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To powerful professor mothers everywhere

and the children we steward


FOREWORD

SHIRLEY HOOGSTRA


Some things you have to just let go. This was one of the biggest lessons I learned as a mother who also worked outside the home. This was not an easy lesson to learn. It came to me in a small set of circumstances but represented an ingrained mindset of having to do everything the best, a striving to be above criticism as a working mom.

My daughter was three. My son was five. I was working full time as an attorney in a high-pressure law firm. And my husband, a pediatrician, also had a job with complexity. Both of us were hands-on parents from the start. As for childcare, Jeff and I would usually split each day one week, and on the other week the children went to a great family and he or I would pick the children up in the early afternoon. On the week when we split the day, I would go in early in the morning and try to be home by 2:15 p.m. so that he could get to his office by 3:00 p.m. and work until 9:00 p.m., which allowed his practice to have evening office hours—something the parents in his practice loved. I regret how often I was late to what we called the “pass off.” I found it hard to pull myself out midday and midstream. It added stress to his day to be racing against the clock to get into his office. On the days when he was home until 2:15 p.m., he would take the children to school. Our youngest, Mary, went to nursery school. It was an excellent little neighborhood Montessori school. Like most parents, we tried to have a stable home life, enjoyable educational and church opportunities, and consistent caregivers who added to our parenting time. But some things—those societal expectations I imposed upon myself—I just had to let go. One small example was how Mary’s hair was done for school. In some ways, it was such a silly little thing. But in others, it seemed like a mark of my motherhood. She had long blonde hair, and in my head, I thought it needed to be done in braids or ponytails or headbands or barrettes. I had to learn that her hair wasn’t a grade on my choice to work outside the home. I wasn’t a bad mother because her hair was just combed with nothing fancy.

As all two-career parents know, family life is largely about what will be prioritized in the hundreds of pivots that happened every week. The drop-offs. The pickups. The sick child. The unexpected work demands. Making supper at the end of the day. Groceries. Getting the wash done. Arranging a playdate. Getting the birthday treat for school. Pivots that are necessary. Pivots that on some days or weeks feel endless. Add to the home pivots the expected and natural responsibilities you carry from having a job with multiple factors, threads, obligations, and expectations.

Amid the complexities, I knew I had a certain calling to be in my legal practice. I was good at it. I was serving others. I had a Christian witness. I was making a difference in the lives of my fellow law partners. I enjoyed mentoring younger men and women. The intellectual stimulation matched my desire to thrive in my legal work. My husband also had a medical calling to be a pediatrician. His patients loved him. He was kind and had a quiet, listening, and patient demeanor. He was a good partner to his fellow doctors and nurses. He was living out a right fit for his intellectual giftedness and his desire to serve his community.

What we committed to when we were married over forty years ago was that we would be for the other and work to ensure the other person could flourish because of our partnership. And that meant learning to do things we had not done before. He had to plan the craft projects for playgroups. I had to negotiate telling male law partners who loved their families but set a workaholic pace that I needed a more flexible schedule. It meant that we had to practice forgiving ourselves when we didn’t do it all very well; when we disappointed each other on the handoffs; when we didn’t have enough time for each other because it was taken up by so many other urgencies. Or it meant not blaming if one of us (me) forgot to pick the children up from elementary school at the end of the day and one of the other mothers filled in for me. It was having an attitude that we were in this together and that our choice of living out vocational callings would also be a good role model for our children.

And it has been. Our children have seen a variety of family schedules. Some of their friends had stay-at-home moms, and they benefited from that. Our children had an interesting life with many visitors in our home or conversations that were above their age grade and stretched them. They learned independence and knew that their parents’ lives were works in progress. We had to say that we were sorry when things didn’t go right and that we loved being together. We valued each moment of the schedule when we were all together. This was the case from the beginning until now. We did not take it for granted. It was the result of grace.

As I look back at forty years of employment, thirty of them with children, I’ve learned four things. First, it’s been worth it. I wouldn’t have the opportunities I have today had I not stayed in the workforce in some way—sometimes full time and sometimes part time. Second, expect some regrets. You have regrets whether you chose one path or the other path. Regrets are inevitable. Be intentional about avoiding regrets to the extent you can, but remember that to believe all regrets are avoidable is an illusion. Third, God’s vocational call on your life needs to be honored. It’s not by accident that you have particular interests, abilities, or opportunities. These circumstantial, or what we might call providential, opportunities need to be read in light of the parable of the talents in Scripture (Matthew 25:14-30). Like the warning in this story, we are not to hide our talents in the ground. We are instructed to multiply them for the good of the kingdom of God. As believers, we can trust God to equip us for our whole lives—not just our work life or just our family life, but our whole God-submitted life. Last, I found that as my children started to discover the calling on their lives, we had much to talk about with them because we also had continued to ask God to reveal to us his calling on our lives. As emerging adults, they joined us on the journey of submitting the complexities of life to God’s calling.

