Show Me a Woman Without Guilt and I’ll Show You a Man

I’d like to start today by sharing a journal entry I wrote when our oldest daughter was in elementary school.  

“Well, this week I made the biggest mistake of my parenting career so far.  Each month Savannah’s school has a “Super Student Assembly” to honor children from each grade.  It’s a big deal where the parents come and they have a little reception for the students and their parents afterwards.  Savannah has asked me each month if I was going to come, but I told her I had talked to the school and they had informed me that you were only supposed to come if your child was being honored and that they would notify me when I was supposed to be there.  Anyway, on Monday I got a call from one of my friends and she said “Shannon, didn’t you know that Savannah was honored today at the assembly?”  Apparently they had sent a note home on Friday telling me of the event, but Savannah had forgotten to give it to me from her backpack, so I never saw it.

Savannah was pretty devastated that I wasn’t there to see her get her award.  She kept saying things like ‘Of all the days I needed you to be at my school, this one was it.’  She told me about eating cookies and punch all by herself while the others mingled with their parents.  I tried to redeem myself by taking her out for ice cream and making a big deal about it, but I still don’t know if she’s forgiven me.  I felt so badly.”

A few years later, I had another low point in my mothering career.  It was the first week of summer vacation in 2008.  I had all five kids at home.  We had horrible rainy weather and couldn’t go outside.  We were driving each other crazy.  It seemed that at any given moment I had all five kids vying for my attention.  That night as I was trying to get dinner ready I heard “Mom!  Mom!  Mom!”  Tanner came up and said “Mom can you come here for a minute?” This is my sweet son that would ask me to “come and see” something about every five minutes such as a transformer or something on the computer. I said kindly but firmly “No, I can’t.” As he slowly walked away he said, “I wrote ‘I love you Mom’ on the chalkboard and I just wanted you to see it.”  He was in first grade and had just learned to write “I luv u Mom.” I felt so horrible!  I took him in my arms, ran to the playroom, and thanked him profusely. He’s seventeen now and I still cry when I think about it.

I have pretty much lived on a steady diet of guilt since September of 1996 when our first child was born.  This journal entry from December 16, 2005 pretty much sums it up:

“I go to bed every night feeling guilty for the mistakes I’ve made.  I wake up in the morning with a great resolve to do better.  Usually by about 9 o’clock in the morning I’ve blown it and I start all over again. Today I could honestly face Heavenly Father and tell him that I’ve never quit trying, no matter how bad I still am as a mother.  I could tell him that I never quit trying and I spend a lot of energy trying to be a better mother, to be the kind of mother my children deserve.  They deserve a good one and hopefully someday I can give them one.” 

When I read those words today it breaks my heart and I feel a great deal of compassion for my younger self.  The sad thing is, I know she’s not the only one who feels that way. My mom used to say, “Show me a woman without guilt and I’ll show you a man.”  Why is it that we as women are so tough on ourselves?

Elder Uchtdorf gave a wonderful talk to the women of the church in September 2008.  He mentioned how different men and women are when it comes to cooking.  He feels heroic if he scrambles eggs.  She apologizes for not adding an additional bay leaf.  A man’s motto is “If it’s not broken, don’t fix it.”  A woman’s motto is, “If it’s good, let’s make it better.”  Elder Uchtdorf said, “To me it appears that our splendid sisters sometimes undervalue their abilities—they focus on what is lacking or imperfect rather than what has been accomplished and who they really are. Perhaps you recognize this trait in someone you know really well. The good news is that this also points to an admirable quality: the innate desire to please the Lord to the best of your ability. Unfortunately, it can also lead to frustration, exhaustion, and unhappiness.”

“Satan can take the most positive thing and turn it into poison.  He understands our strength and potential. And he will stop at nothing to thwart us.  He knows that if he can destroy the self-worth of mothers, he has destroyed the family. 

He wants us to feel inadequate.  He reminds us of our failures.  He pits us against each other, so that we find ourselves comparing and contrasting, judging and faultfinding until we’ve destroyed our own support system. He tells us that our wayward children will never come back, that every effort we’ve ever made has been for naught.  He tells us that our best is never good enough.  Satan lies.” (The Measure of a Mother’s Heart by Toni Sorenson pg 2.)

