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Arranging our lives to make family a priority

Like each of you, I have done a lot of hard things in my life.  I crammed a five-year college nursing program into 3 ½ years. I worked 12-hour night shifts as a charge nurse on a 36-bed cancer unit. I served as a South American missionary, living at times without indoor plumbing. I spent two weeks in a coma and had to learn to walk again.  But I can honestly say that nothing in my life has been as challenging, or as rewarding, as motherhood.  It has taken me to limits I did not know existed.  It has exposed weaknesses I did not know I had.

Perhaps the most challenging aspect of motherhood for me is the sheer volume of things competing for my time and attention.  So many people, so little time; the endless to-do list, being constantly bombarded with choices to make. It’s like walking into Baskin Robbins and having 31 flavors to choose from.  It would be so much easier if someone just said, “Do you want chocolate, strawberry or vanilla?”  I feel like I wake up every morning and triage - hoping that there are no casualties.  I know that I am not alone in these feelings.

Let me share an article with you that I absolutely love called “It Takes Only Thirty Minutes A Day...” by Barbara Stockwell.

A few weeks ago I read an article about the importance of studying scriptures, so I set my alarm for thirty minutes earlier every day. Then I remembered I should write in my journal every day, so I stayed up a half-hour later each night.

Then last week in Relief Society we were admonished to exercise daily to keep our bodies fit, so I got up a little earlier each day to jog. Later in the week, I read a magazine article that promised me beautiful skin in only fifteen minutes a day, and another one said that a half-hour a day of meditation could change my life. A self-help book told me I should spend at least thirty minutes a day visualizing my desires and repeating positive affirmations. I had to get up earlier to do this.

Still, I was able to squeeze other activities into my already heavily scheduled day. I learned to do the pelvic tilt to relieve my lower back pain while driving to work. And I did my isometric exercises while at my desk. I cut my lunch hour in half in order to read the Ensign. In only half an hour a day I was able to finish it before the next one came … except for the conference issue. For that I had to stay up a little at night and read, after my goal planning was done.

Another woman’s magazine said I could give myself professional nail care in only ten minutes a day. It also suggested that a foot soak after work would do wonders to relieve tiredness. I tried to do that while I was preparing dinner, but I got so relaxed I kept dropping the carrot sticks in the gravy. Dinner would have to be delayed a little, and that would push bedtime back about a half-hour. But it was all worth it; I was becoming a new woman.

I learned in a class on success that the only way to make it in life is to write a “to do” list each night and then review it every morning to set priorities for the day. It only takes a few minutes and saves a lot of time in the long run. And did you know that if you spend only an extra forty-five minutes a day on housework you never have to get bogged down in spring cleaning?

It is marvelous how many things can be done in such a short time, and I would feel negligent if I said I couldn’t find those few minutes. After all, is a few minutes a day for all that improvement too much to ask? I can always set the alarm a little earlier.

But last night as I was setting the alarm after my prayers I realized it was time to get up and jog. Maybe I should make out a new schedule—it will only take a few minutes. …
Sisters, it used to be that we could simply prioritize.  Now we are at the point where we must prioritize our priorities.  I recently attended a pioneer trek fireside for our stake.  The pioneers’ journey across the plains was compared to our journey through life.  Let me share one paragraph that touched me deeply.

“The hand cart pioneers had to be very selective about what they put in their handcarts.  If they loaded their handcarts with too many non-essential items, their progress would be slowed or even stopped, the handcarts would be more likely to break down, and when they reached steep inclines or difficult muddy areas, they wouldn’t make it through.  Today our lives are the same.  We can fill our lives with so many non-essential things that we have a hard time making any progress.....Filling our lives with too many activities not essential to our journey can leave no room for the essential things....The pioneers’ journey reminds us that we need to keep moving forward on our own journeys.  If there are things that we need to take out of our handcarts, let us do so that we may also continue to move forward.”

I would like to share two quotes - one by Mary Ellen Smooth and the other by Richard G. Scott:

“As a Relief Society, we have done much.  But I am here today to invite you to do more.  Maybe you feel that you are too busy to do more of anything.  If you feel this way, you probably are too busy.  If you consistently feel that you don’t have time for that which matters most, maybe it’s time to reevaluate.”  “When things of the world crowd in, all too often the wrong things take highest priority.  Then it is easy to forget the fundamental purpose of life.  Satan has a powerful tool to use against good people.  It is distraction.  He would have good people fill life with ‘good things’ so there is no room for the essential ones.”  Keep in mind that a distraction does not have to be evil to be effective.

