

      

         

            

         

      


   





Praise for The Awakened Family


‘Stop struggling, parents. Here is the key to relaxing into your family and into your parenting. . . . [Tsabary] has a new book releasing us all from the stresses of ‘making’ the perfect child.’ 


 —The Washington Post


 


‘I want to give this book to everyone I know who is a parent, a grandparent, a child, a grown-up child . . . everyone. It’s not only a primer for the kind of family life we all long for, it’s also a guide to being human—to living with more ease, more love, more joy.’ 


 —Elizabeth Lesser, cofounder of Omega Institute and author of Broken Open and Marrow


 


‘Shefali Tsabary shines the light of wisdom on the most enlightened aspect of parenting: discovering a child’s individual personhood and purpose, and nurturing the path to its fulfillment.’ 


 —Michael Bernard Beckwith, author of Life Visioning


 


‘Bestselling author and speaker Tsabary combines the spirit of Thich Nhat Hanh’s 1975 classic, The Miracle of Mindfulness, with an intensive family therapy session—and the result is a transforming read for any parent.’ 


—Booklist


 


‘Useful and encouraging . . . Tsabary’s message is an antidote to recent trends such as ‘helicopter parenting,’ teaching respect for children as people in their own right and urging parents to let them thrive.’


—Publishers Weekly


 


‘I loved The Awakened Family. . . . [Tsabary] explains why we need to trust in our children’s potential and argues that the best parenting lies in being quiet and open.’


—Bookpage
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Shefali Tsabary, PhD, received her doctorate in clinical psychology from Columbia University. Specializing in the integration of Western psychology and Eastern philosophy, Dr Shefali brings together the best of both worlds for her clients. She is an expert in family dynamics and personal development and runs a private practice in New York City. Dr Shefali has written three books, including the award-winning New York Times bestselling book The Conscious Parent. Dr Shefali is also a keynote speaker who has presented at TEDx, Kellogg Business School, the Dalai Lama Center for Peace and Education, and other conferences and workshops around the world. She’s been featured on Oprah Winfrey’s SuperSoul Sunday and Oprah’s Lifeclass.


[image: ]www.drshefali.com


[image: ]DrShefaliTsabary


[image: ]@DrShefali


[image: ]@drshefalitsabary










Also by the Author


The Conscious Parent: 


Transforming Ourselves, Empowering Our Children


Out of Control: 


Why Disciplining Your Child Doesn’t Work and What Will










The Awakened Family


 


 


Shefali Tsabary


 


 


 


 


[image: ]










First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Yellow Kite


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


First published in the United States of America by Viking Penguin,


an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2016.


 


Copyright © Shefali Tsabary 2018


 


The right of Shefali Tsabary to be identified as the Author


of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the


Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


About the examples in this book. Although the examples in this book


reflect real-life situations, they aren’t necessarily descriptions of actual people.


In some cases, they are composites created from my years of working with


countless different parents in many varied contexts. The names and


identities of my clients have been changed to protect their privacy.


Any resemblance to actual persons is entirely coincidental.


 


ISBN 978 1 473 69079 0


 


Yellow Kite


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.yellowkitebooks.co.uk


www.hodder.co.uk










This book is dedicated to the


children we are blessed to call our own.


 


Inspired by our love for them,


we are offered the invaluable opportunity to


awaken ourselves, and thereby liberate humanity.


 


This book holds the vision that every child


will stay planted in their true self,


for this is their birthright. 










The Mandate of the Awakened Family


The time for a new beginning has arrived,


Where family is no longer the chain that binds us


But is the earth from which we blossom


And the sky we learn to fly.


No matter how the family unit looks,


It begins with a parent and child.


A relationship that holds the energy of the sun,


With power to break patterns and resurrect the spirit.


The awakened family waits for no one,


It begins to heal right here, right now.


It recognizes that these sacred bonds


Can revolutionize the planet.


We awaken when we become aware of who we truly are. This awareness brings a realization of how liberating it is to be authentic—to be real, instead of who we think we are supposed to be or who others want us to be. Once we have connected with our sovereign spirit, creating the space for our children to get in touch with their own spirit becomes the critical objective of parenthood. Committed to the manifestation of the true self in each member of the family, the awakened family paves the way for children to own, discover, and express their inner voice, through which they foster connectivity with both their own being and that of others. Cognizant that this right to express their own spirit is the key ingredient for their present and future resilience and empowerment, they become a part of the global evolution of a world built on compassion, nonviolence, and prosperity.


An awakened parent is one who is aware that the traditional paradigms of parenting, where the parent is seen as greater than the child, are obsolete in the modern world, producing dysfunction and disconnection in families. Instead, they are willing to be the architects of a new model of parenthood where parent and child are seen as equal, serving as mutual partners on a path of growth founded on increasing consciousness.


In an awakened family, parents are aware that every relationship in their family exists to help each person grow. Parents view their children as mirrors through which they are able to see how they themselves need to mature and develop. Instead of fixing what they see as faults in their children, these parents seek to work on themselves, raising their own levels of maturity and presence. The focus is always on the parent’s awareness rather than the child’s behavior. This is the core insight of the book.


When parents are aware in the present moment, learning and growing alongside their children, the entire family thrives. Free to actualize their individual destiny, each family member lives unencumbered and unafraid. Empowered with self-awareness, boundless in self-belief, liberated in self-expression, each feels free to explore, discover, and manifest their authentic being. This is the mandate of the awakened family.










Part One


A New Awakening
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Chapter One


Learning a New Way


No, Mom, I just don’t want to!’ my independent daughter argued. ‘I shouldn’t have to go to your friend’s boring event.’ I knew Maia had no interest in what I had planned for our afternoon, but I wanted her to come anyway to keep me company. Besides, I reasoned, attending such events was ‘good for her.’


She reacted as only preteens can, with just the right mix of indignation, insistence, and cheekiness. She turned her back on me, walked into her room, and shut her door.


I stood there with my mouth wide open. Having raised her to be independent, a part of me had to admire her assertiveness. But then there was that other part of me that felt upset that she would talk to me in such a way. ‘She should, just once in a while, do as she was told,’ I could hear a voice in my head say.


You can guess which side of this argument won out, and before I knew it, I stormed into her room. ‘You will not speak to me in that tone of voice,’ I announced loudly. ‘You will not disrespect me. You will apologize and you will attend the event.’ With this, I turned my back on her, in much the way she had done to me only moments before, slamming the door behind me as I hurried out of her room.


‘Ha,’ I told myself proudly, ‘that will show her! No way am I going to have a disrespectful brat growing up in my house. She needs to do as I say, no matter what.’


