To Work or Not to Work…

That is the Question!

Like women everywhere, I have grappled with the difficult decision of whether or not to work outside the home.   And, like most women, I’ve realized that there are no easy answers.  There is certainly not a “one size fits all” solution.  Throughout the world, there are stay-at-home moms who envy career women who get dressed in nice clothes each day and have the opportunity to interact with adults.  There are career women who envy stay-at-home moms and the priceless opportunity they have to interact with their children.  We all can’t help but wonder if the grass is greener on the other side.

To complicate things, we are constantly bombarded with conflicting messages.  The world says, “There is no need to bear many children; they are too expensive; they intrude into a couple's happiness. One or two children are enough for any couple because of limited resources and the need for a decent standard of living. Women need careers to be fulfilled, as motherhood alone is simply insufficient. Mothering should be secondary to a career. Smaller family size allows women the best of both worlds. Adequate day care is now available to allow women to achieve goals that their mothers couldn't. To postpone or prevent the birth of children is a mark of sophistication and culture. With so much divorce going on today, few or no children makes it easier for the parents to make the break without so much guilt.” (First Comes Love – Brinley pg 96)

On the other hand, we read in The Family: A Proclamation to the World, “Husband and wife have a solemn responsibility to love and care for each other and for their children… Parents have a sacred duty to rear their children in love and righteousness, to provide for their physical and spiritual needs, and to teach them to love and serve one another, observe the commandments of God, and be law-abiding citizens wherever they live. Husbands and wives—mothers and fathers— will be held accountable before God for the discharge of these obligations….By divine design, fathers are to preside over their families in love and righteousness and are responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection for their families. Mothers are primarily responsible for the nurture of their children.” So what is a woman to do?

In April General Conference 2008, Elder M. Russell Ballard gave a wonderful talk entitled “Daughters of God.”  He said, “There is no role in life more essential and more eternal than that of motherhood.” He then added, “There is no one perfect way to be a good mother. Each situation is unique. Each mother has different challenges, different skills and abilities, and certainly different children. The choice is different and unique for each mother and each family. Many are able to be “full-time moms,” at least during the most formative years of their children’s lives, and many others would like to be. Some may have to work part-or full-time; some may work at home; some may divide their lives into periods of home and family and work. What matters is that a mother loves her children deeply and, in keeping with the devotion she has for God and her husband, prioritizes them above all else.”

I was very blessed to be raised in such a home. Although my mother was a Registered Nurse, she chose to stay home with us during our growing up years.  She taught us to work, played with us, helped us develop our talents and taught us the gospel.  I thank the Lord every day for the sacrifices she made.  After her kids were in school, she worked part time as an RN to help pay for missions and college expenses. Again, that was a huge blessing to us.

Because of her example, I yearned to be a stay-at-home mom. I also knew the importance of a good education, so after graduating high school, I followed in my mother’s footsteps and became a Registered Nurse.  I then served an LDS mission to Santiago, Chile.  Although I had never planned to be a “career woman,” I didn’t meet my husband and marry until I was 25.  Because of some infertility and miscarriages, we weren’t able to start our family until I was 28.  So for several years, my education allowed me have a full time medical career as an oncology nurse that was both enjoyable and fulfilling.

After our first child was born, I had a decision to make.  I had been working as the sole provider of our family while my husband finished podiatry school and residency.  We had significant medical school debt and we knew he wouldn’t be starting a practice for at least six months.  My first thought was, “I have to work.”  I didn’t see any alternatives.  However, I thought about two of my married sisters, both of whom had made significant financial sacrifices in order to be with their small children.  I figured, “If they can do it, I can do it.” Sometimes you just have to make the decision that is right for you, and then figure out the details. I chose to stay home and although it did require sacrifice, it was perhaps the single best decision I’ve ever made.  