I have often wondered if Heavenly Father gave us more to do than we could possibly do on purpose.  We know that we were placed on earth to be tried and tested.  One of the things he will test is our priorities.  If he gives us ten things to do and give us time to do ten things - it doesn’t tell him anything, since we’ll simply just get everything done.  However, if he gives us fifty things to do and gives us only enough time to complete ten, he will easily see where our hearts lie and were our priorities truly are.

Our purpose today is to sift through the rubble of our crazy lives and chaotic schedules and try to differentiate between the essentials and the distractions.  This will enable us to simplify our lives so that we can make family a priority.

Do you remember when driving used to be a primary activity?  You would get into the car, keep your hands on the steering wheel, push the gas pedal with your foot and pay attention to the road signs.  Unfortunately, driving has become more of a secondary activity.  We drive while we put on our makeup, we drive while we text or talk on our cell phones.  As a result, the quality of our driving has decreased.

The same could be said of parenting.  Parenting used to be a primary activity.  Rearing children was a main focus.  Today I feel that we are trying to raise our children during the commercials, and the results aren’t much better.  Parenting was never meant to be a part time job.

Steven Covey has said, “I am convinced that if we as a society work diligently in every other area of life and neglect the family, it would be analogous to straightening deck chairs on the Titanic.”

Spencer W. Kimball has said, “The time will come when only those who believe deeply and actively in the family will be able to preserve their families in the midst of the gathering evil around us.”

And finally, Sister Julie B. Beck from October 2008 conference, “Nothing in your life should interfere with basic nurturing responsibilities.”

Sisters, it is important to recognize that there is a window of opportunity when it comes to parenting.  Rearing children is analogous to pouring cement.  When cement is wet, a small bird walking across it can leave a permanent indentation.  However, once the cement hardens, not even a heavy elephant can leave a mark.  So it is with children’s minds.  Rearing children is also like investing.  If you start saving even $100 a month when you’re in your 20's, that amount will turn into thousands by the time you retire.  Spending focused, quality time with young children will also provide huge dividends in the future.

Sometimes, as a mother, I get really tired of being unselfish.  I want to do what I want to do!  Just like you, I have dreams and passions and hobbies and interests.  I love to read and study, prepare lessons and talks. I’d love to write a book some day.  I could do it all day every day.  But when I had five young children at home to take care of, I simply couldn’t do it full time.  It didn’t mean I couldn’t continue to develop my talents and pursue my interests.  I just had to scale back a bit.

I remember hearing a talk by an apostle who explained that sometimes our greatest strengths become our greatest weaknesses.  I think this is true when it comes to making family a priority.  Let’s take physical fitness, for example.  The Lord wants us to exercise, to take good care of the bodies he created for us.  He wants us to be healthy and obey the word of wisdom.  However, if we spend all our time training for marathons to the neglect of our children, we have a problem. 

Or take, for example, our friends.  I could give an entire talk about how important it is to have women friends.  I have several dear friends that are my lifeline to sanity.  I simply couldn’t live without them.  However, if we spend more time with our friends than we do with our husbands, we have a problem.  We aren’t sealed to our friends; we haven’t made temple covenants with our friends.  We won’t spend eternity with our friends.  It’s so easy to let things get out of balance, especially since motherhood is not very glamorous and doesn’t provide a lot of earthly accolades or rewards. For that reason it is easy to focus our attention on things outside of our families.

As you attempt to prioritize your life, remember one important truth: If you do not live your life, your life will live you.  You will get to the end of your life and say, “Hey, this isn’t where I wanted to be! How did I get here?”  We all know that certain things are important, and we totally intend to do them.  No one starts out the month saying, “ I am not going to the temple for the next three months.  I refuse to do my ministering this month.”  It just happens.  Time gets away from us. Let me explain why I think this happens.  Everything we do can be divided into four categories.

1.Important/Urgent  (Saving child from drug addiction)

2.Important/Not Urgent  (Go to the temple, ministering, spending time with children, marriage)

3.Not Important/Urgent  (Pay bills, do laundry, cook dinner - basically your “to-do” list)

4.Not Important/Not Urgent  (Paint fingernails, read magazines)

Most of us are good at differentiating between categories 1 and 4.  We know that saving a child from drug addiction is more important that painting our fingernails.  Those priorities naturally sift into place.  The problem comes in the middle.  Since the items in #3 are urgent, they often overtake the items in #2, even though they are not eternally significant.  In fact, the items in #3 are a lot like morning glory in your garden.  They will completely take over your life if you are not careful.  

I know of only one way to prevent this from happening.  At the beginning of every month, at the beginning of every week, at the beginning of every day, we must sit down with a permanent marker and write in all of the eternally important things we would like to accomplish, and then let life fill in around it.  I know for a fact that if we don’t, we will not end up where we want to be.

