Take Good Care of your Children’s Mother

My sister, who had several young children at the time, shared the following story with me. “One night recently I needed a break, so I decided to take a drive.  I was in my housecoat and socks, but I wasn't planning on stopping anywhere.  It was dark, and I drove around town and around the cemetery.  When I was pulling out of the cemetery, I noticed another car coming up behind me.   I was a little nervous and didn't know what they were doing.  Within a minute, I saw the flashing lights and had to pull over.  I knew I hadn't been speeding and I was worried he had seen our expired registration.  

A policeman approached our car and looked through the van windows with a flashlight before talking to me.   It turned out to be a policeman who is a good friend of ours.  He informed me that you can't go into a cemetery after dark—a fact I was unaware of.  He said with a smile that he was pretty sure I wasn't there causing trouble.  Was it the housecoat and socks or the minivan that gave him that idea?”  

I think as mothers we can all identify with my sister’s need for a break. Here are a couple of journal entries I wrote shortly after the birth of our fourth child.

June 22, 2005 

Lately I’ve been losing my temper. I think part of the reason is because I’ve felt so trapped.  I feel claustrophobic like a caged animal.  Even though I love having a newborn and I love breast-feeding, it means that I can’t leave for more than three hours at a time.  I feel so confined.  On top of that, Tanner has been very attached to me, holding onto my clothes and clinging to me.  My husband has been really busy with the pioneer trek, planning his class reunion and scouting and he has had to do a lot of things outside the home.  I have just felt trapped.  Since my birthday is in a couple of days, I feel like I owe it to myself to break free just for a little while and kind of find myself again.  I think I have been waiting for someone to give me permission to take a break.  I have realized that’s never going to happen. I think women need to give themselves permission to take a break and just do it. Tomorrow I get eight hours all to myself.  I am so excited I can hardly stand it!  

June 23, 2005

Today was honestly one of the happiest days of my life.  It surpassed all my expectations.  Doug watched the kids and I went and had a half hour massage and it was glorious - back rub, shoulder rub, foot massage - I thought I had died and gone to heaven!  It was so fantastic!  It’s something I definitely want to do again. I got some Little Caesars Crazy Bread, which is my favorite food, and then drove to Pocatello.  I had a chance to sit and visit with my brother Joel.  That was fun.  Then I went to TJ Maxx and the mall and found four or five items of clothing I have been looking for.  It was so much fun to shop all by myself and take as much time as I needed.  I didn’t have to hurry.  It was so relaxing.

I got a Blizzard at Dairy Queen and picked up a video for Doug and I to watch tomorrow night.  I bought a wonderful music CD by “Il Divo” - four tenors that are amazing and so powerful.  In fact, after I got home tonight at 10:00 or 10:30, I sat in the garage with the stereo cranked up listening to it.  It was so beautiful.  As I drove home from Pocatello I was almost in tears because I was so happy.  It was such a wonderful, wonderful day.  I feel so renewed and refreshed.  I wish every woman could do what I did today.  Wow! What a difference it makes.  I’m grateful to have a husband who is willing to let me do that.  

Have you ever felt claustrophobic, overwhelmed, or exhausted? Do you sometimes feel like you’re running on fumes – like there isn’t enough of you to go around? It’s probably because the human body was not designed to run indefinitely.  It needs frequent breaks.

How many breaks we need depends on our situation.  In the early years of our marriage I drove an’87 Honda Civic. It was near the end of its lifespan.  When we took it into the shop for a quote, the mechanic said he could fix it for $1500 or patch it up for $300.  We opted to patch it up and it lasted almost a year and a half.  During those final months it had grey smoke billowing out the exhaust; the oil leaked, the windshield wipers came on whenever they felt like it; the driver side window didn’t roll down, and it didn’t take much to drain the battery.  In fact, I had to jumpstart it every morning and again every time I stopped and restarted the vehicle.  So when I drove to town with the little kids, I would go to Walmart; jumpstart the car; go to the bank; jump start the car – it was lovely!

Our bodies are a lot like car batteries.  Some only need recharging every once in a while.  Others may need to recharge several times a day. And just like with cars, if we ignore basic needs, there will be a price to pay.

When my husband was a medical student in California he was extremely busy.   He had a lot on his plate. Even though he knew he needed to change the oil in his car because it was running low, he just couldn’t find the time to do it.  As a result, the engine block cracked and we ended up paying $5,000 for a new engine instead of $30 for an oil change.  It was a valuable lesson for both of us.