This book offers important stories, observations, and insights into one of the most important conversations for men and women faculty of faith in the academy. How do we fulfill God’s call to our first promises—to God, our spouses, and our children? How do we fulfill God‘s call to be good stewards of our gifts and talents? How do we listen intently to when we should step in and should step out of certain rhythms of our lives? What happens when the unexpected happens? In sharing what worked and what didn’t, where we failed and where we succeeded, we allow this generation and future generations to have standing stones to guide them. When all is said and done, what we hope God will say is, “Well done, good and faithful servant.” And if said to us, frail humans, it will be through a lens of grace by the Author and Creator of grace. We all hope that we gave or are giving our lives up to God as an offering. And the stories in this book reflect those offerings today.

 

Humbled to be included in this book,

Shirley Hoogstra, president, Council for Christian Colleges and Universities
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INTRODUCTION

Considering Motherhood and the Academy


Academics love a perfect plan. Some of us imagine hitting professional and personal milestones in harmonious syncopation: complete grad school in two to eight years, get a tenure-track job immediately afterward, perhaps find a supportive spouse, and have children when everything is settled. But the journey rarely unfolds as we expect. Roadblocks and potholes appear on our best paved roads, forcing us to change routes and veer into unfamiliar, sometimes scary, places. Timing motherhood can be a challenge; as one academic mother shared, “There is no ideal time to have children. In grad school you have more time, but you have no money. Once you become an assistant professor, you have more money, but you have no time.”1

Nonetheless, professor mothers are on the rise. In 2014, 80 percent of women ages forty to forty-four with a PhD or professional degree had given birth, compared to 65 percent in 1994.2 Working mothers face many career hurdles compared to working fathers. To accommodate children, women are more likely to cut back on their work hours just as their careers are taking off, while men with children can often afford to work longer hours and advance in their careers.3 This unequal division of childcare and household labor can result in a “mom penalty” and a “dad premium.” For academic mothers, this translates to fewer work options. They are 132 percent more likely than fathers to end up in low-paid contingent positions.4 Academic mothers also face a tenure gap: men with children and women without children are three times more likely to get tenure than women with children.5

While this book has been in process, the gender gap has widened due to the Covid-19 pandemic with school and daycare centers closures; childcare and homeschooling duties fall disproportionately on mothers. Women’s publishing rates have declined relative to men’s amid the pandemic across all disciplines.6 Women are also less likely to start new research projects, which can have long-term consequences for publications down the line.7 Working moms across industries have been hit hard by the pandemic and the long-term career impacts are still yet to be seen. NPR Journalist Terry Gross expresses the multi-layered repercussions for working moms:

As a working parent, I can tell you there are only so many months that you can wake up at dawn or work after bedtime in order to get it all done. It’s just not sustainable. And so what’s happened is that either people have had to figure out their own alternate arrangements or they’re just really incredibly burnt out, [with their] mental health really suffering, or else they’ve had to cut back on work, either quit, cut back their hours, not apply for the promotion they wanted. And these things are just going to have really deep, long-term effects on their careers.8


This drop in productivity, compounded over time, can disadvantage academic mothers’ career advancement and satisfaction. Not only do working mothers prioritize children over careers, they also prioritize them over housework, time with their spouse, and time for themselves.9 In fact, working mothers are spending as much time with their children today as mothers in the 1960s and 1970s, when more women were stay-at-home moms.10 As a result, they risk feeling overwhelmed and rushed at all times.

The building blocks for this book began when a group of academic mothers with young children decided to gather together at a Christian university. We experienced both the challenges and joys of raising children as professors and mothers of faith. To avoid emotional and spiritual burnout, we met once a month to support each other through questions of how to balance children, marriage, work, and faith. We called ourselves the “Professor Mommy” group, and our regular lunches became “water cooler” time for talking about career and family. We prayed for one another when there were crises in the workplace as well as trouble at home. Two of our members even crafted what eventually became our university’s first official parental leave policy. We formed reading groups and invited special speakers, senior professor mothers who had survived and thrived in the academy, to encourage us in our journeys. Eventually our children grew older and the meetings faded. But we always longed for a book about us: powerful academic mothers of faith. This collection of advice, experiences, and voices of Christian professor mothers from different universities and backgrounds is the culmination of that calling.

Christian academic mothers may have unique experiences. Some face judgment or pushback as working mothers. At her first faculty retreat at a Christian university, one of the contributors was repeatedly assumed to be the wife of a professor (rather than a professor herself), likely because she was visibly pregnant with a toddler in tow. Similarly, a pastor’s wife was in disbelief that another contributor could be a professor as her young children ran circles around them. At the same time, several contributors to this book who work at Christian universities felt uniquely supported by their department chairs and colleagues who recognized their need for flexible work schedules to accommodate childcare. One of the editors is a more empathetic supervisor of faculty moms in the academy, having firsthand knowledge of the potential pitfalls of being an academic mother.

