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May this book serve as a wake-up call to all of us parents,


so we realize that our children are never ours to own,


nor to control, manage, produce, or create.


Their presence is bestowed upon us for one reason only:


to ignite our own inner prophetic and profound revolution.


May we all heed this call


so that we can free them—


to be.










 


My child . . .


I feel no pain greater than your heartache,


No joy greater than your triumph,


No agitation greater than your tumult,


No despair greater than your desertion.


There is no emotion compared to what you invoke,


No experience that comes near parenting you,


No journey I would rather take than by your side,


No adventure I would rather choose than to watch you grow.


You, my dear child, are my greatest teacher.


Through you I learn how to love without control,


To caretake without possession,


And to raise myself before I raise you.


In the face of your astounding radiance, I realize I am nothing.


Yet the fact that you exist suggests that I am everything—


As expansive as your heart


And as limitless as your potential.


There is nothing I can give you


For you already house the sun within,


Iridescent and prismatic,


Inexhaustible and powerful beyond measure.


I may give you birth and hearth,


But without a doubt, it is you who have given me life


And an awakening I could never have imagined on my own.


And therefore, it is you who are my ultimate soul retriever.










Preface


“I just don’t know what to do! All I know is that whatever I am doing is just not working anymore!” Diane’s eyes were swollen with tears of helplessness and frustration. Her body was stooped over, and her hands were shaking uncontrollably. She was talking about the trials she was experiencing with her nine-year-old son, who was becoming increasingly aggressive and withdrawn. She didn’t know where to turn. Was it his addiction to social media that had created this change in her son? Or his peer circle? Or school pressures? Or his dominating baseball coach? Or was she the cause—and the fact that she was busy with her four-year-old daughter, who had her own challenges? What was the problem? How could she fix the situation? Diane was tired of the daily battles—all that arguing and fighting. How had things come to this? She was at a complete dead end.


Mirrored in her desolation was the desperation of a thousand parents with whom I have worked over the decades. In fact, I could even see myself in her heartache. I could completely relate to her panic and her trembling fears about losing connection with her kid. Her words echoed all the times I have felt myself in a total deadlock with my daughter, Maia. If you are a parent, I bet you, too, can relate to the dejection of feeling you are at an impasse with your kids but just don’t know how to turn the situation around. Or that sinking feeling that no matter how hard you try, you just cannot reach them in the ways you wish you could. Diane was at a stalemate, and she was exhausted from banging her head against the wall. She was burned out.


Like Diane, most parents are desperate to improve or “fix” their relationship with their kids. For many of us, this is our most important relationship, bar none. When our relationships with our kids suffer, we suffer. Few things bother us more than the relationship with our kids going awry. We would do anything to help them feel supported and connected to us, but many of us just don’t know how to achieve this. I truly believe that, no matter their age, race, or income level, every single parent has experienced something like Diane’s tribulations. We have all been there, done that. This is the nature of parenting—it often feels as if we are lost at sea without a compass.


As I do with many parents, I helped Diane with a step-by-step plan to recover and renew her relationship with her son. After many breakthroughs, Diane was able to learn new strategies to transform her relationship with her son from chaos to connection. Watching their relationship unfold into a joyful and empowered one was deeply heartwarming. This is the reason I am so passionate about my work in helping parents become more conscious, as it creates metamorphic shifts in their relationships with their kids. Bearing witness to these shifts is truly one of the most rewarding gifts ever.


There were days during my daughter’s childhood when I felt utterly clueless and helpless and didn’t know where to turn. I felt I was failing miserably at parenting her, which in turn made me feel lonely and terribly guilty. The predictable cycle would go as follows: she did something I didn’t like, I got upset, I yelled or was mean, she cried, and I felt guilty. Feeling guilty led me to overcompensate and indulge her, which allowed her to take advantage of my softness, which led to my dropping my boundaries again and her not listening—yet again. The cycles were so predictable that it was tragic. I felt disconnected and hopeless. Even more, I felt enraged and resentful. I knew that this was not a good sign at all. I desperately needed to fix this situation.


It wasn’t until I began to develop the approach of conscious parenting that I broke out of my endless negative cycles and began anew. By implementing the tools and strategies of this amazing approach, I began to find my way back to the path of a joyful and renewed connection with my daughter. By offering me a road map, conscious parenting literally saved my relationship with her. I was no longer floating at sea but instead had a concrete direction forward to build a powerful and deep relationship with her.


I get the pains and joys of parenting. I have been engaged in it for more than twenty years now, both personally and professionally, and have smelled its roses and felt its thorns almost every single day. Our love for our kids can take our breath away—both in its limitless expansiveness and in its heartbreaking anxiety. It is the perfect cocktail of the most piercing adoration and the most excruciating fear. This is what our kids do to our souls: they expand them as never before, but also twist them to a pulp and throw a dagger at them. Then they walk away without even noticing.


I never thought such a cocktail of love and fear was even possible until I became a mom. I didn’t realize that having children could take so much out of us. Kids drain us almost 24-7 not just on a financial and energy level, but also on an emotional and psychological level. Children have a 360-degree impact—all around us, all the time, and potentially for the rest of our lives. The enormity of this burden didn’t hit me until I was a mom myself. Before that I was clueless as to what was really involved. I was buying the Hallmark version of motherhood—the “birthday cakes, puppy dogs, and playing in the park” version.