It wasn’t the first verbal scuffle my daughter and I had gotten into lately. When she turned twelve, she found herself experiencing a maelstrom of emotions that were difficult for her to understand. Like most mothers of girls this age, I frequently forgot to relate to her in a calm and caring manner, which is what preteens need, and became caught up in a tidal wave of emotion myself.


On this occasion, the cause of our squabble clearly lay not with Maia but with me. Later that day, after I had calmed down, I snuggled with her for a postmortem of this blowup. As we discussed how we tended to trigger each other, I confessed apologetically, ‘I should have known better than to push you in such a way, since I’m your mom and the adult.’


With an uncanny clarity, her eyes looked directly into my own, and she responded, ‘Why, Mom? I shouldn’t have argued in that rude way. I should’ve known better too! I’m twelve!’


It’s hard to admit, but a part of me was actually relieved to hear that she felt just as bad as I did. This part of me even took secret pleasure that I wasn’t the only one who had lost it, but that she too was guilty.


It was then that I became acutely aware of how there are two contradictory sides of myself—the one side that was in touch with Maia’s inherent power and was deeply connected to her, and the other side that reacted to her in such a blind and unthinking way, creating antipathy and disconnection. One of these, I realized, was how I really felt, whereas the other was my irrational side—or what I often refer to as my ‘ego.’


Once I realized that the voice in my head telling me that Maia should ‘do as she was told’ was my ego, not my real self, I stopped listening to it. ‘You’ve had enough time telling me what to do today,’ I whispered.


As I quieted down and found myself back in my right mind, I was at last able to admit that the whole ugly episode had been caused by my ego. When I’m being true to myself as a caring parent, I would never compel my daughter to attend an event of the kind I had tried to force on her if she didn’t wish to. I was doing it purely for selfish reasons and to exert control over my daughter.


Over the years, I have come to understand that my ego, which often takes the form of a controlling, demanding, angry voice in my head, isn’t who I really am. It isn’t who any of us actually is. Rather, it’s just a habit of reacting that leaps to life when triggered—an emotionally charged aspect of us that we can tame once we become aware of it.


The better we learn to tame our ego—to quiet its often contradictory and negative self-talk that stirs up so many irrational emotions—the more capable we become of relating to each other from our authentic self. This self is our essence, and who we really are. It is always present deep within us, though much of the time it is drowned out by the ego’s constant chatter and emotional reactions. A client of mine once asked, ‘Are you saying that the ego, our blindly reactive side, this voice in the head, isn’t actually who we are?’ Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. As I explained in my first book, The Conscious Parent:


I see the ego as more like a picture of ourselves we carry around in our head—a picture we hold of ourselves that may be far from who we are in our essential being. All of us grow up with such an image of ourselves. This self-image begins to form when we are young, based largely on our interactions with others.


‘Ego’ as I’m using the term is an artificial sense of ourselves. It’s an idea we have about ourselves based mostly on other people’s opinions. It’s the person we have come to believe we are and think of ourselves as. This self-image is layered over who we truly are in our essence. Once our self-image has formed in childhood, we tend to hold on to it for dear life.


The key to conscious parenting is to become aware of our ego, this persistent voice in our head, and its false ways. To parent well, it is imperative that we realize the ego isn’t who we are. Then, as we learn to identify its voice and its antics, we won’t blindly react to our children, which is what the ego wants us to do.


The reason this voice in our head causes us to be reactive is that it is rooted in fear. If you listen to the countless things that voice in your head tells you about your children, you’ll discover that they mostly spring from fear. Whether you have inflated, grandiose ideas of your children and what they will accomplish in life, or whether you are frightened for them or disappointed in them, all of this ultimately is rooted in fear.


For instance, you want your children to be successful in life. But why is this so important to you? If you look closely enough, you’ll see that it’s because you see the world as a rather frightening, dog-eat-dog place and you’re concerned for your children’s future. Or you want your children to be admired and gifted in one or more ways. But what’s behind this desire? Is it simply an appreciation of your children’s gifts? Or is it the fear that they might not fit in, perhaps even turning out to be quite ordinary and, in society’s eyes, not amounting to much?


I propose throughout this book that most of the problems we experience in raising children stem from fear, which is a characteristic of the ego. Our fearfulness is extremely detrimental to our children and ultimately the cause of much of their undesirable behavior. At the same time, I will show that this fear is baseless, and that far from needing to be afraid, we ought to realize that we have every reason to believe in our children and trust in their future because we live in a universe that is intelligent in its purpose, co-creating life’s circumstances with us, each circumstance designed for our growth and expansion. Of course, you might argue that some circumstances and people are just pure evil. Instead of having this unidimensional perspective that breeds only fear and distrust, I prefer to understand these human forces in more psychological nuances, so that instead of just being against another, we are brought to a greater understanding of their true nature and, through this, of our own.


Good and evil have existed through the eons, pushing us to find the strength within ourselves to overcome tragedy. There is no logical explanation for why violence exists, except that it emerges from a childhood brutally brainwashed out of its connection to the heart. Such blind ignorance has existed throughout time, which is all the more reason why we need to parent consciously. Children learn about blind reactivity in their homes, which causes them to unleash this in society. It is therefore the task of a parent to tame the reactive elements in a home, paving the path for a more conscious relationship with oneself and the world.


Only when we divorce the blind reactivity of our parental ego can we teach our children to create harmony wherever they are. The path to a peaceful world begins with a childhood that’s resplendent with a sense of worth and the freedom to be true to ourselves.


How did our ego develop? Although it often represents itself violently—against either the self or others—it really develops out of a quiet desperation of spirit. It develops out of a need to protect ourselves from the unconscious elements in our upbringing. We were all raised with a plethora of ‘shoulds,’ and a host of dogmatic impositions on how to be that we began to mistake for our authentic self. So, for example, if we were teased by our parents or siblings for crying easily when we were young, it’s quite possible that we developed the persona of a stoic, unemotional person. While our feeling self was true to our authentic nature, our stoicism is the ego’s veneer, which we created when still young in order to protect ourselves from the jabs and jeers of our loved ones. Or perhaps we were raised by parents who were simply unable to be there for us as we needed them to, out of their own inner chaos, hurts, and wounds, which led us to develop a persona of compliance or rebellion, where we believed we needed to be perfect or to act out in order to gain our parents’ attention. In my years as a therapist I have witnessed countless instances where children were forced to wear robes of compliance or defiance, not because this was who they inherently were but because they were forced into these roles by their upbringing. Most of us had to develop false ways to cope with our childhood realities, ways that started out as protecting us from the pain of parental rejection but ultimately became the chains that kept us bound to them even more.