As editors, we want to arm you with knowledge and wisdom as you journey through motherhood and the academy. You are not alone. Despite all of the challenges and obstacles, we love being mothers, professors, administrators, and daughters of God. We have curated chapters written by professors in different fields including education, science, social science, and the humanities, along with administrators. The contributors have children of various ages and one even has grandchildren. Many teach at private Christian universities while some work at public and private secular ones. While they do not encompass the full diversity of Christian academic mothers, we hope they provide insight into what it means to balance work, family, and faith. We have organized the chapters into four sections: (1) Navigating Academia, (2) Navigating Motherhood, (3) Navigating Multiple Callings, and (4) Navigating Support.

In part one, “Navigating Academia,” we share how professor mothers navigate research, teaching, and parental leave. We want to share some good news. Although women with young children experience a dip in publication productivity during those first few years, mothers actually produce more than their peers over time.11 Over the lifespan of a thirty-year career, women with children outperform childless workers at nearly every stage of the game.12 Kids, it turns out, are “the ultimate efficiency hack.”13 In chapter one, Dr. Maria Su Wang shares how she manages to carve out time for research as a mother of young children. Besides research, the amount of energy that we devote to our students can feel overwhelming, even more so when caring for young children. In chapter two, Dr. Stephanie Chan demonstrates how mothering and teaching can be symbiotic, allowing one to enhance the other.

Though most universities have parental leave, the decision to take time off is not always simple. There remains confusion about what parental leave entails. Some academic moms have served on promotion committees where men dismiss parental leave as “time off.” In chapter three, Dr. Teri Clemons breaks down misconceptions about parental leave to better support new mother academics. For some academic moms like adjunct professors, parental leave will never be an option. In chapter four, Dr. Yiesha L. Thompson describes how, with little institutional support, adjunct mothers may experience external and internal pressures to teach and advise, often at the sacrifice of their families.

In part two, “Navigating Motherhood,” we look at how Christian professor mothers often pressure themselves to achieve some sort of idealized motherhood. This section begins by deconstructing the idea of a “good” mother. In chapter five, Dr. Christina Lee Kim, a psychologist and mother of three daughters, encourages readers to reflect on how external expectations combine with their unique experiences to shape their ideals of motherhood. Then we move onto Dr. Ji Y. Son, a cognitive scientist who deconstructs motherhood expectations and urges readers to reconsider their usefulness. In chapter six, she argues that working mothers actually approximate the category of the “traditional dad.” Therefore, she proposes that professor mothers—by reconceptualizing themselves—can experience less internal struggle and more joy in parenting. In chapter seven, Dr. Jean Neely ruminates on God’s motherly love. She writes: “Beginning to consider God not merely as Father but as Loving Mother has helped to transform my inner life and dislodge deep spiritual anxiety I used to carry around. Giving myself permission to relate to God as Mother, together with the experience of actually being a mom, has been remarkably healing.”

In part three, “Navigating Multiple Callings,” we feature Christian academic mothers who juggle multiple callings. In chapter eight, Dr. Jenny Pak shares the struggles of occupying multiple roles as a pastor’s wife, a mother, and a psychology professor. She reconciles the often-overwhelming demands of ministry, home, and work life by seeing all of it as service to God. Some Christian professors may feel called to ministry as a pastor. In chapter nine, the Rev. Dr. Jennifer McNutt describes how she answered a threefold calling of motherhood, academy, and the pastorate. She reminds us that our desire to “have it all” only works if “what we ultimately mean by that is seeking the imperishable prize already won for us through Jesus Christ.”

As educators, some Christian academics may consider homeschooling their children but don’t know where to begin. In chapter ten, Dr. Yvana Uranga-Hernandez documents how she homeschools her four children while working as a full-time professor of speech-language pathology. She also emphasizes how asking for help and support from others is essential to balancing multiple roles.

In part four, “Navigating Support,” we discuss how support is essential for Christian academic mothers to survive and thrive. More than ever, professor mothers are feeling stretched in their duties to work and family. Whether professor mothers are breadwinners, solo-earners, or part of duo-working families, they need support. In chapter eleven, the editors examine the village that raises a child, focusing on the role fathers play as well as the larger support network in the case of solo mothers. Dr. Deshonna Collier-Goubil details how, as a young widow and solo professor mom, she assembled an extensive support network of family and friends to care for her twins. Given that mothers are now the primary breadwinners in four in ten US families, the breadwinning professor mothers in this book are part of a growing population in higher education and beyond.14 In chapter twelve, Dr. Joy Qualls relays how she relies on her husband’s servant-leadership to thrive as their family’s breadwinner.

Professor mothers can also give and receive support through mentorship and self-care. In chapter thirteen, Dr. Doretha O’Quinn, based on her vast experience as a higher education administrator, describes how professor mothers can support one another through mentoring. She draws from her expertise as a mentor to mothers within academia and as an instructor of higher education courses on mentorship. Dr. O’Quinn also emphasizes the necessity of self-care to overall wellness.