You see, no one tells us about the other side of parenthood and what it does to us parents on a psychological level. I don’t believe any of us knew about the “dark side” before parenthood. We didn’t know about all the times we would be rendered absolutely helpless and clueless about how to handle the myriad of situations that parenting throws at us. Maybe our kids are being bullied, or cannot keep up at school, or don’t fit in with their peers, or refuse to go to college, or are being abused by an intimate partner. No one gives us a tool kit for these heartbreaking situations, do they? No, we are left to our own poorly conceived devices. Certainly no one warns us about how devastated we might feel when our kids reject us, our influence, or our authority, or how immaturely we might react in response to this rejection. Nope, we are thrown into the high seas of this emotional relationship—perhaps the most emotional one of our lives—without a paddle, life jacket, or map.


I have been helping parents for twenty-five years now, holding their hands through their highs and lows. And through it all, I have been humbled by this unique, all-encompassing relationship that never fails to expose the universality of the human experience. As both a professional and a mom myself, I have developed a very specific approach to helping parents and children heal: conscious parenting. My first book on this topic, The Conscious Parent, was published in 2010. A New York Times bestseller, it was prefaced by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, endorsed by Eckhart Tolle, and hailed by Oprah Winfrey as revolutionary. Since then, I have written three other bestselling parenting books. You might be wondering why this one is so different. Here is the reason: My previous parenting books have been instrumental in outlining the what and the why of conscious parenting. This book is the answer to the how. I have been asked over and over again to give parents a map so they can follow a step-by-step approach to transform their relationship with their kids. Well, here it is—the map that parents have been waiting for.


I don’t know about you, but when it actually came to parenting my own child, I had no clue. Sure, I had helped hundreds of parents by then, but that experience had little bearing on parenting my own child. It’s a whole different story when it’s our own kid we’re dealing with, isn’t it? We can all be experts about other people’s lives, but when it comes to our own, it isn’t as easy, for sure!


I can honestly tell you that if I had not followed the principles of conscious parenting, not only would I have destroyed my child’s sense of worth, but I also would have been an extremely unhappy and unfulfilled human. That’s why I’ve written this book, to give you what I wish I had had when I was a young mother—a concrete guide on how to parent your kids.


Let me forewarn you: what you are about to read is life-changing. By the time you are done with this book, it is quite likely that your entire perspective on yourself and those you love could be turned on its head. Therefore, this could be a challenging read. You will discover things about yourself that could potentially blow your mind to pieces, so to speak. Nothing might be the same after you read this book. I’ve been told that all my books are revolutionary in this way. Why? They are paradigm busters, culture shifters, matrix transformers. My books challenge the status quo. They poke at your limiting beliefs and expose your dysfunctions. They shred every false fantasy you have had about yourself, your kids, and your life, forcing you to confront your reality in its naked brutality. My books urge you to wake up and break out of all your life-draining patterns.


This kind of book requires the reader to be brave, daring, and truth-seeking. The fact that you have read this far means that you already have these qualities. Don’t give up when the words in this book expose or poke a place of raw pain. Take a moment. Reflect on what is coming up for you. The words are meant to provoke, stir, shift, shake, and spur you to think and act in brand-new ways. Our children deserve parents who are courageous enough to discard old ways of being and doing—and who embrace new ways of connecting to their kids. You can be that parent. The fact that you picked up this book means you already are.


As parents, we are at a critical juncture in time. Never before have we had to compete with the pressures of such a fast-paced technological world. Our parents had fears about our future success, but today’s parents have these fears on steroids. We see the world changing so fast around us that we ourselves cannot keep pace. We are filled with a sense of helplessness and dread. What do we do with these fears? We convert them into high expectations and put pressure on our kids to be even more perfect than we were expected to be. Our kids feel that pressure—boy, do they feel it! The proof is in the pudding: mental health disorders are on the rise at never-before-seen levels with no prospect of decline. Our teens are committing self-harm and suicide at alarming rates. Anxiety and depression among our youth have reached untold levels. Our children are in trouble, and we often feel like helpless bystanders.


But here is the truth: we are not helpless, and we don’t have to be bystanders. There is a lot we can do; we just need to know how. These pages will help. They will show you how you can clear the debris from your relationship with your kids and start building a new foundation—one where you as a parent feel both empowered and connected. If you begin to follow the steps laid out in this book, you will gradually (and sometimes immediately) begin to witness seismic transformations in your dynamic with your children. The strategies of conscious parenting will be a beacon for you as you leave the dense jungle of confusion you may have been stuck in and move toward a brand-new connection with your children.


Conscious parenting is not for the fainthearted. It is for the brave and valorous. It is for the pattern disruptors and the bubble bursters—for the ones who dare to leave the crowd and begin anew, even if that means being alone for a while. As scary as it is—and I won’t lie to you, it is scary—conscious parenting holds the promise of something never offered in parenting before: the embodiment of an authentic connection between yourself and your children that allows you to honor who it is you each are without needing to resort to manipulation or control. Conscious parenting speaks to a connection where you both can stand in your worth with ownership and celebration. If this kind of a connection is something that you have been yearning for, then this book is for you.


Just know that simply by being here, you have taken the first step toward a major transformation in your parenting and your life. Just by showing up, you have declared that your status quo is unacceptable. Remember, not all parents are able to heed the call of conscious parenting. But you are not just heeding the call—you are answering it.