I have found that most often we as mothers don’t intend to harm anyone, we just make honest, genuine mistakes.  When our oldest daughter was a toddler we decided to take a picnic to the park.  After the meal, we took Savannah to play on the swings and slides.  Savannah and I had been to the park a few days earlier and the slide was so slow, she could hardly make it to the bottom.  When Doug asked if he needed to catch her, I told him “probably not.”  So the two of us sent her up the ladder and stood to the side of the slide as we watched her speed down the slide at 100 mph and fly right off the end, landing on her behind in the dirt.  It looked so hilarious and I can only imagine how it looked to the people watching us.  Luckily she didn’t get hurt.

On another occasion, our pet hamster died.  I called the pet store and the employee said I could get a new hamster, but I’d need to bring in the old corpse.  They forgot to tell me to put the body in the freezer.  I knew I was going to Idaho Falls three days later, so I put the hamster corpse in a Pringles can and set it in the garage by the Suburban so I wouldn’t forget it.  Three very hot days later, I took it to the store.  When the employee opened it, the worst smell in the history of the world came out.  The employee was choking and gagging, his eyes watering.  The entire store smelled putrid.  He said he had worked in the pet store for years and that this was the worst smell he had ever smelled.  He then asked if I wanted a post-mortem performed.  I declined and hurriedly left the store. No harm intended – just innocent, honest mistakes.

There are two types of guilt.  The first one is necessary guilt, the guilt that comes from God.  It is a by-product of sin, a natural consequence of violating commandments.  This is associated with sins of commission.  Much like a fever that accompanies an infectious process, guilt raises a red flag that something is wrong and needs to be fixed.  Once the problem is eliminated, through repentance for example, the guilt naturally goes away.  I will not discuss this type of guilt nor try to eliminate it from your life.  We cannot do without it.

I would, however, like to talk about the second type – unnecessary guilt.  Unlike its counterpart, it is associated with sins of omission – I should be writing in my journal, I should be spending more time with my children, etc.  I think this accounts for about 90% of the guilt we feel as women.  In fact, I think we could double our happiness if we would eliminate that ugly “s” word “should” from our vocabularies altogether.
Let’s talk about some of the sources of guilt we feel as mothers. Are any of the following true for you?

· I feel guilty because the daily tasks of life take so much of my time that I can’t spend as much quality time with my children as I would like. The next time you feel guilty for cooking, cleaning and doing laundry instead of playing with your children, remember Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.  The most basic foundation of all those needs is the biological requirement for human survival, e.g. air, food, drink, shelter, clothing, warmth, and sleep. When you are performing menial repetitive tasks each day, you are helping to meet their most basic needs.
· I feel guilty because I don’t measure up to the ideal principles taught in Relief Society lessons. Women need to recognize that we will always teach the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  But we must also recognize that this is the ideal, something to work toward, but something we will probably not attain anytime soon.  Barbara Smith once said, “Remember, goals are stars to steer by, not sticks with which to beat ourselves.” If you find yourself feeling this type of guilt, I highly recommend an outstanding talk by Jeffrey R. Holland entitled General Patterns and Specific Lives  (Worldwide Leadership Training Meeting: Building Up a Righteous Posterity, February 9, 2008)
· I feel guilty because I compare myself to other parents and question my decisions. Peer pressure doesn’t end just because you graduate high school.  We all want to be liked by our children, their friends and their friends’ parents. When faced with the temptation to second guess yourself, consider the counsel you would give your teenagers about peer pressure - Be a leader, don’t jump off a cliff just because everyone else is doing it.  Stay true to yourself and follow the Holy Ghost.  Surround yourself with good friends.
· I feel guilty for losing my temper with my children. When Renner and Aviva Pflock set out to write Mommy Guilt, they surveyed more than 1,300 moms about what made them feel most guilty.  Number one? “Yelling, by a large margin.” They went on to say that yelling is as much a part of motherhood as changing diapers and making mac’n’cheese.  That doesn’t mean that losing your temper is okay, it just means that you’re normal.

· I feel guilty for not wanting to play with my children. Somewhere along the line, “playmate” became another facet of the mom job description.  But in today’s crazy-busy life, slowing down is hard enough, and slowing down to play yet another game of Little Mermaid and the Princess Ponies is – well, it takes a saint.  Reconcile yourself to the happy fact that children don’t need to be entertained their every waking hour (least of all by you). And when you do decide to spend time with them, really do so, even if it’s only for half an hour.  Thirty minutes of undivided attention is better than hours of divided attention. (Kiss Mommy Guilt Goodbye – Julie Tilsner May 2008 Parenting.com.)