In the back of the book, we’ve included questions designed for you to reflect either individually or collectively on how the topics apply to your own lives. We encourage faculty mothers of faith as well as administrators and allies to read this book in reading groups as a way to build community. We pray this book will guide you in your journey—whether you are in the beginning or somewhere along the way, whether for yourself or as an ally. We’ve gained so much wisdom and strength from our fellow faculty mothers of faith. We hope you will too.
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DIVVYING UP LOVE

Scholarly Ambition and Motherhood as Spiritual Formation

MARIA SU WANG, PHD


It’s almost three o’clock on a Monday afternoon. I’m trying to finish up a bit of writing—frantically skimming and taking notes on a new source that I picked up yesterday—while constantly keeping an eye on the time displayed at the top right-hand corner of my computer screen. Three o’ clock, right when my son’s school day ends, is when the internal negotiations begin: Should I keep him at after-school care until four or five, so I can finish taking these notes? Will he be upset that I didn’t get him earlier? But I’m in a good writing groove right now, I don’t want to lose the momentum. Tomorrow is a long teaching day, so I won’t be able to spend as much time with him. Maybe I will just get him sooner and finish up this work later tonight, after he goes to bed.

This last line of thought, premised on the lure of the academic mother’s time flexibility, usually wins out. And just as frequently, at nighttime I don’t return to the scholarly work I was doing earlier.

This scenario plays out innumerable times every week. My conflict—choosing between time spent on my scholarship and time spent with my children—resonates with a recent article in The Atlantic, where journalist Erika Hayasaki questions the notion, generally assumed in our culture today, that motherhood and the creative life (or fulfilling career/intellectual life) are incompatible. In addition to interviewing several working mothers who shared similar concerns, Hayasaki reveals her own anxieties when she found out she was pregnant with twins:

How would I manage three kids, even with an all-in partner, while also keeping up my journalistic life? I only had so much energy. I would have to divide it. What portion would each family member receive? What portion would that leave for my work? It was not just about energy. It was about divvying up love.1


Hayashi’s confession speaks to the heart of the perceived conflict between being a writer and a mother—a conflict of time, attention, and energy between two fiercely important values: the desire to maintain her creative output and the equally strong desire to be an engaged parent. Moreover, her image of “divvying up love” exemplifies a dominant cultural trope that prevails in our current discourse surrounding the difficulties of managing both motherhood and working life—as one of tension, conflict, and self-division.

This essay explores and interrogates the Christian academic mother’s attempt to “divvy up love”: that is, being keenly aware of the potential for more (as a scholar, teacher, and leader) and yet also painfully conscious of one’s limited capacity because of this season of life. I probe and reflect on what it means to live in the space of constantly partitioning oneself among many loves, especially as it relates to the yearning to maintain an active scholarly life while remaining an actively involved parent. At the same time, I want to be reflective about the language of “divvying up love” and what it connotes and signifies. The other project of this essay is to interrogate the kind of language we use to describe being torn between many loves and how that language can shape how we think and feel about what we do. My hope is that by being conscious of the terms we use, we can imagine other ways of embodying motherhood and scholarly ambition. I begin by reviewing several recent think pieces written on motherhood and professional life from the past decade, probing their ideas, themes, and language. The second half of the essay will explore how the Bible discusses ambition, identity, and time—using scriptural passages to ponder the weaving of motherhood and scholarly ambition. I will think through how the experience of both motherhood and the research process can be vehicles for sanctification. I conclude with some personal reflection and questions for new academic mothers who desire to continue with an active scholarly life. More than anything, the goal of this essay is to make visible and articulate the experience of Christian academic mothers who yearn to be productive in scholarship and feel the pull and responsibility of motherhood. I hope that by simply acknowledging the ambivalence, frustration, and complexity that can accompany the striving for both to coexist, we might actually move forward toward making this coexistence seem less elusive.


WORKING MOTHERHOOD OBSERVED

In the past decade, there have been numerous essays on motherhood and work from academics, journalists, and artists alike.2 We live in a cultural moment in which women (and some men) are questioning, more intensely than ever, whether being successful in one’s career and being an active parent are truly possible. One recurring lament that shows up in many of these essays is the fundamental conflict in time and energy between being devoted to our careers and to our children. Time, according to these authors, is a zero-sum game: there is a finite amount, and time spent on one pursuit (writing, work) is time taken from another (family, children). In these essays, work and motherhood are essentially competitive. So how have women managed the conflict of time and energy between work and family life? What have these essays advised about how to resolve the two?

Number of children and my experience. One option toward mitigating the conflict of time and energy is to have only one child. In her essay in The Atlantic, Lauren Sandler quotes Alice Walker’s famous declaration that women “should have children—assuming this is of interest to them—but only one,” since “with one you can move . . . with more than one you’re a sitting duck.”3 This prescription makes sense in a certain way. With one child, the number of parents still outnumbers the child. There is a greater possibility of an equitable division of labor, of handing off childcare responsibilities once your partner can relieve you. When I only had my son, I planned an ambitious research agenda that involved me waking up at six every weekday morning so that I could squeeze in an hour of uninterrupted writing time before he woke. Since he was a good sleeper, with regular hours, this was relatively easy to achieve (notwithstanding my own discipline!). For about a year, I set my alarm for 6 a.m., rolled out of bed and made some tea, and then sleepily shuffled to my desk to devote approximately thirty to forty-five minutes to daily writing. I presented at three national and international conferences that year, including the most prestigious one in my discipline. I felt like a professor-mommy rock star. My days were scheduled down to the half-hour block, requiring tremendous care on my part not to “waste” any time. Even when my son got sick, which he inevitably did because of being in daycare, it did not derail my research goals. My husband and I had organized our respective schedules and childcare responsibilities down to a finely tuned science.