We are finite beings.  Our bodies and minds have limits.  We need to listen to our bodies because when we push them past a certain point, there will be a price to pay.  

Anyone who knows me knows I don’t do marathons.  I don’t even sprint.  In fact, one day as we were running down the lane to catch the school bus, my oldest daughter Savannah said, “Mom, I didn’t know you could run!”  Life is definitely more of a marathon than a sprint.  We have to pace ourselves if we have any hope of making it to the finish line. 

So how can we as mothers learn to take the breaks we so desperately need? Here are a few ideas I learned from my mother:

1. Don’t wait for someone to give you a break, just take one. Everyone else is busy thinking about their own lives.  Don’t wait for permission – give yourself permission. Sometimes you may plan to take a break when all of your work is done – which of course, is never.  A woman’s work is never done.  Just stop and rest.  Your work will still be there when you get back. You don’t find time to take a break - you make time.

2. Discover your passions and find realistic ways to incorporate them into your life.  Ask yourself, “If I had no responsibilities and an endless supply of money, what would I spend my days doing?”  “What did I enjoy doing before I became a wife and mother?” It’s so easy to lose oneself in the heavy responsibilities of every day life. Following your passions, even in small ways, helps you feel alive; helps you feel like a real person.

3. Everyone needs a creative outlet.  Maybe it’s because we are children of the Great Creator.  Since we are Gods and Goddesses in embryo we have the seeds of creativity within us and they need nurturing.  Many people find expression in the arts - music, photography, etc.  Homemakers have endless opportunities; making meal plans, trying new recipes, thinking up new ways to get children to help out and get along with each other.  In addition to these creative outlets, we may want to consider spending a portion of each day learning something new.

4. You should have something to look forward to every single day.  Think about it the night before.  Think about it when you first get up.  Positive anticipation has a powerful effect on the brain.  It might be going out to lunch with a friend or on a date with your husband.  It could even be a treat you’ve saved for after the kids are in bed, a hot bath or a good book.

5. Recognize that it’s okay for you to be away from your children for a time.  Have you ever considered the fact that they may need time away from you just as much as you need time away from them?  You obviously shouldn’t hire the TV as a full time babysitter, but it’s okay to let them watch a program once in a while so you can have a little alone time.

Not only do we need breaks for our physical health, but all of us need emotional and mental health breaks throughout the day.  I like to can beans.  I fill the jars with beans, place them in the pressure canner, and then heat them on the stove.  As the pressure builds, I make sure the pepcock on the lid is open, so the steam can escape for ten minutes.  As soon as I close the pepcock, the pressure begins to rise.  I have to watch the gauge carefully so that the pressure canner doesn’t explode and set my house on fire.  

I wish each of us had a pressure gauge attached to us to let us know when we were about to blow; to let us know when the pressure had reached dangerous levels.  I have learned over the years that we each need a pepcock, a release valve, that we can open to let the steam escape.  When we need to vent, we can pray, we can write out our feelings in a journal or call a girlfriend.  

It has taken me years to learn the importance of taking breaks and making time for myself.  I’ll share one final journal entry from June 24, 2008.  

“I think one of the things I love about being 40 is that I’ve learned to be selfish when I need to be selfish and I’ve learned to take care of the caregiver.  I’ve learned to stop every once in a while and say, “What do I want?”  One of the biggest challenges for mothers is losing themselves in the process.  Sometimes you have to be so unselfish and so giving that you completely forget who you are.  I feel so empowered and not afraid to meet my own needs.  A couple weeks ago I asked myself, “What do I want to do for my 40th birthday?”  Most people do the black balloons and hearse and everything and I thought, “That is so not me.”  I decided to just do whatever I wanted.  I decided to go to Idaho Falls and do a three or four hour beauty consultation – skin care, make up, coloring, etc.  I went down to Joyce Mullen’s in Idaho Falls and she spent several hours pampering me and showing me all these things.  It was so much fun.  Then today I went and had a massage.  It was so fabulous – one of the best I’ve ever had.  I went to McDonalds and got me lunch, read People magazine, and I was so happy!  It was exactly what I wanted.  

Years ago on one particularly stressful day, my young daughter who had just learned to write, gave me a card on which she had drawn a picture of me.  Written next to the picture were the words, “Your vere spesiel. Hevonly fother loves you. Hevonly father wont’s you to tace good cer ov your self and I will tace goud cer. Tace good cer ov yourself.”  That is my prayer for each one of us.  In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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