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Für meine Sonne
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What was bedtime like back in your day? Did it include a goodnight story? Did someone read to you, or tell a made-up story? And more importantly, how do you like to fall asleep nowadays? We ourselves are still in charge of the transition from a waking state to healthy, restful sleep. Before every wink of sleep we get, whether actively or passively, we are the ones who determine the effect that sleep will have on us. Anyone who doesn’t agree with me right away is welcome to try it out! So why shouldn’t we all tap this potential to set our lives, and our children’s lives, on a solid mental footing that will make it easier for all of us to cope with the challenges of everyday life? When it comes to our children, of course we are the ones who lay important groundwork for the success of our children’s lives. “And it’s the same drama at bedtime every night.” They don’t want to go to sleep!


I was very lucky, because at least once a week, my father would sit down with his guitar and sing me a song or tell me a story accompanied by music. And he usually made them up himself. Until I had learned to read by myself, that was our evening ritual. But I also would have enjoyed some of the opportunities that I’d like to present in this book – so other children can benefit from them, too.


My childhood was marked by chronic illness, so I spent a lot of my time at home, reading or watching TV. Even back in primary school, I was sure I wanted to become an actor and musician, making people happy with my stories and performances on stage. In the process, inventing stories and improvising situations became an essential part of my career. As a writer for comedy formats and comedy performers, I was a ghostwriter – and I was fascinated by the way the performing arts can affect our emotional lives. Even as an actor, I had dealt with visualization and emotions, and my training as a coach and human resources developer finally provided a scientific, systemic-constructivist background for these kinds of questions. Added to this was the expertise I had gained in hypnosis, meditation and talking therapy, with a YouTube channel of my own. Now I could finally tell stories; now I knew what I could accomplish as a result. So when my daughter was born, it was the perfect opportunity to tell my stories – for her alone, to aid in her healthy development. After visiting with a good friend who was having difficulty dealing with her daughter in a variety of situations, it dawned on me that it was far from normal for parents to tell their children stories tailored especially to them.


And for anyone still unfamiliar with this situation, no later than when they finish reading this book, the potential of a bedtime story should be clear to them. I’m not talking about any old story of the kind we can find anywhere. I wrote this book so you can tell your own stories to your children! Complete with the content, and based on the needs that you view as important for your children. Imagine you’re rediscovering a tried-and-tested home remedy. A magic wand that will strengthen and harmonize your relationship with your children, night after night. This will improve everyone’s ability to deal with family and interpersonal conflicts, to re-decipher your children’s messages, and to be more effective in recognizing and understanding the things that concern your children. I am talking about a personal, daily ritual that offers everyone an opportunity to reflect in harmony and allows children to grow up into well-balanced beings.


For many of those who like to tell stories themselves and have a vast creative vocabulary to rely on, this may come across as banal; but there is a great deal more behind this almost trivial-seeming topic. It is the classic among bedtime rituals, and for good reason. At a time when a bedtime prayer has been nearly forgotten, grappling with the demands of our everyday lives, with one another and with ourselves seems to be extending to other times of day and other areas of our lives. This makes the time just before falling asleep and just after waking up a perfect setting to firmly root desires and ideas in our subconscious.


The nature of the bedtime story is evidently as old as human sleep itself. The variety of bedtime rituals is like a jungle of opinions and ideas to promote healthy sleep for our children. Every day, we parents decide what is possible for us, and with what effort. Though many parents long for an after-hours life of their own, they tend to overlook the fact that sooner or later, impersonal bedtime rituals will also create unwanted challenges for the parent-child relationship, challenges that will put the personal parent-child relationship to an equally impersonal test. To create an individual bedtime story for kids every evening is pure magic!


“We cannot raise our children – all we can do is give them an attitude toward life!”


And that is how the story begins . . .


Danny Richter, Monte Veritá, Ascona, Switzerland, summer 2017
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1. ONCE UPON A TIME, LONG, LONG AGO . . .