Because the ego formed so long ago, back when we were too young to know it was even happening, we’re so accustomed to thinking of this voice in our head as our identity that we don’t stop to realize it isn’t how we really think and feel at all, but instead is a false persona we developed to survive in our world. It’s from this false mind-set, which is fearfully focused on survival, that we do most of our parenting. It is this—our false self—that creates the first seeds of disconnect with our children. It takes us away from what is to the what if or what should be. We veer away from our children’s natural way of being and impose our conditioning, beliefs, and fears on them instead. The further we veer from who it is our children authentically are, the more we disown their true spirit. Our disavowal of who they are is the ultimate act of betrayal toward them, for they wonder, ‘Why is my mother not able to see me for who I am? Is this because I am bad?’ or ‘Why is my father shaming my natural ways? This must be because I am unworthy!’


I experience countless moments in my own parenting when what I truly feel toward my daughter is so easily eclipsed by my ego’s reactivity. Instead of relating to her in the way she needs, I find myself engaging in all sorts of mental scripts about her that often have nothing to do with the present moment.


For example, the other day when she asked me to give her privacy, I found myself being pulled by the voice in my head telling me I was being rejected. This turned out to be nothing more than my ego. ‘Why doesn’t she need me?’ the voice in my head demanded. ‘Doesn’t she want my wisdom and presence?’ Instead of seeing my daughter’s plea for privacy as a healthy and natural desire for time alone, I got lost in the story of rejection the voice in my head was telling me.


When we get caught up in the ego like this, we can no longer really be there for our children. Our real self, which is the only part of us that knows how to be present with another person, has been hijacked by our ego. This false sense of ourselves naturally leads us to lose sight of who our children are, forcing them to develop a false sense of themselves just to survive around us. Now they too are plagued with an ego!


This is also where having a child can be immensely helpful for our own growth. A child has the ability to bring to our attention just how unconscious much of our parenting is. This is exactly what my daughter does for me. If we are willing to see it, we begin to recognize the huge difference between the thoughts and emotions we so easily get tangled up in, that basically emanate from our own sense of helplessness and rejection, causing us to react in all sorts of ways—yelling out orders, dishing out time-outs, administering ‘discipline’ we haven’t honestly thought through—and how we truly feel about our child’s behavior or a situation that has arisen.


Becoming aware of this raging mental and emotional activity of the ego enables us to separate it from who we are. This is essential if we are to parent consciously. Once we are aware of how our ego subverts our ability to be present, we are in a position to consider what a truly appropriate response might be to a particular behavior or circumstance, approached not from a place of fear but instead from a place of the greatest attunement to our children’s needs.


The Roar of the Ego


Once I recognized that it was my ego talking, I could explain to my daughter how the ego works in language a twelve-year-old could understand.


‘When we get upset or afraid we won’t be understood,’ I began, ‘we turn into a ferocious tiger to protect ourselves. This is what was happening to you. You realized I wasn’t taking the time to understand you, and in your desperation you bared your teeth and showed me your claws. Of course, based on the way I was brought up, I thought to myself, “How rude!” I then bared my own tiger mommy teeth right back at you. I should have known you would never go on the attack unless you were somehow feeling scared or trapped.’


Maia listened intently and, letting out a sigh of relief, snuggled deeper into my arms. As she rested contentedly in the knowledge that she was understood and appreciated, I took a moment to reflect on how I had allowed myself to react so blindly to her. I had sermonized, preached, and admonished—all from a pedestal based on ego, which thinks of itself as all-knowing and all-controlling. Quite naturally, my daughter’s self-protective instincts kicked in.


It’s human to want to assert our perceived power. And when it doesn’t come from ego but from our deeper self, to feel empowered is healthy. By ‘deeper self,’ I’m referring to the aspect of us that is unswayed by the constant noise and machinations of the reactive ego within us. For instance, we see ourselves beginning to get angry, yet we are able to stay resolute in a state of calm and ask for our needs to be met with a deep respect for ourselves and our children. Or we recognize that our ego wants to dish out a threat or a punishment, but we resist this urge and instead find another way to enforce our boundaries. If we stop to pay attention, we can all sense when we aren’t acting in alignment with a more evolved consciousness.


When my daughter believed I wasn’t accepting her feelings, her naturally powerful self spoke up. But when I reacted from ego instead of from the calmness of my own empowered essence, this triggered her ego, and so we became locked in a battle of egos. In the heat of the battle, it didn’t occur to me that my daughter wasn’t behaving in a particular manner because she was ‘bad,’ but because of a healthy need to defend herself from my ego. So wrapped up was I in my ego that I had failed to create an appropriate space for her to assert her own voice.


This is so important to understand. When children aren’t given the space to assert their authentic voice, but are drowned out by the roar of our parental agendas, they grow up anxious and depressed. Many of our young people are so deprived of our acceptance—of simply being seen for who they are—that they self-harm in a variety of ways. Getting drunk, taking drugs, engaging in inappropriate sexual relations, even cutting themselves—all of these are cries for our acceptance. They are manifestations of a deep yearning to be seen, validated, and known.


Many parents may judge themselves harshly for their past errors as they read this. It’s my hope that my words create awareness in parents, not guilt. One of the typical reactions of parents who start on this path of conscious parenting is to look back at their errors and feel a sense of regret and guilt. I remind parents that this reaction, while understandable, is yet another ruse of the ego to create emotional paralysis and a disconnection from the present moment. I encourage parents to realize that no parent is going to be conscious all the time. All of us experience moments of blind reactivity that cause confusion and leave us feeling helpless. This is an intrinsic part of being a parent. Instead of wallowing in how we ‘should’ have been, we need to use these insights as opportunities for transformation. In this way, we train ourselves to be mindful and respond to our children in the present moment and bring nothing from our past that isn’t relevant. Forgiving ourselves for our unconsciousness allows us to immediately enter the present moment and create the change that needs to happen.


In the situation with my daughter that I described, had I kept on believing that my way was right instead of correcting my wrongdoing, I would have crushed her natural inclination, undermined her budding self-determination, and set her on a path to devaluing herself. In the process, she would have carried within her a growing resentment toward me, which in turn would have put distance between us, marring our ability to connect at the very time she most needs me.


This is why it’s valuable to practice being aware on a daily basis. With a heightened state of awareness, or what’s often referred to as being ‘conscious’ or ‘mindful,’ we become accustomed to identifying the difference between a reactive state that’s coming from ego and the far more calm, centered state of our true being. As we learn to observe our patterns of emotional reactivity and how they lead us to betray ourselves, it becomes easier to break out of a reaction that’s a sort of trance—and, in due course, easier not to get into one in the first place. Whenever we find ourselves beginning to react, we pause and ask ourselves, ‘How can I approach my child so I am fully aligned with who they are versus who I think they should be?’


