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‘Buddhist practitioner Napthali has written an eminently practical book
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she is not a teacher and is in the midst of mothering, Napthali offers the
approachable and authentic perspective of a rank-and-file practitioner who
lives the techniques and situations she writes about.’—Publishers Weekly

‘Napthali’s book focuses on Buddhist practices that will help mothers become
calmer and happier in themselves. Follow her advice and we all know what
comes next—better parenting.’—Sunday Telegraph

‘Funny, uplifting, reassuring, real and wise. A truly “mothering” book for
mothers . . ”—Stephanie Dowrick

“This is an excellent, practical guide to everyday Buddhism, not just for
mothers, but for everyone who has ever had a mother’—Vicki Mackenzie,

author of the best-selling Why Buddhism?

‘Buddhism for Mothers is an oasis of calm and tranquility in the otherwise
chaotic existence that is motherhood.'—Mind ¢ Body

“This is Buddhism at its most accessible.'—Conscious Living

‘... approach the day-to-day “highs and lows” differently and more positively,
and yes—even more calmly’—Childbirth Education Association

Reviews from Amazon

T love this book. It brings such a calming sense of being just by picking it
up.’—Kathleen

‘T love this book! I would recommend this book to anyone, Buddhist or not.
I’'m so glad someone is finally talking about how to deal with the stresses of
mother hood in a realistic way without inducing guilt or fear. The author’s
tone is both friendly and empathetic—just what we moms need. The book
is empowering and has made a big difference in the way I parent and the
way | view my life as a mom.—T. M.-R.



“The author is very honest and refreshing. On every page you get the sense
that the author is a very real person who can relate to both the best and
the stressed in us all.’—Suzanne

‘IF YOU’'RE A MOM, BUY THIS BOOK! I am sceptical of anyone trying
to preach an idea to me, and I do not claim to be Buddhist. I just LOVE this
book. T checked it out from a local library, but am now purchasing it so I
can always have it around. It not only approaches ways to be a calmer mom,
but a calmer being in your daily encounter with the world. It has changed
how I approach issues, big or small; it’s also inspired me to demonstrate the
same zen-buddhist coping tools for my children; and it has helped me to
stay in the present moment.—Kiristin

Praise for Buddhism for Mothers of Young Children (formerly
titled Buddhism for Mothers with Lingering Questions)

‘Napthali is a lovely writer. She skilfully weaves interviews with other parents
into her own thoughts. As for guilt, Tibetans don’t even have a word for i,
she writes.'—Sydney Morning Herald

‘If you liked her first book, Buddhism for Mothers, then you'll adore this one.
Itll give you a new perspective on parenting and may even help you enjoy

it more.’—Sunday Telegraph

‘This second book from Sarah Napthali . . . had me repeatedly crying out
“yes” . .. By being focused, open and more attentive to the present moment
we can enjoy a calmer and happier journey through parenthood; a great
companion book for mothers struggling to cope with their new role.’—Perth

Woman

‘There is much here to learn; through Napthali’s eyes, patience, reflection
and calm become the vehicles to a deeper understanding of self, motherhood
and family’—/unior
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preface

For MANY OF Us, it does not seem so long ago that the future
was a complete mystery. Casting our minds back to pre-children days,
we might remember a time when we had no idea who we would
spend the rest of our lives with, where we would live, which communities
we would belong to. Now we find ourselves at a stage where we know,
and live, the answers to those big questions. Most of us have a fair
idea of how we will spend the next few years, if not decades, of our
lives. We have solved much of the mystery of how we ‘turned out’
or ‘ended up’. Some of us gave the full report at our twenty-year
school reunion.

Still, not many of us see ourselves as now ‘living happily ever
after—for questions remain. Questions whose answers will determine
the welfare of our families. These days, our questions sound more like:
What kind of people are my children growing into? What do they need
Sfrom me? Who, now, am I? What do I need to make me happy? Is there
more to life than this? Where am I headed? Am I doing anything wrong?
As we speculate on the answers, we feel every emotion from terror to

elation, as we brace ourselves for the years of parenting ahead.

Vil
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Since writing my first book, Buddhism For Mothers, my four-year-
old Zac is now seven, my newborn Alex four. Life feels completely
different to how it felt then. Many of the stresses have eased. I no
longer change nappies, breastfeed or carry anybody. I still hose down
temper flares—and dream of a tidy house. My husband, Marek, a
mechanical engineer, remains equally disinterested in matters spiritual.
Zac is at school. Alex is at pre-school three days a week, so these days
I have time to work as a writer for a small number of clients from a
home office.

Three years ago my greatest parenting challenge was being torn
between the disparate needs of a suckling newborn and an active
four-year-old. Today that gap has narrowed dramatically and the two
play together—and squabble—for hours at a stretch. Since both boys
were temperamental babies and strong-willed toddlers, I have moved
from wishing the years would go faster to panicking over how quickly
they now slip by. I worry that next time I look at Zac and Alex their
childhood will be over.

My greatest challenge these days is dealing with the unrelenting
naughtiness of four-year-old Alex. Apparently his behaviour is ‘fine’
when his parents are not around, but when we are, it is marked by
a taste for boundary-pushing and button-pressing (mine). To illustrate,
not long ago Alex found his way onto the stage at a musical performance
at Zac’s school. Running into the middle of the stage, he then turned
around, bent over and wiggled his bottom at an audience of two
hundred people.

Sometimes I look back wistfully on the days when Zac was Alex’s
age, four, and decided to call me Sarah instead of Mum. The phase
only lasted a couple of weeks but hearing a tiny son call me by name
seemed . . . inappropriate. When Alex is angry, which is often, he calls
me Stupid Bumbead. A major line of questioning for my husband

and me: Who is Alex and what kind of person is he growing into?
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What can we do to nurture what is best in him? Sometimes our
question is whether his parents will survive the journey.

Some of us find our questions only arise when we slow down.
The questions might begin to surface on a holiday or during an illness.
When a mother stops to take stock about what really matters and
where she should concentrate her energy, the answer is usually the
same: her children. She might decide they need more of her time.
Or even that she needs to take a step back and allow them more
space. She might realise the need for a new approach to a niggling
problem. What matters, however—according to a bevy of Buddhists,
psychologists, philosophers, academics and wise laypeople—is that we
make time for reflection, to ensure that the way we live our days
aligns with how we ultimately want our lives to unfold.

For parents, the price can be high if we fail to make the necessary
space for the big questions of our lives. Socrates may have sounded
extreme when he said ‘an unexamined life is not worth living’, but
examining our lives brings us closer to finding contentment. This is
not to say that we find instant answers to our questions, or that this
book will tell you what your answers are. Even the answers we do
find might change over time. Rather, these questions are our life’s
work. We learn to treasure the questions, keep them at the forefront
of our minds, and allow them to keep us open and curious in our
daily lives. Buddhists cultivate a lifelong spirit of inquiry rather than
any presumption that we are already wise.

As questioning mothers, we seek to parent consciously. We cannot
afford to parent on automatic pilot, let alone in a state of negativity.
Instead, we challenge ourselves to find the most skilful approaches to
family life. We avoid treating our children in knee-jerk, reactive ways,
just as we avoid falling into ruts of crabbiness, snappiness and
impatience. We know that every child is different from the next, and

that each individual is different from stage to stage, even day to day,
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and moment to moment. If we want to be the best parent we can
be, we need to keep paying attention to the changing requirements
of each new moment.

The word Buddha means ‘one who is awake’. Buddhist teachings
help mothers by encouraging us to be awake to what is going on
now, to what is important and to how we can be happy. Buddhist
practices help us to find answers to our deepest questions, such as
how to find inner peace.

Siddharta Gautama, who eventually became the Buddha, was born
a prince in a kingdom of Northern India. He was raised in a beautiful
palace by an indulgent father who sought, at all costs, to protect his
son from any knowledge of the misery in the streets outside the palace.
The young prince eventually insisted on seeing the world and was
deeply troubled to observe the suffering inherent in birth, sickness,
aging and death. He decided to renounce the life of worldly pleasures
and set about finding a way to end human suffering.

At first the prince tried the life of a yogi living in the forests but
eventually saw that a life of asceticism, of denying the body its basic
needs, was making him weak and ill, and bringing him no closer to
freedom. By now he had turned against the extremes of indulgence
on the one hand and denial of bodily needs on the other, such that
we now refer to his teachings as the Middle Path. He decided to sit
and meditate at the foot of a Bodhi tree in an effort to find liberation
from suffering. There, he waged against the forces of his own greed,
hatred and delusion.

With a clear mind and an open heart, he managed to penetrate
the depths of human consciousness and discover a place of spaciousness
and peace. He became enlightened. Having reached nirvana, he was
now free from all attachment to worldly conditions. He spent the
next forty-five years bringing his teachings to the various villages of

India. His message was that we are all capable of awakening and
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manifesting our true nature, our Buddha Nature. He had discovered
a way to end our unease and our anguish.

The last words of the Buddha before he died were: ‘Since there
is no external saviour, it is up to each of you to work out your own
liberation.” In other words, each of us is responsible for our own
spiritual path. Our own lives are our best teachers.

In becoming mothers, we have already progressed along our
spiritual path in that some growth comes automatically. When I ask
even the most overwhelmed of mothers how the experience of
motherhood has changed them, the answers are inspiring. I hear that
motherhood has made them more compassionate, patient, loving,
sensitive to others, stronger and more aware of the value of life, love
and community.

The path of parenting and the spiritual path are, so often, one
and the same, such that for many, the two paths commence at around
the same time. Becoming a parent often leads to spiritual seeking. As
with a Buddhist practice, parenting demands that we keep paying
attention to the requirements of the moment. Both paths require
self-awareness if we are to see clearly. And the parallels continue.
Children remind us of the mystery in our lives, as we continually
find that they are not who we thought they were. Parenting teaches
us all those spiritual truths that we resist with all our being, but finally
cannot avoid—that life can never be perfect, that nothing lasts, that
the only time is now and that I am not who I think I am. The path
of parenting forces us to identify, and question, our spiritual beliefs,
for soon enough our children ask us what we believe in.

How easy it is to forget that parenting is a sacred responsibility.
It is the most important work we will ever do and we only have one
chance to bring our best selves to the challenge. When I catch myself
parenting in ways I am not proud of, I must ask, can I afford to be
half-hearted about this role? On the worst days, parenting becomes
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mere time-filling before reaching some moments to myself. A Buddhist
practice helps us to remember the importance, and the potential, of
every moment, no matter how banal it may at first seem.

Motherhood sees us grow, develop and mature, but it can also
have the opposite effect. We see control freaks become even more
controlling; worriers become neurotic; complainers become
unrelentingly negative. How can we secure our journey on the higher
road? On a spiritual path, we find the means to cultivating wisdom
and open-heartedness. On such a path, a mother uses whatever life
presents to her as ‘grist for the mill’, to help her grow into someone
who sees herself and her children with clarity.

One concern I hosted as I wrote this book was that I might give
mothers more to feel guilty about. I have noticed the tendency in
myself to use my Buddhist practice as a source of guilt. I have felt
guilty for not meditating but also for meditating when there were so
many other tasks competing for my time. I have felt guilty for
forgetting to live in the present, for yelling at the children, for behaving
insensitively to friends and family, and for a multitude of unwholesome
thoughts and actions.

Mothers specialise in guilt, but keep in mind that guilt is never
a Buddhist antidote to our problems. A Buddhist mother might still,
out of habit, feel guilty from time to time, but she is also likely to
commit to a degree of gentleness towards herself and even humour
in facing her shortcomings. Intriguingly, the Tibetans do not even
have a word for guilt in their language—remorse and regret, yes, but
they have no word for guilt. This is the proof that it is possible to
practise Buddhist teachings without beating ourselves up when we
fall short.

Just as I did with Buddhism For Mothers, 1 open this book with
the confession that it draws on all three of the main Buddhist traditions:

Tibetan, Zen and Theravada. A true practice of Buddhism requires
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us to commit to one of these. Personally, it took me many a month
to choose one when I loved all three. When I finally did commit, I
changed my mind a couple of years later. These days I attend Buddhist
meetings which draw primarily from the Theravada, or Insight,
tradition. Still, the five teachers come from both the Theravada and
Zen schools. Some have practised in both but are careful not to mix
the teachings when they present them. The differences between the
three are endlessly interesting to me and most of the Buddhists I talk
to, but we need to remember that a true practice does not mix the
teachings together.

Another similarity of this book with Buddhism For Mothers is that
I have drawn on the experiences of other mothers. One mother in
particular features in this book for she allowed me to draw from her
daily journal about her practice. Kim Gold is a Zen Buddhist and a
mother of two girls, aged six and three. This book abounds with
entries from her journal which provide inspiring examples of how
Buddhist teachings can come to life for a mother.

Keeping her journal for the past year, Kim has experienced many
distressing days, in and out of hospital, leading up to her husband’s
seventh episode of surgery—which was finally successful. She endured
these crises along with all the usual trials such as transitioning her
youngest daughter from her day sleep, staying sane throughout toddler
tantrums and battling against her own high standards. As time
progressed, Kim’s journal revealed major shifts in her way of seeing
the world. Her Zen practice opened her up to new ways of seeing
her problems, new ways of relating to others and fresh approaches to
parenting challenges.

Another interesting mother who features in this book is Subhana
Barzaghi. Despite the exotic name, Subhana was born in Australia
and has been practising Buddhism for twenty-five years. At the age
of forty-five, Subhana is a qualified teacher in two Buddhist traditions,
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Zen and Theravada, and has studied with many of the world’s most
prominent Buddhist teachers. She has founded, or co-founded, four
different Buddhist centres, and led retreats in India, Australia and
New Zealand. Starting her career as a midwife in the country, Subhana
is today a psychotherapist in private practice. With one grown daughter
no longer at home, she now finds herself living with three teenage
boys, and her partner, so is definitely a teacher in touch with the
realities of daily family life.

As Kim, Subhana and many among us have learnt, motherhood
opens your heart to a new way of being. So does practising Buddhist
teachings. We open ourselves to all kinds of experiences: to learning,
to changing our perspective, to ‘not-knowing’ and to letting go of
what we cling to. A Buddhist practice encourages us to live in a state
of receptivity: What are my experiences teaching me? Can I see that

my children, in so many ways, are raising me?



CHAPTER 1

where am [?



DRIVING A CARLOAD OF rowdy six-year-olds to soccer practice,
I am suddenly struck by how surprised I would have been, back in
my twenties, to see myself now. The same feeling sweeps over me as
I sit at a barbecue with some fellow parents: to think I didnt even
know these people a few years ago...We have all had moments as
mothers when we are struck by where we have suddenly found
ourselves. We might smile as we marvel at the new world we now
inhabit and how far away it seems from our old world.

Sometimes, we miss our old world, we struggle to surrender our
former freedoms, our youth and all those evenings, weekends and
holidays to ourselves.

Sometimes we look in our mirrors, look at our messy living rooms
or at the clock that reads three in the morning, and ask, “Where
am [’

A Buddhist would provide a short, simple answer: Here, now.

IN THE PRESENT MOMENT

To be open to the wonder of the present moment, to the here and
now, is an opportunity available to us whenever we choose it. Resisting
the temptation to rummage around in our past, to daydream or sift
through details of the days ahead, we reap the benefits of looking
deeply into what is. To live in the present is to see our children for
who they are in this moment, to notice our surroundings, and to
listen attentively to others. It means being aware of what we are saying
as we are saying it, of what we are feeling as we are feeling it, and
tuning into what each of our senses is perceiving. The Buddha referred
to the practice of living in the moment as ‘a better way to live’. In

his words:
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Do not pursue the past.

Do not lose yourself in the future.
The past no longer is.

The future has not yet come.
Looking deeply at life as it is

In the very here and now,

The practitioner dwells

In stability and freedom.

We must be diligent today.

To wait until tomorrow is too late.

Death comes unexpectedly.

By the time we have children, many of us have become so achievement-
oriented, so goal-driven, so addicted to busyness that we lose our
ability to relax along with our capacity to notice what is going on in
the now. One of the greatest gifts children bring is the way they guide,
if not force, our attention back home to the present. Young children
live in the present moment, oblivious to the past, unconcerned about
the future. They see objects, people and events with fresh eyes, and
with wonder. If we choose to, we can take on their viewpoint and
see our surroundings as if for the first time. Once jaded, world-weary
parents can find themselves lying in their backyards fascinated at the
proceedings of an ant colony. If we let them, children can teach us
the value of time with no objectives, a skilful kind of laziness free
from the need for productivity.

In the book Dharma Family Treasures: Sharing Mindfulness with
Children, Buddhist mother Barbara Gates writes about how our
children can transform the quality of our awareness:

Before I became a mother I'd always been a dreamer, unaware

of much that surrounded me. I would leave the refrigerator door
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open, crash into people in the market, step in dog messes and
jay-walk between cars on busy streets. And I'd felt tied to the
unrecognised forces driving me from within to burst without
consideration into other people’s lives.

Now the tingling sweetness of Caitlin inspires me to cultivate
awareness. I know how she thrives when she’s truly heard and seen.
I know her vulnerability to life’s jangling knocks and jolts. And I
know her mortality. So, when I cook her meals, when I answer
her questions, or cross the street holding her hand, awareness

begins to permeate my life.

Part of practising awareness of the moment is noticing the way we
judge or evaluate whatever we perceive. We tend to rate everything
as pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. Anybody who has watched their
thoughts for any amount of time knows that so many of them
carry a judgement about the desirability of the subject of our
attention. With Buddhist awareness we experiment with noticing
these judgements without buying into them, without becoming
emotionally caught up in them. This means noticing, and letting
go of, our usual opinions, longings and prejudices in favour of
clearly seeing what is.