Conscious parenting holds the power to give each one of us what we have always craved: a deep and abiding sense of inner worthiness. Isn’t this longing to be truly seen and validated for our intrinsic selves something we all deeply desire? Each and every human yearns to feel free to be who they authentically are without judgment, guilt, or shame. Our children desire this deeply as well, and here is the amazing truth: conscious parenting can teach you how to meet this desire. When your children begin to be seen for who they are—separate from what society expects of them—you can rest assured that there is no greater gift they could ever receive than being allowed to be their authentic selves.


I thank you on their behalf.


Let’s begin!










Introduction


The bond with your children is like no other.


It will do both—give you superpowers


And break your heart at the same time.


It will both expand you to an infinite limitlessness


And crush you to a pulp of nothingness at the same time.


It will ignite and inspire your creativity and imagination


And destroy your fantasies and dreams at the same time.


It will be your soul’s biggest teacher and transformer


And your ego’s ultimate nemesis and detonator at the same time.


It is here to enliven and elevate you to the greatest heights


And to yank and humble you to your lowest levels.


Only this bond has these powers


And it is the only bond for which you will allow


This degree of powerlessness.


Your relationship with your kids is like no other, for two reasons: (1) They are your complete responsibility—from the moment they are born until they are fully grown, and then some. (2) No two children are the same. For these two distinct reasons, this relationship is one of the most challenging, hair-raising, and complicated ones we will ever face. For it to survive and thrive, parents need to tend this relationship using a unique set of skills and tools.


Because they “come from you”—whether biologically or not—your children are your ultimate responsibility. For this reason, the level of your investment in and attachment to their well-being is off the charts. You don’t have this kind of connection with any other human in your life, only with your children. This connection has the potential to create euphoric joy when things go well, but also great anxiety, frustration, and pain when they don’t.


You can dump and run from other adults in your life. Friendships may be cut or fade away. Relationships end. Divorces happen. But your connection with your kids? Nope. They are yours, for better or worse; you are stuck with them. Your only two choices are to consciously embrace the arduous climb up the mountain—with all its missed turns, steep inclines, and exhaustion—or to fall off the cliff into the sharp abyss of disconnection.


The second reason this relationship is like no other is that they are “children.” I put this word in quotes for a reason. Children are a unique category of human. They follow a different set of rules, have a different brain, and require a completely different language. I think we underestimate how great the differences are between us and them. We think, “How hard could it be? They are just smaller versions of us.”


Children are not smaller versions of us. They are humans like us, sure, but the comparison ends there. On all other levels, there is no comparison. They are completely different. Because we don’t equip ourselves with the tools to deal with this difference, we keep botching things up. Most adults aren’t equipped to communicate in “Child.” Did you ever attend a class in KidSpeak or learn about KidPsychology in high school? Sure, some of you may have taken a course in child psychology, but that does not compare with actually having your own children and learning their ways.


This brings us to the stark and brutal reality of parenting: no matter where we are in the cycle of raising our children, we experience the ginormous pressure of knowing they are our responsibility while also being fully aware that we desperately lack the skills to understand, communicate with, or connect to them with success.


To begin this path of growth and change, we need to acknowledge just how much we don’t know. No amount of teaching will impact a student who isn’t willing to learn. It all begins with an acceptance of our parental ignorance. A true honest embrace of this ignorance opens our hearts and minds to learning and growing. When we feel the pangs of discomfort, we don’t simply walk away. Instead, we lean into the pain and the struggle so that we can transform ourselves.


The fact that we parents pretend that we know—or should know—all about how to raise these humans we call our children speaks to our mass parental delusion. So great is our desire to pretend that we are perfect and that everything is going as planned that when things don’t go well, we hide our struggles from the world, suffering in silence and shame. We don’t reach out for help, we don’t share, we don’t seek to learn, and we don’t find new solutions. The result? Our children are the victims of our unwillingness to own up to our ignorance.


Here is the truth: we are not supposed to intuitively know how to raise children. You are not crazy for feeling crazy as a parent. You are not weird or “bad” for feeling totally inept and helpless. You are not. I want these words to sink in. You are not supposed to know.


The step-by-step map that I outline in the following pages is about to reverse all of this. It will teach you, the parent, the how-to of conscious parenting in a guided and gentle way. As you implement these steps, you will transform your mindset, your approach, and your communication. Once you’ve done so, your entire relationship with your kids will change—as will your relationship with yourself.


I have outlined three key stages in this book. Each involves growth within a different aspect of you as a parent. The first stage is called “From Frustration to Clarity.” This stage begins with clearing up your mindset and beliefs. We parents are deeply indoctrinated with cultural beliefs about who and how our children should be. These beliefs cause us to impose standards and expectations on our kids that often mar our ability to connect with their authentic selves. It’s only when we change at this level that we will be equipped to go deeper.


The second stage is called “From Dysfunctional Patterns to Conscious Choice.” Here I expose you to the ways in which your past patterns have conditioned you into lifestyles and decisions without your conscious awareness. You will learn how to disrupt these patterns so that you can begin to make new, empowered, and conscious choices that feel authentic to who you are in the here and now. As this happens, your connection to your children will flourish in direct and powerful ways.


The third stage is called “From Conflict to Connection.” This is all about building a more connected relationship with your kids. You’ll learn how to understand your kids better so that you can decode their communication and forge a deeper bond with them.