To parent consciously doesn’t happen overnight. It takes practice to become aware of how our ego seduces us. Thankfully, even small steps toward increased awareness can result in monumental shifts in the quality of our relationship with our children. Every step we take toward increased consciousness brings us exponentially closer to our child’s heart and spirit.


How Fear Drives Our Anxiety, Anger, and Other Reactions to Our Children


Because we all passed through childhood, and given that we were raised by parents who were largely unaware of how to navigate the parenting years in a manner that would result in our growing up to be emotionally mature, we are bound to suffer from varying degrees of unconsciousness. Even late into adulthood, many of us still haven’t learned to respond in levelheaded ways rather than reacting immaturely. This is why we have gaps in our emotional development, particularly around our children, since they evoke our own childhood experiences.


One of my clients, Janet, felt the pain caused by the gaps in her emotional development in an especially strong way. A thirty-nine-year-old mother, she was constantly triggered by reverberations from her childhood. ‘I’m failing as a mom,’ she said to me during one counseling session, her voice quavering with emotion. ‘I just don’t know how to be a grown-up. I feel like I’m still a little girl inside. How can I take care of my seven-year-old daughter when I don’t even know how to be an adult yet? She’s going through so much at school with her friends, I worry about her 24/7. The anxiety I feel affects every aspect of my life.’


I listened as Janet continued, ‘When my daughter cries, I cry louder than her. When she’s angry, I’m angry alongside her. When her friends are mean to her, it feels like they are being mean to me. I don’t know what to say or how to act. Half the time I check out. The other half I move between panic and rage.’


As we talked, Janet kept repeating, ‘I feel so anxious, I just don’t think I can do this.’ She was echoing what countless clients tell me. Bringing up children is a scary task, because we are always afraid we’re doing it ‘wrong.’


As parents who are trying our best to do a good job, we don’t realize that it’s precisely our fears for our children, which we think of as concern, that are the problem with most parenting. These fears often take the form of intense anxiety with regard to our children. Whatever its precise manifestation, our fears undermines so many of our good intentions. Fear is the reason our parenting somehow manages to produce results that are the exact opposite of what we were aiming for.


Regarding Janet’s situation, we began exploring her past. Not long into our discussion, she revealed how two major influences affected her life before she turned six. The first was that her father lost his job and the family had to move in with her grandparents in a different city. The second was that her parents began fighting a lot because of the stress generated by the huge change. From this time on, she no longer felt secure. Because she had no voice in the changes imposed on her by the adults in her life, she felt powerless.


‘Whenever your children trigger you,’ I explained, ‘you think you’re responding from your adult self. However, you aren’t. Even though you are thirty-nine years old, you go right back into the way you learned to behave as a child, reverting to the six-year-old who had no way to speak up and assert herself. It’s as if, emotionally, you’re frozen in time. This is why you feel out of control on the one hand, yet paralyzed on the other.’


As Janet was able to bring her residual emotions from these events into consciousness, becoming aware of what was really going on inside her, she began to spot when a situation was triggering a pattern established long ago. As she learned to step back from the situation, making a conscious decision instead of being driven by unconscious impulses, her emotional reactivity subsided. Increasingly able to approach situations in a calmer, more mature manner, she found she could embrace her present relationship with her daughter without feeling assaulted by her own past.


Think about a time when you couldn’t sleep because you were so anxious that your child might fail a test at school. Or an occasion when your child was crying inconsolably because she was being bullied, and you found yourself in a state of panic. Anger, anxiety, guilt, or shame—in one form or another, we all experience intense negative emotion in connection with our children, all of it driven by fear. At those moments when our fear takes over, we lose all sense of our mature self and behave in ways that leave us feeling like a failure as a parent.


Experiencing fear in the form of anxiety is just one of the ways in which we can become quite irrational where our children are concerned. Catherine, another client of mine, shared with me how she had a history of blowing up at her daughter. She still felt terrible about the first time she lost her cool with Cindy in a really bad way. The girl, who was four years old at the time, had made a mess in the kitchen after her mother told her not to touch anything. It was really quite a trivial matter, yet it struck a nerve in Catherine and she flew into a rage.


What stuck in this mother’s mind from the incident was Cindy’s shocked expression. The daughter was so aghast at seeing her mother morph into a maniac that her look of horror instantly stopped Catherine’s tantrum. When she realized how badly she had lost it, she was appalled. It was as if she had been taken over by some overwhelming force that descended on her out of nowhere.


I agreed with Catherine’s assessment that an ‘overwhelming force’ had taken over her, but I also explained that it didn’t just come ‘out of nowhere.’ The reason she was triggered paralleled Janet’s experience, in that it had to do with her own childhood. Growing up in a home where her parents controlled her, she had picked up an emotional blueprint that caused her to react in the same way to her own daughter in the present.


When Catherine witnessed her child suffering as she was, she knew it was time to examine herself. As she began to unravel her past, she came to understand how what had happened in her life long ago was now running and ruining her present. Most of all, she opened herself to the precise way her child had entered her life so that she could awaken to her forgotten self. She saw how our children come to us specifically to trigger this awakening within us. Of course, the onus to answer this call to rediscover the true self lies with us.


The Part Played by Your Past


We all need to be aware that the past influences our present. It is one thing to be stuck in the past, but quite another to become conscious of how it affects us now. Endlessly regurgitating what happened to us long ago only digs the hole we are in deeper. At the same time, to the degree that we are unaware of the hold our past still has on us, it will be difficult to make sense of how we react so strongly to our own children.


The experiences of our childhood create a template upon which we build our life. From this template emerge our current patterns of behavior, which closely resemble our early life. Unless we become aware of this, we keep repeating those patterns. In fact, most of our adult experiences and relationships adhere to those patterns. In this way, the degree of consciousness with which our parents raised us is a key determinant of how well-adjusted we grow up to be.


Perhaps more than anything, becoming a parent offers us the opportunity to become aware of patterns established in childhood. Because of our children’s closeness to us, they offer us a mirror of ourselves. Through them, we are brought face-to-face with what it must have felt like for us to be a child. This can be painful. What are we to do with this pain?


My client Connie expressed this dilemma most beautifully: ‘I feel so helpless in these moments. When I cannot get through to my ten-year-old daughter and she keeps crying or having a tantrum I feel as if I am right back there with my father, being controlled all over again. I hate it. One part of me wants to cave in like I did as a child, and the other part of me wants to scream and rage at the fact it is happening again. So I either neglect her or I punish her. I hate myself both ways, but I just don’t know what to do when I feel so out of control!’


