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Praise for Everything I Needed to Know I Learned from My Six-Month-Old


“Everything I Needed to Know I Learned From My Six-Month-Old is the perfect companion for any new mother. I wish I had had this book ten years ago when my first daughter was born—I would have felt so much less alone. Kuwana Haulsey’s voice is full of humor and grace, but what I love most about her is that she tells it like it is. Reading this book is like chatting with a close friend.”

—Kate Hopper, 
author of Use Your Words: A Writing Guide for Mothers


 



 



“Baby as meditation—that’s the idea that award-winning novelist Haulsey came up with after the birth of her son. Caught up in the overwhelming, full-time spiral of loving and caregiving-on-demand, she suddenly realized that her infant son was also a spiritual master, pure in his existence in the world, dealing with everything he experienced with a wide-open heart and mind. She decided to learn from his example. Mindfulness practice tells us to stay in the present and face our truth. Mothering an infant requires just that. Haulsey began to work with the experience, letting it take her into life review, self-realization, and, eventually, gratitude. It’s especially valuable for first-time mothers. Even those who aren’t parents will be inspired by the honesty of this life-affirming, real-world book.”

—Retailing Insight


 



 



“With the talent of a master artist, Kuwana Haulsey paints a picture of the true blessings of being a parent. She transports you from day-to-day parenting rituals to a place that gently and quietly reminds you to be in that very special and precious parenting moment—for it is a moment that is fleeting. The warmth of your baby’s skin, the first giggle, the beginnings of the emergence and continual evolution of a personality that is uniquely theirs…this is indeed what it is to be in the presence of a miracle. How lucky we are to have Kuwana Haulsey to take us to that place and space in time that every parent relishes and treasures.”

—Carole Brody Fleet, 
author of Happily Even After







Angels, like parables and fine poetry, speak in many layers of meaning and mystery, trying to express the inexpressible. If we ignore them, our lives are the poorer.

—BISHOP DESMOND TUTU







For Kingston, my angel,
 and for Jackson, the littlest angel
 with the shiny new wings








Your children are not your children. They are
 the sons and daughters of life’s longing for
 itself. They come through you, but not from
 you. And though they are with you, yet they
 belong not to you. You may house their bod-
 ies, but not their souls. You may strive to be
 like them, but seek not to make them like you.
 You are the bows from which your children
 as living arrows are sent forth. The Archer
 sees the mark upon the path of the infinite,
 and He bends you with His might that His
 arrows may go swift and far. Let your bend-
 ing in the archer’s hand be for gladness; for
 even as He loves the arrow that flies, so He
 loves also the bow that is stable.


—KHALIL GIBRAN






 Foreword

THERE ARE PRECIOUS MOMENTS IN LIFE, MOMENTS OF incredible rarity and beauty during which we become immersed in the present without anxiety about the future. There’s no concern over things that may have happened in the past or worry about how life might turn out because we’re conscious that life is perfect just as it is. Children effortlessly provide us with these reminders of the inherent goodness of life; with just a smile, a laugh, or a hug from a beloved child, we are instantly brought to a place of timeless, joyous connection wherein nothing else seems to exist.

Years ago when my daughter Micaela was an infant, I had the opportunity to stay home and be her primary caregiver. I look back on that time as a very precious and wonderful turning point in my life. I remember how I didn’t like changing diapers, so I gave her a bath every time she went to the bathroom. People often commented on how I kept my baby so immaculately clean, but they never knew my true motives. During those days I learned firsthand how children have the capacity to keep us connected to the present moment,  one that is filled with love, beauty, and total connection.

As a consciously committed caregiver, you learn that there isn’t anything you wouldn’t sacrifice for another human being. The boundaries between yourself and the other disappear; you would literally give your life for someone else. The strength of this kind of bond quietly begins to erode any sense of selfishness or separation.

As the years go by these bonds cement and expand. Today, more than thirty years later, my bond with my daughter—the love and vulnerability in that relationship—has only deepened. It would not surprise me if this legacy of devotion first emerged in another dimension of time and space, but as a parent I have a direct experience of it here and now, in this lifetime. Equally as important, my interactions with my children (and now my grandchildren) allowed me to become aware of gifts, strengths, and capacities within myself that were birthed along with them. My growth through fatherhood taught me to hold a space of compassion and unconditional love for myself, which in turn allowed me to model these qualities to my children as they went through the challenges of growing up—especially through their teen years. It made me a better role model for them.

It is often taught in African cosmology that children and elders are closer to the other world than those who are middle-aged. Children come freshly from the realm of no-time-space and elders are closer to returning into no-time. Our interactions with our children provide the means for us to  continually return to that which is real, eternal, and vital. These are the graces I received throughout the years of care-taking my precious daughter, graces that are essential to my spiritual and emotional development. It humbles me to realize that I was learning as much from her as she was learning from me.

