children.  Know that in faith things will be made right in spite of you, or more correctly, because of you.”

We are imperfect mothers raising imperfect children in an imperfect world.  There is going to be a lot of imperfection.  Life doesn’t always turn out exactly as we had planned.  I love what Toni Sorenson said in her book, The Measure of a Mother’s Heart:

“Don’t let this Mother’s Day be one where you go home with your head hanging down because you feel inferior to Sister Perfect and her well-dressed and well-behaved children.  No matter how apt some people are at appearances, no one other than Christ attains perfection in this lifetime.  Motherhood is messy.  It’s trench work.

Let this be the Mother’s Day you don’t wait around for your children or your husband or anyone else to honor you and then get disappointed when they don’t meet your expectations.  Honor your own role and celebrate yourself.

Then let the spirit of love help you to look around with your heart as open as your eyes.  Recognize the women who have mothered you.  Do something to pay tribute to them.  Open your vision to those mothers who so often get overlooked.  See the mother whose son is in prison.  Don’t ignore the mother whose daughter is in rehab.  Remember the woman who just suffered her third miscarriage.  Embrace the woman who weeps in silence, remembering the baby she gave up for adoption.

There is a sister at the back of every chapel who slips out early on Mother’s Day before the potted plants or pamphlets are passed out because she has never given birth.  Remember her and thank her for all the mothering she’s done anyway. 

He knows every mother and every joy and ever heartache in her life.  He knows the woman whose only child died.  He knows how difficult it is for stepmothers trying to blend families.  He knows the challenges that a mother well into her seventies faces as she continues to care for her mentally challenged fifty-year-old daughter.

In a fallen world where families are Satan’s primary target, perhaps you’re among the few and fortunate whose home and family is intact, just the way the Lord meant all families to be.  You have kept your covenants.  Your husband is a worthy priesthood holder who uses his authority to bless you and your children.  You are able to stay at home full-time to meet the needs of your family and even afford Zumba and yoga classes so you look good while running after the kids.  You and your sweetheart are still madly in love and your blessed, blessed children have to look no further than the kitchen table to see an ideal role model.  Thank heaven for families like yours.  You inspire and offer hope.” (The Measure of a Mother’s Heart by Toni Sorenson pg. 3-4)

Several years ago I had a profound experience that taught me that mothers matter.  I was 39 years old and our five children ranged in age from one to eleven.  I went from being healthy to nearly dead in a matter of days.  Unbeknownst to me, I had had a severe allergic reaction to a routine antibiotic that caused me to develop pneumonia in both lungs.  The pneumonia quickly turned to respiratory failure and ARDS, a condition that is fatal about 50% of the time.  

I was in a medically induced coma on a ventilator for two weeks.  Some of the doctors and nurses did not think I would make it through the night. I was somewhat paralyzed when I came out of the coma and had to learn to walk again.  I was in the hospital for nearly a month and a half.  

Several weeks after I was discharged, my husband and I were preparing to attend the funeral of a gentleman who lived in our community.  I lay in bed one night picturing his viewing and his family standing at the casket.  I realized that that just as easily could have been me.  I immediately started thinking, “Where would my children be?  Who would be taking care of them?”  It hit me like a ton of bricks that if my life had not been preserved, my children would have been devastated.  

I cannot begin to describe the feeling that came over me.  I knew, like I’ve never known before, that I mattered. In spite of my imperfections, in spite of my faults, I mattered.  I was everything to them.  I was the center of their world.  They needed me.  They loved me.

Motherhood is truly a royal calling.  That doesn’t mean that you don’t feel the weight of the mantle.  You feel it.  Satan tries to stifle us with our own insecurities and inadequacies.  He reminds us of everything we’re not (as if our children weren’t already doing that).  Don’t listen.  Listen to Heavenly Father, who entrusted you with those children in the first place.  Let His be the voice you trust to tell you the truth.  Trust yourself.  Your instincts are spiritual radar. The Lord will bless you.  In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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