No Deep Regrets

Years ago I read an amazing book called Parting the Red Sea – One Bucket at a Time

by Claudia Goodman. Steve and Claudia Goodman met at BYU.  She waited for him on his mission, and they were later married in the Salt Lake City temple.  At first they had difficulty conceiving, but eventually had 12 children. They were both exceptional musicians and began giving their children Suzuki violin lessons at the age of 18 months.  The whole family learned to sing and soon the family began performing together often.  They sang at the United Nations, at Family Conferences worldwide, and for Pope John Paul II in a private audience.  

One day, the family was traveling from Provo to Salt Lake City after performing a musical number in church.  They were in multiple vehicles, with the father and five children in the lead car.  That car was involved in a horrific accident, which left three of the children dead and the father and two other daughters in very serious condition.  None of the three were expected to live since they had massive head injuries, punctured lungs, lacerated livers, etc.  The wife came upon the scene of the accident and recognized the vehicle.  She knew at the scene that she had lost two sons and a daughter.  The three survivors were life-flighted to two or three different hospitals and she spent the next several weeks going back and forth, trying to cover all the bases.  

Can you even begin to imagine writing the obituaries for three of your children, purchasing burial clothing and caskets for each of them while planning the funerals?  At the same time trying to be at the bedside of your critically ill husband and two daughters who aren’t even in the same hospital?  Not only that, but she still had seven other children to take care of at home and to provide Christmas for.  While she was in the ICU waiting room, someone stole her purse and racked up $5000 on her credit card.  Not only that, but they had multiple musical concerts scheduled for that Christmas season and she  had no idea when they were or where. All the phone numbers had been stolen along with her purse.  

The three survivors eventually recovered and were able to come home.  In a few months, the family was doing concerts once again.  I openly wept as I read this book, harder than I have cried in a very long time, but I learned an important lesson from it:

We need to treat our children with unconditional love and respect, so that if anything ever happened to them, we could live without guilt.  One paragraph in particular hit me between the eyes.  It said, “Because of precious time spent together, there are no deep regrets.”  

When I read this book I had been struggling for a while to control my temper.  I had three of the most angelic children I knew, and yet I just seemed to yell at them way too much and lose my temper over the silliest things.  I had often thought that if anything ever happened to them, I would never be able to forgive myself, even though I had been a wonderful mother in every other regard. I vowed that night to post a small sign on my bathroom mirror, which read “No Deep Regrets.”  I knew it would remind me every day how I needed to act as a mother so that I could live my life without any deep regrets. 

As I was growing up, losing my temper was not an issue.   I was very even-keeled emotionally and rarely if ever, lost control. It just wasn’t my nature. In fact, I made it 28 years without uttering a single cuss word.  I still remember the first time I swore.  I had worked a 12-hour night shift as a nurse and my reflexes were a little slow.  As I drove home, I accidentally ran through a stop sign and nearly collided with another vehicle.  I think I was more shocked about the fact that I swore than I was about the fact that I nearly killed someone.

Unfortunately, as I began having children and the pressures of motherhood weighed upon me, I developed a temper.  I don’t want to give the impression that I was abusive in any way, but yelling became a pretty regular part of my life. I never quit trying. I’d wake up every morning determined to do better, and then I’d lose it.  I’d apologize to my children, repent for my mistakes, and then start over. 

For years, I felt guilty and I thought I was the only one.  Then I started having conversations with my friends and family members and realized that mothers everywhere shared my struggle. I attended a BYU Women’s conference with my former BYU roommates - a reunion of sorts after twenty years. We stayed up talking until two in the morning every night. We talked of how difficult it was to control our tempers as mothers and the conversation became a confessional of sorts.  After we all shared our stories of things we had done that made us feel guilty, we mentioned how comforting it was to realize we were not alone.  

I have talked to amazing mothers, women I greatly admire, who have shared stories of ripping doors off their hinges, throwing scissors at the wall and swearing at their children on their baptismal day.  If you find yourself losing your temper, please know that you are not alone. Obviously, we try to avoid these things, but motherhood is hard.  None of us are as good as we’d like to be. 

The important thing is that we never stop trying to be better. We all know that when we lose our tempers, it has an effect upon our children. One lady shared the following with me, “The other day I had to scold my young son for misbehaving. He sat next to me on the couch and through his tears said ‘You got mad at my feelings.”  

When our son was three we struggled quite a bit too.  One day after I lost my temper with him, he sat on the floor looking devastated.  I took a picture of him and kept it in the front of my binder so that I would never forget that my actions have consequences.  Stephen Covey talked about the fact that even if we only lose our temper 1% of the time, it puts children on edge, because they never know when we’re going to blow.  It is like living at the base of a volcano waiting for it to erupt.

After the birth of our fifth child, I went through a couple months of post-partum depression.  It was a hard time and I’m sure I was anything but patient.  One day our sweet daughter Paige said to me “Why is it that we wake up in the morning and it is sad and then we go to school and we are happy, and then when we come home again it’s sad?”  I thought, “What a terrible thing!” Home should be the happiest, most safe and secure place on the earth.  Children should look forward to coming home everyday.  I realized that when I’m in a bad mood it affects the whole family.  