Our tendency when we feel helpless or anxious is to control these feelings by lashing out at others, in this case at our children. In psychological terms, we refer to this as ‘projecting’ our pain onto another, so that it looks like the other is the cause of our pain. Instead of reacting to our children because of what they are showing us about ourselves, the conscious response is to look into the mirror they are holding up to us, allowing ourselves to become aware of the many ways in which we still behave like children ourselves.


The more immature we are emotionally, the more our children will present us with complexes, insecurities, and behavior problems. This is their way of saying, ‘Hey, parents, I’m here to show you that you have some growing up to do. Can you please get on with it so I can move on and be who I’m supposed to be? I’m doing you a huge favor by showing you exactly what you need to do in order to become a mature person. The sooner you do so, the sooner I can free myself from the burden of being your mirror.’


Answering the call to look into the mirror our children provide for us is the hallmark of a conscious parent. Each glance into the mirror presents us with a chance to break free from old patterns so that we don’t transmit them to our children. It takes great courage to change the script from the old to the new, but this is the only way we can awaken to a conscious connection with our children. Only from this mindful place can we help them blossom into their truest self.


Is It Your Child, or Is It You?


Have you ever screamed at your child in anger? I’m betting there’s hardly a parent who hasn’t at some point become furious with their child, then felt horribly embarrassed afterward.


When we exhibit rage with a child, it’s like being knocked off our feet emotionally. We usually think of the child as having behaved in a way that ‘set us off.’ We tell ourselves they were being annoying, testing us, provoking us, or pushing us ‘to the limit.’ We might justify our anger by saying something like, ‘Now look what you made me do!’ Similarly, when we become anxious, worried, or fearful, we blame these feelings on something that’s happening to our child or something our child is doing.


In traditional approaches to parenting, it’s always been considered the child’s fault when we erupt, are riddled with anxiety, or suffer a rush of panic. ‘Why do you do this to me?’ we demand when our children act in ways that catalyze any of these reactions in us.


Equally traditional are the remedies recommended for such behavior. We issue a time-out or punish a child by taking away a privilege or administering a spanking. These autocratic strategies are our default reaction when we feel outwitted or overwhelmed by our children. A client once related how her pediatrician told her, ‘Your two-year-old is a force of nature. You better rein her in now before she turns into a nightmare. You should start considering time-outs and punishments to control her.’ These old-school ways of relating to our children are deeply ingrained in us, causing us to believe we are ‘bad’ parents and will be ineffective if we don’t adopt them in our own parenting.


If we are more contemporary in our approach, we perhaps use a neutral tone of voice and choose words that we hope don’t come across as judgmental. Or, if we feel provoked, we might take a time-out ourselves in order to calm down. Who of us hasn’t used the ‘count to ten’ technique? To prevent a situation from spiraling into a rage-filled fight, one parenting fad recommends wearing an elastic band around our wrist, which we snap to remind ourselves we’re at risk of losing our composure.


The problem with both the traditional punitive approach and the more contemporary methods is that the effect is short-lived. It’s often no time at all before we find ourselves dealing with the same issue—or, worse, a manifestation of the issue that’s gone underground, such as lying, cutting classes, or engaging in a forbidden behavior out of our sight.


The reason neither traditional nor contemporary responses to children’s provocations are effective for long is that they don’t get to the root of the behavior. The focus of the various techniques parents read about or pick up from experts or other parents is on the particular behavior, not on the dynamics that underlie the behavior. These techniques are all about controlling children so their actions don’t trigger us. We tell ourselves that if we could just get the child to ‘do’ or ‘not do’ certain things, we wouldn’t react the way we do. It’s a game in which both parent and child are always trying to stay one step ahead of the other. Needless to say, the game results in anger, anxiety, and frequently disappointment and even sadness.


Conscious parenting is a game changer because it doesn’t try to change the child, just ourselves as parents. It holds that once the parent creates the right conditions, the child will naturally change and evolve toward higher consciousness. The question, of course, remains whether the parent knows how to create these conditions. Conscious parenting addresses the fear that lurks behind so many of the ways we parent, all the while imagining we are doing ‘the right thing,’ as well as how we so readily react to our children with intense emotion. Our growing awareness of the ways in which our emotional reactivity obscures our ability to connect with our children allows us to reflect upon new ways we can design mindful responses to them. From this place of conscious awareness, we can tailor responses that allow them to fully express their truest self.


How Our Children Are Our Awakeners


Our children may be small and powerless in terms of living independent lives, but they are mighty in their potential to be our awakeners.


I like the term ‘awakeners.’ It transcends the usual clichés we use to reference our children—terms such as ‘friend,’ ‘ally,’ ‘partner,’ ‘muse.’ It speaks directly to our children’s potential to enlighten us and raise our consciousness to new heights. When I began to notice how my daughter accomplished this, I was in awe.


The really surprising aspect of this is that the insights our children offer us aren’t so much epiphanies as they are lessons stumbled upon in the plainest of moments and the most humbling of situations. Actually, more often than not it’s in times of conflict that we get to see the full range of our unconscious theatrics. This is why, instead of shying away from conflict as many parents do, or even denying the existence of disagreements in the home, I encourage parents to accept the inevitability of conflict and use the insights that emerge to awaken themselves to the growth that still needs to take place in them.


To exercise domination over our children is a huge temptation for our ego, which loves to feel powerful and in control. Can we really blame it, when it was raised in an autocratic manner and is now addicted to it? After all, who else allows us near-total control over their life? You cannot do it at work. Or with your parents or siblings or friends. Often, your ego thinks the only relationship you can have complete control over is the one with your child. That’s why it tries so hard to exert it. Only with our children do we get to be all-knowing, controlling, dictatorial. If we only realized how this kind of control is actually indicative of a weak sense of inner power, we might reconsider our ways.


When we ignore the immature ways we sometimes behave toward our children, which they consistently reflect back to us, we turn down one of the most profound opportunities to grow ourselves up. If on the other hand we embrace the mirroring of our immaturity that our children offer us, we have a chance to become profoundly altered. The most ordinary, everyday interactions with them in even the tiniest matters then become a catalyst for change.


Take for example the mother who complains that she loses her temper with her children because they never seem to listen to her in the morning, which means they habitually arrive late at school. The traditional response to such a situation would be to encourage the mother to discipline her children so that they learn to listen. The problem is that parents say repeatedly in such situations, ‘Are you listening to me?’ Then a while later they follow up with, ‘What did I just tell you?’ Before long they are yelling, imagining that if they talk more loudly, the child will finally be attentive. What they don’t realize is that it isn’t attentiveness the child is learning. Far from it. The child is growing resentful and therefore increasingly defiant.