If we hearken back to a time long before books and records existed, maybe we can identify the approach and cultural importance of bedtime stories. The stories told in the evenings by the fire formed the cornerstone of the myths and the knowledge handed down through the centuries. This was one way to pass important information and narratives along from one generation to the next. There were heroic sagas, stories of creation and a whole host of stories, usually accompanied by music, that helped explain our world. The best storytellers and poets traveled throughout the country, carrying their stories from village to village. Even if the stories were not always meant for them, children were always a significant part of these evening gatherings. This provided people with in-depth identification with their culture from their early childhood, along with access to the common knowledge of the day. This also familiarized, from earliest childhood on, every fellow member of this cultural group with the relevant rules and rituals, and with their traditional place in the social roles of the community. Apart from all the linguistic, neuroscientific and educational benefits a bedtime story has to offer, to me there is nothing better than feeling my child’s closeness and attention when we tell stories. Even long ago, the background of storytelling was to find a simple way to make an abstract construct tangible and comprehensible. Whether a commonly held belief, the story of creation or an instrument of power – the story took on pictorial contours in the listener’s imagination. These stories helped connect people, win them over to a cause and illustrate the background of an idea, but they also encouraged listeners to actively question their own ideals. Their own personal images took shape in people’s minds – images they could bring to life with their thoughts, wherever and whenever they wanted. Visualizing these images offered a slice of freedom, and a space for desires and dreams. It was these stories that motivated people’s plans and their hopes for better times. At the same time, these stories created an understanding of different opinions and personality profiles as reflected in the views of the various characters of a narrative. By inspiring people’s longing for justice and fulfillment, stories created community, cohesion and meaningfulness around action toward a specific purpose or common cause. Allegorical situations arose that made even complicated contexts comprehensible to everyone. The narratives became the basis for problem-solving approaches and knowledge transfer, for the sharing of value systems and common knowledge.


Storytelling helped develop a wide range of brain regions among narrators and audiences alike. These regions are important not only for visualizing ideas and desires, but for our inspiration as well. In an era in which we are supersaturated with a flood of emotionally prepared images on a daily basis, these same regions of the brain have begun to atrophy, and we resort to existing images from memory. Our channels of perception have begun to atrophy as well; with no choice but to absorb a steady stream of outside stimuli, these channels develop a natural filter system that can also mask stimuli that might actually be of use to us. Yesterday’s storytellers created a community that was vital to social interaction. Naturally, sharing stories and the latest news, and networking on a narrative level, was quite entertaining. At the same time, direct consideration of a certain topic dynamically juxtaposed different viewpoints; the ideas this juxtaposition brought forth were candidates for interactive, humorous or compassionate evaluation and reproduction.


In this book, I want to address the positive effects of bedtime stories on our children, to help you develop stories of your own about a variety of everyday situations, and to help your children sleep soundly and get the next day off to a good start. You won’t want to miss out on the magic of this ancient culture in your life!





2. BEDTIME STORIES


Sleep is the most important agent for growth and regeneration known to humankind. A bedtime story marks the transition from the waking state of our daytime lives to the sleep that comes at the end of the day. Whether narrated freestyle or read aloud, whether as an audio book or as music, it is usually the main ritual of the day in child education. Like it or not: Sooner or later, everyone falls asleep. The stories are designed to put the child in a relaxed state that will help him or her fall asleep. For many parents, a story before bed, or the televised “Sandmännchen” [“Sandman”] story, is only a part of the bedtime ritual. Often, they will play a CD – or, in the past, a story cassette – and leave the child alone to fall asleep on his or her own. Add a mystical or a colorful, dim lamp, and that’s that. The kid’s asleep!


But these parents have succumbed to a socially acceptable illusion! There’s a great deal more to this than you can imagine – if someone like me even decides to write a book about it. If you still don’t want to believe, conduct the following experiment with your child.