Within each stage, there are steps you can follow to help you reach your goals. Change doesn’t happen overnight. It occurs through tiny steps along the way. As you read through the book, it is quite likely that you will feel a nauseating sense of guilt and shame as you remember past moments when you messed things up. Please be aware that these feelings are normal and natural. I strongly urge you to have compassion for yourself when these feelings emerge. As Maya Angelou once wrote, “Do the best you can until you know better. Then when you know better, do better.” Have loving kindness toward yourself. And remember, above all, that it is precisely those moments of unconsciousness that have brought you to this moment, when you are reading these pages. The past is the past, but it is this present moment that matters the most. And you are here right now, reading this powerful message—what an act of courage, indeed.


Have patience with yourself as you read these pages, as change often takes time. You are not only trying to change your dynamic with your children, but also altering the dynamics of generations past. For this reason, go easy on yourself. There is no perfect destination that we need to reach, nor any race we need to win. You are displaying tremendous grace just by being here. I am with you all the way, cheering your new awareness and growing transformations. We are in this together.


And just remember this as you go forward: no parent is perfect. There is no such thing. We may project perfection onto others, but as a therapist who has worked with thousands of parents, I can confidently say that not one of us is flawless. On the contrary, each and every one of us is plagued with confusion and doubt. And if you project any sort of perfection onto me, let me dispel this myth immediately and tell you that the very reason I help others is that I desperately seek that help for myself. Therefore, I am one with you. I have had feelings similar to yours—as have all parents, all over the world. Parenting is a ubiquitous dilemma; hence, the profound and pivotal need for the parenting map that this book offers.


On to the first stage of this journey—“From Frustration to Clarity.”










Stage One


From Frustration to Clarity


It is with you, my child, that I desired perfection.


Oh, what a fool I was indeed,


For it is you who have exposed to me


That not only is perfection simply impossible


But to yearn for it is my delusion.


Truth is, if you are a parent, you are going to have major f—ups. Colossal ones. There is no escaping this fate. In fact, it is highly probable that in no other relationship will you screw up as much as you do with your children.


Here is the reason: our kids are with us around the clock during their most pivotal years—years when we ourselves are still evolving and coming to understand ourselves. Most of us are still emotionally immature and naive at this stage. So this is the deadly combo: our children need us to be at our best during their formative years, but we are likely still forming ourselves and aren’t yet the best versions of ourselves—maybe not even our half-best versions. Right here, in this mismatch, is the major problem. Our children are unformed in all ways, and we as parents are very much works in progress as well. This discrepancy is inevitable and unavoidable. Blame nature.


So the reality is that there isn’t a parent I know who hasn’t made major mistakes. Not one! So if you are feeling guilt or shame around your own parenting, you can breathe a sigh of relief. This is not about being perfect, or even great. It’s about becoming aware and conscious.


Becoming conscious means understanding the core reasons why we struggle. Why, for example, did you lose it and stomp like a three-year-old or yell like a crazy teen? The point is not to never have these crazy moments. The point is to understand the why. This understanding not only leads to a lot fewer crazy blow-ups, but also—and even better—enables us to grasp why they happen in the first place. Imagine understanding why a six-month-old who’s not sleeping brought you to your knees in tears. Or why a five-year-old’s meltdown had you saying something you immediately regretted. Or why a snarky retort by your teenager left you having a tantrum as big as the one your seven-year-old had the other day.


So in order to do a better job of parenting, we need to start at the why. If we don’t understand the why, we won’t be able to understand the how. If we aren’t clear about the reasons why we f— things up, then how can we create change? Just as with our physical aches and pains, first we need to understand why we are hurting and then try to medicate the condition. This is what this stage is about: understanding.


The map I have laid out is the one I followed in my own parenting. It took me time to go through the stages and learn the steps. Through trial and error, through endless detours and missteps, I finally began to change my ways. As a result, I managed to shift from being a fear-ridden control freak to being a peaceful and joyful parent. Parenting went from being stressful to being fun. And the greatest prize of all? My daughter increasingly stepped into her own inner worth and power, undeterred from authentically expressing herself, equally joyful in her ordinariness as she was in her excellence. Most of all, the arguments and conflicts dissipated. The less controlling I was, the less she needed to push back. Soon we began to flow with each other with greater ease and confidence.


This approach to parenting takes patience and courage. Each step will bring you closer to your inner truth and healing. With each unfolding, you will not only come home to your own essence but will stop blocking your child from entering theirs. Until you make the journey, both of you will live encumbered and enslaved to old patterns and generational wounds. This method breaks your ingrained ways of being; helps you to step into a new you; and, in turn, sets your children free.


Are you ready? Take a deep breath—let’s go!










Step One:


Focus on the Right Problem
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I tried to micromanage your moods


And fix your feelings


And dominate your destiny


And control your soul


Until I realized I was all confused.


It wasn’t you who needed any solving.


The person with the problem was me!


I am still traumatized by an experience I had with my daughter when she was three years old. It’s so clearly imprinted in my mind that it could have happened yesterday. It was only after many encounters with parents that I discovered that my experience was pretty common. Ah, if only I had known that back then; I wouldn’t have felt like such a loser!


It was time to leave the park, as I had to prepare dinner. I had given myself plenty of cushion to allow for child-induced delays and protests. I thought I was prepared, but really, nothing could have prepared me for the mayhem that ensued. She absolutely, vehemently refused to leave the park. When it was time to go, my daughter morphed from a sweet, playful little angel into a possessed demon. Ever had that happen to you? Where one moment your kid seems normal and then the next they turn into a stark raving lunatic? Well, this was my first time. To say I was utterly shocked, embarrassed, and mortified would be an understatement.