Instead of the traditional approach of giving instructions more forcefully and more often, what if we explore whether the mother is disorganized and frequently tardy? Is she herself unable to function well in the mornings? Ah, now we have shifted the focus away from what the children need to change to what the mother may now need to transform within herself.


Using this quite different approach, the mother may need to look in the mirror and ask herself, ‘Is my child in some way reflecting the way I tend to operate? Are there ways I need to restructure my life so I can be more organized?’ Where before we had children a certain level of disorganization may have seemed acceptable, we now realize that our lack of organization is undermining the healthy patterns of behavior we are seeking to teach. We may have been able to cope with a measure of chaos, but its effect on our children is destructive.


For a mother to be somewhat chaotic in her morning routine may seem a small thing, but it’s precisely these everyday patterns that end up regulating our children’s behavior, not the teaching we do or the commands we issue. Until we come to terms with this issue in ourselves, our children will continue to reflect the fact that we have some growing up to do. Indeed, unless we are willing to take up the challenge of growing and maturing in the way we organize our life, these seemingly small things have a way of seeding many a dysfunctional pattern in a family.


Take a different scenario: a twelve-year-old who, as a result of bullying, was increasingly becoming a social recluse. He refused to go to school or even to play with his friends, despite all the coaxing, enticements, and threats his parents employed as they became increasingly desperate. Experts were called in to ‘fix’ the child’s problem, to no avail. At times such interventions may be necessary, but before seeking such help, what if we shifted the focus to the parents? For instance, how about investigating their history with regard to social situations?


When we explored the mother’s past, she revealed how she too had been bullied and felt ostracized as a child. Consequently, she had been lonely much of her childhood. Thinking it was her fault she was forever being picked on, she experienced considerable shame. The bullying, loneliness, and shame caused her to become extremely anxious. When her son began being bullied, it triggered her own latent anxiety. Worried sick about him, she unwittingly undercut his confidence. Instead of encouraging him to summon his inherent resilience, through her excessive anxiety she caused him to withdraw.


In therapy with me, this mother learned how her son’s withdrawal from life was a reaction against her own anxious reactions that were too much for him to bear, her own reactions being a remnant of events from her childhood that she had never really dealt with. In simple everyday ways, as well as more profound ones, our children are constantly saying to us, ‘Wake up, look at yourself, transform yourself. Do this for you, so that I may be free of what burdens you.’


Sometimes our children awaken us to our tardiness, at other times to our obsessions and addictions. Similarly, they bring to our attention our anxiety, need for perfection, and desire for control. They show us our inability to say yes or no, and how we don’t really mean either most of the time. They bring to light issues of control, our tendency to dependency, and our marital troubles. They reveal how unable we are to simply be still for very long. They show us how difficult it is for us to engage them with full-on presence, how challenging we find it to be open, how threatening it is for us to be spontaneous and playful. They especially mirror back to us all the ways in which we simply aren’t authentic. It’s in how our children act and react to us, and how we act and react to them, that—if we are willing—we are able to see our unconsciousness. As we learn to embrace this truth, we stop resisting our children when they act in ways we find challenging, and instead awaken to the fact that this challenge has come into our present because of something in our past that is yet to be resolved.


A Shift of Focus


The conscious parenting approach is a true game changer. By shifting the focus away from the child and onto the parent’s inner transformation, it holds the potential to awaken families in deep and fundamental ways. Integrating this shift of focus in our daily lives is far from easy for us as parents. As it turns the mirror on all the ways our reactions to our children are unhealthy, it challenges us to explore our unconscious inner workings and confront aspects of ourselves that lurk in the shadows. By not allowing us to rest on ‘how things were done in my childhood,’ we are forced to discover new ways to relate to our children, moment after moment, handcrafting our responses to match the child before us. This forces us to ask ourselves, ‘How can I use this moment with my child to learn more about myself?’


My client Jenna, the mother of five-year-old Anna, was having a hard time with her daughter’s meltdowns. Unable to find a way to communicate with Anna, she felt driven to desperation on a daily basis. Things came to a head when, after a particularly harrowing night of Anna being irritable and restless, Jenna lashed out, slapping her across her face.


Jenna was mortified by her lack of control and immediately booked a session to see me. When we went over the incident moment by moment, I was able to see where Jenna had dug herself into a hole. She said to me, ‘I tried so hard to connect to Anna’s feelings while she was having her tantrum. I kept asking why she was so unhappy and what I could do to help. But instead of telling me, she just kept on crying and flailing her arms at me. I continued trying to calm her down, but she just kept screaming. Finally I just lost it.’ Like many parents, Jenna thought she was trying to connect, when in reality she caused a deeper rift with her child.


I pointed out to her that she had missed the most essential piece of the puzzle. ‘You have forgotten to include the most significant details—your thoughts and feelings,’ I said. ‘Are you able to tell me what thoughts were racing through your mind or what you were feeling in your body?’


Jenna looked at me dumbstruck. ‘I have no idea at all,’ she blurted out after several moments of silence. ‘I was so focused on Anna that I didn’t pay attention to what I was thinking or how I was feeling.’


Jenna’s response is typical of many parents. Focused on their children’s acting out, they blindly react in the moment, with little thought to the driving force behind their reaction. Quite naturally, they often react unconsciouly, compounding the issue. Only when Jenna began to turn her attention to herself, focusing on her own internal landscape, did she realize how much she contributed to the chaos her child was experiencing. More important, she was empowered to create avenues for change.


‘You were experiencing a host of feelings while relating to your child,’ I commented. ‘You were feeling helpless and out of control, frustrated and angry. All of these emotions are really manifestations of fear. You don’t realize it, but the true trigger of your reactions was your own fear, not your child’s behavior.’


Jenna slowly began to understand what it meant to turn the spotlight on herself. In a moment of quiet reflection, she said, ‘Oh my goodness, I had no idea I was the one who was unraveling more than her. I just wasn’t paying attention! In my desire to fix her, I was blindly reacting to her. You’re right—the whole thing scared me, and that’s why I lost it.’


Because conscious parenting is concerned with the actual roots of our acting out—and I do mean our acting out as parents, not so much our children’s acting out—it avoids quick fixes and Band-Aids. Instead, we undergo transformation as moms and dads. Through the repeated act of self-confrontation, as our children reflect back to us all the ways in which we have yet to grow up, we develop into the truly amazing parents we have the ability to be—the kind of parents every child born into the world deserves.