Of course, it takes practice to dispense with these habits of a
lifetime and ideally we practise non-judgemental awareness in
meditation. The more we practise non-judgemental awareness, the
more we cultivate equanimity—a calm mind that is not at the mercy
of extreme reactions.

Kim, mother of two girls, who I introduced earlier, speaks of
carrying the benefits of non-judgemental awareness into her daily life,
and finds similarities between her practice of Zazen, the Zen word

for meditation, and the act of going for a walk.
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I used to over-analyse my feelings around the simple act of exercise:
do I feel like doing it? Am I bored? Am I too tired? But now
I see my daily walks as part of my Zen practice. I dont worry
about whether I want to do it or not. I just assume the ‘posture’.
As with Zazen, once I'm on my cushion, with my back straight,
and my hands in place...I'm there. It is so beautifully simple
and devoid of analysis.

The less I ask ‘Am I enjoying this? Am I having fun? the better.
It’s not that ’'m against enjoying my walk, but in this culture of
pleasure and convenience we constantly evaluate our situations

and, more often than not, end up dissatisfied.

On the days that I reject practising presence, I need to ask myself a
question. If I do not practise awareness of the present moment, then
what am [ practising instead and is it helpful? I might find myself
practising resentment about the amount of housework. I might find
myself entangled in angry, repetitive thoughts. Or maybe I'll practise
daydreaming and fantasising which, if done to excess, is a form of
escapism and rejection of my life as it is now.

If I avoid being present, I might find myself becoming obsessed
with my productivity. Life becomes grim-faced as I surrender to being
perpetually busy, to always achieving. This is the culture of our time
and can become an addictive state of mind. When I find myself on
this bandwagon I ask—is this making me happy? More often, I feel
stressed. On one occasion I received a wake-up call from a newspaper
article in Melbourne’s 7he Age entitled ‘Surrendering to the simple
joys of motherhood’. Writer Joanna Murray-Smith reminded me of

another way to be:

Perhaps the modern mother needs not only a fairer deal, but help

in relinquishing the temperament of obsessive productivity. Rather
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than managing our children, we need to relax into their company,
take pleasure from the tiny transactions of baby-days, the pleasures
of play. We seem to have lost a capacity for tenderness and time-
wasting, obsessed with doing more than feeling, distracted by a
society that measures purpose in little boxes and success by how
quickly they can be ticked off. Has the modern mother lost the
ability to find in her mothering the humour, the adventuring, the

mystery of that experience?

I cut out that paragraph and stuck it on my fridge, underlining the

words humour, adventuring and mystery.

ALIVE IN EVERY MOMENT

As many parents do, I find myself breaking my life into compartments.
Housework is one compartment, time with the children another, and
then there’s ‘my time’. I notice a tendency to count down to ‘my
time’ as the time when I please myself. Even when ‘my time’ finally
arrives, I can find myself in a dither over how to spend it. I can even
grow quite stressed at how I will fit everything into this invariably
small window of time. On a good day, I wake up to see that dividing
my life into sections is no recipe for happiness. After all, ‘my time’
is such a minuscule proportion of a typical day.

A Buddhist outlook helps me to embrace all the hours in my day
as part of my life. Every moment is life. Every moment offers the
potential to wake up. Spending such a large proportion of our week
on housework and errands, it is important to our mental health that
we adopt a skilful state of mind. If we practise Buddhist mindfulness—

living with awareness of what we are doing as we are doing
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it—throughout our day, then no moment is too small for our attention.

As Kim wrote in her journal:

At times my inclination is to see the day like a big checklist
hoping to get to those parts that I ‘enjoy’, like my walks or my
art. But then I am only really living for an hour a day! With
mindfulness practice I am so much more alive, even during the

so-called tedious times.

Subhana awakened to the possibility of mindful living after spending
time with renowned Zen teacher Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh. Sixteen
years ago, Subhana organised his national tour of Australia which
included a few days in the spiritual community where she lived in
northern New South Wales. Subhana recalls:

His whole emphasis is on mindfulness practice in daily life and he
opened my mind to the potential to be mindful in every moment
in a way that none of my teachers before him had. Wherever
he walked it was as if he was in his monastery doing walking
meditation. He never rushed. There was no moment that was not
his practice. Even when he was about to enter a room, we all knew
it was him because the door-handle would turn so slowly.

His effect on children was mind-boggling. We had about
eighteen children living in the community then, aged from four
to ten, and he insisted on holding the retreat in their midst. I
was very nervous about whether eighteen children would behave
for him but he ensured they all had meditation cushions so that
they could sit for five or ten minutes. And they did!

I remember an amazing scene when he was doing his walking
meditation in the fields. Wearing one of those sloping Chinese

hats, and flowing robes, he would slowly walk with his arms
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slanting outwards and all these children would hold onto his arms
or parts of his robes. Occasionally he would stop to examine a
flower and the children would too. He would walk along the
road and the children would actually do half an hour of walking
meditation. They were absolutely mesmerised by his presence. The
children—and especially the adults watching from a distance—

were just in awe of this man.

Subhana’s account of Thich Nhat Hanh’s effect on children suggests
that if we were more grounded in the present moment, it might have

a calming influence on our sons and daughters.

IN A NEW PLACE

As mothers we are privileged to be with our toddlers when they
experience their first encounters with common objects like mirrors,
shadows, puddles, bugs or autumn leaves. If we pay attention, our
children reconnect us to these simple wonders of everyday life. The
tiniest sound could stop two-year-old Alex in his tracks. “What's that?’
he would ask rooted to the spot, mouth slightly open with anticipation.
Nothing else existed for him, his attention was fully consumed. I was
intrigued by how long he spent examining a spider in its web. It lured
me to scrutinise along with him as I tried to see with his eyes.
Two-year-old Alex bounced on a trampoline smiling from ear to
ear shouting, ‘Fun. Fun. Mum too.” Up, down, up, down—how could
that be fun? I clambered onto the trampoline, started jumping and
realised I could only enjoy it by rediscovering feelings from childhood:
feelings of freedom and exuberance that adults rarely touch. Later, I
reconnected with these same feelings on the swing at the park, when

I climbed a tree or played hide and seck.
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Alex taught me to adopt what Zen Buddhists call a ‘Beginner’s
Mind’ where we come to each new experience as if for the first time
rather than with all our old prejudices. A toddler has Beginner’s Mind
by default because he is a beginner at life. These small people challenge
us to take a look at familiar objects and situations as though we had
never seen them before.

One Zen practice that cultivates a Beginner’s Mind, or a ‘spirit of
enquiry’, is to repeat to ourselves throughout our daily tasks the
question, “What is this?’ Two-year-old Alex reminded me of this
teaching by asking me “What's that”’—sometimes twenty or thirty
times a day. I see ordinary objects and phenomena afresh if I can
adopt his viewpoint. Alex is a spiritual teacher, my own resident
Zen Master.

This oft-repeated Zen tale serves as a call to embrace a

Beginner’s Mind:

A great scholar visited a famous Zen master. While the master
served tea, the scholar talked about Zen. The master poured the
visitor’s cup to the brim, but, rather than stopping, continued to
pour. The scholar watched the overflowing cup until he could
no longer keep silent. ‘It’s overflowing! No more can go in! the
scholar cried. “You are like this cup,” the master replied. ‘How can

I show you Zen unless you first empty your cup?’

In Zen Buddhism, wisdom is more about questions than answers.
More about openness than certainty. About mystery and wondering
rather than knowing. Wisdom is an acknowledgement of not-knowing,
an ability to meet each new situation free from bias or any sense of
our own expertise. With this definition of wisdom, parenthood clearly

made writer John Wilmot wiser, for he said: ‘Before I got married, I
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had six theories about bringing up children. Now I have six children
and no theories.’

One day I sat next to Alex for his very first train trip through
the suburbs. He was all attention as the scenery whizzed past and
passengers came and went—so much to take in. He was experiencing
a new world, where he could hurtle through the landscape in a huge
box connected to other boxes. I was surprised that, for once, he
sat still: he was in awe. On our return journey, errands done, Alex
turned his focus to the faces in our carriage. He examined each one
and when he had eye contact he smiled, inducing the passenger to
smile back. I enjoyed our train trip so much—adopting his point of
view—that we caught the train again the following week. Just for
something to do.

Alex, just turned four, makes me read Peter Pan to him every day.
For the first few weeks I see the task as something I do for him—there
is certainly nothing in it for me. As he continues to request this book
each day, I fill with dread when he hands it to me and admonish
myself that I keep forgetting to hide it. But then I change my mind.
Again, Alex is a Zen Master in disguise trying to teach me the value
of a Beginner’s Mind. For him, each reading is as if for the first time.
He experiences all his feelings anew on each visit.

Rather than think my own thoughts as I read, I decide to bring
my attention back to the story and try to understand his devotion.
And now I can see clearly: Imagine yourself as a child, flying out your
bedroom window with a fun-loving guy who has a fairy for a pet.
They fly to a faraway land... There were fairies living in the treetops.
There were mermaids swimming in a lagoon. There were real red Indians
in a village on a cliff. There were woods full of wild animals. Best of
all, there was a shipful of pirates—uwicked ones, with a specially wicked
leader, Captain Hook.
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Peter Pan lives with the Lost Boys in an underground house—and
the story has not even begun. I have started enjoying our Peter Pan
time, and I read it with more expression, now that I can see with the
eyes of a four-year-old.

Beginner's Mind can make even the most mundane experiences
seem miraculous. Driving home alone from Alex’s pre-school this
morning, I imagined that this was my first experience of driving a
car. How strange and awe-inspiring it was. Sitting in a comfortable
armchair, and with only slight pressure from my foot on the accelerator,
I career through space, covering distances in one day that pre-
automobile peoples would not cover in a lifetime. I imagine how
thrilling this would be if I was one of my ancestors doing this for
the first time. I am living their wildest imaginings, their science fiction.
In my car my body flies through space, taking corners on a whim
and with only the slightest movement from my arms. I feel alive in

every moment for it is my turn on this fun ride.

NOT WHERE YOU THOUGHT YOU WERE

Our thoughts, our inner talk, determine the nature of the place we find
ourselves in any given moment. Our thoughts can limit us, torment
us, trick us and run our lives if we let them. They certainly provide
effective fuel for a bad mood. Whether we are dealing with painful
memories or fears for the future, we can short-circuit negative thoughts
simply by choosing another place for our attention. It is often easier
than we assume, to simply change what we pay attention to. How
much attention we give to any given topic is our choice. Throughout

her husband’s health crisis, for example, Kim observed:
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I have noticed how the moment always gives us many choices.
For example, I could dwell in my own depression or I could play
with my kids. I could worry about something, or I could focus
on the beauty of the grey sky. I could sit here replaying stuff in
my mind that I know makes me feel bad, or I could take the kids
to their favourite restaurant for a fun dinner. Up until yesterday,

I chose to dwell on the more negative side of the moment.

This does not mean we live in denial, suppressing any negativity. On
the contrary, Buddhist teachings emphasise the value of becoming
more familiar with the nature of negative thoughts and emotions.
While a meditation sitting is the ideal time to do this, we can still
make such space in our daily lives. But after we calmly observe any
negative thoughts, we let them go. Kim continues:

I need to learn how to feel the negative side, rather than run from
it—but then to move on to all of the joy that is before me. I need
to see the myriad of choices the moment offers, and choose to

experience the joy, rather than only the pain.

One time we can practise awareness of where we place our attention
is in our conversations with our partners. These are usually our most
honest conversations but the danger is—and I speak from experience—
that they become a daily whinge session. Although it can be constructive
to discuss problems together, or vent frustration to someone sympa-
thetic, it is easy to fall into the habit of using time with our partner
for the sole purpose of reliving the difficulties of the day.

In its extreme forms, the daily whinge session is a competition to
prove who has the hardest life. It is worth challenging the usefulness of
such conversations for they often reinforce a negative outlook in both

parties. After all, it is easy enough to turn the conversation around to
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what was inspiring, humorous or uplifting in the day. Growing children
make so many amusing comments, ask the strangest questions and
often behave with a fresh unpredictability—why not tell our partners
about some of the many delights of our day? This is likely to lead to
a shared sense of gratitude rather than victimhood.

Just as conversations with our husbands can turn to habitual
lamentation, so too can conversations with mother friends, as we
complain together about our husbands. Many a mother’s group bonds
through sharing frustration about our common enemy: the male.
While commiserating with each other about gender inequities brings
the relief of knowing that much suffering is shared, some of us risk
reaching the point where we only see the worst in our partners. Where
anger and resentment blinds us to the possibility of compassion for
the other. Again, it is easy enough to turn such conversations around
by remembering the strengths of our partners, along with the reasons
to feel gratitude toward them. Some of us have to dig deeper than
others, but most of us can come up with something,.

We have the choice to place our attention on what inspires us,
but we also have a choice in the way we interpret our situations.
There is rarely only one way to interpret the moment you find yourself
in and rarely only one way to rate it, or to judge how pleasant or
unpleasant it is. We are far more empowered to see life clearly, and
resolve our issues, when we have a flexible perspective, when we can
see that we have choices about how we see our moments.

In his book The Art of Happiness the Dalai Lama says:

It seems that often when problems arise, our outlook becomes
narrow. All of our attention may be focused on worrying about
the problem, and we may have a sense that we're the only one
that is going through such difficulties. This can lead to a kind

of self-absorption that can make the problem seem very intense.
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When this happens, I think that seeing things from a wider
perspective can definitely help—realizing for instance that there
are many people who have gone through similar experiences, and

even worse CXpCI‘iCHCCS.

When Zac was put into his new class to start the school year, I felt
disappointed that, for the second year in a row, none of his close
friends were in his class. Although he knew many of the boys in his
new class, he had never made a strong connection with any of them
and a couple of them were extremely disruptive. Might this affect
Zac’s enjoyment of school? Just as the Dalai Lama described, I became,
for a few days, increasingly absorbed by this problem. I asked the
principal if Zac could join the other class but it was full.

I was eventually able to change my perspective on the situation
and see some real benefits with his staying in his current class. I began
to see that he could grow as a person from working with less than
ideal conditions. Being with close friends in the other class might
have made him playful and distracted, and it was probably better that
he avoid comparing his academic progress with these friends, some
of whom were well above average. Moreover, he was not particularly
perturbed himself and was more relieved to have a teacher he felt
comfortable with. He could play with his old friends at lunchtime
just as he did the year before. I changed my perspective on the
situation, and then let go of my anxieties.

Whenever we feel dissatisfied, we can challenge ourselves to not
only shift but also enlarge our perspective. Imagine we start to feel
glum about a lack of time to ourselves. If we approach the problem
from a wider perspective, we are more likely to deal with the prob-

lem wisely. We might, for example, ponder:
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* How have women coped with this lack of time to themselves
throughout history? Or in my grandmother’s and mother’s
generations?

* How are women coping with this problem around the world today?

e What are the external influences in society that contribute to
this problem?

* Are there any positive aspects?

o Will it last forever?

* Am I the only person with this problem?

To contemplate the answer to any of these questions removes the
edge from our negativity. We start to feel less isolated, less confined
to our own walls. We might also compare our problem to other
problems women have faced and still face today. For millions of
women throughout history, the challenge has been to keep their
children alive.

For our problems to feel controllable, the Dalai Lama argues in
The Art of Happiness, we need to be able to look at them from a
distance, from a different angle and in a way that reveals any positive
aspects to our problem. What opportunities does our problem provide
for us? He also makes the point that once we identify any positive
angles to our problem we need to repeatedly remind ourselves of these
if we are to bring about a change of attitude. The long-term goal is
to train our minds to be flexible and supple so that we can ‘maintain
our composure even in the most restless and turbulent conditions’.

Karen, a mother of two girls yet to start school, worked with her

perspective to deal with a problem of loneliness:

Before I had children I was always highly social and rarely did
anything on my own. As the first among my friends to have

children, I knew very few women available for company during
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the day. I even felt restricted in arranging to see new mother-
friends because we always had to be home for our children’s
day-sleeps—that left only small windows for socialising.

At first I didn’t tell anybody how lonely I felt because 1 was
ashamed of my neediness but eventually I read about a study
suggesting that three-quarters of new mothers struggle with feelings
of isolation. To know that my problem was common meant that
I no longer had to take it so personally. Time alone was simply
part of this stage of life rather than unique to me. Feelings of
loneliness were suddenly normal.

My point of view shifted still more when I heard the Buddha’s
advice to ‘delight in solitude’. To an extrovert like me, the whole
idea seemed so novel and it struck me that learning to enjoy my
own company would be a crucial lesson on my spiritual journey.

These days, when I find myself alone in the park with no adult
to talk to, the children off playing, I embrace the time when I can
practise being self-contained, independent and relatively still. Looking
back on how I used to be, motherhood has made me stronger and

more self-reliant.

Sometimes, when our worldly concerns overwhelm us, it is our children
who expand our perspective. Margot, a mother of two, speaks of how
her children sometimes help her to rise above the turmoil she experiences

at work:

Occasionally I have a dreadful day at work—I come home and can’t
seem to shake off the stress. All I want to do is drink wine and eat
chocolate in front of the telly, but no, I have to prepare the dinner,
help prepare a hat for the school parade, and answer questions about

the early settlers.
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Halfway through preparing dinner I look out the window to
see my four-year-old wearing only a jumper and gumboots and
riding his scooter. I break into a smile and half the stress floats
away. My older son is consumed with cutting cardboard for his
parade hat. He is so excited about the parade. In a heartbeat, I
realise what really matters. A bad day is just one bad day. Suddenly
I can see how much I have and what is important. My work

problems are back in perspective.