My daughter literally screamed. No, she screeched, wailed, howled, shrieked, roared, and yowled for the entire twenty-minute walk home. I had to put her in the stroller when she refused to leave the park. The way she protested, you would have thought the stroller was an electric chair. With arms flailing and body stiff, she turned every head on the street. Accusatory eyes bore into me as strangers convicted me of being the worst mother alive. She didn’t let up. I thought she would pass out from fatigue. But nope, she got louder and more vociferous. Every second felt like torture.


I tried many desperate tactics. I distracted, yelled, muttered, moaned, groaned, cried, cursed, and panicked. Nothing worked. I paused, sang, soothed, comforted, threatened, and bribed. I used my scary voice, my sweet voice, my angry voice, my kind voice. I teased, joked, and cajoled. I tried logic and reason. Finally, I just let go and surrendered to my fate down the walk of shame back home. It was the longest twenty minutes of my life. I sobbed every long millisecond of it. This was the most humbling moment of my life.


By the time I got home, my daughter had won. She had managed to convert me into a puddle on the floor. I entered the front door and dropped to my knees, howling. I had a ten-minute pity party. “I am the worst mother alive,” I thought. “I should be taken to a torture chamber and burned as a witch.” When the helplessness and panic I had experienced rose like lava in my body, I let out a blood-curdling scream of rage and frustration. Her father whisked my daughter out of earshot and in a voice of disdain told me to get a grip—inducing even more shame and panic. I left the house and went on a long, long walk.


That was a turning point in my life. On that walk, I finally confronted the sobering reality that I literally had zero idea how to emotionally manage my child’s moods, thoughts, and emotions. Zero. It was then that I realized that my child had—and possibly all children have—the capacity to render a parent helpless, and it is this helplessness that invokes rage and insanity in the parent. The problem isn’t so much the child’s behavior, but what it evokes in the parent.


I felt a shudder of truth reverberate within me. I saw the light. My reactions that day had had nothing to do with my child. Nothing. She was just being herself—a child who wanted to play longer. Every single thought, feeling, and behavior I had exhibited had to do with something deep inside me. It was all me!


I began to cry. Images of myself as a child entered my mind’s eye. I saw myself as a helpless little girl, desperate for control in her world. I saw myself as a little girl seeking validation and worth from her parents and teachers. That little girl was insecure and uncertain, craving attention and power from the adults in her world. She was so lost.


I realized that my three-year-old child had evoked an old wound within me. When she didn’t listen to me that day and refused to bend to my will, she ignited a sense of helplessness. I felt ineffective and powerless, just as I had as a child. Old wounds resurfaced and blinded me. I was in a state of panic, trying to rescue the little girl inside me. As a result, I viewed my “real” child as an enemy to be conquered. I lost all semblance of empathy toward her or any awareness of her struggles. The little girl in me had taken over and made things all about her. She just wanted to win, win, win, at all costs.


So strong was the pain from my childhood that it had catapulted me into survival mode. My child’s will had clashed with mine, and the clash had invoked terror. I wanted to have control over her, and when she didn’t submit to my domination, I lost my mind. I had immediately made her “bad” and an enemy—so much so that I wanted to run away and abandon her. Waves of guilt rose to the surface. I felt so much embarrassment and shame. I couldn’t believe that I was capable of such brutal coldness.


Then it hit me like a ton of bricks: It was not “me” per se who had reacted that way. It was something within me that had been buried deep—a part of me that I had had little conscious awareness of. It was my wounded little-girl self. You see, there is an emotional separation that exists between the present and the past that is pivotal to understanding my reaction. I was reacting to the present moment on the basis of wounds from my own childhood. And these old wounds were just that—old. They were from the past. This awareness was like a lightning strike. It jolted me into a state of awakening. Everything became clear in that one moment, and the seeds of conscious parenting were sown.


When I tell clients, “Your kid is not the problem,” I’m met with immediate resistance.


They demand, “So who is the problem?”


When I say, “You are!” I observe an immediate shutting down.


Listen, I get it. To be told that you may be the problem in your own parenting is a bitter pill to swallow. However, to realize this truth is the first step in conscious parenting. Until now, because of the traditional parental model we have all been raised with, we have been trained to make the child the focus of parenting. This approach is faulty and toxic. The focus of parenting needs to be the parent, not the child. If the focus were supposed to be on the child, parenting would be called “childing.”


When I speak before audiences, this message is often met with resistance. People say things such as “That sounds so conceited!” or “What do you mean, parenting is all about me, me, me? Are you trying to say it is our fault?” You may be thinking, “How the heck is it my responsibility that my kid has ADHD or has nonstop tantrums?” or “What do I have to do with my kid having social anxiety?” We parents detest feeling blamed or judged. We take our identity of “parent” so seriously that any attack feels injurious to our fragile egos, even blasphemous. How dare anyone insinuate that we’re contributing to our kids’ problems—no way!


Like many of you, I also had wrong ideas about being a mom before I became one. I thought that if I just focused on and loved my kid, everything would be all right. I thought focusing on my kid was what it meant to be a “good” parent. The idea of not focusing on my daughter felt self-absorbed and selfish. But I am about to show you how topsy-turvy this perspective is and how our focus on our children is actually detrimental.