Chapter Two


How the Culture Sets Up Parents to Fail


Children don’t need us to lead them to an awakened state, because they are already awake. Our task is to foster their natural awareness, providing a context in which it can blossom. To achieve this, parenting needs to shift from controlling our children, which is rooted in our fears and serves to impede their progress, to supporting the development of their physical, emotional, and mental capacities.


Our children need us to embolden them to captain their own ship in an age-appropriate manner. They need us to encourage them to practice their innate navigational skills at every opportunity. They do not need our fears calling into question who they are. We need to trust that once they take charge of their self-governance, they will spontaneously reach for the fullest expression of themselves and find everything they require for this to happen.


The subtle but profound movement away from fearfully attempting to motivate by controlling, to emboldening children to emerge as self-motivated individuals, fuels within them an excitement about life. Because their motivation springs from within, they will naturally develop the self-discipline needed to carry out their objectives. In this way each child becomes their own unique expression of the consciousness that underpins the rich tapestry of intelligent life.


As parents, it’s vital for us to understand that as long as our children are in touch with their deepest self, with its boundless resources, they will motivate themselves beyond anything we could ever imagine. Our role in their life is to help them express their motivation in ways that are tailored to their particular makeup. This is something we can do only to the degree we keep pointing them inward, so that they learn to listen to their own desires rather than allowing others to unduly influence their decisions. Of course, our ability to help them is in direct proportion to how we do this in our own life.


I know how extremely difficult it is for parents to trust that if we simply usher our children into their own self-realization, rather than pressuring them to comply with our idea of who they should be, they will flourish. Because it goes against our conditioning, which teaches us that life is precarious and therefore we need to be in a ‘doing’ mode at all times, embracing the role of an enlightened usher may feel uncomfortable at first. And it might make you feel that you are abdicating your role as a parent. This is because most of us were raised with the mantra ‘you are what you do.’ We feel that if we aren’t trying to control or effect a desired outcome, we are not doing what we are supposed to do. Parents become obsessed with activity as an imagined antidote to our fear. We treat our children like chattel, pushing them toward a future we imagine for them. Only when we stop listening to the voice in our head and stop obsessing and regard our children as sovereign beings who are fully capable of rising to the challenge of becoming the author of their own life will they embody the vigor and courage that is their natural state.


When Caring Feels Like Control


Control is very difficult to give up. If you try to do so, your ego will bombard you with fearful messages reminding you of all the reasons you wanted control in the first place. But those messages have nothing to do with the reality of who your child is and what’s actually transpiring in the present moment.


To illustrate what I’m sharing with you, let me tell you about the time fourteen-year-old Tonya and her mother, Karla, came for their first therapy session and bickered the entire time. Karla went through a list of things her daughter was failing to do. Karla said she was:



	•
	Not studying





	•
	Not doing laundry





	•
	Not exercising





	•
	Not eating right





	•
	Not getting A grades





	•
	Not making new friends





	•
	Not volunteering





	•
	Not spending time with her dog




The list went on and on. Each time Tonya attempted to defend herself, her mother launched another rant. It seemed as if there was nothing Tonya could do right. Giving up on trying to defend herself, she retreated further into the couch, until she was totally withdrawn. The barrier between mother and daughter was thick with resentment on the daughter’s part and sheer hysteria on the mother’s.


‘I can tell how panicked you are right now,’ I said to Karla. ‘Can you identify what’s scaring you so much?’


‘I’m terrified Tonya won’t be accepted into a college and will be left behind,’ Karla confessed, tearing up as she spoke. ‘I’m so scared she won’t find a good career and be able to stand on her own two feet. I took years to find my way, so I don’t want this to be the case with her.’ Letting out a huge sigh, she went on, ‘Tonya thinks I’m nagging her all the time, but I’m only trying to ensure she succeeds in life. I wish she would see how much I care about her instead of always thinking I’m the enemy.’


I explained to Karla that as a consequence of her need to control, her caring was getting buried beneath a pile of instructions. Over the course of the next few sessions, I helped her change her approach to her daughter, assisting her in moving away from her fear-based tendency to instruct, which came across as desperation.


As Karla gained insight into how her anxiety was undermining the leadership she wished Tonya to develop, as well as overriding her ability to be present with her daughter in a way that would enable them to connect, Tonya began to open up. She was starting to understand that her mother wasn’t operating out of negative intentions, as she had imagined. Just the opposite: It was evident that she cared deeply. As Karla continued to peel away her insecurities, recognizing how they stemmed from fear that took root in her own childhood, her connection with Tonya improved to the point that they started to have honest, heartfelt conversations.


As I have seen so many times with clients, when we parents eliminate our anxiety from the equation our children step forward to become the authors of their life. Thus Tonya developed the self-initiation her mother longed for her to gain. But she was able to do it only when her mother stopped controlling her life. Ironically, her mother got exactly what she wanted only by giving up the control she thought she needed to help her daughter.


The Clash of Time Zones


Karla is like most parents I know and work with. Swept up in a culture that demands action, they believe the only way to live a successful life is to constantly be busy and in control. In turn, this was the message Karla transmitted to Tonya.


Success in a society like ours is measured by cultural yardsticks, so that we are raised to think that life is all about pushing ourselves, optimizing, and achieving. Where our children are concerned, the focus is on scoring high marks, earning good grades, and fitting in with the ‘right’ people—all in the hope of eventually making a six-figure salary.


Obsessed as we are with reaching goals and their golden promise of a ‘happy’ future for our children, we constantly micromanage our youngsters’ lives. As if the pressure to perform academically weren’t enough, we press them to become involved in sports, social activities, dance, singing, or playing a musical instrument, among other endeavors such as hobbies and clubs, while at the same time the media and the Internet all demand their attention. Surrounded by activities, they grow up in a world focused on doing.


Why do we put so much stock in involving our children in all this busyness? Simply because we are afraid that they may somehow ‘miss out’ and therefore not become what we hope for them to become—a success in the world as defined by society’s standards. Or because we wish we had had these opportunities as a child and want to make sure we give our children everything that we did not have.


When people are as busy chasing from one activity to another as so many of us are with our kids, what’s happening in this moment begins to feel somehow inadequate, even undesirable or unacceptable—and therefore invalid. We become programmed to think that it’s the next thing that counts, not what we’re presently engaged in. Then we wonder why our children have such a hard time concentrating or practicing something for long.


In fact, were you to ask me what I believe to be the root of conflict between parents and children, I would tell you that it’s a clash of time zones. Parents are oriented to the future, to getting to wherever they imagine themselves to be going. Children, on the other hand, when left to themselves inhabit the present. Most of the disconnection between parent and child comes down to this rupture between a life enjoyed moment by moment and a life that’s focused on moving ahead.


