Panning for Gold – Finding Joy In Motherhood

The Sorrows Far Outnumber the Joys, 

But the Joys Far Outweigh the Sorrows

My sister Bonnie Larsen is a gifted writer.  I have always enjoyed her insightful articles on motherhood.  I’d like to share one entitled, “Tales from the Trenches: All I ever knew about parenting I forgot when I had kids” (Dec 19, 2002)

“1992: We are married. Within a few months, I do my “family planning,” writing down dates in my daily planner: February 1994 - Child #1 is born.  February 1996: Child #2 and so on…until February 2004 – child #6, or #7 if I’m feeling ambitious. Ah! So nice to have that planned out.  Writing goals down on paper.  It’s like I’ve already accomplished them.  Some people say that large families are a thing of the past.  I say it all depends on one’s attitude.  “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

1994: Rachel is born – a month early.  When my mother-in-law comes to visit, my motherly instincts kick in. As my mother-in-law starts to feed Rachel a bottle, I quickly correct her, letting her know that she should hold a baby in an upright position rather than a reclined state to eat.  Later, I show her the latest in burping techniques.  My mother-in-law reared 11 children, including twins.

1995: I’m pregnant with our second child.  The two will be 16 ½ months apart.  Rachel has been such a delightful baby.  I don’t know why parents get stressed out.  We are obviously more casual, competent parents, and therefore more able to cope with the pressures.  Our baby’s good temperament has to be the result of our skill as parents.

1996: We sit around the living room with my in-laws and talk about effective disciplinary techniques.  I can’t believe both my parents and my in-laws resorted to spanking as we were growing up.  After reading many modern magazines and books, I am prepared with an arsenal of ways to resolve heated situations, without resorting to “physical reminders.”  I proudly state my views to the group, and my mother-in-law compliments me on my resolve. (I don’t know how hard she laughed behind closed doors.)

1997: Our third child, Christine, is born.  We’re starting to consider the possibility that others might be on to something when they warned us prior to this event: “Having three children is like hitting a brick wall.  You will feel outnumbered and overwhelmed.  But once you get the hang of it, you can go on to have three to five more.  It’s really all the same after that.”  Well, at least they were right about the first part.  They failed to mention when that first year with three kids came to a close, the thought of having even one more was numbing.

I can’t figure out why it takes me until 1:00 p.m. to get ready for the day.  What is happening to me?  We have three in diapers, and I feel like that’s all I do – change diapers.  Three darling kids, and none of them can do anything for themselves yet.  Our only hope is that we will have a breather when Rachel starts pre-school in two more months.  If we’re still alive.

1999: We made it!  Things are smoothing out.  That’s not to say we don’t have our rough moments, though.  I found out I’m a pretty good aim when I’m throwing the pliers at the kitchen wall.  The repairman who came said, “You’re just bound to have holes in the wall when kids start playing.”  I’ll let him think that.  And when did I pick up this swearing habit?  It’s a good thing my mother’s not here.

2000:  Handsome, chubby little Jared has arrived.  We just moved into a new house and a new city ten days ago.  I keep waiting for the “initial adjustment” to pass.  But six weeks go by and we’re still looking dazed.  It takes us about three months to feel somewhat normal again.

We have wonderful children. They are just intense.  You see, I always thought that parenting would be a state of order and productivity with a few moments of contention now and then. It’s just the opposite at our house.  I wish I could say that we haven’t resorted to spanking, but we have – occasionally.  We just didn’t know what else to do after we had tried everything short of selling them at a garage sale.

Older ladies at church often come up to me and say, “Oh, enjoy your little ones.  They grow up so fast.”  I have held my tongue so I wouldn’t blurt out, “Why don’t you come and enjoy my kids for a few days!?”  But you know what?  They are right.”
Years ago, our children were playing hide and seek.  Savannah would count to twenty and then Paige would yell “Here I Am!” before Savannah could even start looking for her. I wish that finding joy in motherhood could be that easy.  But you know as well as I do, it can be a little more challenging at times.

I’ve discovered that finding joy in motherhood is like panning for gold. A prospector doesn’t just go out into the stream and pick up large bars of the precious metal.  Instead, he scoops up water, sand and gravel in his pan.  He swirls it around, drains it, and repeats the process over and over again. Every once in a while he finds a few flecks or nuggets of gold.  But it’s mostly sand and rocks.   It is long, hard work.  As mothers, we too sift through the craziness of life, the chaos of everyday living, and once in a while find moments of sweet joy - captured one nugget at a time.  That is perhaps one of the greatest lessons I have learned - joy doesn’t come in large chunks - it comes in pieces. 