Culture has totally messed us up, brainwashing us to believe that a good parent is one whose entire focus is on raising the perfect kid. We believe we are supposed to create, curate, and produce the perfect child with the perfect childhood. So much pressure, right? When we fall short, we immediately feel tremendous shame and guilt.


Do you know what a burden both you and your kids feel with these unachievable expectations? We parents feel that we should spawn and grow a kid who is creative, artistic, musical, athletic, intellectual, kind, social, adventurous, and—to top it all off—happy all the time. We have been so deluded by culture and our own massive egos that we actually believe that we are so special that we can pull all this off.


Then reality hits. We realize that we aren’t that powerful and our kid is not so super-this or super-that. We realize that they are, dare I say, average. But because culture has told us that average is unacceptable, we feel—and place on our kids—the unreasonable, Herculean burden of being extraordinary. All this pressure arises from a fundamental belief system that is toxic: the belief that good parenting is about raising a superstar kid.


As long as you think good parenting is about “fixing” kids, you will micromanage the living daylights out of them. You will try to manipulate and change them. And you know what happens when we try to change anyone other than ourselves, right? We fail, crash, and burn.


If you are a day over forty years old, you have probably realized by now that the only person you can change is yourself. So it is with parenting. But here is the real danger. Because parents have been told that one of their major missions is to fix the kids, guess what happens when our kids don’t comply? We feel helpless and then enraged. We yell, scream, and punish them—and we feel justified. We believe that it is our sacred duty and obligation to fix our kids.


Conscious parenting is the first model to expose the toxicity of this message, and for this reason it’s a revolutionary model. Conscious parenting understands that the old model, with its unrealistic and harmful pressure to be perfect, sets up both the parent and the child to fail.


So what do we do instead?


We change the focus of parenting from creating a kid to a new focus. Do you know what that focus is?


You!


Your task is creating a new you. When you shift your focus, the entire game changes.


Imagine what a difference it would make if every parent knew from the outset that this journey was going to be about raising themselves rather than their kids. Parents would turn the spotlight on themselves and start working on becoming their best selves. Instead of trying to fix their kids, parents would try to fix themselves. They would understand that until and unless they re-parented themselves, they wouldn’t truly be able to raise their kids.


When we focus on fixing and producing our children’s childhood, we are in the mode of managers and tyrants. We are taskmasters and control freaks. We act as our children’s bosses. In short, we are nightmares to live with.


Conscious parenting changes this situation. By focusing on you, the parent, conscious parenting forces you to change your entire energy toward your kids. Instead of trying to control them, you work on connecting with them. Instead of trying to teach them, you learn from them. Instead of trying to lead them, you guide them. Instead of being their managers and bosses, you become their allies. Your entire energy and approach are fundamentally different.


This shift in focus embeds in you the new consciousness that parenting is not about what your kid does or doesn’t do. It is about what you do in response. It’s about what you feel in reaction. It’s about how you emotionally cope with it all.


Here is where your past baggage comes into play. If your kid is having a meltdown or being disrespectful, what comes up within you? What thoughts pass through your mind? Do you want to yell or scream? Do you take it personally? Do you fight, flee, or freeze?


It’s all about you.


Your parenting is precisely this—yours. It’s not about your child’s feelings, moods, or reactions. Not about whether they are A students or high school dropouts. Not about whether they are obedient, disrespectful, or happy. It’s about you, and only you. You hold the power: it’s in how you respond.


Here is one of our greatest mental flaws: we believe that the way we respond depends on our kid’s behavior. This is where we are drastically erroneous, as most of our responses have nothing to do with our kids or their actions. Most of the time, our responses are completely disconnected from our kids or the situation we are in. They come from our past, and as such, we cannot even call them responses to the present moment—they are reactions to our past. Therefore, much of our disconnection to our kids comes from our level of healing from our past.


Your responses are all contingent on your own inner healing. The more healed you are from your own childhood wounds, the more consciously you will respond. This is the focus, crux, and heart of it all: your inner healing. Conscious parenting is a profoundly transformational process, almost a spiritual one, in which your children are your greatest awakeners. They expose you to your own inner lack and wounds. By mirroring your own inner self, your children reveal how you need to heal and grow.


As we’ve touched on, every conflict and discord with your kids isn’t about them so much as it is about how you need to raise your own consciousness. It is about how much your past traumas and wounds affect your present emotional state of being. The more we have not healed our past baggage, the more our present moment is rife with pain and conflict. So when we look at our parenting issues as a mirror of this state of healing, or lack thereof, we begin to grow and evolve. Instead of fixing our kids, we begin to fix ourselves. 


Parenting, then, becomes a precious and powerful vehicle for raising yourself to your next level of emotional integration and well-being.


More than any other beings, our children show us all the ways we are broken. The greater our desire is for them to be something other than who it is they naturally unfold into, the greater is our own inner lack. Wanting our children to be “great” indicates how “lesser-than” we feel within. Once we realize that our desires and expectations for our children emerge from our own internal consciousness, our entire relationship with them shifts.