In April 2007 Jeffrey Holland gave a conference talk about how we should talk to our children and he strongly condemned verbal abuse.  That same day I read a newspaper article about an overmedicated four-year-old child with ADHD who died on a pile of clothing outside her parents’ bedroom.  It was heart wrenching.  Those events made me realize that we will all someday have to answer to the Lord. I realized that I am 100% responsible for my behavior - independent of what my children do to misbehave.  There may be reasons, but no excuses.
In October 2012, Quentin L. Cook said the following, “How we treat those closest to us is of fundamental importance. Violence, abuse, lack of civility, and disrespect in the home are not acceptable﻿—not acceptable for adults and not acceptable for the rising generation. My father used to say “God will hold men responsible for every tear they cause their wives to shed.” This same concept is emphasized in “The Family: A Proclamation to the World.” It reads, “Those who abuse spouse or offspring … will one day stand accountable before God.” Regardless of the culture in which we are raised, and whether our parents did or did not abuse us, we must not physically, emotionally, or verbally abuse anyone else.”

In several other talks I have outlined practical ways we as mothers can learn to control our tempers and deal with the pressures of everyday life.  Today I’d just like to mention three things we can do to achieve long term success.

1. Develop charity.  As we read the definition of charity found in Moroni 7:45 think about how these qualities would change the way you parent your children.  “And charity suffereth long, and is kind, and envieth not, and is not puffed up, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil, and rejoiceth not in iniquity but rejoiceth in the truth, beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things.”  What a difference that would make. Charity is a gift from God that we should pray for every day.

2. Make a decision once and for all that you will be in control of your emotions. Here is a journal entry from August 14, 2007.  Today was my first day trying not to lose my temper.  Lindsey and Tanner woke me up at 6:20 for the 100th time in a row.  I couldn’t get back to sleep.  After wrestling with Lindsey in bed I gave up and got up.  They were both SO ornery.  Lindsey wouldn’t stop crying.  I kept thinking, “Why is there so much opposition?  I erroneously thought that the resistance was coming from my children, but soon realized that Satan himself was the source of resistance.  He doesn’t want me to succeed with my family.  I decided to direct all my anger toward Satan instead of my children.  I determined that he would not win.  I turned on church music, read scriptures, and exercised.  I had every opportunity to lose my temper - Lindsey broke the barstool for the second time, I took five kids for haircuts, got an oil change and bought groceries; one children spilled milk, and another wet the bed. I didn’t lose my temper once.

3. Consider making a formal written plan of your goals. As I was preparing this talk, I came across a plan I had written many years ago.
Goals I hoped to accomplish by November 30, 2006
1. Improve my relationship with my children

2. Eliminate my bad temper

3. Be a calm, relaxed mother who provides a safe home environment of unconditional love and acceptance

4. Prepare my children to function well in society

Steps toward achieving my goals

1. Have the constant companionship of the Holy Ghost

2. Apply parenting with Love and Logic consistently

3. Maintain a system of accountability

4. Re-prioritize and expect interruptions

5. Prevention - eliminate or control sweets, decrease stress and deadlines, get enough sleep, exercise

6. Finish the book “He Did Deliver Me from Bondage”

7. Get help from my husband

8. Structure a routine each day that includes one on one time with my children, focusing on fun activities, manners, and academics

9. Develop patience

I’d like to finish with one more excerpt from my journal that explains what happened when I tried my very best to follow my goals.

August 18, 2006

We have had such a wonderful week – I just had to tell you about it.  Seems like the last several months I’ve been struggling with motherhood and losing my temper a lot and not enjoying motherhood as much as I should.  It occurred to me yesterday that I needed to figure it out and get it under control and totally change the direction that I’m going.  I decided that in order to do that I was going to have to make it my #1 priority in life.  With the new school year starting I thought, “This is the perfect opportunity for me to focus on providing an atmosphere of unconditional love and acceptance for my children – a safe, happy calm place, and to improve my relationship with my children.”  I wrote down some goals and some specific things I need to do to achieve them.  I’ve been working hard at it and the last several days have been wonderful.  I’m amazed at the change – it was almost immediate.  I’ve been trying to stay calm and not let things get under my skin.  We still had a few upheavals but it has been so peaceful and happy.  I’m amazed at how much more I enjoy it.  I used to think that I lost my temper because I didn’t enjoy motherhood, but I now realize that the reason I wasn’t enjoying motherhood is because I was losing my temper.  When you do a bad job of something, it’s not enjoyable, but if you do a really good job at something, it becomes enjoyable.

The purpose of my talk today is not to make you feel guilty, because I know that most of you already feel that way.  I just hope that each of us can continue to seek the Lord’s help in overcoming our weaknesses.  Overcoming a bad temper is like overcoming any weakness – it takes time.  But I testify to you from personal experience that it is possible, and it is worth it.  When things get hard, and they certainly will, just remember our goal “No deep regrets.” You can do it. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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