I let my co-workers know that as soon as the baby was born, I would be leaving.  They said, “Oh, you’re taking six weeks off?”  “No, actually I’m going to be done.”  “Oh, you’re going to work at another hospital?”  “No, I’ll just be at home.”  “Oh, you’re going to work from home?”  They just couldn’t fathom that I just wanted to be a mom.
For those who would like to be a stay-at-home mom but are worried about the sacrifices, perhaps I can address some of your fears.  Some women worry about the financial sacrifice of staying home.  They are real, but for most people, they are doable.  When we started, we lived in a little 80-year-old farmhouse for seven years.  It was 900 square feet and housed all five of us.  We had three children in one bedroom – a set of bunk beds, a crib, a dresser, a computer table and a few inches of carpet in the middle.  We drove cars that were fifteen years old.  My Honda had windshield wipers that came on whenever they felt like it and black smoke pouring out of the exhaust.  The battery died every time I turned off the car, so I would jump it 3-4 times each time I went to town to run errands.  We bought our clothes at Deseret Industries and garage sales.  Although finances were tight those first few years, they were some of the happiest years of our lives. My husband and I recently celebrated our 25th wedding anniversary and as I look back, I can honestly say that most of the happiness we have experienced as a family is the direct result of that one single decision.  

There’s no question that being a stay-at-home mom is also a sacrifice of our time.  As individuals, we all want to pursue our own interests.  Recognizing that there is a time and a season for everything has helped me navigate this issue. If most of us live to be 75 years old, I figure that we get to be selfish from age 0-25, focusing only on ourselves; we are unselfish from age 25-50 while raising our children, and then we can be selfish again from age 50-75.  Fifty years of selfishness isn’t bad! 

Some women feel that they may have to sacrifice their sanity to be a stay-at-home mom.  I know I teetered on the edge of the loony bin for years.  Again, it was worth every minute.  However, I quickly realized that because I was with my children around the clock, I needed to take frequent breaks, care for the caregiver, and refill my bucket on a frequent basis.  All mothers need time out.  There are many ways we can accomplish this – trading babysitting with other couples, going out to lunch with friends, taking girls trips with sisters or friends, or joining play groups that allow us to talk to other moms.  Obviously we need to be careful that these activities don’t take over our lives.  I’ve known stay-at-home moms who never stayed home; they were always at the gym, shopping, hanging out with friends, etc. The goal is still to make our children a priority.

Perhaps some feel that being a stay-at-home mom requires us to sacrifice “fun.” But maturity and adulthood isn’t all about fun.  Sometimes we just have to buck up and deal with life.  My husband doesn’t dance out the door yelling “yippee!” every time he goes to work.  It’s just work.   Some may feel, “I want to make a contribution to the world.”  That’s understandable.   I realized long ago that I have a lot to contribute to the world.  I’ve done my best to do exactly that.  I also realized that in thirty years I will probably be dead.  For that reason, I’ve cloned myself five times so that my children can continue to bless the world when I’m gone.  

Being a stay-at-home mom is definitely a sacrifice.  But then again, the definition of sacrifice is giving up something good for something better.  That has certainly been true in my life. The dividends have been unbelievable.  I’ve concluded that we will all spend time on our children.  We can spend it on them when they’re young – teaching them and guiding them, or spend it on them when they’re older – watching them go through painful divorces, raising grandchildren, helping them financially when things don’t go well.  The first option seems a lot less painful.

Not everyone has the luxury of being with their children full time.  But it may be more accessible than many of us realize.  In the olden days, a couple married, assessed the husband’s income and then determined what their lifestyle would be.  Today many couples marry, chooses a lifestyle and say, “How much money do we need to maintain this lifestyle?  I guess we both have to work.”  It’s a little backwards. If we are working to pay for our children’s extra curricular activities, perhaps we could have them earn money in the summer instead - mowing lawns, babysitting, moving pipe, etc. That may permit a mother to stay home if she chooses and help her children develop a good work ethic and financial sense.

Sometimes when finances are tight, it is easier to spend less than to make more. As a stay-at-home mom I had time to make my own bread, prepare home cooked meals to avoid eating out. I had time to clip coupons and go to garage sales, teach our children piano lessons, all of which helped us live on less.  We found that we didn’t really need a second income. 

If couples honestly look at their budgets, there are often frivolous “wants” disguised as “needs.”  I remember once years ago when our VCR broke.  I turned to my husband and said, “We need to go buy a new one.”  He said, “No we don’t.”  It hadn’t occurred to me that people could actually exist without a VCR.  The same goes for satellite or cable TV, video games, etc.  We don’t “need” any of these things. If we analyze our budgets and remember that there are no “sacred cows” as Dr. Phil likes to say, it is amazing what we can do.  We may need a third party to help us distinguish between wants and needs.  