As we heal from within, we begin to live in a more authentic state. This directly impacts our capacity to connect with our children. The more attuned we are to ourselves, the more attuned we are to them. The more abundant we feel within, the more abundant we see them as being. Our outer connection begins to mirror our internal connection to ourselves. This is the growth of a deep spiritual partnership with our children, in which slowly but surely it becomes clear to us that they raise us much more than we can ever raise them. Herein lies the power of this whole process. Turning the focus to our growth instead of theirs allows us to use every moment with them for our own awakening. Now, it is not about fixing or changing them, but about our own evolution.


Do you feel the power of this potential for your own healing and growth? If you do, you are ready to wake up and become a more conscious parent. Let’s try to put the first step into practice.


Putting It into Practice


Realizing that your frustrations and conflicts with your kids are more about you and your past emotional wounds and childhood baggage than about them is a big step in shifting your connection with them. From blaming and shaming them, you move toward holding yourself accountable for your own reactions. Once you truly appreciate how your own issues have been playing a significant role in how you parent, you can shift your focus from your children to you yourself.


This exercise helps you to understand just how huge your own fears, wounds, dreams, and expectations from your own past are in this journey and how they have profound impact on your kids.


Complete this sentence: I became a parent because . . .


 


 


 


 


Your answers are probably something like these:


I love kids.


I dreamed of being a mom (or dad).


I wanted a big family.


I wanted to be surrounded with love and acceptance.


What do your sentences begin with? Do they begin with the word “I”? If they do, then the reason you had children had little to do with them and all to do with your own hopes, dreams, and fantasies. 


Why is this awareness important? It points to your parental ego, the I. It allows you to see that even before your kids were born, you were preloaded with needs, wishes, dreams, and expectations. Without any conscious awareness, you were ready to “dump” these on your kids—without even considering whether your dreams matched with who your kids truly are. Sit with this awareness for a moment, for it is a huge one. It allows you to see how you entered the parenting process with a heavy ego load that then began to color and frame all your consequent decisions about your children: how you praised or shamed them, how you felt disappointed or excited by them, and much more. All your decisions stemmed from how your expectations colored this process way before you became a parent.


Now let’s do another exercise. Think about what stresses you about your kids. Complete the following sentence. 


I feel stressed with my child because . . .


 


 


 


How did you complete the sentence? What was the first word after “because”? Was it your daughter or son’s name or the pronouns “he” or “she”? Or the name of someone else in your life? If so, you are attributing your stress to someone external to you. If it was any word other than “I,” we have a problem and need to check whether we have the wrong focus. Let me show you through the example of my client Ellie, who was in constant conflict with her fourteen-year-old daughter, Becca. They argued incessantly. I asked Ellie to complete the sentence “I get stressed because . . .”


She replied, “Because Becca is a nightmare of a child. She is defiant and obstinate. She just doesn’t listen to me.” She then explained that she had tried all the parenting techniques that she had been raised with. She had tried yelling at her daughter, giving her time-outs, even grounding her. But nothing seemed to work. “She’s just the most difficult child in the world. She literally makes my life a living nightmare!”


Do you see what I mean? All of Ellie’s focus was on Becca and her behavior. As long as this continued, nothing was going to change. Only when Ellie realized that she was part of the cocreation of this dynamic could the situation change. Until then, she would keep perpetuating the toxic cycle.


I asked Ellie, “Do you want to change this dynamic?”


She almost yelled, “Yes! Why do you think I am so stressed?”


I continued, “To really change this, you are going to have to look at yourself!”


She was stunned. “Me? How is this my fault? Becca doesn’t listen, doesn’t do her chores, misses schoolwork. How is it my fault that she is lazy and disobedient?”


I replied, “Your connection with her is suffering, not flourishing. This has a huge effect on her mental well-being. You are part of this dynamic. Focus on this part of the problem, your disconnection.”


I repeated the exercise with Ellie and asked her to complete the sentence “I am stressed with Becca because . . .” She replied, “I feel like a terrible failure! I expect her to be a particular way, and she always defies this. I feel totally inept around her. It’s like I’m a nobody. It’s like she hates me!” Finally, Ellie had shifted to the real focus of the dynamic—her own feelings.


As we continued therapy, Ellie was able to trace her feelings back to her own relationship with her mother. “My mom was never around. She was the CEO of her company and was always busy. I never felt I was important enough to get her attention. I tried to be the most obedient and hardworking daughter, but even then I just wasn’t important enough for my mom to give me the attention I craved from her. I always felt as if I just wasn’t good enough for her and that I was defective in some way.” Through our sessions, Ellie was able to understand that she was craving attention and worth from her mother and was displacing these needs onto her daughter. When Becca defied her mother’s authority over her or, worse still, ignored her altogether in a way many teenagers do, Ellie took it personally. Just as she had in childhood, she felt unattended, unworthy, and unloved. Instead of just understanding that Becca was going through a developmentally normal phase in her life, Ellie made it all about her own needs for power and significance. She was, in essence, projecting her own needs onto her unsuspecting child. She couldn’t see that Becca was just being herself and wasn’t responsible for tending to Ellie’s unmet inner needs from her own childhood. Through our work together, Ellie began to understand how she was not parented by her own mother in the way that she needed and this was now blocking her ability to parent her child. Ellie began to realize how her reactions to her daughter were fueled by her rage toward her mother. Once she saw this, she began to soothe that inner rage and shift from within. This inner re-parenting that she began to do for herself transformed not just her but her entire relationship with her daughter. 


Now that you have a better understanding of how we can project our inner pain onto our children, let’s try this exercise again. Complete the sentence, and see whether you are able to shift away from blaming your kids for your frustrations and instead get to the real feelings inside yourself.