You may be thinking that to ignore the future would be irresponsible, and I agree with you. It’s wise to plan appropriately. After all, you can’t catch a plane unless you buy a ticket ahead of time and acquire the correct form of identification. But this is fundamentally different from being focused on the future to the detriment of the present.


When I speak of a child’s ability to be ‘present,’ I’m referring to being fully engaged in whatever they are doing at this moment, including if they are doing nothing in particular. This is quite natural for young children, until we teach them to disconnect from the present by hurrying them along from activity to activity to the point that they have no opportunity to simply ‘be.’


When our children are allowed to relish each moment without constantly having an agenda thrust on them, they come alive to their native intelligence, heartfelt desires, and natural inclinations and interests. These are rooted in a child’s natural sense of the wonder of being alive and a belief in their life as a magnificent adventure, not in fear that they have to perform or life may pass them by. This is the case because the universe that birthed us arose from a potentiality that ever since has continued to express itself in an abundant array of manifestations, pouring forth untold energy on its creative journey.


Consequently, as long as we allow our children the space for their inclinations to arise from within, they will of their own accord explore their world from a state of inherent curiosity. This is why when something interests them they become engrossed in what they are doing to the point that it’s as if time stops. They are rarely bored, because when they have finished a task, it’s never long before the spark of fascination flares up afresh, igniting renewed energy. Even if they are just lazing around, they bask in the experience of relaxing and feel no guilt for doing nothing but simply being, fully attuned to their authentic nature.


A child raised in this way needs no pushing in order to live a full and purposeful life. No goal needs to be imposed on them for motivation, no carrot dangled before them. All we are required to do as parents is to provide a safe context in which they have the time and space to awaken to their own inclinations as a means of expressing their unique spirit—even as the universe itself, in its vast array of manifold forms, has arisen out of the stillness and silence of time and space.


The whole notion of needing to motivate our children to reach for their potential is misguided. Forcing a child, rewarding them, or using ‘tough love’ to goad them into action produces short-term gains but ultimately backfires. The resentment that results can’t possibly uplift and inspire. Whatever it may succeed in achieving will therefore fall far short of the child’s potential.


What Children Really Need


What do you imagine your children most want from you? The latest iPhone? New shoes or designer clothes? A trip to Disney World? Tuition for a top private school? Every kid enjoys getting something new or going to an exciting theme park. But what all children really yearn for goes much deeper. It doesn’t involve fancy clothes, the latest electronics, pricey trips, or even a high-cost education.


I believe most of our parenting failures emerge from our lack of understanding about what our children truly need from us in order to thrive. Every child wants to know three things:



	•
	Am I seen?





	•
	Am I worthy?





	•
	Do I matter?




When children feel seen, believe they are worthy, and discern that they matter for who they are as a person and not just because of what they accomplish, they are able to enjoy their own sense of empowerment. This then translates into genuine enthusiasm for whatever holds their attention and focus. In other words, their natural love of themselves manifests in a love of life.


As children start out in life, their sense of their lovability, dignity, and worth is inevitably fragile. They haven’t yet had a chance to become bold in their self-love and self-expression, which naturally requires time and experience. Because of this, particularly in their early days, they need us to mirror back to them how rich they are in their capacity for accomplishment and ability to run their own life. Just how much power they possess is affirmed by how we see them, how we feel about them. In other words, our connection to them is crucial at this stage of their development. It’s what assures them that who they are is valid. Consequently, if we are hyperfocused on their performance, the things they sometimes say, or aspects of their behavior, we miss the opportunity to fulfill the prime parenting task of this early age—the reinforcement of their own innate sense of self. It’s when this fails to occur that they then go against their authentic being and develop a substitute false self, the ego.


Parents must be in touch with our own rich inner life to fulfill this role successfully. We must be awake to our own desires, aware of our own unique bent, deeply attuned to our purpose and place here on earth. If not, we are bound to feel disconnected, bored, and likely lonely.


The result is that we will be needy, which is precisely how, as parents, we so easily end up using our children to fulfill our own dreams. Instead of encouraging our children to do what they wish to do in life, we divert them into assuaging our sense of inadequacy, our unfulfilled longings, and our loneliness. When we need them so desperately, how can we accurately reflect back to them their value? All we can offer them is a distortion based on our own distorted sense of ourselves. Of course, through it all we assure ourselves, as the culture has taught us we must, that everything we do is because we are so dedicated to ‘serving’ our children.


Since children develop a solid sense of self when who they are intrinsically is seen and affirmed, it’s vital that we connect with each child not as a clone of ourselves or a fantasy we harbor of who they need to be, but as an individual who is unique. Thus it’s through our appreciating gaze, our authentic presence with them, and our attention to them—but not indulgence—that they grow up with a strong sense of self. We communicate their importance through each of our interactions with them.


‘Do you see me?’ This is the big question your child is asking every day. ‘Can you recognize me for who I am, different from your dreams and expectations for me, separate from your agenda for me?’


Our children yearn for us to understand them on the deepest level possible, which I think of as their essence—their very being, which is who they are before they ‘do’ anything at all. They count on us to cut through the rubble of their sometimes irrational behavior and see them in their pristine selfhood. They need us to affirm their intrinsic goodness, regardless of the ugly things they may say or do at times. This is how their natural inborn belief in themselves becomes solidly grounded instead of masked by ego.


A sense of our children’s worth flourishes when the way we look at them, the way we listen to them, and the way we speak to them reflect just how lovable they are. This is how we empower them—how we draw out in them their innately powerful sense of self, which is what will carry them successfully through life. Only when we can separate our fantasies concerning who our children should be from who they actually are can we do justice to their original essence and craft our parenting to allow for this essence to flourish.










Chapter Three


The Invisible Triggers of Our Reactivity


But how should I begin this process of becoming more conscious as a parent and raising conscious children?’ This is one of the most common questions I am asked. Parents want to know, ‘What is it that I need to become aware of? And how exactly do I become aware?’


It’s one thing to say you want to change and be aware of what’s happening in the present moment, but it’s another to know how to do this in practical ways. The trouble is that since the path to consciousness is an internal process, identifying universal principles is a challenge that leaves many struggling to know the steps they need to take.


Because the journey of awakening is complex and idiosyncratic, I always advise, ‘Start with what you are observing happening right now, with what you are actually seeing moment by moment.’


To this end, a common exercise I do with parents is to inquire about their triggers. I ask them to list those things that most disturb them. Naturally, they think I’m talking about how their children upset them, so they quickly make long lists of issues such as:
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