IN AN IMPERFECT WORLD

It is about four o’clock in the afternoon. The boys, home from school,
are expressing displeasure about the lack of interesting food in the
pantry when the phone rings. It is Sally, a mother of three, and since
she’s shouting to be heard over the noise of overexcited children in
the background, I ask, “Where are you?’

Tm just at home,” she answers, ‘but it’s chaos here. The house is
a mess. | have a million things to do and I'm suddenly stuck helping
Robert do his project on Amazing Inventions. Due tomorrow. How
are things at your end?’

‘Similar,” I answer.

Later I find myself on the phone to Lisa, a mother who has been
suffering postnatal depression. The reasons for her illness are complex
but she concedes that being a perfectionist has provided considerable
fuel for her condition. Before she had children, Lisa could control many
aspects of her world and although her perfectionism could be a problem,
the chaos and unpredictability of small children pushed her to the brink.
A large part of her healing process is learning to accept the state of her

house and the general lack of control she must now surrender to.
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So one answer to a mother’s question, “Where am 1?’, is that she
inhabits a world characterised by imperfection. Any hopes for order,
predictability or freedom from unsatisfactoriness are but a dream. As
the Buddha taught, the conditions that surround us are of a transitory
nature—they will not last in their current form, so we cannot rely
on them to bring lasting happiness. Of course compensations abound,
but now we need to allow for what Buddhists call the ‘Eight Worldly
Conditions™s Gain and Loss, Pleasure and Pain, Praise and Blame,
Fame and Disrepute. If we cling to the more comfortable of these
conditions, we suffer when they leave or when its opposite arises.

Accepting the inevitability of chaos and imperfection can relieve
us of some of our frustrating efforts to make family life problem-free.
It also relieves us from the pressure to be a perfect mother. Family
relationships can improve when we remove the need for family
members to be flawless, and when we accept that problems and human
flaws are part of the package. Letting go of unrealistic expectations
of family life frees us to spread our energies into other directions, be
they other relationships, or involvement in our communities.

The fact that there is suffering in life is the first of the ‘Four Noble
Truths' the Buddha taught. A Buddhist, however, is unlikely to use
the word ‘suffering’ but rather the Pali term the Buddha himself used,
dukkha. While we can translate dukkha to mean suffering, stress or
anguish, it includes even mild feelings of dis-ease or irritation. One
definition of dukkha is the gap between what is happening and what
we wish was happening, be it large or small. The word dukkha also
covers the imperfection, the unsatisfactoriness, of all phenomena—
which is caused by the transitory, impermanent nature of all things.

Children make the First Noble Truth inescapable: struggles and
difficulties are as much a part of life as pleasures and triumphs. They
teach us that our lives and those of our children will not turn out

the way we planned, and if we do not surrender to this truth then
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we will never know inner peace. We explore the next three truths in
the chapters to follow but for now we can understand them as having
the structure of a medical diagnosis: the Buddha outlined first our
symptoms (dukkha), then the cause (desire), next the prognosis (dukkha
can end) and finally the prescription (the Eightfold Path). In short,
these Truths provide a map to end dukkha.

Although the Buddha advises us to understand the causes and
conditions of our own dukkha, rather than conveniently cover them
up with denial, we can still, to a considerable degree, control how
much dukkha we experience. In any moment we do have a choice in

where to place our attention, as Kim shares:

My mantra, uttered about a thousand times a day, has been Thich
Nhat Hanh’s ‘breathing in I calm myself, breathing out I smile’.
By the time I'm at the smile part, I'm feeling a little better. I have
a lot on my plate right now: two small kids and a husband with
a chronic illness. Lots of worries and aggravation. One thing I've
learned recently is to build myself up with all the ‘jewels’ available
to me at any moment: looking deeply at a flower, my children,
enjoying my breathing. Now when the worries come, I don't try
to chase them away. I just let them pass across my sky like clouds,

then refocus on my breathing. I stay in the moment.

At times it helps us to turn inward and ask: Is now a time to consciously
place my attention somewhere more inspiring, or rather to stay with
the dis-ease and learn about the causes and the nature of my dukkha?
The answer might vary. In the midst of a busy day we may not have
the time, or the quiet surroundings, for deeper investigation.

On another day, Kim realises the need to see the beauty of not

just ‘now’, but also ‘here’:
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I am a nature girl stuck in the suburbs. As grateful as I am for the
beautiful city I live in, I still wonder ‘If only...”. If only I lived
in a place where people shared my ecological views, a place that
wasn’t so crowded, a place where the main body of water wasnt
horrendously polluted with sewage, a place where people were a
little nicer and less competitive.

But I'm here. And so I look for beauty every day. I look
for connections with people. I study the wildlife in my own
neighbourhood. When I think of the Zen attitude of ‘be here
now’, the emphasis for me is usually on the ‘now’ part, but ’'m
realising it also needs be on the ‘here’ part as I learn to love where
I am. The idea of the perfect place to live has definitely proven
to be a delusion for me. If I live in the mindset of if only’ then
I’'m missing all there is right here—and most likely I would miss
it in the ‘perfect place’ as well.

I am beginning to realise how you can learn to love a place.
It’s not a romantic, instantaneous ‘feeling’ but rather a mindful
seeing of the beauty that is there, even in the midst of ugliness.
It takes practice but the more you mindfully live in a place, the

more you come to appreciate it.

WITH YOUR BREATH

Something I have neglected to mention about being aware of the
present moment—perhaps it goes without saying—is that it is
tremendously difficult. If you try right now to ground yourself in the
moment, free from thoughts of past events, refusing to speculate or
plan for the future, you find that it is only a matter of seconds before

your mind has wandered. This is normal. It is the reason we need to
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practise paying attention both during meditation and while performing
the tasks of our daily lives.

It helps to have an object on which to concentrate and most
Buddhist traditions opt for the rise and fall of the breath. Some
teachers express this as ‘cultivating intimacy with your own breathing’.
Paying attention to the breath makes sense for several reasons: the
breath is always with us; the sensations are so subtle that you have
to pay close attention to notice them; and it is difficult to #hink about
breathing and this helps stem our usual torrent of thoughts. If we do
have thoughts about breathing, they tend to be helpful. For example,
no two breaths are the same so paying attention to our breath reminds
us that everything is constantly changing. Each breath arises and passes
away reminding us of the teaching of impermanence. The breath is
a reminder of our mortality: my life depends on there being another
breath after this one. My breathing keeps me alive.

So how do we go about paying attention to the breath?

It is a matter of noticing any of the sensations of the breath in as
much detail as we can. We might choose to concentrate on the
expansion and contraction of the stomach, the rise and fall of the
chest, the feel of the cool air as you breathe in and the warm air as
you breathe out. I once heard a Tibetan nun advise her students before

a meditation sitting:

Consider yourself a mountain, your mind a blue sky. Any sensations,
thoughts or feelings that arise are like clouds that float across that
blue sky in many different forms, but always leaving the sky clear

as you return your attention to the breath.

When the Buddha gave instructions on mindfulness of the breath,
he said:
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Breathing in, one is aware of breathing in.

Breathing out, one is aware of breathing out.

Breathing in a long breath, one knows, I am breathing in a
long breath.’

Breathing out a long breath, one knows, ‘I am breathing out a
long breath.’

Breathing in a short breath, one knows, ‘I am breathing in a
short breath.’

Breathing out a short breath, one knows, ‘T am breathing out a

short breath.’

Many Buddhist teachers advise beginners to count their breaths up
to ten and start again as this seems to make it easier to anchor your
attention to the present moment. Eventually, such counting may
become less necessary as our concentration improves.

As our mind inevitably wanders from the breath, we are patient
and non-judgemental about it, perhaps noticing an unusual sense of
space around each thought that arises, or noticing that every feeling
or sensation arises, only to pass away. As we continue to practise
bringing our attention to our breath as often as possible, whether in
meditation or throughout the day, we notice that it makes us calmer,
clearer and more grounded in the present.

Mother and Zen teacher Susan Murphy in her book Upside-Down
Zen discusses the value of ‘fasting’ our usual busy minds in order ‘to

choose complete, intentional rest™:

The mind that is being fasted in meditation is the mind of ‘me’
and ‘mine’, the mind of endless self-concern and self-defence,
of have and have not, right and wrong, included and excluded.
When self-concern is quiet, heaven and earth lie open in complete

generosity. That is the mind of abundance, the mind of flowing.
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When self-concern is noisy, the world is narrow and risky, and

resources of the anxious self appear perennially scarce.

It might be difficult to find time for a formal meditation sitting, but
even the busiest days provide a multitude of moments to bring
attention to the breath. Waiting at traffic lights, standing in a queue,
‘on hold” on the telephone, waiting for your computer to boot.
With time, many Buddhists move on from mindfulness of the breath
as their main practice, to mindfulness of the body sensations, or
thoughts, or whatever they notice in the moment. It is for each individual
to choose their own technique for practising being in the present. And
we practise our technique in a way that is kind and compassionate
towards ourselves, never stern and disciplinarian. If our technique leads
to feelings of guilt, inadequacy or failure, then we either learn to let

go of such judgements as they arise or change to a new technique.

HERE, NOW . . .

So we have some answers to our question, “Where am 12> We are
always in the present moment, so may as well pay attention to it. We
are in a new place, if we could only see this with a Beginner’s Mind.
The world we inhabit is not perfect, and will inevitably present us
with times of turbulence and chaos. Yet it is always possible to shift
or enlarge our perspective. We are always with our breath, and paying
attention to it anchors us in the present.

Our presence is one of the greatest gifts we can give our children
for they will grow up knowing they are noticed, important and loved.
Being present with our children is also a gift to ourselves. Have we
not lost count of the number of times we have heard older mothers

sigh, “They grow up so quickly...”> We might have started to say this
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ourselves, having noticed that we no longer have babies, then that we
no longer have toddlers and suddenly that our children are all at school.
Since they do grow up so quickly, it is all the more important that we
are there, paying attention at every unique stage of the process.
Recently I sat with an older mother-friend sorting through photos
from when her now-grown children were young. Like so many of us,
she never did find the time to put them into albums. She showed me
a photo of her sitting on a rug in her backyard with her three small
children having a picnic in the sunshine and said, “This is a favourite
but it makes me wish that I had lived in the moment more. I don't
have these little children anymore and at the time I doubt I realised

the preciousness of this stage.’
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What we can do

Allow your children to remind you of how to live in the present.
Practise non-judgemental awareness where you avoid becoming
emotionally caught up in your ratings of pleasant, unpleasant
or neutral.

Ask yourself what you practise if you do not practise awareness
of the present and where might a different practice take you?
On any given day, consider whether you are in touch with the
humour, adventuring and mystery of motherhood.

Entertain the possibility that all moments have value rather
than racing through ‘unpleasant’ moments to arrive at
‘pleasant’ ones.

Challenge yourself to observe the objects of your surroundings
as if for the first time, that is, with Beginner's Mind or a 'spirit
of inquiry'—just as a young child might repeatedly ask the Zen
question, ‘What is this?"

Recognise that you can choose where to place your attention, so
after you have noticed and observed any negativity, place your
attention somewhere uplifting.

Question your perspective on your current situation. Can you shift
it or enlarge it? Are there positive angles?

Surrender to the inevitability of some imperfection in yourself,
your children and your family life.

Practise bringing your attention to your breath throughout your
day, or in meditation, as a way to strengthen your awareness of

the present moment.
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CHAPTER 2

where am | going?



FOR MOST OF THE YEARS since becoming a mother, I have been
working from home, writing memoirs for clients who want to leave
their families a record of their life story. The hours are family-friendly
and the work, at times, satisfying, but I find myself asking: Is this
what I want to do for the next twenty years? At home, working alone,
definitely has its advantages but occasionally I feel cut off from the
action, as though life is happening elsewhere. I worry about losing
contact with the ‘real world” outside my home where I imagine people
are developing new skills, expanding their networks and leaving me
far behind.

I start to feel a need to prove myself out in the world again. I
notice that many of my mother-friends with children at school
successfully hold down work outside the home. They have ‘real careers’
in hospitals, schools and offices, and I want to be like them. I long
to see myself as important, in demand, an interesting person to talk
to at social events. I want to be proud of my place in the world—and
wear a suit.

Before long, my concerns take on an element of panic. If I don't
find a job outside the home soon, I might never find one. It might
already be too late. Having a child at pre-school for three days—days
significantly shorter than the working day—seems to rule out most
career options, yet I am resolved that a job outside the home will end
my anxiety. Some days I find myself fixated with the job search,
waiting for the life-changing phone call, checking my emails every
few minutes. I allow my lack of what I perceive to be a ‘real” job to
take over my thoughts and my life. I become blind to all the blessings
around me, obsessed with the one thing I do not have.

After a few months my job prospects look bleak and I concede
that the limited number of part-time jobs available are either too
poorly paid to cover childcare costs, or so sought-after that a placement

seems as likely as my winning a Miss World contest. These are
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humbling discoveries in a time of so-called high employment. How
would I fare in a recession?

Many of us take time out of our careers to be with our young
children. Some of us are in a position to choose never to do paid work
again. Others have returned to their pre-family careers. A large number
of us face re-entering a competitive workforce with the handicap of a
‘career gap’. As mothers we may have to rethink our career direction
and what we want from our lives. We face an extended period of
questioning: What do I want now? Where am I going? How can I achieve
a balance so that no area of my life is neglected? Is it even possible?

Needless to say, my struggles to find this job that I don’t really
need are not making me any calmer. I catch myself frowning throughout
the day and realise I am tense, tetchy and resentful. This is because
I am banging my head against the Buddha’s ‘Second Noble Truth’:
that the cause of dukkha, of suffering in all its forms, is desire.

Craving, grasping, clinging, attachment—this is the cause of our
anguish. Aspiring or wanting, these are not the problem. It is insisting
and demanding that hurts us. Still, the distinction between aspiring
and desiring confuses some. As one visitor to my Buddhist group
asked: “We love and care for our families, friends, and careers—at
what point does deep caring become clinging? It must be a very fine
line.” Subhana answered that we recognise clinging when we notice
feelings of possessiveness, a desire to own or hold onto a person or
thing very tightly. Clinging creates a tension within and often springs
from some form of fear. Our desires blind us, entangle us and become
the obstacles on any path to freedom.

For mothers, desires abound. We desire that our children be happy,
smart, popular and beautiful. We want our partners to appreciate us,
to do their share around the house and to live up to our expectations

as fathers. We want our lives to be sometimes stimulating, sometimes
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relaxing. At times we want friends to clamour around us and at other
times to leave us alone.

The flipside of attachment is aversion, a strong desire for our lives
to be other than they are. Our aversions, too, can be numerous. We
often find ourselves wishing the present moment to be other than it
is. We resent the tantrums, the whining, the nagging. We begrudge
our partners working long hours away from home. We rail against
the insensitivity of our friends or relations.

From our own experience we know that when these desires and
aversions become too intense, they undermine our ability to be calm
and content. Although we know on a rational level that perfection
cannot exist and that we will never satisfy all these desires, we continue
to behave as though it is possible. It is not that the Buddha sees
desires as sins. They are perfectly natural. The Buddha challenges us,
however, to study our desires. What happens when we satisfy them?
Do we live happily ever after? What happens when we don’t satisfy
our desires? How do desires make us feel? Are we ever free of them,
in any moment, and how might this feel? The answers to such
questions are clear to us all, yet we continue to live as though happiness
is a simple matter of fulfilling our current desires.

The Buddha taught the importance of understanding our own
experience of dukkha. Once the mind understands how clinging leads
to suffering and unease, it will naturally avoid it. As Subhana puts it,
‘Ours is a practice of noticing and investigating clinging.’

Tibetan Lama Gendun Rinpoche is a poet whose work is translated
by well-known Westerner Lama Surya Das. In a poem entitled

‘Happiness’, the Lama writes:

Wanting to grasp the ungraspable,

You exhaust yourself in vain.
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Of course, putting a stop to all this craving is no small project. Those
who have done so are said to have reached Nirvana. The poem

continues:

As soon as you open and relax this tight fist of grasping

Infinite space is there—open, inviting and comfortable.

Experienced meditators sometimes develop a sense of what it might
feel like to stop wanting. Mother and Zen teacher Susan Murphy

describes her understanding of the experience in her book Upside-

Down Zen:

Body and mind begin to loosen and fall away, and we grow wider
and more free, wanting less, wanting nothing. The most ordinary
and subtle happiness arises in this wanting nothing. We dwell for
a time open to all of the offers of life, without moving toward or

moving away from a single thing.

TOWARDS PATIENT ACCEPTANCE

For Buddhists, finding happiness is not about attaining what you
believe you want and ridding your life of annoyances. Rather, it is
about fostering enough inner peace that external conditions no longer
matter so much. The Buddha and his followers visited a town where
they met a trouble-maker intent on making their lives difficult. One

follower suggested they move to another town, but the

Buddha replied:

No...We had better remain here and bear the abuse patiently until

it ceases and then move to another place. There are Gain and Loss,
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Pleasure and Pain, Praise and Blame, Fame and Disrepute in this
world; the Enlightened One is not controlled by these external

things; they will cease as quickly as they come.

On a visit to my local Tibetan Buddhist centre I listened to a nun
talking about ways to cultivate patient acceptance. The mind of
patience, she explained, accepts whatever occurs. It acknowledges that
we cannot control external irritations. They will always be there. So
we train our minds to be accepting, for this is the only way to achieve
inner peace. She advised us to use our difficulties, including our
negative emotions, as our practice. Taking our negative emotions
seriously, as we do, seems to intensify them. Could we not simply see
them for what they are: passing bad weather? Rather than panic about
the unpleasantness, she dared us to experience the feelings with an
awareness free from self-judging.