By the time my daughter was born, however, such a carefully calibrated life could no longer persist. Not only did she wake up every night to nurse for over a year, she was also a spotty sleeper. While she napped well during the day, I now had another child to consider during those hours, on top of teaching three classes and being involved in a very time-intensive university committee. The thought of waking early to accomplish even a little writing seemed to require monumental effort, which I couldn’t muster at the time. Even though I was well-versed in the literature that advocated for a daily writing habit (especially early-morning writing) as the key to long-term research success, I couldn’t do it. It felt like it was asking too much of myself, even for a determined, disciplined “morning person” like me. I had to shift my writing goals. I began to attend one conference a year. My drive to write and research declined. I was puzzled, even alarmed, by this reduction at first. How could adding one more child seem to occupy so much of my mental, emotional, and intellectual space? Why did one more child make such a difference, even with a partner who remained as involved as he could?

I am still not completely sure why having an additional child made such a difference. Perhaps it was physical—my kids are four years apart, so I was older when I had my daughter, and thus presumably had less energy than with the first one. It was very likely circumstantial as well: four months after my daughter was born, my husband accepted a new job that would require him to commute an hour to an hour and a half each way every day. That new morning routine alone greatly altered our family rhythms and also meant he was not as present to share in domestic responsibilities. But I suspect that the biggest shift was mental and emotional, and perhaps not even a conscious one. Having two children, for me, meant a general acceptance of, maybe even resignation toward, being enmeshed and embedded in the mundane realities of childcare: of double the scheduling and to-do lists and making sure someone is there at pickup. It meant resigning myself to the increased mental labor of caretaking—which is somehow harder to share evenly between two partners once another child is added to the mix. The consequence is that this mental load inevitably falls more on one partner than the other (usually the female one), and thus takes over a greater portion of her mental, emotional, and physical life, all of which distracts from the kind of concentrated focus and deep thinking required to do scholarly work. This happened to me after having my second child, and I acknowledge this reality without regret or resentment. What it meant, however, is that I had to redefine what it looked like for me to pursue a research agenda now that I had less mental space for it.

Given the increased mental labor that comes with having more than one child, another option is to “back down,” as Yael Chatav Schonbrun puts it.4 Schonbrun, a psychologist and assistant professor of psychiatry and human behavior at Brown University, describes the choice of remaining in her academic profession at a reduced capacity as one that “allows [her] to be engaged in multiple roles, as a researcher, therapist and home-based mom.” Yet while this choice has enabled her to stay involved in her profession, Schonbrun admits that the greater consequence has been to her sense of self:

It . . . means that my productivity within each role is limited. . . . More painful . . . is sitting in on a research meeting, listening to my colleagues bounce around new project ideas and talk about complex data analytics or new methods. . . . Where I used to feel like a member of the group, and a leader on some projects, I now feel a half step behind. . . . I will continue to be an unknown in my research community. No one is going to ask me to speak about my scientific contributions, because, in all honesty, I just haven’t contributed enough.5


Schonbrun honestly admits that the cost of choosing to reduce her research time is a sense of anonymity within her field and the recognition that she cannot participate to the same degree as her colleagues. This diminished sense of professional identity, further complicated by the knowledge of the potential to do more, is probably the hardest aspect of choosing to “back down and not bail out” in one’s career. On the one hand, Schonbrun illustrates the notion that some kind of scholarly participation, however small it may feel, is better than none at all. On the other hand, that smaller form of participation can further magnify the sense of alienation one feels from one’s discipline at large.

This paradox—the desire to hold onto my research ambitions and yet being conscious that the very act of holding on means becoming more aware of being a “step behind”—has shaped my own experience of pursuing research as both a mother and a professor at a teaching-intensive institution. It means being constantly satisfied with “enough”—enough time spent on this task, enough sources to fulfill this particular section of literature review, enough revision on the draft as a whole—while recognizing and rejecting the possibility of that alternate self, that fantasy of an idealized writing product “if only” there were more time, institutional resources, or mental space. It is a life of endless circumscription, of compelling myself to restrict, limit, and demarcate. It means resisting the inevitable pull toward expansion. Academia—whether in writing, teaching, or service—is a profession that can always demand more: more time, more energy, and more attention. While this is surely the case for many careers, it is particularly palpable in the exploratory nature of the research and writing process. More time and contemplation spent yields a depth and complexity to one’s ideas that cannot be forced in a shorter span. It is what makes the creation of knowledge interesting and meaningful. And yet I continually find myself needing to limit the pursuit of ideas and arguments simply because there is not enough mental space, even though my intellectual being ardently, even fiercely, yearns to do more.