I was once reading my Mom’s journal and came across an honest admission.  She simply said, “I am not enjoying my children as much as I should.”  Like her, many of us feel guilty that we sometimes complain that life is hard, even when doing the job we love.  But it was not intended for us to be deliriously happy every second of our lives. The purpose of motherhood is not to be entertained.  I don’t know about you, but my husband does not go skipping to the office everyday, so excited to put in another eight hours.  It is just part of life.  So is motherhood. But if you look carefully, you will definitely find moments of joy.  Let me share a few random quotes from our two-year-old daughter Paige that made me laugh.

One day we were riding in the car and Savannah said “Mom, when I grow up I either want to be an ambulance driver or a daycare provider.”  Paige piped up and said, “Savannah, don’t you want to be an Indian?” On another occasion we overheard her saying, “Fe Fi Fo Fum, I smell the bum of an Englishman.”  A few months later she wanted to watch one of her favorite videos and asked me “Mom, will you please put in Snow White and the Three Apostles?” How can you not smile?

As I read my journal entries from the years when my children were young, most of them sounded like this one written on December 16, 2005:

 “I think the things that are difficult about being a stay-at-home mom are: 

1)You’re like the little rat on the wheel in the cage.  You just run and run and run and run and you never get to stop.  It’s 24/7 with no evenings, weekends or holidays off. You do it all day; you do it all night.  You get up the next day and do it all day and all night and it just never ends.  Sometimes I just feel so desperate for a break. Even though I get breaks, there just never seems to be enough at this stage of life.  

2) The noise level – I have such a hard time with noise.  It seems like it’s always chaotic – the whining, the crying, and the complaining. If I could just have a mute button or some earphones or something so that I didn’t have to listen to the noise – the crying and whining and complaining!  That part has been really hard for me.

It’s funny because I know that this is honestly one of the most joyous times of my life.  I’ve had people tell me that and I know that it’s true.  I look at little Lindsey, eight months old, and she’s just the most precious little cherub ever.  I look at my other children and they’re just so beautiful and talented and wonderful.  I think, “I wish I could be enjoying this more because I know how much I’m going to look back and cherish this time.”  It’s almost like giving birth without an epidural.  You know it’s a wonderful, miraculous time but it’s hard to enjoy it because of the pain.  I am struggling a little bit right now.  It’s so refreshing to talk to other young mothers at my stage of life.  It’s so refreshing to realize that everything I feel is very normal and won’t last forever.  There’s nothing else I’d rather do.  I’ve dreamed about being a mother my whole life.  I’d rather be a mother than anything else.”

The interesting thing is that scattered among all the frustrating journal entries were several paragraphs describing pure joy and happiness.  Here are a few:

June 22, 2005

I just had to tell you about my evening because it was one of those moments that you get every once in a great while when you feel like you’ve died and gone to heaven.  I can remember when I was single my dream of life was to be sitting in a home with my family on a summer’s evening with a newborn baby who smells like Johnson’s baby lotion in a little nightgown, just sitting there enjoying the baby and the summer weather.  That has just always been my dream.  Tonight I got all the kids in bed and then took a nice, long hot bath and gave myself a pedicure and put on my pajamas.  I went down in the living room and it was totally quiet.  Doug was gone to a meeting.  It was so beautiful outside.  Sometimes the river just gets so beautiful and there was a sunset over the trees - the landscaping was gorgeous.  I just sat there on the couch with Lindsey.  I had just given her a bath and she was in her little nightgown, smelling like Johnson’s baby lotion.  I was reading a wonderful book.  Smelling Lindsey, touching her little tiny hands and feet, and having her snuggled up against me was wonderful.  Sometimes you just realize that all of your dreams have come true.  It was a glimpse of heaven.

December 20, 2006

This is actually Josh’s due date and yet he’s six weeks old.  I had kind of a fleeting happy moment today as a mother.  Josh was asked to be the baby Jesus in the Rockford Elementary School Christmas play and Savannah and Paige did so well on their parts.  It was so fun to watch them.  I was so proud of them.  I was sitting in the audience with Grandma and Grandpa Williams, Tanner and Lindsey. Thank goodness they were there to help me because I had been so stressed out all day long – trying to figure out how I was going to video tape it and take pictures with the digital camera and get Josh up to the stage and take care of Lindsey and Tanner.  This whole day I was so stressed out and I was so afraid he was going to scream and cry when he got up there in the manger.  I just cannot remember having that much stress in a long time.  Plus Josh kept me up all night - he has been really fussy at night and Doug and I didn’t get any sleep.  

It was a very stressful day, but we made it to the program.  Lindsey just sat on Grandpa’s lap and Tanner was good the whole time.  The girls did well on their parts.  Paige is a first grader and she got the chance to be the delivering angel.  She had a halo on her head and was dressed in white.  She carried Josh onto the stage and put him in the manger.  As I stood there watching them the tears started rolling down my cheeks and I got a lump in my throat.  There was just something about seeing my little son in the manger at Christmas time, seeing Paige next to him looking like an angel.  It was a glimpse – I love being a mother!  It was just very touching. It has been a little rough since we got home, but I was very grateful for that moment.