Later in the week, I spend what seems like an hour making a
healthy dinner that I believe Alex the Fussy Eater will like. He refuses
to eat it. I am furious about my wasted efforts. I believe that I
absolutely cannot tolerate this situation. Enraged I shout loudly, “You
ate it last week, why don’t you like it tonight?” He asks me to add
an egg to it, which I grudgingly do, and he eats half the meal.

I could continue in my fury or I could start to bring awareness
to my body and see what is going on. I find tightness in my shoulders,
shallow, uneven breathing, I feel the intense scowl in my facial muscles.
I realise that I am grasping and craving in my thoughts, insisting the
moment be different. I remember all the times I have heard that
allowing meal times to become an emotional wrangle is likely to
inspire the defiant child to greater fussiness. The drama, after all,
ensures they are the centre of attention. I concede my rigid obsession
with the five food groups. I remind myself that my difficulties are
my practice. And I surrender. I stand still, take some deep breaths,
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consciously let go of my expectations along with the tension in my
body, and accept what has happened.

Part of me fears, even rejects, the idea of patient acceptance. How
could T ever accept that my son will not receive all the essential
vitamins? How can I simply accept my job situation, if my whole
future career is at stake? What if I suddenly find myself with no clients
for my home business? I might never work again. How would I cope
with the feelings that scenario would trigger? However, the next
question is, does my reaction of panic, worry and obsession help?
Followed by, is it leading me to become the person I want to be? The
answer, of course, is a resounding no.In fact, the more I react in an
unskilful way, the more chance that I will react in this unskilful way
again. This is karma as we will discuss later in the chapter.

A Buddhist would point out that it is not the external problem—
Alex being a fussy eater, the lack of a job outside the home—that
hurts. Rather it is all my thoughts, feelings and judgements about my
situation. My own aversion is creating all the pain. If I could only
entertain more constructive thoughts, the problems would not exist
at all. I would simply feed Alex the best I could, do what I could
to find the job outside the home, and in the meantime, be patient
and accepting of my situation. If I let myself, I could even be quite
content.

Of course, plenty of mothers have problems that are far more
difficult to accept than mine. Their Fussy Eater might be on the point
of malnourishment, or they may be looking for paid work as the sole
financial provider for their children. Buddhists would maintain,
however, that if we bring calm, patient mind states to our problems,
as hard as this can sometimes be, and regardless of whether the problem
is large or small, we fare better than if we practise fear, anxiety and

catastrophising.
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TOWARDS GRATITUDE

To my surprise, when I ask some of my friends in permanent jobs
what sort of work they dream of, they describe the situation that I
have: working for themselves from home. I say to these friends, but
look what you've got! Only to hear them say the same back to me.
It makes me wonder if we are not all busy struggling to attain whatever
it is we do not possess and once we have it, wishing for what we used
to have, all over again. If the grass is always greener elsewhere then
the only way to appreciate what you have is to pretend you are
somebody else. Or perhaps it would be more practical to take the
Buddha’s words to heart: “The greatest loss is to receive without
gratitude.’

Focusing on the irritations, how often are we thankful for the
positives of our situation? Why, I ask myself, can I not sit back and
enjoy the stage I have reached in a spirit of gratitude? Perhaps many
of us feel the same as Melissa, a Buddhist mother who says:

I've found a husband. We have a mortgage and three children. I
have a part-time job which fits into my life well, yet now I find
myself asking, what next? Is the adventure finished? In other
words, I have come face to face with my habit of always grasping
for something new and stimulating. It’s a habit that threatens
my hopes of enjoying the life I have worked so hard to set up.
It might finally be time to calm down, to stop looking for ever-
greater stimulation and learn to appreciate simpler pleasures. I
guess it’s time to find contentment within myself rather than

from the world outside me.

Importantly, gratitude is an effective antidote to our relentless state

of wanting. It allows us to let go of our desires. Knowin is, some
f wanting. It all to let go of our d K g th
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Buddhist mothers cultivate a ‘gratitude practice’. They make a habit
of reminding themselves what they can be grateful for. Some write a

short list each day:

My children’s smiles
Their new freckles

Caring friends

Perhaps the wisest of these mothers encourage their children to do
the same, finishing the day with gratitude for many blessings that
might otherwise have gone unnoticed, and nurturing in their children
wholesome habits of mind.

Making a conscious effort to practise gratitude requires us to focus
on what is positive and uplifting in our lives, what pleases us. Many
of us have developed habits of mind where we dwell on the negatives:
the criticism rather than the praise, what went wrong with our day
instead of what was inspiring. How many of us, for example, have
ever considered being grateful for the gift of our life? Buddhists use
the word ‘precious’ when talking about the gift of a human life, and
science lends its support to the idea. To open his best-selling book A
Short History of Nearly Everything, described on the back cover as a
travelogue of science, Bill Bryson starts by congratulating the reader
because ‘getting here wasn't easy’:

To begin with, for you to be here now trillions of drifting atoms
had somehow to assemble in an intricate and curiously obliging
manner to create you. It's an arrangement so specialized and
particular that it has never been tried before and will only exist

this once.

He continues a few pages later with:
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Consider the fact that for 3.8 billion years...every one of your
forebears on both sides has been attractive enough to find a mate,
healthy enough to reproduce, and sufficiently blessed by fate and

circumstances to live long enough to do so.

Using this large perspective to appreciate the miracle of our lives, why
not vow to love and appreciate it unconditionally, whether or not it
is delivering what you believe you want. After all, we are only here,
living this life, for the shortest period of time—for this reason alone,
should we not be grateful for our time in this world?

Through my pregnancy with Alex, in which I suffered nausea for
the first half and diabetes for the second, I learned to be grateful for
my health. Even four years after the pregnancy, I revel in having a
fully functioning and relatively comfortable body. That pregnancy
taught me to enjoy my energy and to never take for granted my
temporary freedom from discomfort. In the same way, catching the
common cold is a reminder to appreciate our usual state of health.

On recovering we can enjoy the simple act of inhaling since we know

how difficult this is during a head cold.

TOWARDS SLOWNESS

It is hard for me to understand why any self-respecting woman would
vow at her wedding to ‘obey’ her husband. Why did so few, in days
gone by, question what society told them? It makes me wonder, what
will my grandchildren find outrageous about my generation? Are there
messages that modern-day society sends us that we fail to question?
Maybe our grandchildren will be outraged at the greed and materialism
of our generation and the damage we did to the environment. Or

perhaps they will be agog at our addiction to busyness.
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We live in an age where busyness is a virtue. If we are busy, we
must be very important. The greatest insult is, ‘She must have a lot
of time on her hands’. The greeting of the day is, How are you? Busy?
And who would dare to reply, Vo, not really. Yet what is the price of
all this busyness? We know from our own experiences of being
overstretched that busyness leaves us with less time to sit around
enjoying each others’ company, less time to appreciate the beauty
around us, less time to reflect on the reasons we rush around and
where we are headed. For those who have opted to be manically busy,
the questions might go deeper. Am I avoiding emotional engagement
with my life? Am I avoiding an emptiness inside? Am I compensating
for a lack of fulfilling relationships?

If we never slow down, we give our children the message that
hyperdrive is normal. If this is the culture they grow up with, they
are likely to live like this as adults and run the risk of never
understanding the benefits of balance, of slowness, of down time. The
Buddha had a clear message on the subject of busyness: “The restless,
busy nature of the world, this, I declare, is at the root of pain.’

Children do not seem to appreciate us being too busy. This was
certainly the finding of the American study Ask the Children, by Ellen
Galinsky, where 44.5 per cent of children said the time they spent
with their mothers was rushed. Children in the study gave higher
marks to parents when the time spent together was not rushed but
‘focused and rich in shared activities’.

Danielle, a mother I know with an older child at school, reflected

on her feelings around the time after her second child was born:

I don’t know whether I had full-blown depression, but I was
certainly feeling very low for several months. I remember asking
people how they were, and being told, ‘Oh, you know, busy.’

At that vulnerable time in my life, hearing that someone was
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busy made me feel so much worse. Not free to participate in the
world outside my home, I felt like an incomplete person because
I was not frantically busy. I felt as though everyone had a life
except me.

My blues passed but even today, I feel that telling people we
are busy creates an unhealthy distance in our relationships. When
friends tell me they are ‘flat out’, I make a mental note to leave
them alone because I would not want to take any of their time.
If they are always ‘flat out’ though, they become unapproachable
because I can never feel completely comfortable spending time
with them, especially if they seem stressed.

I started questioning, why does everybody have so much
respect for busyness? I knew that if I joined this movement it
would undermine my ability to enjoy motherhood. Between the
chores, motherhood required me to do things that did not make
me look or feel busy—playing or chatting with my older child
or reading books together. My intuition was telling me to spend
time cuddling my baby. This was a time to take her on long,
soothing walks in the pram, to snuggle up as a family in bed, or

hang out together.

We might notice busy patches in our lives when we only communicate
with our children to pull them into line. Yet, as we learnt at those
parenting seminars, if we only talk to our children to reprimand them
then they learn to win our attention by misbehaving. In the case of
often-misbehaving Alex, I cannot afford to ignore this advice. I make
a point of coming down to his level several times throughout the day
and looking him in the eye to hear what he wants to say. During
these small encounters, I allow him to dazzle me with the blueness
of his eyes, the vibrancy of his imagination and the earnestness of

his speech.
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I might remind myself that Alex will never be four years and
two months again so I had better notice it while it lasts. We need
to acknowledge the value of consciously setting aside time each
day—possibly only a few grabbed moments—to take delight in our
children. We work so hard to raise them, it is the least we can do
for ourselves.

Of course, I can only set aside this time if I surrender to the fact
that the house is not yet tidy or that dinner might be delayed or that
I will not be able to make all those phone calls. Sometimes we hear
people speak high praise of those who listen with attention: “When
you talk to her, she makes you feel like the only person in the world.”
I hope that my boys might one day say this of me and notice that
their most basic needs for attention came before the housework, the
schedule and the phone calls.

Judith Costello, co-founder of the American magazine Parenting

with Spirit, agrees:

Just this morning I wanted to finish up some housecleaning chores
but instead I took a moment to sit down and hold Peter in my
lap. Then Brigit, who is sixteen months old, paraded before us
trying to put on a hat. She walked in circles, her form of dancing,
while she kept readjusting a hat that would slide into her face.
She looked out from under it slyly. Peter and I laughed together.
It was a special time that I would have missed if I had been busy
cleaning. It takes lots of patience and acceptance of ‘what is’ in

order to find time for such moments.

We do go through stages where busyness is unavoidable, especially if
we have several children, but we can still practise awareness of the
present moment. Being busy provides all the more reason to practise.

A practice of mindfulness is of limited value if we cannot bring its
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benefits into our daily activities. Feeling stressed is an excellent
opportunity for observing our thoughts and their effects on our bodies.
Self-awareness flourishes if we are capable of being present in times
of chaos. As the Zen saying reminds us: ‘Beneath the one who is busy

is one who is not busy.’

TOWARDS OUR KARMA

The Buddha taught, ‘If you want to know what your future life will
be like, look at your life right now.” If we have unresolved issues now,
we are likely to carry them with us into the future. A book by Zen
Buddhist Jon Kabat-Zinn captures this idea with the pithy title
Wherever You Go, There You Are. We might try to flee from our
problems but no matter where we go, they come along with us. There
is no escaping our karma, the fact that our actions—or more accurately,
the mind states behind our actions—have consequences.

Our thoughts are the fuel for our karma. Whatever we choose to
think about each day will play a greater and greater role in our life and
shape the person we become. Recurring thoughts become habits, habits
shape our character and our character determines our destiny.

Asking ourselves Where am I going? we might speculate on what
the world holds in store for us. We imagine the world outside us
providing events and developments that determine our capacity for
happiness. What truly determines our ability to be happy, however,
are our responses, attitudes and beliefs about these external events.
While we cannot always control external events, we can control our
reactions to them for we can choose our thoughts. So our karma is,
for the most part, in our own hands.

From a Buddhist perspective, the unresolved issues we carry into
our future relate to our tendency to push away unpleasant feelings
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and cling to what is pleasant. When we crave something, whether it
be the perfect job or the perfect marriage, we assume that the object
of our desire will bring us lasting happiness. This delusion has a
negative effect on our karma as we cope with the frustration of forcing
life into our ideal image and the eventual disappointment when, if
we even partially achieve our goal, the desired situation changes or
vanishes altogether.

It is often easier to see the karma of the people around us, their
recurring unresolved patterns of behaviour, than our own. The friend
who keeps choosing cold-hearted partners as a way to resolve an
unloving relationship with her father. The brother who clings to a
misspent youth that is clearly over. The woman who will not end
friendships that have grown destructive. The father who only talks to
his children when he’s angry with them. As we have so often seen,
the future of each of these individuals is likely to hold more of the
same, even though their game plan is clearly not working.

In our own lives we reinforce the delusion, If' I could just have x,
then everything would be fine. On the back cover of Whatr Women
Want Next, writer Susan Maushart illustrates the problem:

When I was a teenager, I thought love would solve everything. In
my early 20s, I thought sex would solve everything. By my late 20s,
I thought a career would solve everything. At age 30, I thought
marriage would solve everything, and then...when it didn’...I
was sure that motherhood would. By my late 30s, following a
brief period of certainty that therapy would solve everything, I
became convinced that divorce would solve everything. At 40,

I saw how absurd this all was and decided to renovate.

Do we still believe in the perfect marriage, job, relationship, lifestyle,

home, children or friends? Maybe we would never catch ourselves
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admitting this to be the case but is this how we live our lives? As
though we can fix things to create lasting happiness? We might have
to look deeply into our minds to unveil what we cling to. It can feel
embarrassing to admit, even if only to ourselves, that we live to impress
others, amass wealth or just keep ourselves amused.

We might be aiming to raise children who are always happy, or
always achieving. Are we trying to construct the ultimate social life
or perhaps to collect enough people to make us feel loved? Some of
us envision lasting happiness in a long list of impressive qualifications
or achievements, while others see happiness in stamping out all the
irritations of family life. While most of these behaviours aim to fulfil
normal human needs, we do have a tendency to deny ourselves happiness
until we have our ideal conditions. Even though these never arrive.

As we endure the pain of striving for the objects of our desires
and, if successful, the anxiety of holding onto them, we might develop
habits along the way—anger, impatience, self-absorption and pride—
that also become our karma. Personally, I reached the point with my
job search where I saw my obsession turning me into an emotionally
distant mother with a narrow mind and a disturbing self-focus. I
decided to forget about the whole issue—at least until Alex started
school—and concentrate on appreciating what I already have.

So how do we bring a stop to some of the troublesome patterns
of behaviour that become our karma? We are likely to have had limited
success with punishing ourselves, feeling guilty or thinking our way
out of them. The Buddha advises us to observe our thoughts with
non-judgemental awareness. When our minds finally perceive their
tendency to add clinging or aversion to every experience, to almost
all that we perceive, and how troublesome this can be, the natural
response is to stop, and try to see things as they are. If we could
realise, on a deep level, that pandering to our cravings is not the way

to achieve happiness, we would /ez go of our clinging and aversion.
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A change in our habits can be sudden and dramatic or gradual.
Subhana managed to gradually turn around a tendency to be critical
and negative about herself. She could have pushed these unpleasant
thoughts away, refusing to watch them and their effects, but their
nagging presence would have tainted all her experiences and, left
unexamined, they would have kept returning. By observing her
negative thoughts about herself over many years and trying to refrain
from judging them, she managed a transformation:

As soon as a self-critical thought arises I am aware of it and might
smile to myself, ‘Here I go again.” Over time I have learnt that
I needn’t buy into these thoughts, that I can just let them pass.
Bringing non-judgemental awareness to them, they no longer
stick around. When I was younger, feelings of inadequacy would
haunt me for hours or even days, but now I would only have such

thoughts once or twice a year and I never fall into their hole.

Subhana explains that an insight experience, achieved in meditation
or through mindfulness in daily life, leaves us with a lasting
understanding. Integrating this understanding into our lives may be
a longer journey but the understanding remains.

Using the present moment to cultivate a pure mind is a sure
way to take care of our karma. Fach time we practise clear seeing
of the present, without clinging or aversion, whenever we practise
patient acceptance, gratitude or compassion, we strengthen a habit
and from there we begin to recreate our character and our destiny.
Finding peace and contentment from life is not about rearranging
our external conditions but about realising the nature of our minds—
understanding from first-hand experience what leads to happiness and

what does not.
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What we can do

Challenge yourself to do your best but then patiently accept the
way your life unfolds. Know that this is the path to inner peace.
Establish a regular practice of gratitude where you cultivate a spirit
of thankfulness for the positive aspects of your situation and the
joys in your life. Encourage your children to do this too.
Remember to be grateful for the gift of your life, no matter what
state it is in.

Resist the culture of busyness and recognise that motherhood
requires pockets of inactivity when we can just be with
our children.

Identify what it is that you crave and grasp for. Observe your
thoughts around these desires. When a grasping thought arises,
treat it with non-judgemental awareness.

Recognise that your future happiness is determined by your inner
world—your thoughts, attitudes and beliefs—not your external

conditions.
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Most oF us HAVE reached a relatively settled stage of life but
when we sit in self-judgement, as we do, are we comfortable with
who we have become? Examining our achievements thus far, the
quality of our relationships or our behaviour in the day-to-day, we
arrive at a certain level of confidence. We might, to all appearances,
be responsible grown-ups now, yet the emotional freedom of
unshakeable self-confidence can elude many of us. We might still
have a yearning to prove we are likeable, competent, attractive or
important.

We all aspire to being dedicated, loving mothers but we feel the
need to be more than this. Where does our sense of self come from?
Perhaps we look to others to tell us who we are. We believe ourselves
to be the perception other people have of us—at least to the degree
that we can fathom this. Part of our self-image comes from our role
in society, or the view that we are what we do—paid work is the
source of identity. Those ‘at home’, job-secking or dissatisfied with
their job can find their sense of identity under severe threat.