· I feel guilty because of feedback I get from my children. At the end of a very long day, I once received a letter under my bedroom door from one of my sweet daughters.  It was a well-thought-out, sincere letter explaining that I had pretty much dropped the ball when it came to meeting her needs.  I felt so badly because all of her concerns were valid, but I had been trying so hard to meet the needs of another child that day.  On another occasion my seven-year-old son innocently said to me one night as I was tucking him in, “Mom, you embarrass me.” I asked, “Is there something in particular I do that embarrasses you?” He replied, “No, it’s kind of everything.” My sister shared the following, “I recall when my daughter was little and I was singing along to the radio in the car.  She piped up, “Mom, when you sing that way, it makes me want to say, ‘please don’t sing.’  At least she was polite!” As mothers, we just need to let it all roll off our backs and not internalize it too much. My biggest fear is that someday, one of my daughters who are all excellent writers, will want to write a book about me.  I told them that that is just fine with me - they just can’t write it until they have become mothers themselves.

· I feel guilty because I’m not doing everything I should. We need to realize that our lives are divided into seasons.  Each of these seasons has tasks and events associated with them.  Do you feel guilty for not shoveling your sidewalks in June?  Of course not – you’ll do that in December.  Do you feel guilty for not buying new school clothes in the spring?  Again no, because that is saved for the fall.  Do you spring clean in December? Plant flowers in November?  Before our lives are through, we need to complete all of the assigned commandments.  However, we may need to carefully and prayerfully assign them to a season of our lives.  You young mothers should not feel guilty for not doing genealogy every day.  That may not be your primary focus.  If you have a little extra time and would like to do it – great!  You will be blessed.  But if you can’t get to it – don’t worry about it.  Maybe you will have more time after your children are grown. If you are serving as Relief Society president, you have eight children, your husband is in the bishopric and you’re building a new home – don’t feel guilty for not writing in your journal every day.  I do not think the Lord expects us to destroy ourselves in the process of living the commandments.  That is not His way.

I read a journal entry the other day that explains a basic principle every mother needs to understand: It says, “I just love my children so much - I truly do - I think that’s why I get so frustrated.  I know what they deserve and I’m so not that.  The gap that exists constantly between what I know my children need and deserve and what I have to give is so huge and it grows and grows by the day.”   Sisters, there will always be a gap between what your children need and deserve and what you as a mother can provide.  The gap is real and it isn’t going away anytime soon. How we interpret the gap will determine our success or failure. God says, “Look at the ideal.  You’re almost there!”  Satan says, “You will never be good enough.  You don’t measure up.”

Michelle Craig gave a wonderful talk in General Conference in October of 2018 called Divine Discontent.  She said, “These prophetic calls to action, coupled with our innate sense that we can do and be more, sometimes create within us what Elder Neal A. Maxwell called “divine discontent.” Divine discontent comes when we compare “what we are [to] what we have the power to become.” Each of us, if we are honest, feels a gap between where and who we are, and where and who we want to become. We yearn for greater personal capacity. We have these feelings because we are daughters and sons of God, born with the Light of Christ yet living in a fallen world. These feelings are God given and create an urgency to act.

We should welcome feelings of divine discontent that call us to a higher way, while recognizing and avoiding Satan’s counterfeit—paralyzing discouragement. This is a precious space into which Satan is all too eager to jump. We can choose to walk the higher path that leads us to seek for God and His peace and grace, or we can listen to Satan, who bombards us with messages that we will never be enough: rich enough, smart enough, beautiful enough, anything enough. Our discontent can become divine—or destructive.”  

Instead of comparing ourselves to the ideal, we simply need to compare ourselves to where we used to be and give ourselves credit for any improvements we’ve made.

We, as mothers, cannot take all the credit or all the blame for the way our children turn out. Jenet Jacob Erickson said, “I once heard a very committed mother of young children say she had started a fund to cover the cost of the psychological counseling her children were sure to need because of her failures as a mother.  When she said it, a knowing, nervous laugh erupted among the group of mothers present – as if they had all accepted a reality that their children’s future challenges would be blamed on their imperfections as mothers.  It’s not hard to see why mothers might feel that way.  Mothers are bombarded with contradictory “expert” advice on everything from how to get children to sleep and eat right, to how to coach them through emotions while disciplining them.  In an “intensive mothering” culture that stresses the emotional fragility of children, it is tempting to feel that children’s challenges could have all been prevented if we as mothers had just followed the recommended “best practices.”