I want to add that I am not saying that setting limits is not a natural part of the research and writing process. It is evident that any kind of research inquiry requires choosing some paths and foreclosing others. But what I am trying to convey, as Schonbrun so poignantly points out, is that feeling of being “half a step behind” and knowing that this is a choice of my own making. That this choice, like the many related to it, is complicated by numerous other considerations that go beyond my desires and individual will. Is feeling half a step behind better than not joining in at all? To put it another way, is it better not to attend the top conferences in my field, where I can feel self-conscious and frustrated at my own lack of achievement compared with those around me, or is it better to still attend and aspire? Even though I have chosen the latter, I wonder sometimes whether I would feel less divided, and perhaps (to be honest) less about myself, if I were to give up my writing goals altogether and instead devote myself more fully to my teaching and family life, as many of my colleagues have chosen, rather than trying to make room for a little of everything.

Conflicting norms. Trying to make room for everything—research, teaching, service, and motherhood, among others—is a symptom of what Sarah A. Birken and Jessica L. Borelli, drawing on Robert Drago’s work, identify as the three norms that make it difficult for “professor mommies” to succeed in the US academy: the motherhood norm, the ideal worker norm, and the individualism norm.6 To briefly summarize, the motherhood norm refers to the notion that “women should, for little or no pay, care for their families and others in need.” In academia, the motherhood norm bears out both in a woman’s actual time spent on childcare and in her academic work. For the former, the greater time flexibility afforded in academia often means that women routinely spend more time caring for their children than their spouses. In terms of the latter, it frequently means that women tend to spend more time on teaching and service work compared to male colleagues. The ideal worker norm reflects the idea that the best workers are those who are totally committed to their careers. Given the fluid nature of academic work, in which one can work outside the boundaries of specific locations and certain hours, this norm invariably means that academics could conceivably be working all the time: in the evenings, late at night, and even on weekends. Finally, the individualism norm refers to the idea that institutions should only offer limited help to those in need, effectively leaving many workers fending for themselves when it comes to important supportive services such as childcare.

These three norms, while not specific to academia, are exacerbated by the time flexibility inherent in academic life. Time flexibility is usually considered a good thing, something many commenters have argued actually supports women’s careers.7 Yet for the academic mother, it actually intensifies the felt impact of the motherhood and the ideal worker norms. The idea that we can work whenever we want, wherever we want, and thus can adjust our work hours and rhythms to our children’s schedule, combined with the porous nature of academic work itself, means that theoretically we could be working all the time, beyond a nine-to-five schedule. The academic mother thus experiences two opposing, contradictory impulses: we could always be working (the ideal worker norm), but we could also always be devoting more time to our children (the motherhood norm). These two conflicting ideals are further compounded by the fact that the measures of achievement in academia are relentlessly time bound, encoded in the organizing principle of that prime document of productivity, the academic curriculum vitae, which sorts all categories according to yearly progress: time to publication, annual conference presentations, and so on. Thus, time flexibility for the academic mother means her time outside of the classroom and committee meetings can easily go toward her children, yet her scholarly productivity requires increased time pressure. In other words, her daily life affords a flexibility tilted toward more intensive parenting that may not support the scholarly productivity needed for her to earn tenure or advance in her field.




SCRIPTURAL REFLECTIONS

Having considered the plight of an academic mother who desires to maintain an active research agenda through the lens of the motherhood, ideal worker, and individualism norms, as well as the language of time conflict that crop up so frequently in discussions of motherhood and professional life, is it any wonder that many women decide to give up any semblance of a sustained writing life after they’ve had children? With few institutional resources and support, and the pervasive culture of the individualism norm that conditions us to think that striving for research is simply a matter of personal determination and effort, many academic moms can feel defeated before even starting. By pointing out these structural obstacles, then, I want to recognize the felt difficulties of women like me, who desire to still participate in the knowledge production of our fields and yet feel constrained by both institutional and personal limits. Given the current discourse, it seems as if the only sensible choice is to have one child or to “back down” and resolve the psychic and emotional ramifications of that choice. These two options, however, are both unsatisfactory. Moreover, a scriptural lens and perspective can soften the presumed hard delineations between work versus family life. So in the remaining half of this essay, I ask, How might Scripture guide us away from the paradigm of time conflict and competition? Does Scripture offer a counternarrative to the imagery of tension, conflict, and fracture often invoked in essays on how to manage both motherhood and career?

When I read the Scriptures, several passages stand out regarding how the Bible represents time. Here are some of my general observations. This list is not meant to be exhaustive, but rather a starting point for conversation and reflection.