Let’s talk for a moment about extracurricular activities.  I have five children, and each day they come home from school with papers and handouts.  They say excitedly, “Mom, there’s going to be a cheerleading camp next week. Can I go?” or “They’re having a basketball hoop shoot after school. I really want to do it.”  Then there is the wrestling camp, the soccer try outs, the math-a-thon, etc. etc. etc.  It never ends.  As parents, it is so difficult to say no.  Extracurricular activities are wonderful and can enhance our children’s lives.  But again - moderation in all things.

Sometimes we try so hard to give our children the things we never had that we fail to give them the things we did have - like a happy, relaxed mother, a secure childhood and a stable home.  I’m not suggesting in any way that we should eliminate all extra curricular activities from our lives.  But I would suggest that each time you contemplate adding something to your schedule, you ask yourself three important questions:

#1. Will this interfere with the basics of the gospel in our home?

There are certain nonnegotiable activities that must take place in our homes - family prayer, family scripture study, family home evening, and regular temple attendance.  I can’t overemphasize the importance of these things.  Does it honestly make sense to eliminate these activities, which are eternally significant, and replace them with activities that are not?  It would not make any sense at all.  The reason that extra-curricular activities are called extra-curricular activities is because they are exactly that – extra.

#2. Can we afford it?

We have been counseled over and over again by our prophets to stay out of debt.  It’s okay to say to our children “I would love to provide that, but we can’t afford it.”  It will teach them how to say that very same thing to themselves when they are older.
#3. Will it allow me to maintain my sanity as a mother, or will it push me over the edge? 

You’ve all heard the line from the primary song, “I am a child of God, and so my needs are great.”  The flip side to that is, “I have a child of God, and so my nerves are frayed!”  If there is one regret I have about my life, it’s that I wish I had paid more attention to my sanity along the way - especially when my children were really small.  I had post-partum depression for two months after the birth of my fifth child and didn’t even know it. So often we bite off more than we can chew, we become overwhelmed and frustrated and then take it out on our children.  How counterproductive is that!  We would be better off eliminating one or two activities and have the spirit in our home.

The next topic I’d like to tackle is the “to-do” list.  Hopefully today, you will go home motivated to make certain changes in your life.  You will most likely be excited to make your relationship with God, your relationship with your family, and your relationship with yourself a higher priority.  However, I realize that when you leave here reality will hit you in the face as soon as you walk through the door.  Just because you read or listened to this talk doesn’t mean that your schedule will suddenly dissipate to make room for your new goals.  For that reason, let me share a few practical things you can do to actually implement the things you have learned.

Write down everything you do on a daily, weekly or monthly basis.  As you review the list, ask yourself three simple questions:

#1. What can I eliminate? The only things you have to do are pay taxes and die.  Everything     else is optional.  These are tough choices, but remember the pioneers and their handcarts.  You only need the essentials.

#2 What can I delegate?  Because many of us are control freaks, we feel that we are the only ones capable of doing anything.  Your husband is capable, your children are capable; your counselors are capable. Don’t be afraid to delegate and lighten your load.

#3 What can I simplify?  If you can’t eliminate or delegate a task, is there a way to simplify it?  Most people have the motto “A job worth doing is worth doing well.”  That is a worthy goal.  But I like my mom’s motto better: “It’s good enough for who it’s for.”  If the Queen of England is coming over for crumpets and tea, go ahead and make creme brule’ and fancy dishes.  But if you’re asked to bring a dessert for a Cub Scout pack meeting, run to Walmart and buy some Oreos.  They’re honestly not going to know the difference.

Once you have pared down your to-do list, be very careful not to fill it right back up.  The easiest way to do this is to learn to “Just Say No!”  Saying “no” is often very difficult for us as women.  We so much want to please people and be nice, but there are times when doing something is not in our best interest.  I have discovered a tangible way to “just say no.”  When somebody calls and asks me to do something, instead of being put on the spot, I simply say, “Let me check my schedule and call you back.”  That way, I have a few moments to think through it and ask two questions; “Is this in the best interest of my family” and “Will I resent and regret this as soon as I say yes?”  Then I call them back.  You don’t have to give a reason or an excuse.  I would definitely say yes to church callings and ministering assignments because they come from the Lord.  Everything else is optional.

Three years ago I had a life changing experience.  I went from being perfectly healthy to nearly dead in a matter of days, for no apparent reason.  Unbeknownst to us all, I had had a severe allergic reaction to a routine antibiotic, which caused a severe pneumonia, which quickly progressed to respiratory failure and a condition known as ARDS, which is fatal about 50% of the time.  I was in a coma, on a ventilator in ICU for two weeks.  When I awoke from the coma, I was more or less paralyzed, so I had to go to rehab and learn to walk again, feed myself, dress myself, etc.  I was in the hospital about a month and a half, and then it took an additional month and a half of physical therapy to get me back up and running.