In this chapter we begin the Buddhist search for a self. When
I first discovered Buddhist teachings through the book 7he Heart
of Buddhism, by Guy Claxton, it was the teachings about the self
that most intrigued me. These teachings, which we explore in the
latter half of this chapter, are the most important of all the Buddha’s
teachings for they are the key to awakening. It is a challenge for
any writer to explain such life-changing spiritual truths—truths that
can take even the monastery-dwelling monks and nuns a lifetime,
or more, to penetrate. So keep in mind that what follows is only
the beginning of an investigation. To look more deeply into these
teachings, we need to reflect on our own experience of having a self,
particularly during meditation, where many a Buddhist explores the

question, Who is 17

46
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NOT MY THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS

As we sit in meditation watching whatever comes up, we notice a
stream of thoughts and feelings arise. .. and eventually cease. To varying
degrees, we might find ourselves identifying with these visitors, allowing
them to give us a sense of who we are. We might have thoughts of
vengeance, lust, anger, self-aggrandisement—and come away feeling
like a highly flawed self. We might observe feelings: I love her, I hate
him, I don’t have any strong feelings about this, I need to avoid that.
Our likes, dislikes, and even neutral feelings of neither liking or
disliking, also feed an image about ourselves and the kind of person
we are.

According to Buddhist teachings, we experience thoughts and
feelings but this does not mean we are our thoughts and feelings for
they are all transitory: they arise only to pass away. After all, where
does a thought go when we are finished thinking it? It vanishes. This
can be a liberating realisation in that we no longer need to feel so
identified with these mind events. Moreover, if we are mindful, we
can take responsibility and choose what to do with them: guide them,
stop them, dispute them or replace them. Our thoughts need not run
our lives for they are not who we are. If I observe myself having
fearful, pessimistic thoughts about the future, it does not mean I am
a fearful pessimist. They were only passing thoughts and I am equally
capable of more wholesome thoughts if I choose them.

One way we use our thoughts to define ourselves is through
constant self-evaluation where we ponder, How good am I at this? or
How well am I doing? 1 have recently joined a local singing group. It
is low-key with no auditions, performances or pressure. The aims are
simply to learn new songs and enjoy ourselves. The first two nights
I spent persecuting myself with self-evaluation: Am I singing the right
notes? Have I picked up the tune? How do I sound? I spent no time
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listening to the beautiful harmonies we were creating as I was too
focused on my performance. Only at the end of those two evenings
did I check in with the state of my body where I discovered it to be
full of tension.

Other singers I spoke to raved about the experience yet, at the
end of each of those two evenings, I felt a nagging dissatisfaction. Of
course, I knew the reason (too much self-evaluation) and I knew the
solution. As Buddhists often say, I needed to ‘get out of my own way’.
I made a resolution to stop evaluating my performance and surrender
to all the joy inherent in the simple act of singing with friends.
Needless to say, the singing sessions that followed were far more
satisfying.

It is all too easy to believe in our self-evaluations as though they
were absolute truths. Our current preoccupation might be: How clean
is my house? How many friends do I have? How often did I yell ar the
children today? How am I managing ‘the juggle? How fast am I reading
this book? Sometimes we only allow ourselves to be happy and sure
of ourselves when we perform well. We ignore that who we are is so
much more than our day-to-day performance of arbitrary tasks or
how others are treating us. Always judging our worth, we block the
possibility of joy in our daily life. Next time we catch ourselves doing
this, we can notice our judging mind, perhaps smile, let go of the
judgement, and return our attention to the present moment.

Once we understand the fleeting, insubstantial nature of thoughts
and feelings, and the fact that they usually have little relation to reality,
we stop buying into them so much. We stop allowing them to upset
us. We might stop using our thoughts and feelings to define, or
judge, ourselves. We may even learn to smile at them: ‘Here I go
again, assuming I can read other people’s minds...” or, “What? Still

catastrophising?’
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In the same way, we have opinions but this does not mean we are
our opinions. I remember being a ‘visiting Buddhist speaker’ at a
friend’s book group and talking about the pitfalls of identifying too
closely with our opinions. One woman asked me, ‘But if I didn’t have
any opinions, wouldn’t that make me a bit wishy-washy?’ Her question
reveals how we use our opinions to define ourselves. We treasure our
opinions, and fight others over them, because they help us to feel like
a specific somebody. Just as with our thoughts and feelings, opinions
can be helpful but clinging to them to reinforce a sense of self only
limits us and separates us from others. In a Buddhist practice, we
open ourselves to questioning all our thoughts, feelings and opinions,

or at least to holding them more loosely.

INDEPENDENT OF OTHERS' VIEWS

After reading my first Buddhist book at the age of twenty-four, I
started to practise observing my thoughts to become more familiar
with my mind. I was rarely impressed by what I observed but tried
not to be too judgemental. Shining the light of consciousness onto
what have usually been our half-conscious thoughts is definitely
humbling. One tendency that alarmed me was how much time I
spent wondering what other people thought of me. I would re-run
in my mind recent conversations in an attempt to ascertain how I
came across. Did I talk too much? Was I too negative? Was
I insensitive?

In retrospect, I can see that I was relying on other people to
provide me with a sense of self. If others laughed at my jokes, then
I must have a good sense of humour. If others found me interesting,
then I must be a likeable person. If anyone took a dislike to me, my

whole sense of self was threatened. What if their negative view of me
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was correct? That raised the challenge of proving they were a bad
person whose opinion could not possibly count.

This was all quite embarrassing to notice but the years would
teach me that I was not the only one conducting postmortems on
my conversations to check whether I was too this or too that. I
eventually befriended a woman who needed to phone me a few hours
after our every conversation to apologise or clarify something she had
said. Another very self-aware friend confessed to spending her spare
time running a mental commentary for her friends and family back
home in New Zealand, in an effort to impress them with the new
self she had created in Australia. These days she keeps a web log for
this purpose.

The need to seek approval, or admiration, from others is part of
the human condition. One month, a book called 7he Consolations of
Philosophy came up on my book group’s programme. The writer, Alain
de Botton, made a disclosure that reminds us of how normal it is to
seek the approval of others in order to feel like the ‘self” is okay. At
the discussion I read the following passage aloud only to hear several

members, men and women, pipe up, “That's me!’

In conversations, my priority was to be liked, rather than to speak
the truth. A desire to please led me to laugh at modest jokes like
a parent on the opening night of a school play. With strangers, I
adopted the servile manner of a concierge greeting wealthy clients
in a hotel—salival enthusiasm born of a morbid, indiscriminate
desire for affection. I did not publicly doubt ideas to which
the majority was committed. I sought the approval of figures
of authority and after encounters with them, worried at length
whether they had thought me acceptable. When passing through
customs or driving alongside police cars, I harboured a confused

wish for the uniformed officials to think well of me.
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It might be human nature to look to others, to some degree, for our sense

of self, but it can also be perilous, as Buddhist mother Katrina found:

As a younger, less confident woman I allowed what other people
thought of me to control me. It took me years to recover from
normal life experiences like rejection, criticism or the end of a
friendship. Obviously, my craving to be seen in a certain way by
others, like all cravings, led to suffering. I can now see that requiring

the approval of others disempowers me and makes me needy.

Most of the time we can only guess at the views of others, but that
does not stop some of us from tormenting ourselves with speculations.
Our perception of ‘what she thinks of me’ becomes something solid
and concrete rather than the figment of our imagination that it is.
We ignore the fact that someone’s view of us is far more a function
of their own conditioning than an accurate assessment. Nobody can
really see another with any clarity, free from their own delusions.

It is the karma of those pre-occupied with how others perceive
them to become a self-conscious person. On a Buddhist retreat held
in ‘Noble Silence’, not being able to speak helps you turn inwards
and notice your own mental chatter. On my first retreat, of three
days, I did not know the other retreatants very well and I was surprised
to discover my persistent self-consciousness when among them: Am
I doing the right thing, in the right place, at the right time? Did
anybody notice that I did not wash my plate very mindfully? Would
they be able to tell? Would I get in trouble for sleeping in and missing
the early morning meditation (twice)? Would people be shocked at
how I looked without my usual lipstick on? Would anyone be offended
that I was wearing army pants? I like to think that by noticing my
self-consciousness without too much self-condemnation, I may even

have let some of it go.
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For mothers, the most painful attacks on our sense of self come
from those who criticise our mothering. The stern stranger who asks
us to control our children. The in-law who tells us we're doing it
wrong. The ‘friend” who tells us we’re too strict—or permissive. At
such times, we need to turn inwards. If we have been paying attention,
then we know our children better than anyone else and, while open
to suggestions, ultimately need to trust our own intuition.

Not only do we define ourselves through our perceptions of how
others see us, but we also compare ourselves with others. We use the
people in our lives as barometers of how we are faring. The tendency
is quite laughable when we acknowledge that comparing can make
us feel self-satisfied or inadequate, depending on which set of people
we choose to compare ourselves to. We might choose old school
friends, other parents, the people in our street, but most likely the
people we see in our day-to-day lives.

Our tendency to compare ourselves with others has led to an
epidemic of what Alain de Botton calls ‘Status Anxiety’, a painful
preoccupation with one’s position on the ladder. A Buddhist diagnosis
of this malady would be that the sufferers neglect their inner life and
focus too much attention on the world outside them, relying on
external indicators to provide feedback on the worth of the self. The
more comfortable we feel about who we are, the less reassurance we
need from the world. But who are we? Or perhaps the question is,

what is our true nature?

NoT wHO | THINK [ AM

Vanessa is a mother of three who gave up a job as a journalist to be
with her young children. Her decision brought her face to face with

a threatened self-image:
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[ have always felt that each of my children was more needy than the
average child. One struggles with his schoolwork, another struggles
with finding suitable friends, and the little one just wants to be
with me all the time. It all points to the need for me to remain a
stay-at-home mum—I simply have to be there for them after school.
I am fortunate that I have the option of staying home but I can’t
deny that it has caused much pain and soul-searching for me.

I was raised to achieve and impress and fulfil my potential.
Like so many women of my generation I expected to have it all.
When asked what I do for a living, it is incredibly hard for me to
give up my identity as a journalist. It is in such moments that I
have the most exaggerated need for an identity. It is even harder
to contemplate a future which might never again provide me with
paid work in my field. I have been out of the workforce a long
time now and I do miss the mental stimulation.

I doubt that I will ever be completely healed from this loss but
it does help when I concede that a large part of the suffering comes
from what Buddhists see as a false self-image. It helps to remind
myself: I am not my job. I am not my status in society. I am not
how other people perceive me. I am not even my feelings about
myself. It is as though I am rewiring my brain so that I can value

myself for qualities that are not about worldly achievements.

In Buddhism For Mothers 1 wrote about the Buddhist teaching of
not-self 'which explains that we do not exist in the way we think we
do. Although we might develop a false sense of self based on memories
of our past actions and experiences, or the fact that we seem to have
a body separate from others, it is impossible to find any evidence for
the permanent, consistent self we believe ourselves to be. Any sense
of self we have is, to use the words of the Buddha, ‘a fictional

construction’ which is ‘quite illusory’.
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The Buddha taught that our attachment to a view of the self as
solid and discrete causes all our other attachments and therefore all
our dukkha, all our suffering. The Buddha does not expect us to attack
each individual attachment, but rather to concentrate on the source
of all our attachments: our false sense of a separate, consistent and
enduring self. If we can deal with this attachment, the other attachments
fall away on their own.

Our ‘self-clinging’, or ‘I-grasping’, has all kinds of implications for
how we live our lives. Our efforts to create and maintain a self give
rise to the need to be someone quite specific, to cling to certain
relationships and shun others, to seek status at any cost. In her journal,

Kim writes:

It is weird how much time and energy I spend maintaining the self
that I've constructed, like a house I've built that needs so much
actention. Threats come from so many places: the possibility of
dissolution, damage, looking bad, trying to look good, trying to
look better than the house next door, trying to prevent things
from happening to my house...My thought patterns reveal
themselves to be this constant feeding, the tedious caretaking,
of my construct of self. What a waste, and what an impediment

to enjoying life.

A strong sense of ‘me’ flows naturally into a strong sense of what is
‘mine’—we identify with certain objects as expressions of who we are
and feel possessive of these objects as though they are parts of ourselves.
All this is normal and certainly nothing to feel guilty about—for we
were all taught as children to use the words ‘I’, ‘me’ and ‘mine’ as
though they were permanent, unchanging phenomena. T’, ‘me’ and
‘mine’ became fixed, solid and unchallengeable. And, according to the

Buddha, our greatest delusion.
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In meditation, as we watch the experiences of our body and mind,
we see an ever—changing stream of voices, sensations, emotions, ideas,
complaints, discomforts...with no pattern or consistency that would
suggest one coherent, unified entity behind them. In Beyond Therapy,
Guy Claxton speaks of how, with progress in our meditation, we
might eventually identify with an inner ‘witness who watches the

stream of mind phenomena with relative detachment:

But now T watch them happen; I do not ‘do’ them, and therefore
am less caught up and swept away by them. Peace arises, as I see
that no possible experience I can have can threaten me, because
I have given up taking sides. I need not struggle in my mind
with my self-righteous little judgements about all and sundry,
nor with the defensiveness and shame that bubbles up when I
am caught at it. Who I am is unbesmirched, and I can look at
myself with the slightly amused yet compassionate detachment
with which parents can react to the tantrums and panics of their
children. Inside ourselves there is a vantage point from which we
can look out on all those dramas that used to be so important,

so meaningful and so personal.

Claxton also explains that eventually the meditator will even let go
of this ‘witness’ as just another aspect of the stream of consciousness.

Unable to come up with a neat, reliable identity for ourselves, the
work of a Buddhist becomes realising her true nature, otherwise known
as her ‘Buddha Nature’. Our Buddha Nature exists right now and in
every moment, as the core of our being, as our underlying nature. As
one Buddhist text expresses it:

Under the floor of some poor man’s house lies a treasure

But because he does not know of its existence
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He does not think he is rich.

Similarly, inside one’s mind lies truth itself
Firm and unfading,

Yet because beings see it not, they experience

A constant stream of misery.

Our Buddha Nature is our fundamental nature, albeit obscured for
the time being by our misconceptions and delusions. It can shine
through after we have done the work of peeling away the layers of
our conditioning. We give up se/f with a small s’ to find Se/f.

Our Buddha Nature is awakened, and able to live in peace and
wisdom, with compassion for all beings. It has a pure, clear mind,
no longer perceiving a separate self but understanding our oneness
with everything and everyone. When Buddhists bow before statues
of the Buddha, they bow to their own potential to be awake and
beyond delusion. When they bow to each other, they recognise the
essential Buddha Nature in the other.

Kim adopts the Zen custom of referring to ‘small self” and ‘big

self” to capture the difference between our conditioned, habitual selves

and our Buddha Nature:

When I step back and notice my thoughts and emotional states,
I become aware of the thing that is doing the noticing. Its like a
promise that there is something beyond the small self.

The small self gives me a headache. The more I observe it, the
more I see that the small self is like a talkative, whiny toddler: I
want this, I want that, I like this, I don’t like that, I need that
now, this sucks, this is great, 'm a jerk, youre a jerk, I hate my
life, I love my life. Oy. Enough already.

So I need more of the big self—more moments in meditation,

or walking, where I can taste the vastness. Where I can taste
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something beyond preferences, emotions, duality, cravings, words,
images, clinging, repulsion, judgement. It would be worth trying

to bring more of this to my moment-to-moment existence.

What can be life-changing for mothers is to draw our sense of self
from our true nature instead of our false sense of self. Stuck in old
ways of seeing ourselves, our actions are ego-driven. We are more
likely to be defensive, reactive, self-protective, self-absorbed. Over-
identified with our egos, incidents that appear to attack the small self
create a pain well out of proportion to the slight.

Our ego, or falsely constructed self, is at the mercy of how the
world outside treats us. Aware of our underlying Buddha Nature we
grant our minds spaciousness so that we become less vulnerable to daily
incidents and less vulnerable to our own self-judgements. Our egos
might receive their most brutal battering from our own fault-finding
minds, but mindful of our Buddha Nature we know that these judgements
are only thoughts, and not immutable truths about who we are.

In Buddhist practice, we value ‘being nobody, going nowhere, and
having nothing’, for such is the life free from attachment and aversion.
This is not the path of passivity and disengagement as it may at first
seem. Rather, without attachment to identity, goals and possessions,
the compassion and wisdom of our Buddha Nature will shine
unimpeded. How crowded and claustrophobic our minds can feel
with all the jostling, and even conflicting, desires. Drop these for even

a few moments and we find calmness, spaciousness and wisdom.

NOT MY HABITUAL REACTIONS

My husband Marek astounds me with his ability to take a stand on

any topic presented to him. On every world issue, news item or moral
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dilemma, he can hold forth and always knows exactly what he thinks.
I am the same if human rights are at stake, but for issues less clear-
cut I tend to reserve judgement until I have accumulated a mountain
of information, weighed the views of a number of experts, asked
twenty questions and finally come to a decision. If I am not too
overwhelmed or confused.

Buddhist psychology describes three personality types to correspond
with the “Three Mental Torments’: greed, anger and delusion. Of
course, we all struggle with each of these, but most of us have one
in particular that dominates our experience. The Visuddhimagga, a
text from the Theravada tradition, describes each type’s tendencies in
the areas of posture, action, eating, seeing and states of mind. Although
I spent some time confused as to whether I was an angry type or a
deluded type, I eventually recognised my indecisiveness as a sign that
I am, predominantly, the deluded type.