If we do decide to seek employment, one of the lessons I’ve learned from my own experience is the importance of counting the actual cost.  When I was expecting our second child, I had plenty of time on my hands.  Our oldest was 3 ½ years old and I knew I could use my spare time to bring in extra money.  I decided to do insurance physicals as a nurse.  I could make $50 an hour and my husband could watch the kids for the hour or two it would require each week.  It was a no-brainer.  At the end of the first year, however, while doing taxes, I realized that when I took out 20% for taxes, 10% for tithing, money for supplies and equipment, uniforms and gas, I had only made $80 a month!  It was a sobering moment and I realized that it hadn’t been worth the additional stress it created for my family and me. 

Perhaps the important question to ask is, “What am I working for?”  I’ll never forget a conversation I had years ago with a coworker in California.  She arrived late to work and said, “Sorry I’m late.  My daughter was hanging on my leg sobbing, ‘Don’t leave Mommy! Don’t leave!’  But I explained to her that if she wanted dance lessons and soccer lessons, mommy had to work.”  I just wanted to say, “That’s not what your child needs or wants!”  She was missing the big picture.  Sometimes we so much want to give our children the things we never had, that we fail to give them the things we did have.  I’m not opposed to extra-curricular activities.  All of my children are involved in them.  But we must keep in mind that they are called extra-curricular activities because they are exactly that – extra.  If we have extra time and extra money, we should pursue them.  If we don’t, our children will survive.

We should also recognize that working full time or being home full time are not our only options.  Working from home or working part-time may be the answer. After all my children were in school, I was asked to play the piano for the high school choirs.  The hours dovetailed perfectly with my children’s school schedules so I knew I could supplement our income without having to be away from them.  In fact, I got to see them more often since they were all in choir.  It was a huge blessing in my life and theirs since I got to know all of their teachers, the curriculum and their friends.   It was only 5 hours a day, so I still had time to clean house, buy groceries, and do my church callings. For me, it was the perfect decision.  When all my children are grown and out of the house, I may decide to work full time.  We’ll see what happens.  

Whether we choose to stay home or work outside the home, our goal remains the same – to make our children our top priority.  I’ve seen women from all walks of life do exactly that.  The world would divide us into two competing groups, when in reality we are all sisters.  We are all on the same team.  We all love our children and want them to lead wonderful lives.  I admire those of you who juggle full time employment with raising a family.  That is not easy, and I know that at times you feel stretched so thin.  

I am grateful for working women who have blessed my life and the lives of my children.  I think of the incredible teachers they’ve had throughout school; the voice teachers and drama directors that made it possible for my children to develop their talents. I appreciate the doctors who have kept us healthy. In a sense, we all help to raise each other’s children.

Balancing career and family is a decision we make over and over again.  Each time we have changes in our lives, we reassess the situation and see what works best.  What I know for sure is that these decisions aren’t easy. Each woman needs to carefully and prayerfully decide what is best for her and her family.  I love what Julie B. Beck a former general president of the Relief Society said during her tenure.  “ The question of whether or not to work is the wrong question.  The question is, “Am I aligned with the Lord’s vision of me and what He needs me to become and the roles and responsibilities He gave me in heaven that are not negotiable.” Once we have the confirmation that what we are doing is God’s plan for us it gives us the power and strength to move forward…regardless of what anyone else says.”

Which brings up a very important point.  We are not here to judge one another.  We are here to support one another.  We could not possibly know enough about each other’s personal lives to accurately judge each other’s decisions.  Even if we did, it’s not our place.  It’s not our responsibility.  We’re each doing the best we can with the situation we’ve been given.  

My sister shared an interesting insight with me the other day.  We were talking about the story of Mary and Martha.  She mentioned that perhaps the reason Christ reprimanded Martha was not because she was cleaning house instead of listening to Him, but rather because she was judging Mary for the choices she had made.  Let us not be guilty of the same.  

I know that as we seek to do the Lord’s will in our lives, we can eliminate the guilt we often feel and find more joy and fulfillment in whatever choices we may make.  Regardless of our employment status, the goal remains to make our children the top priority in our lives.  I know that we will not regret one single moment spent with our children.  Every hour we spend with them, especially during the formative years, will yield huge dividends for them and for us. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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