When I first went into the hospital, my plate was full.  I had five young children age 1-11.  It was right between Thanksgiving and Christmas and I was heavily involved in community events and other outside activities.  It was amazing, though, how quickly my plate emptied out while I was in a coma.  I found that people don’t really ask you to do things when you’re on a ventilator.  So three months later, when I returned to the world of the living, I found that my plate was empty. 

This experience taught me several profound lessons, chief among them was simply what was important and what wasn’t.  Because of what I had learned, I made a conscious decision to leave my plate empty.  I knew that I needed time to heal, and that my husband and children needed time to heal.  I focused only on our family.  I became every PTA president’s worst nightmare.  I’d go to back to school night and not sign up for a single thing.  Even though it’s been three years, I continue to leave my plate as empty as possible and it has paid huge dividends for our family.

Some of you older sisters may be sitting there comfortably, glad that your children are raised and that you don’t need to feel guilty any more.  I would like to suggest that everything we have discussed today applies to you as a grandmother as you interact with your grandchildren.  What kind of a grandma are you?  Do you get nervous when your grandchildren visit - afraid that they might mess up your house or break something?  Or are you the kind of grandma who will get down on the floor and play games with them, make play dough, have sleep-overs, attend their ball games and music recitals?  Your influence extends far beyond what you could ever imagine.

An interesting thought occurred to me the other day.  I realized that even though I have five children, they each only have one mother.  As far as they’re concerned, I’m it. This realization made me want to focus on each individual child and each of their individual needs.  Children know if they are a priority in our lives or not.  Let me share a paragraph that made me stop and think about my priorities as a mother:

Charles Francis Adams, the grandson of the second US president, was a successful lawyer, a member of the US House of Representatives and the US ambassador to Britain.  Amidst his responsibilities he had little time to spare.  He did, however keep a diary.  One day he wrote: “Went fishing with my son today, a day wasted.”  On that very same date, Charles’ son Brooks Adams, had printed in his own diary “Went fishing with my father today, the most wonderful day of my life.”

I have a dear friend who passed away a few years ago, leaving behind six young children.  She was only 43 years old.  She was the epitome of a mother who understood her role and made her family the center of her life.  A few days before she died, her first grade son was asked, along with the rest of his class, to write an essay about his mother.  He simply wrote: “My Mom’s name is Katie.  My mom loves children.”  What a legacy for her family.  If your child were to write an essay about you, what would they say?  “My Mom’s name is........... My mom loves.......”

I’d like to conclude today with a personal story. Several years ago, just five days before Christmas, I was taking my children to school.  I was in the garage in my Suburban with three of our children, waiting for our kindergartner Lindsey, who had run back into the house to retrieve her gloves.  Lindsey came around the Suburban over to the passenger side where she always gets in, and my other daughter shut the door.  Thinking that all of my children were in, I started to back the Suburban out of the garage.  As I did so, I heard Lindsey scream.  I immediately slammed on the brakes and pulled forward.  Unbeknownst to me, the children had told Lindsey to run around and get in the other side of the car.  She had run around the back of the Suburban, had slipped on the ice and had fallen under the back of the Suburban just as I was pulling out.  I ran back to see what had happened and I remember seeing her head just a couple of feet directly behind the back tire.  She was complaining that her arm hurt, that she couldn’t move it, and that she remembered the tire rolling over it.  My husband and I immediately took her to the emergency room for x-rays.  By some miracle, she had no broken bones and no injuries - just a bruise on her left elbow.

It didn’t take me long to realize how close I came to losing her that day.  It was absolutely sickening.  After a lot of soul-searching, I became a better mother.  I remind myself every morning how lucky I am to be a mother and how precious my children are.  

Sisters, I hope that we can go home today, examine our lives, dissect our schedules and figure out a way to make family a priority.  The only way to do that is to make it a matter of prayer and ask our Heavenly Father where our priorities should be - because those priorities will be different for each of us.  

No family will accidentally end up in the Celestial Kingdom; any more than someone accidentally ends up competing at the Olympics.  It requires a great deal of hard work.  

Elder Uchtdorf once posed the question, “When is the best time to plant a tree? The answer is – twenty years ago.  When is the second best time to plant a tree?  Right now.  Even if you haven’t been having family prayer, family scripture study or family home evening, you can start right now and still reap the benefits.  If we make family a priority, our lives and the lives of our family members will be blessed for years to come. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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