Deluded types can be a little vague, especially in the mornings.
They are often out of touch with their own feelings until they hear
the views of others—which explains why I always head for the ‘Letters
to the Editor’ in the newspaper. Deluded types are capable of feeling
disoriented in even familiar environments and often feel baffled.
According to the Visuddhimagga, as translated in Sharon Salzberg’s
book A Heart as Wide as the World, this is how deluded types see:

When one of deluded temperament sees any sort of visible
object, he copies what others do: if he hears others criticizing,
he criticizes; if he hears others praising, he praises; but actually he

feels equanimity in himself—the equanimity of unknowing.

The latter refers to ignorance or indifference, but on the positive side,

deluded types are relatively easy to live with, especially if their partner
is a greedy type.
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Greedy types are quick to notice all the details of the options available
and make sure they reserve the best for themselves, whereas a deluded
type is unlikely to notice many of the small details until later.

Greedy types are reluctant to face the inevitability of change, aging
or death, and concern themselves with acquiring, and owning. This

is how greedy types see:

When one of greedy temperament sees even a slightly pleasing
visible object, he looks long as if surprised, he seizes on trivial
virtues, discounts genuine faults, and when departing, he does so

with regret as if unwilling to leave.

A greedy type, sometimes called a lustful type, would rather overlook
difficulty and complexity and keep their lives ever-pleasant. They are
optimistic yet prone to practising denial.

Angry types do not want to accept the way things are. They also
suffer mind states such as fear and shame. They are good at finding
fault and are often cranky. They can have quite a negative outlook
but are at least capable of defending their convictions. This is the way

they see:

When one of angry temperament sees even a slightly unpleasing
visible object, he avoids looking long as if he were tired, he picks
out trivial faults, discounts genuine virtues, and when departing,

he does so without regret as if anxious to leave.

At the Parent Meeting I attended last night (which lasted three hours!)
I saw all these types in action. The ‘greedy’ optimists open to whatever
fundraising idea was on the table. The ‘angry’ nit-pickers who could
only see the pitfalls. And those, such as myself, who felt unequipped

to make any decision until they had heard more discussion.
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Doubtless, many are thinking at this point—especially the
‘angry’ types—that these descriptions are overwhelmingly negative.
However, there are in fact six personality types, for the three described
above, under the right circumstances, can each transform into a
purer form. The essential ingredient for a transformation to take
place is awareness—when we clearly see our less skilful tendencies we
readily replace them with wiser alternatives. Greed, for example, can
develop into faith, ‘owing to its special qualities being near to those
of greed’. In Buddhism, ‘faith’ applies to your belief in your own
capacity to awaken. The energy that went towards chasing sensory
pleasures becomes the pursuit of ‘special qualities of virtue’. The
tendency to cling to what is harmful becomes a tendency to hold
onto what is beneficial.

Sharon Salzberg, co-founder of the Insight Meditation Society in
Massachusetts, gives teachings on the three personality types. She
speaks of how ‘the tendency towards greed, also indicates a willingness
to draw near to things, to experience life fully, to surrender to
experience’. She explains that faith allows us to do the same but
without ‘the stickiness and obscuring intoxication of greed’.

An angry temperament, with awareness, can transform into a wise
one, again, ‘owing to its special qualities being near to those of anger’.
As the text says, rather than ‘seek out unreal faults’, the angry type
is capable of discovering ‘real faults’. There can be a move, for example,
from condemning people themselves to condemning only their
harmful actions. An angry type can use their intelligence to question,
probe deeply and face up to what is unpleasant, where others might
practise denial.

A self-described deluded type, Sharon Salzberg teaches that, with
mindfulness, delusion can transform into equanimity. Feelings of
detachment, the result of being oblivious to the present moment, can

transform into a full connection with experience, free from clinging.
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The purpose of these personality descriptions in the original text
was to provide a guide to choosing a method of meditation. A greedy
type is advised to practise mindfulness of the body, including the
breath, posture, movements and sensations. This way they eventually
learn, as the Buddha did, that all that arises—every pleasant sensation,
every discomfort—also ceases. Nothing is worth clinging to. If lust,
in the sense of sexual longing, is the problem for the greedy type,
then mindfulness of the body can include the impurities of the body
as a way to diminish feelings of attraction (the Buddha’s list included
bowels, stomach, excrement, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, lymph,
tears, semen, spittle, nasal mucus, oil of the joints and urine). Angry
types need to practise loving kindness meditation and deluded types
can work on developing single-pointed concentration, usually with
the breath as the object, to make them mentally sharper.

It is worth keeping in mind that our character type is not who
we are, nor need it give us an identity to which we cling. Our type
is a result of our past karma. Causes, such as our culture, our
upbringing, our experiences and our genetic inheritance, are behind
our day-to-day habits. We have all been conditioned by many different
causes but the conditioning need not determine who we are. The
Buddha taught that freedom from our conditioning is available to all
of us, in any moment, if we are willing to be present and look deeply

into causes and conditions.

INTERCONNECTED

We go through life using our seemingly separate bodies to justify our
sense of having a separate self. Perceiving ourselves to exist within the
boundaries of our skin, we divide the world into ‘me’ and ‘not me’

and allow this view to rule the way we think and act. We feel compelled
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to protect the interests of what is inside our skin and we perceive
everything outside in terms of how it can help, or threaten, ‘me’.
According to the Buddha, our view of ourselves as separate alienates
us from others, from our surroundings and from our true nature.
The Buddha taught that, in reality, nothing is separate. In his
book, Teachings on Love, Thich Nhat Hanh provides an example:

When we look deeply into a flower, we can see the sun, the
clouds, seeds, the nutrients in the soil, and many other things. We
understand that the flower cannot exist as a separate, independent
self. It is made entirely of what we can call ‘non-flower elements’...
I am made of non-me elements. .. Nothing can exist by itself alone.

Everything has to inter-be with everything else in the cosmos.

When we look more closely at the container called our skin we discover
a picture of interdependence. If we were truly separate and cut off
from the world outside us then there would be no ‘non-me’ elements
within the boundaries of our skin. Yet we take air and food and drink
from our environment. To do this we need all the manufacturers who
provide the food and drink along with all the systems, man-made
and in nature, that support those manufacturers. And all the people
that, in turn, support those manufacturers. The site we call ‘me’
interacts continuously, importing and exporting the air and nourishment
we depend upon.

Studies on what makes humans happy invariably mention the
importance of having a connection to something larger than one’s
self. This is no doubt why humans have been religious throughout
our history. In Buddhism, there is no God but rather the opportunity
to realise our oneness with all that exists. In the words of the Buddha,
‘Whoever can see the interdependent nature of things can see me.’
To again use the words of teacher Thich Nhat Hanh, when you learn
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to ‘inter-be’ you can ‘restore your wholeness and connect to the nature
of awakening that is within you’. Reconnecting with our essential
Buddha Nature, we escape the smallness of self where the world is
made up of ‘me’ and ‘not me’.

What can we do in our daily lives to remind ourselves of our
essential connectedness, our oneness? All kinds of seemingly banal
moments provide an opportunity to see interdependence. Have we
ever stopped to wonder how many people helped provide our bowl
of cereal? A Buddhist cultivates gratitude towards all the farmers,
factory workers, truck drivers and shopkeepers. She is thankful to all
the people who sustain those workers: their parents and partners and
then all the people who in turn sustain them, and so on. Here is a
Buddhist prayer, spoken at mealtimes, acknowledging this reality:

The joys and pains of all beings
are present in the gift of this food.
Let us receive it in love

and gratitude. ..

Since becoming mothers, our connection to our children has helped
us turn away from our sense that we were the centre of the universe.
In Buddha Mom, a book that chronicles a spiritual journey through
motherhood, author Jacqueline Kramer speaks of a mother’s need to

recast the role of her ego to make way for her child:

I felt a sense of impending death during pregnancy, childbirth,
and early mothering. I now realise that it wasnt physical death
that I felt breathing down my neck. The death I felt was the
death of certain aspects of my ego. To be the mother I wanted
to be I needed to be less full of my ‘self” and thus more available

to nurture another. I had to grow up.
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Jacqueline adds that this is extremely challenging in a society that
encourages us to be obsessed with the self and its worldly achievements.
Yet, in giving up part of our ego, we free ourselves to find mothering
‘easier, richer and more fulfilling’. Buddhists would argue that
surrendering some ego for the sake of our children makes us happier.
Research from all over the world on personal well-being suggests that
people who are focused on others are happier than those who are
self-absorbed.

For many and varied reasons, most of us will do our utmost to
refute the teaching of not-self. Perhaps the main reason is our fear.
We are afraid of losing the familiar boundaries of our skin. But if we
expand our sense of our boundaries and comprehend our oneness
with all that we experience, we lose our vulnerability, for there is no

longer an T" to be threatened.

A LOVING BEING

Since we all have Buddha Nature, we are all, at heart, loving beings.
When we extend our love to others we grow in confidence, for we
are closer to our natural state, to our true nature. Buddhists connect
with the unconditional love in their hearts through practising loving
kindness meditation, a method practised since the time of the Buddha
more than 2,500 years ago. Cultivating a loving mind in meditation,
we take it with us into our daily lives.

In loving kindness meditation, we start by wishing for happiness
for our self. We move on to a friend or relative who we love, then
to a neutral person and finally to someone we find difficult to love.
We finish the meditation by extending our love to all living beings.
We express our wish for happiness, for ourselves and others, by

repeating phrases such as:
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May I be happy.

May I be safe.

May I be well.

May I be peaceful.

May I be free from suffering.

We keep the language simple. It is not an intellectual exercise. Nor
a mind-numbing drill. Generating, and increasing, the feeling of loving
kindness, is our focus. People who struggle with a lack of compassion
for themselves may choose to focus on wishing themselves happiness
as their main meditation technique.

Buddhist teachers often advise us to remember the care that a
loving adult may have shown us during our childhood. Feeling warmed
and grateful in the memory, we can use this feeling as a starting point
in generating love for ourselves. Alternately, we can consider our easy-

flowing love for our children as the model. As the Buddha said:

Even as a mother protects with her life
Her child, her only child,

So with a boundless heart

Should one cherish all living beings:
Radiating kindness over the entire world
Spreading upwards to the skies,

And downwards to the depths;
Outwards and unbounded,

Freed from hatred and ill-will.

Whether standing or walking, seated or lying down
Free from drowsiness,

One should sustain this recollection.
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Many a Buddhist claims that loving kindness meditation has
transformative powers. The most impressive feedback I ever heard
came from a sweet-looking lady of about seventy years. Attending
a talk by Theravada monk Sujato, a renowned specialist in loving
kindness, I noticed her in the audience looking open and attentive
as she listened. I spoke to her in the break, where she told me of her
gratitude to Sujato for teaching her loving kindness meditation. In her
words: ‘T used to get so angry with my husband that I used to daydream
about chopping through his head with an axe. Since practising loving
kindness meditation, all I can feel is kindness for him.’

I inquired whether her husband’s behaviour had changed since she
discovered these feelings, to which she replied, ‘T no longer care! His
behaviour is irrelevant to me now, because I can access these feelings
of loving kindness.’

I have to admit to initially finding this response a little strange. Had
she become a doormat for her husband to mistreat at will? But I soon
saw the miracle of what she had achieved. Unable to change her husband,
she had changed her own mind. Instead of living out her retirement
in a state of never-ending anger, she had conquered strong emotions.

We are capable of forgiving anything in our children and loving
them come what may. Knowing what we are capable of with a maternal
perspective, perhaps we can harness some of this benevolence for other

relationships.
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What we can do

Avoid identifying with your thoughts and feelings. As you watch
them, realise they are not who you are.

Be aware of any tendency to evaluate yourself and how it can
keep you from accepting yourself as you are.

Realise the error in clinging to your opinions to define yourself.
Notice when you rely on others to tell you who you are and try
to let go of any clinging to others' approval.

When criticised as a mother, tune into your own intuition on
the matter.

Rather than compare yourself to others, remember your own
Buddha Nature for this is who you truly are.

Consider valuing yourself for qualities other than your worldly
achievements.

Start trying to see yourself for who you really are, your true nature,
your Buddha Nature, rather than your false sense of self.

Know that with awareness you can convert greed to faith, anger
to wisdom, delusion to equanimity.

Pause to recall your essential interconnectedness with everyone
as well as with all that surrounds you.

Remember to cultivate gratitude towards the millions involved in
providing your meals.

Practise loving kindness meditation where you wish people well,
but remember the Buddha's instruction to start with yourself.
Acknowledge that you grow in confidence when you feel loving

towards others, for this is your true nature.
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CHAPTER 4

who are my children?



PART OF KNOWING WHO our children are is conceding that we
cannot know who they are completely, much less who they are going
to become. It is only realistic to surrender to some not-knowing. We
often assume we know the characters of our various family members
and friends, but admitting to the mystery inherent in every living
being allows us to perceive their behaviour with an open mind, making
it more likely that we give people the benefit of the doubt.

We often find ourselves describing the character of our children
to others, perhaps comparing personality traits between siblings or
their friends. We might call one child an extrovert, another child
quiet, one child a dreamer, another a trouble-maker. While it is normal
for mothers to enjoy describing their children to others, we have not
necessarily solved the puzzle of who our children are. An often
overlooked challenge of parenting is being able to see our children
clearly without becoming stuck in our views. Seeing them clearly also
takes an awareness of how our own hopes, fears and expectations

distort our views.

NOT WHO | EXPECT THEM TO BE

I have always been sympathetic to feminist issues yet, eventually, had
to admit to myself a secret desire for Zac to behave, in many ways,
like a stereotypical man. I have boasted, “Zac has no fears’, Zac never
has nightmares’ or “Zac is sports crazy’. I swelled with pride when a
friend said, ‘If Zac ever decides he wants to get in touch with his
feminine side, T'll tell him: you don’t have one!’ I grew accustomed
to perceiving Zac as daring, adventurous and emotionally thick-
skinned. In retrospect I can see that I insisted on this image of him
as a reaction to my fears that he might ever suffer. A ‘man’s marn’,
despite his faults, is often charismatic, confident and popular. If I

70
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kept telling myself how tough Zac was, I could avoid the truth that
he would inevitably experience feelings of loneliness, anxiety or self-
doubt.

I learnt, however, that my view of Zac did not always coincide
with reality, and it even led me to make unwise decisions. There was
the day when we took him, at the age of four, to join a soccer team
and, being the youngest, he was too shy to leave our sides to enter
this unknown world of bigger boys. On another occasion, my husband
and I treated ourselves to a holiday, leaving Zac behind, before he
was ready to cope with our not being there.

My view of Zac as tough, at times, made me slow to see reality.
When Zac’s tackwondo teacher told me she found Zac to be a quiet
boy, I felt wronged—"How could she so misunderstand him? Zac is
not quiet’—but maybe, sometimes, he was. Eventually I heard this
from a number of his various teachers. He’s not like that at home, 1
told them all. I learnt the need to be open to his contradictions and
complexity, to stop boxing him in with labels that only served my
own psyche.

No sooner had I adapted to seeing Zac as a quiet-natured boy
than I saw him at his tackwondo class attacking an opponent—a foot
taller than him. The sheer ferocity of Zac the Fighter made me realise
that ‘quiet’ was not the word to capture his character either. He is,
in fact, a stream of surprises. “‘Who he is’ is an always-intriguing
mystery to grapple with. Each moment with him invites me to open
my mind to the new self he presents.

Along with our desires relating to the character of our children,
we also become attached to our expectations of their talents and skills.
In When Will the Children Play, a book that questions the trend to
over-schedule children with after-school activities, Angela Rossmanith
suggests the need for self-awareness if we are to protect our children

from our unrealistic expectations:
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One of the greatest gifts that we can give children is our
acknowledgment and appreciation of their unique nature and the
unique combination of talents and skills they have. This can be
easier said than done, and you might need to ponder your long-
held ideas about what makes people special, and what you expect
of children—yours in particular. We all tend to have deep-seated
notions of what makes people special or successful or happy. We
need to step back from those ideas and recognise that they are

limited and not always in a child’s best interests.

Initially, I was not particularly thrilled when Zac’s tackwondo master
approached me to report that Zac was a Good Fighter and should
do tournaments. If it was up to me, he would be reading more books
or developing an appreciation of the Australian bush. Still, it would
be disrespectful to Zac if I forced him onto my course rather than
his own. My job as a mother is to support him in finding his own
path. In fact, with time, my love for Zac brings me to embrace and
celebrate his choices.

I recently read 7he Corrections by Jonathan Franzen, who shot to
fame by turning down an offer to appear on Oprah’s Book Club.
Although it’s fiction, commentators see 7he Corrections as a reflection
of how life is for numerous modern families. The story is disturbing
to any mother in that three children grow up to find the company
of their parents intolerable. The mother, Enid, seems innocent enough
yet she irritates her children intensely. The reason seems to be the
burden of her expectations. Her children feel as though they disappoint
her because, despite some impressive achievements, they fail to conform
to their mother’s ardent hopes. Renowned chef, academic—these
vocations, although satisfying for her children, did not quite fit Enid’s

aspirations. Nor did their taste in marriage partners. Enid wanted
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them to adopt the norms of the families around her even though
these suited none of them.

In Everyday Blessings, a book exploring mindful parenting, Buddhist
parents Jon and Myla Kabat-Zinn write about allowing our children
their sovereignty, their right to be their own person, and suggest that

it might be the most important gift we can give our children:

If sovereignty means being who one truly is and becoming who
one can become, then could it not also be the answer to the larger
question, “What does everyone at heart most desire?” And even,

“What does everyone most deserve?’

They discuss the Buddhist quest for an individual to realise their true
self, their fundamental nature. As we discussed in the last chapter,
everyone has Buddha Nature at their core, a self that is unique while
being one with the whole of creation, a self that is fully awake,
conscious and knowing,.