Dan Gottlier said, “A lot of guilt comes from the feeling that we have more influence than we really do.”  Because of individual progression in the pre-existence, no two children are born alike.  Each comes to earth with specific gifts, talents and challenges.  Each has a unique personality and strengths and weaknesses.  When you add to that the principle of free agency and our children’s right to choose their own destiny, it becomes clear that we as parents cannot take all the credit or all the blame for how our children turn out. We’ve all heard President David O. McKay’s quote that “No success can compensate for failure in the home.” But keep in mind that successful parenting cannot necessarily be judged by the righteousness of our children.  To do so would negate the principle of free agency. Our job as parents is to simply help our children reach their individual potential – whatever that may be.  

Not only that, but parenting is an ongoing experience with a pretty steep learning curve.  How many of us have said, “If I only knew then what I know now.  I would do things so differently.” Hank Smith wisely said, “It’s not fair to judge past decisions with present knowledge.” Sometimes we just have to make the best decisions we can with the information we have at the time.
Heavenly Father lost a third of his children to poor decisions before the world even began.  Do you think he blames himself? Can you see Him in heaven beating Himself up because some of His children didn’t turn out the way he had hoped? I think some parents try to take the Savior’s place in their children’s lives by atoning for their children’s sins.  That is not our role.  The Savior has already paid that price.

I was once riding in a car with a woman and her mother.  The woman was blaming her mother for all of the problems she had experienced in life.  I expected the mother to apologize profusely.  Instead, she simply turned to her daughter and said “I did the very best I could.  Get over it.”  It was so refreshing to hear because I knew that the mother had done her very best. 

One day our young daughter Paige announced that she was taking her Carebear with her on a trip.  I said, “I don’t blame you.”  She replied, “I don’t blame myself.”  Wouldn’t it be great if we as mothers could all say, “I don’t blame myself.”

There is no one right way to be a good mother.  If I were to ask you to describe your favorite teacher in school, each of you would probably be able to mention someone who had a profound influence in your life.  Some might mention a teacher that presented interesting material, others would mention a teacher who motivated them.  Perhaps another would talk about a teacher who took them under their wing or helped them get scholarships.  The fact is, there isn’t only one type of good teacher.  The same is true of mothers. Don’t feel guilty if you don’t look or act like what you consider to be an ideal mom.  Some moms are funny, others intellectually stimulating.  Some excel in compassionate service or nurturing.  

My sister is an incredible mother and shared the following about her youngest daughter’s first day of school. 

“Because I stayed home, Anne Marie was able to go to her first day of school.   I've been sad the past few weeks, thinking of the transition, but I told myself I wouldn't cry that day—so she wouldn't worry.  I don't know how many of you have read "The Kissing Hand," a book about a raccoon who is afraid to go to school.   His mom kisses his hand so he will remember she loves him when he's at school.  Then, at the end, as the little raccoon prepares to leave, he takes his mom's hand and kisses it in return.  I think I read this book to Anne Marie several weeks ago.

I was doing O.K. Thursday morning until, out of the blue, she took my hand, kissed it and closed it.   She said, "I remembered."  So much for my goal...

As I walked her to her classroom, I saw several women I knew who were also dropping off their last child.   As I prepared to leave, I felt like I was crossing a threshold of some kind.  I made it to the car before I started crying again.   Driving home by myself and entering the empty house seemed so strange.  So I got back in the car, drove to Burger King and loaded up on sugar.   Then I felt better.”

When I hear stories like that, I feel so guilty.  I was the mom on the first day of school doing Toyota jumps in the street.  I used to tell people “I have mixed feelings about my children going back to school – I’m happy and elated!” I was happy for them and happy for me. I realize now, that’s okay.  We all deal with things differently.

As mothers we often ask the question, “Is it enough? Are my efforts enough?” One thing to keep in mind as we contemplate our shortcomings is the scripture story of the loaves and fishes.  The disciples needed to feed 5,000 people.  They only had five loaves and two fishes - clearly not enough. Christ said, “Give it to me.”  The disciples handed them to Christ and asked him to bless them.  He made it be enough.  When we have limited talents and abilities, and we are asked to do a task or fill a position, we hand whatever we have to the Lord and ask him to “bless it.”  If we do, it will always be enough.