God’s time is not like our time. In 2 Peter 3:8, it says, “But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day.” God is outside of time because he created it. In the Genesis account of the creation of the world, the creation of time—the separation of night and day—occurs on the first day. In those early chapters of Genesis, God creates the physical principles of nature that will govern our world, including time. Yet God is not bound by those same principles. As 2 Peter reminds us, God is not only not bound by time, his way of measuring time is vastly different than ours. We, however, since we exist in time, are bound by its rules. We must abide by a twenty-four-hour day, by day and night, by seasonal change, and so on.

Our time is finite, both in a daily sense and in terms of our earthly existence. First Peter 1:24-25 reminds us:


All people are like grass,

and all their glory is like the flowers of the field;

the grass withers and the flowers fall,

but the word of the Lord endures forever.



Unlike God, our time on earth is limited, which is why we must steward our time well. As Psalm 90:12 admonishes us, we should “number our days, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.” Knowing that our time is finite explains why academic mothers feel so torn over how to apportion their time between work that is personally and professionally significant and our children, who are equally significant and important. While God is outside of time and the creator of it, we must reckon with our physical limits (we need rest, we need breaks) and the truth that our time on earth has an expiration date.

We reap what we sow. Galatians 6:7 tells us, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” This verse reminds us about how we spend our time. Just as our research productivity will languish if we do not invest time in it, so our children need our tending and care to help them establish character and values. This verse reminds us that things don’t happen without intentionality. Yet our rate of reaping does not always correlate with how much we have invested. That is to say, there isn’t a direct line between how much we sow and when or how much we reap. It is possible to sow for many years without reaping much at all. Or sometimes this may involve sowing in other activities for a time so that you can reap the benefit of additional time toward another endeavor. For example, for a new academic mom, it may be wise to sow additional time and effort into teaching in the earlier years so that you can reap the benefits of having sustained increased margin to pursue research later. At the same time, for the academic mother, this is also an encouragement that even a little sowing into your research, even during times that require more intense parenting, will eventually yield some fruit. But if we do not sow at all, we cannot reap.

Our lives comprise several seasons. The third chapter of Ecclesiastes famously begins with, “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the heavens” (Ecclesiastes 3:1). The chapter goes on to delineate many of these activities, including “a time to plant and a time to uproot” (Ecclesiastes 3:2) and “a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them, a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing” (Ecclesiastes 3:5). This notion of seasons in our lives, where some activities take greater priority than others, also resonates with Jesus’ parable of the talents. In this parable, a master gives his three servants varying talents—one talent, two talents, and five talents—and asks them to do something with them while he is gone. The first two servants double the initial amount of talents they received while the last servant, who was only given one talent, buries his. Commentators have often interpreted this parable as one pointing to how we should invest the resources and talents given to us and that each person is given varying capacities. I think we can also see this parable as indicating the varying amounts of resources and capacities appointed at various seasons of our lives: sometimes it is one talent, sometimes it is two, and other times it is five. Yet we can’t assume how much we are given and when those seasons might occur. The key idea in the parable is the notion of faithfulness toward what has been given.

How can these Scriptures redirect the academic mother who is struggling to maintain both her research ambitions and stay present with her family? The first two observations remind me of our position and posture toward God: one of frailty, humility, and dependency on an almighty Father. Hebrews 4:15-16 tells us that we can come before “God’s throne of grace with confidence,” expecting to receive his mercy and grace in our time of need.8 As a mother and academic, these verses promise me that even though I may be bound by a twenty-four-hour day, limited by my physical weaknesses, I have access to a God who is not similarly limited. Rather, we have access to a God who has infinite wisdom and resources at hand, who created those boundaries in the first place. It means we can ask him how to navigate those boundaries and how to apportion time to each pressing task. It means asking God how to “divvy up our loves,” knowing that it is not an exact formula but may look different every single day.

Furthermore, it also means having the confidence to ask God to multiply our time and efforts, depending on the available time we have each day. Some days may only permit thirty minutes or less for research and writing because of family needs or teaching demands. Some days are filled with meetings, student emails, and—a frequent concern for those with young children—child illness. I have learned that in those times of lack, when I feel most acutely the time conflict between work and family, that I can come before God and ask him to expand the effectiveness of those meager ten or fifteen minutes at hand. I may be limited by only twenty-four hours in a day, but God is not. I have experienced this grace (and what a grace it is!) many times, especially during my pre-tenure days. Sometimes a mere fifteen minutes of free writing produced the seed of my chapter’s entire line of argument. At other times, a brief ten minutes helped me untangle an especially dense and tricky paragraph. At another time, I spent five minutes chasing down a citation that ended up being an especially important source for my work. I learned that time, in God’s spiritual economy, similar to material and spiritual resources, is not simply linear and cumulative; rather, if we invite God into how we apportion our time, it can expand beyond those initial moments. Time, in other words, can multiply. I am reminded of Jesus feeding the five thousand in the Gospels. The young boy who approached Jesus only had five loaves and two fish, yet he willingly and humbly offered it to Jesus to do what he could with them. Jesus multiplied that initial small gift tenfold many times over. While we must steward our time carefully and diligently, we don’t need to see it only in physical terms. Rather, there is a spiritual dimension as well, reminding us of the One we depend and rely on daily.