For our children to grow into their true selves, we need to allow
them the space to blossom into who they truly are. The Kabat-Zinns
emphasise that sovereignty is not about allowing children to behave
like royalty, answerable to nobody, but about allowing them to grow
into every aspect of their being, at the same time respecting the
sovereignty of others. To remind themselves of the sovereignty of their
children, Jon and Myla often bow to their sleeping children, either
inwardly or with their palms together over their hearts, to show respect
for what is divine in the other.

So how can we see more clearly who our children are? We can
start by shifting our focus from who we want them to eventually
be and pay attention to who they are right now. We shift our focus
from all the potential pitfalls ahead and focus on who they are in the
present at this wondrous stage in their development. We spend time
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with them, listen to them and watch them. We help them discover
and explore what interests them. We look out for what makes them
happy, always open to the fact that what we find may not reflect our
own passions.

I have always found that giving my children attention, even if it
means neglecting the housework, the paperwork or returning phone
calls, is the best way to avoid feelings of guilt. Then, no matter how
out of control life becomes, I can tell myself that at least I have
attended to what is most important. My mother is a primary school
teacher and confesses to setting homework for the sole purpose of
bringing children into conversation with their parents. Like many
teachers, she believes that a significant proportion of parents are too
busy to make this time of their own volition. Doubtless for the same
reasons, and with shifting definitions of homework, teenagers might
these days be set homework such as ‘walk the dog with your father’

in recognition of the lack of time spent in communication.

PROTECTED FROM THEIR PARENTS' EGOS

When we think of children suffering from the effects of their parents’
egos, we picture pushy ‘show business’ mothers who want their child
to be famous and bring them glory. Or we think of the parents who
use sporting events to rant and bully their children into fulfilling their
own dreams. Extreme cases abound, yet few of us are completely
innocent of inflicting our ego needs onto our children. In Buddhist
terms, clinging to our false construction of a self produces all sorts
of attachments such that we lose our clear-sightedness along with any
chance of liberation from delusion.

Our sense of who our children are is interwoven with our sense

of who we are ourselves. The more I can accept and understand
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myself, the more I am capable of doing the same for my children. It
can be worth asking, am I patient and forgiving of myself? Do I value
myself unconditionally or do I feel like I have to earn my self-respect?
Can I see the effects on my parenting when I am harsh and judgemental
towards myself? Do I treat my children this way too?

When we lack a sense of our own wholeness, we are less likely to
mother well. When we inflict the needs of our unsatisfied egos onto
their lives, we cannot see our children for who they are. We might
use our children to compete with others, to convince us through their
achievements that we are good mothers, or to bring us glory. Yet
children need to feel loved for who they are, not for meeting our
expectations.

It would be a shame if their self-respect throughout their lives
hinged exclusively on how much they achieved, or on the approval
of others. Many a parent, and many a school, is so focused on results
they forget the importance of praising a child for their effort. A child
can only do their best and this is what we need to acknowledge if
we want to help them come through their youth with their self-
confidence intact. It might also reduce the current high incidence
of final year high-school students taking anti-depressants to cope
with exam pressure. They need to understand that they are not their
exam results.

As never before in history, parenting today has become an onerous
responsibility full of anxiety and worry. Buddhists might say ours is
a time of unprecedented clinging and aversion as parents get attached
to their ideas of who they want their children to be. With the
phenomenon of the ‘hovering parent’” who needs to manage every
detail of their child’s life, children can lose room to breathe. The
antidote lies in Buddhist non-attachment where we love and care for
our children without insisting on particular outcomes, without fostering

a string of obsessions, and without losing our equanimity.
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We do not own our children and have little control over who they
are or who they will become. Parents who come to Buddhism are
likely to ask, how could I possibly free myself of ‘attachment’ to my
children? And would I even want to? Many a Buddhist teacher refers
to a poem written in 1923 by thinker Khalil Gibran to answer this
question. From his famous philosophical work 7he Prophet, it explains
what non-attachment to our children might mean. I have occasionally
heard it read at Buddhist gatherings even though the writer himself
is not from a Buddhist background. Gibran warns us:

Your children are not your children.

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.

They come through you but not from you,

And though they are with you, yet they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not your thoughts.

For they have their own thoughts.

You may house their bodies but not their souls,

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which you cannot
visit, not even in your dreams.

You may strive to be like them, but seek not to make them
like you.

For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.

You are the bows from which your children as living arrows are

sent forth.

The poem is not about detachment from our children. Non-attachment
means: not demanding that they succeed and achieve, not using them
to prop up our own self-esteem, and not expecting them to be just like
us. We allow them to be themselves and love them as they are. Our
work is to teach them to respect the feelings and rights of others and

avoid harm. Otherwise, they are free to unfold in their own way.
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Chittaprabha, a mother from the Friends of the Western Buddhist
Order, further explained what it might mean to practise non-attachment

with our children:

If I devote all my attention to my children’s desires, I would only
be focused on my immediate world and I'd be giving up the
opportunity to become a true individual. When I embrace the
wider perspective available through meditation, I become more
creative, free and responsive to the whole of life around me and
less grasping and attached to my children and the things that bring
me pleasure. The pleasure of loving and interacting spontaneously
with children lessened if I tried to hold on too tightly. So I've

always tried to seek a range of wholesome sources of pleasure.

I have found her words helpful to assuage my guilt in situations such
as going out on a weeknight without my children or treating myself
to a weekend away sans sons. Engaging in the greater world beyond
our children can be a healthy practice of non-attachment.

A former midwife, Subhana speaks of the need to achieve a ‘healthy
attachment” with our babies but, as they grow older, to find a balance
between healthy attachment and giving them appropriate autonomy.
For Subhana this meant that in order to provide some continuity of
care, she never went away on retreats until her children were four or
five years old. After that, leaving her children with a loving father,

she felt they were old enough to cope with the absences required of
a Buddhist teacher.

NOT EXCLUSIVELY OURS

Separated from extended family and doing the heavy-lifting of parenting

on our own, many of us develop the habit of seeing ourselves as one
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of two, if not the only, parent for our children. Yet the African adage
that it takes a village to raise a child is increasingly recognised of late.
Child psychologists are encouraging parents to foster relationships
with other adults, be they friends or relations, who show concern for
our child. This is also a way to practise Buddhist non-attachment to
our children: by seeing them as not exclusively ours. After all,
throughout the great part of human history, children have been raised
by a network of caring adults rather than only one or two.

Sharing the parental load with others is also good insurance. If
our children eventually join the ranks of the numerous teenagers who
distance themselves from their parents in order to claim their autonomy,
then at least other adults have a presence in their lives. The most
at-risk teenagers, we are told, are those completely disconnected from
the adult world.

With Marek’s family living in Poland, the friend who shows the
most active interest in my sons is Marek’s ex-wife with whom he came
to Australia in his early twenties. She adores our boys and showers
them with kindness and generosity. Many a friend is bemused that I
‘allow’ this relationship, but with everybody winning it would be
madness to stand in the way. She is effectively a doting Polish auntie
to the boys, an ally for life.

Sharing the role of carer for our children might mean allowing
other adults to guide our children when they misbehave. I dabble
with this idea with friends and family who are all welcome to provide
‘redirection and guidance’ for young Alex when he is out of line. As
most of us have experienced, children are more likely to co-operate
when an instruction comes from Someone Other Than Mother. If
we are overly attached to our children, holding too tightly to our role
as their carer, we take reprimands from others as personal insults and
forget to thank the other adult for their help. Some may ask, what
if the reprimand is intended as a personal insult? Thank them anyway.
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It is a way to practise the advice of a Buddhist nun I know who,
when dealing with difficult people, advises: ‘Kill them with
kindness.’

The fact that children do not ‘belong’ to anyone exclusively raises
the question of how we can play a role in the lives of children other
than our own. While this is often easier with nieces and nephews, we
might take the opportunities to acknowledge or connect with more of
the children we know. As mothers, we know how much we appreciate
other adults capable of seeing the preciousness of our own children.

When we can love more children than our own, we practise
kindness not only toward those children but also their mothers. I met
a mother, for example, who suffered a degree of social alienation
because her toddler hit and pinched other children. One mother from
her mother’s group took a liking to her son in spite of his toddler-
flaws and this was a great solace to the alienated mother throughout
this phase. Connecting with children other than our own creates
healthy, interconnected communities and helps us to practise Buddhist
equanimity where we aim to love all beings more equally.

Equanimity is one of the Four Divine Dwelling Places the Buddha
spoke of as gateways to awakening (which also include: loving kindness,
compassion, and sympathetic joy where we delight in the happiness
of others). The Buddha described equanimity as ‘non-attachment’
and said, ‘Non-attachment is the way of looking at all things openly
and equally.” The ‘near enemy’ of equanimity, or a trait that is easily
mistaken for equanimity, is indifference or apathy towards others. For
mothers, equanimity means seeing the preciousness of all children
and not just our own. I have found one valuable way to practise this
is to include photos of children other than your own on your fridge
or mantelpiece.

The temptation can be strong to focus on our own children, to

see their needs alone. (Permit me a judgemental moment to say that
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some mothers ‘help in class’ yet hardly leave their own child’s side.)
An exclusive focus on our own children can reach the point where
other children become either invisible or mere objects. They become
objects of competition for our children, objects we want our children
associated with, or not, or ‘obstacles’ to our children. Within my
community, the mothers I have tremendous respect for are those who
do the humble and relatively invisible work of voluntary, one-to-one
literacy tutoring at school. These mothers must care deeply about the

needs of children other than their own.

BEINGS WORTH SEEING CLEARLY

How do we feel when in conversation someone finishes our sentence
for us—such a person assuming they know what we are going to
say—only to get it wrong? In the same way, we do our children no
favours when we believe we know their minds, when we assume we
can predict their behaviours based on past experiences. Our assumptions
are especially perilous when they take the form of negative labels for
our child such as ‘hellraiser’, ‘whinger’ or ‘drama queen’.

We need to trust in the potential for our children to realise their
true nature, their Buddha nature, for if we typecast them as villain,
we tend to reinforce the stereotype. I know from experience how
unhelpful it is to develop a negative attitude towards a testing child,
and how easy it is to forget that their true nature is still in there and
capable of shining through when we least expect it.

Usually we make assumptions about our family members without
much awareness, and some of our assumptions are helpful. Yet, we
owe it to our children to be open to the inevitability that they will
change, mature or act inconsistently. Undoing our habitual approach

of running on assumptions is a matter of adopting Beginner’s Mind,
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asking ourselves, who is my child in this moment? Subhana believes
that seeing your child clearly is one of the greatest challenges of
parenting for it is so easy for our views of our children to crystallise.
An experienced mother, she has noticed that by imposing our labels
on our children, we construct boxes around them which can be
immensely frustrating for them to live in.

Even adult families suffer from the tendency to label each other’s
characters, assuming consistency over time, rather than looking deeply
at the person who stands before them in the moment. Many adults
lament that revisiting their childhood families forces them into old
roles that no longer suit who they are today. Always labelled ‘strong
and independent’, one mother is distressed by a lack of help from
her family when she starts having children. Another mother, always
labelled ‘the baby of the family’, resents her family’s help, for she now
sees herself as strong and independent. Just as our own characters
evolve and change over time, so do those of our children.

We are more likely to see our children clearly if we actively try to
give them the benefit of the doubt. When our children go through
difficult stages, it is easy to assume the worst of motives: he’s trying
to annoy me, he wants to upset me and cause trouble. In a state of
anger we label our child difficult, temperamental, wild, brattish or
even sadistic. The risk is that when we expect the worst from our
children, we often create a self-fulfilling prophecy where we are more
likely to bring out the worst in them.

Conversely, if we continue to believe in their innate goodness, we
are more likely to see the best of their nature. Rather than growing
cynical about our child’s behaviour, we have the option of being
compassionate. What is the world like from their point of view? Are
they tired or hungry? Are they adjusting to change? Are they receiving
enough love and attention? Are they feeling overlooked, rushed,

misunderstood, criticised? Is it a phase they need to work through? All
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kinds of variables affect their behaviour. A loving approach is to avoid
knee-jerk reactions of anger and blame, and look more deeply.

Another aspect of seeing our children clearly is remembering that
they are children. They do not need to behave like a grown person yet,
so we keep our standards of behaviour realistic and avoid treating them
as trainee adults. This might mean accepting that very young children
accidentally spill milk, get dirty, forget their manners and need to run
wild occasionally. In social situations in particular, when we might
be conscious of the judgements of others, we need to check that we
respond to our child in a way that is mindful of the stage the child
is at, rather than insisting on adult standards of social decorum.

Part of seeing our children as children is acknowledging their
need for play. Dr David Elkind is a leading advocate for the
preservation of childhood and has been studying what he calls ‘Hurried
Child Syndrome’ for more than two decades. He is the author of
several books pleading with parents to stop hurrying their children
through childhood. In an interview with “WBZ News’ in Boston,
Dr Elkind said:

...piling on too much too early not only takes away from time
for free play, which is an important activity for children, it can
also add strain that kids aren’t ready to handle. Whenever you
put a lot of pressures on kids and don't allow them enough time

to play and relax, stress and stress symptoms come out.

Since the 1970s, children have lost twelve hours a week in free time,
including a 25 per cent drop in playing and a 50 per cent drop in
unstructured activities, according to the University of Michigan’s
Survey Research Center. This is due to increased time in front of
screens but also the modern tendency to enrol children in numerous

after-school activities. Over-scheduled, our children lose time to
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connect with their true nature, to be themselves and to be children.
They lose the time to be creative, solitary and resourceful. Over-
scheduling also affects the quality of family time, as we lose a relaxed
atmosphere in our homes and the good memories that family time
might have created.

Although parents loathe hearing the words ‘T'm bored’, even doing
nothing is valuable time for resting, thinking and dreaming. And
boredom forces children to be resourceful, to discover their interests.
They might pick up a musical instrument, travel into their imagination,
draw, construct, create. Importantly, allowing our children to be bored
from time to time helps to equip them with strategies to work through
the feeling and master the situation. As I often need to remind myself,
I am hardly helping my children if I teach them that life is an endless
stream of entertainment and activities, that they never need to create
their own fun.

Television, DVDs, computer games and PlayStations also devour
time for our children to play. Zac and Alex could easily spend all
their spare time using such technology and I have spent many hours
hearing all about their displeasure at my restrictions. When I consider
how easy my life would be if I allowed them to sit in front of screens
for all their spare time, I can only conclude that all mothers who
restrict screen-time are unsung heroes, saints and martyrs. Still, my
reward for weathering all the nagging is to see them eventually settle
into imaginary games or creative projects. Pursuits where they can be

themselves.

PRECIOUS MORTALS

An inescapable aspect of the impermanence of all things is our

mortality. Whereas a typical Westerner tries to live in denial of their
p
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mortality, a Buddhist makes time to consider this inevitability. A
Buddhist approach to life is one that, in recognising the certainty of
death, realises the preciousness of each day and of each moment. Since
we all face the certainty of death, a Buddhist values all lives as precious
and tries to treat others accordingly.

Life teaches most mothers about the preciousness of life through
incidents such as this one. A friend and I push our sons on the swings
at a park, when Alex suddenly falls off backwards, banging his head
on the ground. The clunk is loud enough to signal a serious accident.
He wails with pain. I feel the egg-like bump at the back of his head.
Eventually he calms down but starts to fall asleep. This being a sign
of concussion, I have to keep him awake, but it is time to pick up
Zac from school. In the car, I try to keep Alex awake with promises
of ice-cream.

He survives the incident with only a bump. No trip to the
emergency ward this time but, still, I feel immensely emotional. The
strength of my empathy drives me to spend a large part of the
afternoon embracing him and, just for the day, I cannot help but let
him have his way in all the arguments with his brother.

An accident is always a poignant reminder of how much our child
means to us. We realise the fragility of a human life. We experience
a glimpse of human mortality. I spend many hours feeling grateful
for Alex’s life—even though the gratitude is tinged with fear. I am in
a place that all mothers visit from time to time.

Yet what is my experience compared to that of the family of five-
year-old Sophie Delezio who three years ago suffered severe burns to
85 per cent of her body after a truck crashed through her childcare
centre. A couple of years later she is back on the front pages of the
newspapers after her stroller was run down by a car on a pedestrian
crossing, putting her in a critical condition all over again. Her six-

year-old brother had not even finished seeing a counsellor to help
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him through the first incident before the second came along. Now
that Sophie has recovered and left hospital, it is hard to imagine her
parents taking the life of their daughter for granted for even one day
for the rest of their lives.

Along with being mortal, our children, like everybody and
everything, are in an ongoing process of change. The Buddha
emphasised the transitory nature of all things, that everything arises
and passes away. This is the teaching of Impermanence and nowhere
do we see this more clearly than with our growing children who
remind us of Impermanence all the way through their lives.

Motherhood requires us to constantly deal with the loss of who
our child used to be, as each day, each moment, they grow into new
beings. This makes them precious in every moment, for a moment
like the present has never happened before and will never happen
again. Liz, a Buddhist mother with whom I occasionally exchange
emails, shared with me her experiences of the teaching of Impermanence

in relation to her three-year-old daughter:

I awoke the other night to the sound of Alicia talking and laughing
in her sleep. Overwhelmed with my love for her I also felt a
sense of melancholy that took me a while to work out. Some
time later I was able to put words to the feeling for I realised
motherhood is about facing a series of deaths. As the mother of
a three-year-old I have effectively lost my baby daughter and my
treasured two-year-old. I remember so few of the moments and
as time passes they become more of a blur—lost forever. I have
only photos and videos left. These mementoes make me smile
but I also feel sad about losing each of these Alicias, and I know
this process of letting go of who she once was will continue for

the rest of my life.
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Interestingly, this realisation affects Liz’s approach to being with Alicia.
She feels more likely to prize her childhood and be there for it, rather
than feeling like her job is to usher Alicia into adulthood. She now
focuses more on the question ‘Who is Alicia now?” than on ‘Who is

she going to be?”