Even if you do make mistakes, perhaps even big mistakes, keep this quote in mind.  “Perfect parents wouldn’t be perfect parents because they wouldn’t be able to model repentance and apologies to their children.” 

It would be nice if as mothers we all received positive feedback on a regular basis.  Unfortunately, that will most likely not be the case.  Debra Sansing Woods once said, “As a professional in the corporate world years ago, I had become accustomed to immediate and positive feedback (“Great job on meeting the deadline.” “Thanks for all the work you do; we’d like to give you a raise.”), so when I became a full-time mom I went through a rather unexpected period of adjustment.  Suddenly I went from receiving positive daily feedback on my job performance to receiving almost no verbal feedback whatsoever.  It would have been ridiculous for me to have expected any feedback from my little ones. And my husband, as wonderful as he is, will admit he is not always very good at verbalizing compliments.  I missed and could have benefited from some positive feedback.  Feeling that void, I have learned to pause and acknowledge to myself what I am doing well – to say, whether to myself or in my journal, things like: “Good job, you got all the laundry done,” or “Hey, that was a good move – dropping that endless to-do list to read to your toddler.”  Such positive self-talk can make a world of difference for you, helping you to remember your efforts really do make a difference.” (10 Secrets to Being a Happy Mother of Young Children LDS Living March/April 2007)

I’d like to end with an article that I absolutely love entitled, “Every Year is Their Year.”

This is for all the mothers who DIDN’T win Mother of the Year in 1999. All the runner-up and all the wannabes.  The mothers too tired to enter or too busy to care.

This is for all the mothers who froze their buns off on metal bleachers at soccer games Friday night instead of watching from cars. So that when their kids asked, “Did you see my goal?” they could say  “Of course. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” and mean it.

This is for all the mothers who have sat up all night with sick toddlers in their arms, wiping up barf laced with Oscar Mayer wieners and cherry Kool-Aid saying, “It’s OK honey, Mommy’s here.”

This is for all the mothers who run carpools and make cookies and sew Halloween costumes.

And all the mothers who DON’T.

What makes a good mother anyway?  Is it patience?  Compassion?  Broad hips?

The ability to nurse a baby, fry a chicken, and sew a button on a shirt, all at the same time?  Or is it heart?

Is it the ache you feel when you watch your son disappear down the street, walking to school alone for the very first time?

The jolt that takes you from sleep to dread, from bed to crib at 2 a.m. to put your hand on the back of a sleeping baby?

The need to flee from wherever you are and hug your child when you hear news of a school shooting, a fire, a car accident, a baby dying? I think so.

So this is for all the mothers who sat down with their children and explained all about making babies.  And for all the mothers who wanted to but just couldn’t.  

This is for reading “Goodnight, Moon” twice a night for a year.  And then reading it again “just one more time.”  

This is for all the mothers who mess up.  Who yell at their kids in the grocery store and swat them in despair and stomp their feet like a tired two year old who wants ice cream before dinner.

This is for all the mothers who taught their daughters to tie their shoelaces before they started school.

And for all the mothers who opted for Velcro instead.

For all the mothers who bite their lips – sometimes until they bleed – when their 14 year old dyes their hair green.  Who lock themselves in the bathroom when babies keep crying and won’t stop.

This is for all the mothers who teach their sons to cook and their daughters to sink a jump shot.

This is for all mothers whose heads turn automatically when a little voice calls “Mom?” in a crowd, even though they know their own offspring are at home.

This is for mothers who put pinwheels and teddy bears on their children’s graves.

This is for mothers whose children have gone astray, who can’t find the words to reach them.

This is for all the mothers who sent their sons to school with stomach-aches, assuring them they’d be just fine once they got there, only to get a call from the school nurse an hour later asking them to please pick them up. Right away.

This is for young mothers stumbling through diaper changes and sleep deprivation.  And mature mothers learning to let go.  For working mothers and stay-at-home mothers.  Single mothers and married mothers.  Mothers with money, mothers without.

This is for you all.  So hang in there.

Better luck next year, I’ll be rooting for you.

(By Cindy Lang-Kubick, Lincoln Journal Star)
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