Imagine your child’s teeth are brushed, the mood of the room is geared to sleep, your child is relaxed, in bed and under the covers. Your drowsy child looks at you once more. Your child is barely able to keep his or her eyes open, and at that point you say: “Sleep well, now, and I’ll have a surprise for you tomorrow at breakfast!” What do you think the child will remember when waking up the next morning? The next morning, the surprise will be the first thing the child asks about when waking up. “So what’s the surprise?” To keep from letting your child down, please come up with something pleasant; otherwise, the disappointment would be deep-rooted in the subconscious!


The options are practically limitless. Viewed from today’s vantage, the manipulative orientation of bedtime stories in the past was much more obvious. They served to teach a “moral,” or simply to frighten the child into falling asleep as quickly as possible to avoid witnessing all the things that might happen later on, at the witching hour.


A great deal of specialist literature, by renowned educators, has emerged since then on the topic of bedtime rituals, because the bonds that develop between narrator and child play an important role in the growth process. In my opinion, though, many parents continue to underestimate the potential that a personal bedtime story has to influence our children’s thoughts and feelings.


In the next chapters, I will explore different backgrounds and approaches around the capacities of bedtime stories. Addressed in complete detail, this alone could fill a book. Those who wish to learn more about the topics addressed in the first chapter will find a great deal of literature dealing with further topics and providing in-depth research. This is why I will simply touch upon a few thoughts and ideas, to provide you with a small insight into the scope of the suggestions offered in this book. I welcome feedback and any questions you may have if there is a need for further information.


Your family community is held together in a loving way. In subsequent chapters, I will delve more deeply into the impact and benefits of your stories. Drawing on practical examples, I will provide you with many small tools that will simplify and enrich your lives as parents as you build an intimate relationship with your children – a relationship you will not want to do without.





3. OUR DREAMS


The experience of our dream world offers a direct connection between our subconscious, the events of everyday life, and our innermost desires as these desires interact with the emotional perception of our everyday lives. These are the projections of our previous experiences, mixed in with outlooks on life, hopes and fears. These projections are linked to our feelings and represent the totality of our personality. To me, then, it seems all the more important to take advantage of the opportunity to actively shape healthy slumber through pleasant and helpful dreams for our children.


I always imagine how people must have felt thousands of years ago when waking up from the craziest dreams, but with no scholar or scientist around to explain this phenomenon to them with casual serenity. It was the shamans and priests in the community who gave people an answer – often against a backdrop of manipulation, in an effort to gain control and power over those affected. Perhaps you, too, are among the parents who want their children to gain power over themselves!


Evidently, though, our dreams are also the key to many occurrences that help us make emotional sense of our bodily functions, our thoughts and our reactions to the past day. At this point, I would like to point out that children cannot perceive the emotional distinction between the reality of the day and the fiction and fantasy offered up in the media. A narrated story in a children’s show on a TV channel has the same weight as the things our children experience in their everyday lives. Daydreams and night dreams differ from one another only in the role they play in the objective perception via the sensory organs. For our children, and for many adults as well, dreams are still weighted in a completely different way. They are havens for fantasies and the possibilities they see in our world, even if these are only imaginary. Dreams are the magic that feels real, and the dreamers themselves are the heroes and observers of these dreamlike events.


The way we deal with nightmares, especially among children, also lays an important foundation for coping with stress and difficulties in the further course of life. The way we process imagined perceptions, and especially fear as a protective function to ward off threatening situations, is a decisive factor for success or failure in life. The great challenge posed by children’s nightmares – which can spontaneously crop up in the wake of their experiences and the fresh sources of information they experience in everyday life – can be robustly addressed by confronting these experiences in the form of a positive bedtime story. At the same time, the emotional potential of our dreams and the opportunities they have to offer are the opportunities we want to seize in our lives. And the same holds true with the impacts of the things we broach before bedtime.