The idea of stewarding our time leads me to the second set of scriptural observations above—concerning sowing and reaping and seasons in our lives. These verses point us toward seeing our family and our ambitions as two separate priorities that both require our attention but at varying rates depending on our daily and seasonal contexts. Some days require more time spent on one over the other. This daily fluctuation necessitates flexibility in our thinking and in our daily rhythms. It should actually prompt us to seek more eagerly the presence of God for guiding us in discerning how to apportion our time. I have found that I cannot write in a hurry, just like I cannot love or teach in a hurry. If I am overwhelmed by the weight of all that is to be done, even if I have two hours to write, much of that time is squandered by worry. I have learned that in order to have an unhurried spirit, whether in writing or in being present with my children, I need to sow abundantly in God’s presence and his Word in order to reap peace, stillness, and focus for the tasks at hand.

This soul work, I would argue, is just as important, if not more, as the mental work needed for our research. Slowing down and attending to our inner world makes us more aware of the deeper layers within us, the parts of our inner lives that are perhaps often repressed by busyness. I have found that attending to these feelings and bringing them before the Lord actually frees me to pursue my work with less distraction and anxiety. For example, how often have you spent close to thirty minutes of a writing session just trying to settle down in your spirit so you can actually begin writing? While this continues to be a struggle for me, I have also realized that this kind of restlessness is usually a sign that I need to address a deeper spiritual layer within me. Recently I was feeling very anxious and fretful over a conference paper that I needed to finish in a few weeks. Every time I tried to work on it, I found myself dawdling or feeling apprehensive. My initial thought was I am feeling anxious because I don’t have enough time to work on this. School had just started for my kids, which also meant there had been a spate of minimum days and teacher service days. I started getting irritated with my husband, resenting him for not sharing equally in covering these non–school days. Yet as I probed further into why I was feeling so anxious, I realized that a large part of my resistance to writing this paper was based in feeling insecure about my topic and fearing others’ judgment of my ideas. I was worried about their approval, which prevented me from even beginning. Once I realized this fear, I could bring it before the Lord directly. Rather than simply praying, “Lord, help me finish this paper,” or, “Lord, free up more time for me to work on this,” I could pray more specifically into this area of fear and insecurity: “Lord, release me from the fear of others’ approval and judgment in writing this paper. Give me courage to express my ideas without worrying whether they sound silly or in line with what X has written.” This second prayer gets at the reasons why it was difficult for me to complete the paper rather than just asking it to be done. It forced me into a greater awareness of my heart.




AUTHENTICITY AND WHOLENESS

I conclude with this exhortation toward greater soul care and spiritual awareness because I truly believe that this aspect—the spiritual—is key for the Christian academic mother who desires to pursue scholarly ambition and family life. So much of this work involves managing the fears and anxieties that can hinder our writing and our parenting. We can easily succumb to the motherhood, ideal worker, and individualism norms described above and feel stressed, divided, and worn out. Yet I think the beauty of both research and parenting is that both are long-term endeavors requiring patience and endurance. Both are also intensive, “all-in” activities. If we are willing, both the pursuit of scholarly ambition and parenting can compel us to strip the layers covering our hidden selves, revealing the vulnerable parts of our inner world that need God’s light, and thus point to greater intimacy with Jesus. Both, therefore, are apt vehicles for spiritual formation. Through my felt conflict between the pursuit of research and being more present with my family, God has formed my heart and challenged my selfhood in ways that I did not expect. Scripture’s counternarrative to the paradigm of time conflict and competition, I would argue, is the opposite of self-division: it is one that, paradoxically, leads to greater self-wholeness through the recognition of our limits, propelling us toward greater dependency on and trust in God. This trust manifests in releasing our research “to-do” lists, plans, and eventual outcomes for the day (and even in the future), as James 4:13-16 so wisely reminds us.9 Learning to give our desires and plans—for our professional accomplishments, for our children’s growth and well-being—over to the Lord daily asks us to be present with our inner lives in a way that is at once freeing and terrifying. That kind of authenticity ultimately yields more wholeness.

So instead of time conflict and fracture, of “divvying up love,” which can still feel all too true, I submit instead the idea of being honest about our ambitions, desires, and needs—that we want to participate fully in both our intellectual pursuits and our children’s lives. We begin by acknowledging who we are—scholars and mothers—and we embrace both fully, believing that both identities can coexist in God’s spiritual economy. Moreover, we grant that the struggle to realize this coexistence is a special gift for the Christian academic mother, an invitation to question and work out our received narratives and beliefs about our identities as women. As we invite God into the hidden, vulnerable places of our being through our work and parenting, we discover the encompassing love of the Father. We experience his love in a deeper way because we are more honest with him and ourselves, and thus we are transformed by these encounters. Rather than seeing our ambition and our families as mutually exclusive, we can instead see them as both part of our calling to worship God with our whole lives and whole selves, as Colossians 3:17 so aptly encourages us: “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”
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