BEINGS WITH HUMAN RIGHTS

I never set out to write a book telling mothers how to raise their
children and it is clear from my struggles with Alex that I am hardly
one to give such advice. Yet if we are to parent according to Buddhist
principles, there is one parenting tool that we might consider removing
from the kit altogether—and that is smacking.

That is not to say that I have never done it. I have. Almost never
with Zac, but my impish Alex loves to see how far he can push me.
Yes, the floodgates have at times broken. In my defence, I can only
claim that such incidents are extremely rare. I have always discussed
them with him afterwards—and apologised.

As dramatic as it sounds, smacking is an abuse of our children’s
basic human rights. Children are the most voiceless in society, not to
mention powerless to defend themselves. Why do we call it ‘assault’
when an adult so much as touches another adult, but not when a
larger person uses their strength against society’s weakest?

Even the proponents of smacking say that it should not be done
in anger but, if my experience is anything to go by, why else do we
smack if not because our children have pushed us to our limit? It is
hard to imagine someone with a calm head smacking a child. For a
Buddhist, the arising of anger is like the red warning lights that appear
on the dashboards of our cars. Potential danger ahead. Proceed with
caution. Do not act when head is hot.
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Proponents also point out that a smack is a useful last resort when
a child refuses to obey us. Yet how much of our need to smack is the
toddler inside us who will not settle for anything but her own way,
and who will stop at nothing to achieve it? The urge to smack is the
exact time to look inwards at our own attachments and aversions, our
impatience and over-reactivity. And let go. It is not about letting our
children ‘get away with murder’ but showing them non-violent ways
to solve problems.

Although the great majority of experts argue against smacking,
studies from Western countries suggest that an overwhelming majority
of parents do smack. This raises the question, do we rely on age-old
fallacies such as ‘Everybody does it so it must be okay’, or, ‘Parents
have always smacked so it must be alright’, and even, ‘I got smacked
and I turned out fine’.

Violence, as we know, is not only physical for we can be just as
damaging with our voices, through shrieking or abusive language.
While we can forgive ourselves for ‘losing it" occasionally, we need to
acknowledge the times when such behaviour is becoming a habit.
When children are young, we get away with our outbursts: children
are not only powerless but extremely forgiving. This is unlikely to
remain the case, however, as they become adolescents, so it is worth
using the early years as a training ground to develop the patience and
equanimity that will earn their respect in later years when their
judgement is more mature.

The opposite of mistreatment is the modelling of respect and
courtesy for our children. This can be challenging when we are so
often rushing them. As adults with a degree of control over our own
schedule, it is easy to forget how frustrating it feels to be in the middle
of a project and suddenly have to stop. I notice when I am writing,
reading or chatting to a friend, being forced to stop before the natural
end feels like a brutal jolt.
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When children are playing an imaginary game, enjoying their Lego
or drawing a picture, they are deeply absorbed. This is pure childhood
and there is something sacred and magical about the mental space
they inhabit. Many a wise mother at least gives her children notice:
‘Five more minutes, kids’ and later, “Two minutes left.” This is not
only an effective way to prevent a scene, but also expresses courtesy
and respect for our children.

With all the pressures on the modern mother, regular failures
to model respect and courtesy are inevitable. Forgive yourself when
you have been a fishwife and remember that most mothers unravel
from time to time. Examine what happened. Pinpoint the causes
and learn from the incident. But avoid beating yourself up. As we
all find if we look closely enough, feeling guilty does not seem to

bring about change.

SPIRITUAL MASTERS

I was bushwalking with Zac and started discussing his next day at
school when he interrupted me, ‘Let’s not talk about school tomorrow.
I'll get too excited and won't be able to concentrate on this bushwalk.’
‘Hang on,” I thought, ‘who is the Buddhist here? Who has been
writing copious pages about living in the moment?’ I had to remind
myself that I was walking alongside a spiritual teacher.

An analogy that can help us live wisely with children is to see
them as spiritual masters—live-in Buddhist teachers, hosting a retreat
that lasts at least twenty years. I like this analogy firstly because it is
humbling. It helps us acknowledge that it is not so much a case of
me raising my children as each party, adults and children, raising each
other. Seeing our children as teachers also relieves us from the pressure

to be perfect and the guilt that comes when we fall short, for such a
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view allows us to see ourselves as learners too. We open ourselves to
learn and grow rather than seeing ourselves as the great teacher with
all the answers. It might also mean we apologise to our children from
time to time—a valuable gesture in family life.

Our children are our teachers regardless of age. Subhana explains
that her teenagers have been only too happy to tell her information
about herself that nobody else would be prepared to, and she has
definitely learnt more about herself from their observations. It seems
we mothers of young children have much to look forward to in the
area of self-knowledge. Children teach us an enormous amount about
ourselves, often exactly what we have been avoiding. They hold up a
mirror for us. This, too, is humbling, for most of us learn that we
are not the pleasant, calm, friendly person we always liked to think
we were. Yet they also show us how generous we can be, how caring
and selfless and loving—at least on our good days.

Children bring us to recognise and deal with our anger problem
in a way Buddhist monks and nuns living in monasteries are spared.
In doing this we learn exactly what we are attached to: it might be
domestic order, domestic harmony, time for self, ongoing intellectual
or social stimulation. Seeing her attachments, a Buddhist mother
chooses a journey of loosening her hold on them in order to cultivate
the seeds of happiness.

Often the lessons children teach are uplifting. Children model
unconditional love. As we all know, even children of abusive parents
seem to love and protect their parents without question. My children
have always forgiven and forgotten my temper flares, in a way that
few adults might.

Children provide endless lessons on how to love others. The love
we feel for them opens us to a new way of seeing others. We can feel
compassion for just about anyone when we imagine them from a

parents point of view. After experiencing love for a child, we find
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patience for slow cashiers, nuisance callers and road ragers. All we
have to do is imagine the compassion we would feel if this person
was our child. Mothers have first-hand insight into what the Buddha
might have meant when he advised us to love all beings as a mother

loves her child.
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What we can do

Pay attention when you find yourself describing the character of
your child. Our labels may be incorrect, outdated or tinged by our
expectations, fears and prejudices.

Be aware of your deep-seated notions of what makes people
special, successful or happy.

Ensure your children feel loved for who they are, not what
they achieve.

Recognise the need to let your child choose their own path.

Pay attention to who your child is right now rather than who you
expect them to be in the future.

Be aware of the risk of inflicting your ego needs on the life of
your child.

Allow other parents to play a role in helping your child on their
chosen path.

Be open to playing a role in the lives of children other than your
own as a way to practise Buddhist equanimity.

Consider the reasons for misbehaviour rather than assume your
child is attacking you personally.

See your children as children rather than trainee adults.

Ensure your children have ample time to have a childhood,
to play.

Understand the preciousness of every moment with your child.
Refrain from smacking. Recognise verbal violence. But forgive
yourself when you lose it. Investigate the causes rather than giving
in to guilt.

See your children for the spiritual masters they are.
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CHAPTER 5

is this all?



OnE ofF THE MOST influential books of the last century, 7he

Feminine Mystique, opened thus:

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of
American women. It was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction,
a yearning that women suffered in the middle of the twentieth
century in the United States. Each suburban wife struggled with
it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched
slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children,
chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at
night, she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question—"Ts
this all?’

The problem with no name was that women were kept from achieving
their potential. Since the late Betty Friedan wrote these words in
1963, women’s choices have multiplied but many of us still have
occasion to ask ourselves, ‘Is this all?’ Young families depend on
routine, on repetition and predictability, such that many of us can
feel restless and crave excitement or drama. This might lead us to
plan flashy holidays, buy more stuff or make major changes to our
lifestyles. Such efforts may, for a while, soothe our unease but the
question—Is this all>—often lingers regardless.

Many of us have children as a way to answer the Big Question,
what is the meaning of life? Yet most of us come to realise that living
through, or for, our children, not only makes us dull company but
also places an unfair burden on our children to provide The Answer
and fulfil us.

We can spend the rest of our lives shuffling the externals, tweaking
our living arrangements, but there comes a time when the only answer

is to turn our attention inwards. Seventeenth-century philosopher

94
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Blaise Pascal wrote, ‘All the unhappiness of men arises from one single
fact, that they cannot sit quietly in their own chamber.” Our need
for stimulation, intoxication and reassurance has rendered us incapable
of sitting quietly in our own room. When at first we try to, we find
ourselves self-conscious, anxious or restless. We want to run away just

as we live our lives in a state of perpetual flight.

WHEN EVERYTHING ISN'T ENOUGH

Part of a Buddhist practice is conceding that even when we attain
whatever it is we want from the world, it fails to give us lasting
happiness. Our desires never cease, regardless of whether we succeed
in fulfilling them.

David Michie is a corporate communications consultant and the
author of Buddhism for Busy People. From the age of eighteen until
well into his thirties, David spent his spare time writing thrillers. In
fact, he wrote ten books but none of them reached publication. Finally,
when David was in his mid-thirties, a publisher accepted a book from
him, published it and asked for more. He moved from London to
the Australian city of Perth where he enjoyed sunny weather, rainbow

lorikeets, scarlet bottlebrush and regular beach walks. In his words:

I had realised the ambition I'd held since the age of eighteen,
I was now living my dream. Only a short while before, back
in London, the very idea of such a lifestyle would have seemed
hopelessly unattainable...But now that all my hopes had been
fulfilled was I happy? Of course not! I had quickly discovered
that being a full-time novelist in a Mediterranean climate isn’t

all it’s cracked up to be!
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David found that he missed many aspects of his busy life in public
relations: the network, the regular feedback, the support from other
professionals. It is the same for all of us: as long as we seek lasting
satisfaction from the world outside us, we will continue to ask the
question, ‘Is this all?’

I have a friend who could only have her two children after several
punishing years of IVF treatments, years which strained her marriage
and drove the couple to the limits of their endurance. Some years down
the track, as we discuss the usual challenges of parenting. I can’t help
but ask her: ‘Do you think that after all the struggle to have your
children, you appreciate them more than the average mother? Is it
easier to cope with those daily challenges?’

Her answer: ‘No. It isnt. It makes no difference at all.’

Even when life delivers what we thought was our heart’s desire, it
continues in the same old imperfect way it always did.

I have found myself asking, Is #his all? during meditation. I might
have finally calmed my mind to concentrate on my breath only to
observe myself thinking: “Where are the visions? The life-changing
realisations? The bliss?” Yet making such demands on a meditation sitting
is missing the point. Meditation is where we practise a non-grasping
acceptance of the moment. We avoid judging the moment. We avoid
demanding anything of it. We meditate with the hope that we might
gradually bring this mind state into our daily lives. When impatience or
craving arises, we stay with such feelings, and learn from them... What

are their causes? Where do they lead? Do they last?

WOULD WE HAVE IT ANY OTHER WAY?

At times, the routine and drudgery of domestic life gnaws away at our

mental health. We feel trapped in our kitchens and laundries, only
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emerging to clear the mess from other parts of the house, provide
transport or go to work. Sometimes appreciating what we have feels
like a tall order. But can we imagine what ‘freedom’ from the so-called
domestic grind might be like? I had a small taste during an overseas
trip that changed the way I felt about family life at home once and
for all.

I had never seen the town in Poland where Marek grew up, so
when an opportunity arose to stay with Marek’s family there we were
keen to seize it. Knowing a three-week trip to Poland held little to
amuse our five-year-old, we accepted the offer of a friend to mind
Zac in our house. Assuming Zac was an easygoing child who loved
being with his friends, I had arranged play-dates for him each day,
hoping this would keep him entertained. Marek and I left for Poland
with 18-month-old Alex who was still breastfeeding.

Over in Poland I was enjoying the ideal holiday: tours of the
countryside with knowledgeable locals, fascinating lessons in European
history and daily feasts I did not have to prepare. Spoilt beyond
description, I eventually found a way to feel wretched. Throughout
all the long car-trips I could not stem the flow of my concerns for
Zac. Was he okay? Did he miss us? Would he feel abandoned? I
rang him every day and told him long stories about any superhero
he nominated. He was perfectly cheerful for the first week, but by
the second week he was starting to miss us and misbehave for our
friend. “When are you going to come home, Mum?” he began asking.
I was overwhelmed by the intensity of my longing to be with him.
My firstborn needed me and I failed to be there for him.

Marek and I visited Auschwitz, the World War II concentration
camp, and took the three-hour tour. At one point I was standing at
a window looking upon a room filled with the shoes of the children
who had died at Auschwitz. The smallness of the shoes had me, and

all the women in the group, weeping. It occurred to me that the
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question that most haunts my life—"How could I cope with the death
of a child”—has confronted thousands. My pain, arising from a brief
separation I had volunteered for, stood no comparison with what
others had suffered. How could I ever have overlooked the gift of
endless time with my children?

Marek honourably agreed to my returning home early, leaving him
to look after Alex for an additional week in Poland. Leaving Alex
with his grandmother, Marek drove me to Austria for my flight. He
would book into a hotel in the Czech Republic for the night and it
occurred to me that my little family of four would spend that night
in four different countries. Over-emotional, I judged myself harshly
for failing to keep my small brood together.

Reunited with Zac I found my anxiety was partially healed, but
now I had to cope with a week without Alex who I had abruptly
weaned from the breast the day I left him in Poland (even though it
was about time he gave it up). The day after my return Zac told me,
‘How could you go to Poland without me? You know I always wanted
to go to Poland and now I'll never be able to go.’

Ever since those separations from my boys I realise that I now
accept the unrelenting nature of family life any day, if the alternative
is being apart from them for any extended period. On a long day at
home alone with both sons, amid the toy-strewn rooms and noisy
demands, as well as the laughter and affection, I understand that
being with my sons is where I belong and, in spite of any delusions
I might entertain of travelling the world as a free spirit, my deepest
need is to be with them. At least while they are young.

My separations lasted only a couple of weeks but I often spare a
thought for the thousands of women forced to work in foreign
countries. The Philippino maids, for example, who flock to Hong
Kong or Saudi Arabia to earn money for their families. A South

African friend told me about his parents’ maid back home who
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descended into alcoholism from the pain of being separated from her
family. Of course, in every country, thousands of mothers miss their
children throughout the long hours they must work to help provide
for them. I have had only the smallest taste of the pain these women
must suffer, but it helps me to be grateful for the time I can spend
with my sons. Even when that time feels less than idyllic.

We can also feel grateful that in our generation, where so many
women miss out on motherhood altogether, we had the opportunity
to mother. While some consciously choose to forgo having children,
most do not. According to research by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies, as many as 28 per cent of Australian women will never have
children and only a quarter of these would choose childlessness. Figures
in the United States and England are not dissimilar.

I have watched a number of women around me suffer the grief
that comes from not having children. While one of them ended up
with triplets, others missed out due to devastating relationship or
fertility problems. In Sylvia Ann Hewletts Baby Hunger, a book
investigating the trend for increasing numbers of women to miss out,
one woman interviewed lamented: ‘So after the third miscarriage we
had to walk away—to heal our wounds and recoup our various losses.’
Yet this woman still has to live with her feelings about children: ‘It’s
as though my flesh yearns to hold and hug a small body. I sit and
watch toddlers in playgrounds and listen for their laughter.” Reading
their stories, I have cried for the pain these women experience and

remember to never take my two blessings for granted.

CONSIDER THE STATE OF THE WORLD

In Chapter 2, Where am I going?, we looked at the possibility of

being more grateful for our precious life. Simply being alive is grounds
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for appreciation. But if we are lucky enough to be reading a book
then there are still numerous reasons to practise gratitude, not least
that we enjoy the privilege of being educated. When we consider the
relative comfort and freedom of the lives most of us lead, compared
to most of the world’s population, we do not even dare to ask, ‘Is
this all”” We can only appreciate our lives and change the question
to, ‘How can I help?’

I have been fortunate over the years to spend time living and
travelling in developing countries, such as India. The grind of a life
of bare survival was visible in so many faces. My middle-class guilt
reached a peak: Why do so many people have to live like this? But
also, how could I ever have failed to appreciate what I have? How
could I ever have taken my ‘problems’ so seriously? Yet how quickly
I forgot these epiphanies when I arrived home.

In the UNICEF report The State of the World’s Children 2005,
we learn that of the 2.2 billion children in the world, 1 billion—almost
every second child in the world—live in poverty where they suffer at
least one form of severe deprivation. More than 140 million have
never attended school. More than 640 million suffer ‘severe shelter
deprivation’. AIDS has orphaned 15 million children. Earlier UNICEF
reports inform us that almost one sixth of the world is illiterate. As
middle-class Westerners we raise our children as part of a very small

but highly privileged minority.

SETTING OUR SIGHTS HIGHER

I have noticed, coming to the end of my thirties, that many people
around me these days go to church. When I was in my twenties, I
rarely met anyone who did. Is it that once people attain the partner,

the mortgage and the children, they find themselves less than perfectly
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happy? Does ‘having it all’ in fact lead to some soul-searching where
we ask, Is this all? Perhaps at our stage of life, it is time to set our
sights higher than achieving materialistic goals. In the words of one
Tibetan master, even the insects spend their lives looking after their
material well-being—surely as human beings we can set our sights a
licele higher.

We have all seen the studies listing the ten keys to happiness, or
the ten secrets of longevity, where we invariably find religious faith
in the list. Nuns, for example, have been found to live longer than
their lay sisters. Other studies te