4. EFFECT AND AFTEREFFECT


I am now in my forties and have read a great deal of literature on self-discovery, the philosophy of life and the attainment of goals. It can take various forms and depths, but one of the stages in our lives involves asking ourselves, at some point, why we do all of this. What does it all mean? Add a few life crises and financial bottlenecks, and the first trip to a therapist is not far away. At some point, it dawned on me that I wanted to make this process as pleasant as possible for my fellow human beings, and perhaps even spare them the experience altogether. How can it be that, even as toddlers, our children know how to operate a TV remote control, while crucial social communication skills are left behind, even in school?


At what point in our lives do we get an opportunity to gain access to a functioning practice offering us not only confidence but also a tool we can use to cope more effectively with the challenges of everyday life on an emotional level? As we grow older, we sense that we no longer have access to many areas of our emotional personality. This can be the result of a variety of causes, but usually it is because we no longer actively associate this part of our perception with our daily thoughts. Children send signals! We must learn to recognize them in an effort not to force something on them that they do not understand. This is a common boomerang in the conflicts that emerge later in life.


And yet it is so easy! If you have ever explored the topic of hypnosis, you will know how the power of suggestion is the most effective. And that’s at bedtime! For many people with the relevant preparatory training, I do not need to provide further discussion of the extent to which we can influence ourselves, since it is actually clear what this chapter is about. Still, there are several important thoughts I’d like to offer at this point. After all, I would like to bring you all to the same level of knowledge.


The suggestions provided in hypnosis and the daily affirmations that we instill in our brain are nothing more than bedtime stories with a certain line designed to fulfill its purpose as quickly as possible. We want our wishes in life fulfilled: more happiness, more love, more peace and a better job or more money straight away! No, wait – we don’t want to work anymore; we want to stay at home instead, at most, turning our hobby into a profession, and finally doing something we truly enjoy. How much I wish this for my child!


Let’s go back to our childhood, when the world still lay at our feet and, at least in our minds, nothing was beyond reach. What was different then? We had less responsibility and fewer preconceived opinions and thoughts stored in our memories. How often do we wish to be young again, knowing what we know now, and to do everything better, perhaps even correct some things. We often think: If I’d known that sooner; why didn’t anyone tell me or teach me that? What advice would you give your younger self, just to avoid unnecessary conflicts in life? And yet the evening story, with its heroes and adventurers, offers us a perfect opportunity to impart options for potential change. Every day we face the challenge of making a change or adapting to a change. In the process, we ask ourselves which method we should use to achieve our goals; this calls for our creativity. With a toolkit full of ideas, we confront our challenges as we search for the right solution. Things are no different for the fictional heroes in our stories, and we wonder what change brought them to the kind of awareness or realization associated with success and the best decisions.


Early on, it was clear to me that I wanted to give my children an effective method in good time and educate them about these very possibilities. And the bedtime story offered just the right vehicle to accomplish this. In my view, a gentle transition from the waking state of the day, with all its experiences, to the restful state of sleep is an important prerequisite for the healthy development of our children. No later than at the onset of puberty, it will become clear anyway how well children can cope – not just with their parents’ views but also with the way they approach and manage their lives, or whether they themselves already have effective tools for coping with the demands of everyday social life. All we want, after all, is to help our children develop their qualities to the best of their abilities.


For us as parents, it is also important to monitor this transition into the dream world – at the junction where active consciousness based on waking perceptions transitions over to passive control of the subconscious during sleep. This is when our bodily functions change, physical activities are powered down, and key regions of the brain, the ones we use more frequently during the day, are decoupled from the network of our perception to permit processing to occur there. Most people view our sleep as a passive state. This is a fallacy, however: When we sleep, our brain, and important processes of regeneration, remain active. So it is obvious how important this phase is for our children, even when they are very young toddlers. There is no way to prescribe which ritual is best for which child; this is solely up to the empathy of their parents. You can find inspiration on this point in the chapter on sleep rituals.





5. NEUROSCIENTIFIC APPROACHES


Even in my fledgling teen years, I explored the topic of autosuggestion, and my evening ritual consisted of positive affirmations. My goal at the time was to improve my math grades, and it worked. It was only much later that I became aware of the key I held in my hand.
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