I’ll share one final entry:

Tonight was one of those moments when I realized how lucky I am.  I decided to go jogging tonight instead of tomorrow.  It had been snowing and raining and hailing all day, but it had warmed up.  It was a beautiful, crisp evening.  I was jogging around the yard and I stopped on the north side of the circular driveway and looked back at the house.  It looked so pretty with green all around it.  There was a little bunny rabbit hopping around at my feet.  It didn’t even run away.  I was listening to my 80’s tunes in my headphones.  One of the songs was “It’s a beautiful life” and I just kept thinking, “It certainly is.”  

Here are a few things I have learned about finding joy in motherhood.

· Sometimes you have to create joy, rather than waiting for it to happen.  Plan meaningful experiences with your children.

· We don’t experience joy in spite of our trials, but because of our trials. Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden could feel no joy because they knew no misery.  Believe it or not, the misery we feel sometimes as mothers makes it possible for us to feel joy.  I’ll never forget attending a Court of Honor for a young man who had earned his Eagle Scout award.  He had had some significant challenges growing up.  I got a lump in my throat watching his parents in the audience. Everything they had been through made that moment so much sweeter.

· Guilt will destroy joy faster than anything I know.   When I lost my temper as a mother and felt guilty about it, I found it very hard to experience joy.  Originally, I thought that I lost my temper because I sometimes didn’t enjoy motherhood.  But I soon learned that I sometimes didn’t enjoy motherhood because I lost my temper. If you make a mistake, repent quickly and move on.

· Keep a joy journal.  Look for moments of pure joy and be sure to write them down.  

· Take a lot of pictures and videos of your children.  One night we were watching home movies of the children when they were small.  They were absolutely adorable! I turned to my husband and said, “I don’t remember them being that cute!” I think it is because when they are growing up, the cuteness gets lost in the chaos, so it fun to be able to enjoy it later in life. We have often commented as a family how much fun it would be if each of the children now could spend an afternoon with their two-year-old selves.  Wouldn’t that be a party?

· Children are not our only source of joy. Continue to follow your passions as an individual.  What did you do for fun before you had children that made you feel alive?  What could you schedule now that would give you something to look forward to? Go back to the happiest time of your life.  What were you doing? What were you feeling?  What portion of that can you replicate now?  

I recently read a wonderful book called The Measure of a Mother’s Heart by Toni Sorenson. Let me share a few of her thoughts. 

“Motherhood is far from being only fun and games.  If I’d only known it was going to be this hard, we whisper when our prayers are uttered in the darkest times.  Oh, who knew that mothering was going to be this hard?

If only you’d known…..would you have missed out on the afternoon the bat finally connected with the ball and soared over the fence?  Or the day the bike stayed upright to the end of the street? Or the delight on your child’s face when he swam from one end of the pool to the other? Would you have forfeited the trips to the grocery store, the hours baking cookies with more chocolate chips going into the belly than the bowl?  The smell of gooshy pink baby lotion and summer watermelon and campfire smoke would never mean as much.  Neither would the squeal of laughter-spewed milk across the kitchen table. The sound of grasshopper wings knocking against the glass of a mason jar.  The baking-soda volcano made the night before the science project was due. The class treats.  Game-day jerseys. Monsters vanquished from beneath beds and behind closet doors.  Cavities filled and retainers left on lunch trays. Halloween costumes, Christmas jammies, Valentine boxes, and summer sprinkler wars.  Oh, the priceless memories that would have been forfeited if we’d declined the offer to mother the rising generation.” (Pg 9-10.)

I’ll finish with one final journal entry.

May 17, 2008

Today has truly been one of the happiest days I can ever remember having as a family.  It was Paige’s baptismal day and it was one of those sweet, sweet moments when all the stars line up in your life and you just experience true joy. This morning everybody in our family got along.  There was a sweet, peaceful spirit in our home.  The baptism was one of those pinnacle moments of your life when you see your husband whom you love baptize your child that you love; realizing that he’s worthy to do that.  I was very touched seeing them in the font.  

The whole program was beautiful.  Just to be surrounded by family and friends, anyone who means anything in my life was wonderful.  

We came to our house afterwards and the backyard was so beautiful.  It was one of the first true summer days – 70-80 degrees.  The grass was green, the trees are covered in leaves, the tulips are up – it was just breathtaking.  To sit out there in the nice cool breeze and talk to family members and be together – it was marvelous. I got a chance to just sit and visit with people.  It was beautiful! It’s like the saying about parenting goes, “The sorrows far outnumber the joys, but the joys far outweigh the sorrows.”  Today the joy outweighed everything.  It made years and years of parenting worthwhile, just to have a day like today.  I was so grateful for it. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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