I feel stressed with my child because . . .


 


 


 


 


When you can own that it is you who has feelings about your kid, mainly because your own fantasies and expectations from your past are not being met, you are beginning this path on the right foot. Once we arrive at this new awareness, we can begin to implant a new awareness of the “real” problem: ourselves. Now, instead of blaming our kids or trying to fix them, we can begin to ask questions that are more self-reflective and self-accounting, such as these:


Why am I feeling this way around my kid?


What within me feels fear and lack around my kid?


How is this moment with my kid reminding me of something past?


When have I felt similarly in other areas of my life?


When you are firmly planted in the awareness that parenting is about raising yourself, your muscle of self-reflection becomes finely honed. You are quickly able to turn the spotlight within and focus on your internal state of being. With each turn of the spotlight inward, your self-reflection muscle grows stronger. This is how the conscious parenting process helps us raise ourselves to a higher evolution: by using the parenting opportunities we are given to be more self-aware.


For the next few days, I challenge you to notice all the ways you blame your child for your stress and try to replace that blame with inner self-awareness. Ask yourself this pivotal question: “How is my inner emotional state from the past or present affecting my judgments about my kid’s behavior?” Becoming aware of our inner projections onto our kids is a huge first step on our journey away from unconsciousness to consciousness.










Step Two:


Destroy the Fantasy


 


[image: A sad woman with messy hair and a crying baby dreams of being happy and having a calm baby]


 


I had the script edited to perfection.


The actors were picked and the director chosen.


The set was ready and the lights were on.


The show was about to start.


Then you came along and stopped the production.


You didn’t want to be in my movie.


You rejected the roles I had cast you in.


You tore the costumes and the masks,


You destroyed the stage and the set,


You burned my dreams for awards and glory


By insisting on being yourself.


I was forced to do the unthinkable.


I had to stampede my expectations


And ravage my fantasies.


Instead of writing a perfect script for you


And imagining a perfect future for your life


And dreaming perfect goals for you,


I burned it all into ashes,


And through this something unexpected occurred.


I salvaged something I didn’t even know I had lost


. . . my own soul.


We parents are the consummate moviemakers. We are constantly in the preproduction process of writing scripts and choosing endings for our films. Some of these are short films that speak to a singular moment or event, and some are epics that cover the course of years. We don’t even realize how many scripts play in our mind at one time. These movies mess up our mindsets big-time. Our scripts keep us stuck in fantasy and block our capacity to interact with our children as they authentically are. These scripts also inevitably lead to shattered expectations, as the films are never made.


There are so many movies that we parents conjure up in our fantasies:


My Exceptionally Gifted Child


Our Perfect Family Goes on Vacation


The Greatest Parent Saves the Day


Trilogies have been scripted, characters have been cast, and our names are painted across the director’s chair—all before our child is even born. We have fine-tuned exactly who our children will be, how we will parent, and what our family will look like. Sorry to say, we parents aren’t very imaginative. We all basically want the same thing—some version of perfection, unending happiness, and great success. Do you agree?


The child in our movie is nothing short of a genius. Our child “should” be someone who ends world poverty, finds the cure for cancer, fights the war on drugs, fixes the climate problem, or at the very least becomes the next world leader or superstar—a Nelson Mandela, a Martin Luther King Jr., or an Oprah Winfrey—a mini-god.


In our fantasies, we order up the perfect child as if we are ordering a gourmet meal. Two scoops of Albert Einstein, a sprinkle of Mahatma Gandhi, a dollop of Mother Teresa, a heaping spoonful of Barack Obama, a taste of some celebrity talent—Adele, Tom Brady, Leonardo DiCaprio, Julia Roberts, or Beyoncé. We are not picky, just so long as our child incorporates a generous portion of whoever the richest, smartest, and most successful people in the world are at the time of our fantasy. Never mind that we were close to none of this in our own lives; that reality has no bearing on our fantasy children.


Our ideal movie location is some version of a Disneyland theme park. Here, children are happy all the time, love their parents all the time, and are always compliant and grateful. They also have nice manners, write thank-you cards by hand, voluntarily visit the sick, do the dishes, flush the toilet, make their beds, eat vegetables, get straight A’s, and earn money by the age of thirteen—all without our begging them.


I know you had fantasies. Each one of us had plenty of these before we were parents. That’s why we traipsed into parenthood as though it were the most glorious sunset, with a million dollars waiting for us at the end. Sometime after hour twenty-two, it hit us like a ton of bricks that this ain’t no picnic! No sunset, no million dollars, no prize—nothing. This is a life sentence of toil and labor. We now have a new boss in town, and there is no overtime pay. We are multitasking laborers indentured to these relentless little taskmasters, who have no mercy.


We were so foolish. We allowed our bubble of fantasy to grow so monstrously large during those nine months of incubation that it overtook our rational minds. We actually thought we were “producing” and “creating” angelic children who would be under our supreme control—like pets, or better still, like dolls or puppets. After all, if we are raising them 24-7, doesn’t this mean we own them?


We don’t heap one activity after another on kids just because we want to “expose” them to the world’s best opportunities. We do so because we want our fantasies to come true in some way. We want to go to at least one damn play where our kid is not just a tree in the background, one concert where we don’t need to strain our eyes to catch a glimpse of them in the back row, or one game where they aren’t on the bench lollygagging their time away.
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