Children don’t arrive in this world as blank slates to be written upon, even though the popular belief is that they do. They come to us imbued with proclivities, insights, and gifts—qualities that they’ve already developed in the course of their soul’s existence. If we watch and listen we can glean what they have come to share with the world. When we as parents understand this, we become aware of their power to impact our own lives for the better. We come to regard them as gift bearers offering us the opportunity to delve deeply into the sacredness of mothering and fathering.

In our fast-paced society success is commonly measured by one’s profession or credentials and the material gains these garner, rather than by one’s character and contributions to life. In this atmosphere it is easy to overlook the sacred aspects of parenthood. When outer validation from others becomes of paramount importance, our spiritual and emotional connections to one another become devalued.

But the joy that arises through an authentic connection between a child and a loving caregiver is incomparable. You feel it the moment you come face-to-face with the utter vulnerability of a newborn. And you protect it with your very  life. You feel it when a baby opens his or her heart to you and you reciprocate this unconditional love. The joy overflows when you watch a child take a first step, speak that first word, and begin to express their unique personality. The sacred art of parenting is something to be savored, not rushed through. Learning to surrender yourself to the moment, no matter what it looks like, and to find the beauty in it is a gift that will serve you throughout your lifetime.

From that perspective every task can be used as an avenue for awakening to who and what we are, to our own essential nature, which contains the innocence of a child. Dealing with an infant who depends upon you for their survival requires being present and focused. That requirement of sustained attention, when applied consciously, develops attentiveness and intentionality, the very foundation of spiritual practice and inner transformation. Being clear about your intentions is very important: Why do you wake up every day? What is your motivation? What is your cause for taking action? Honing your attention means consciously asking yourself where you are placing your focus on a moment-by-moment basis.

When you have a baby, your attention and awareness must be fully present; if not, it takes only seconds for tragedy to take place. With the intention to be a vehicle of love, education, inspiration—a place of safety and security for your child—it becomes vital to practice what we might call an open-eyed meditation. A parent or caregiver who commits to such an endeavor will learn profound lessons and give their  child great gifts.

To welcome a baby into a family instantly puts you through the crucible of transformation. On some days it definitely feels daunting or overwhelming. It may seem as though life would be much easier without all that responsibility. You may fantasize about driving the Pacific Coast Highway and looking out at the ocean, doing whatever you want and feeling free. But raising a child with intention and consciousness makes you a candidate for insights that can ultimately lead to true freedom, which is a spiritual practice that supports you in evolving into your greatest self.

This idea is the basis for this book. I’ve known Kuwana Haulsey for many years. I’ve loved her work as a novelist. In her previous books, The Red Moon and Angel of Harlem, she used fictional stories to convey the essence of sacred truths. But in Everything I Know, she brings to us something from her personal life, from the depths of her intimate discoveries as a mother seeking to grow into her own authentic power and wisdom so that she might inspire the same in her child. Kuwana’s lessons and insights shared in this book are all based on hard-won, firsthand experience.

These pages are filled with moments of wonder, joy, heartbreak, and revelation that will resonate with anyone who has ever loved a child. Kuwana’s perspective is refreshing, particularly at a time when many voices in our society proclaim distaste for the responsibilities and burdens of parenting. This book is a refresher course, a reminder of the blessings  of parenthood and that the sacrifices one willingly makes in raising a child are ultimately meant to enrich one’s life, not impoverish it. In fact, the etymology of the word sacrifice is from the Latin sacer, which means sacred, holy, consecrated.

In Everything I Know, Kuwana Haulsey speaks to the spiritual unfolding that occurs when we take on the sacred responsibility to love, protect, and guide our children; in turn they birth within us a greater embodiment of unconditional love. An incomparable storyteller, Kuwana allows us to see our own stories embedded within her personal tale. The wisdom, humor, and love she so wholly expresses will encourage us all to cherish the blessing and practice of sacred parenting.

 



Michael Bernard Beckwith






 Introduction

MY SON PLAYS WITH ANGELS ON A REGULAR BASIS.

One particular day, he lay draped over my arm, reaching out for a hand I couldn’t see, smiling and laughing. His little nose wrinkled and I imagined the feathery tip of a wing gliding in front of his face. Then he burst into an ecstatic squeal and plopped his head down against my chest, hiding his face from the other realms.


What a magnificent being, I thought. Of course I was referring to my baby, not the angel I imagined perched on the end of my bed. As Kingston laughed, I marveled at how thin the veil between heaven and earth can be when you’re only six months old.

Slowly, my son brought his attention back down into the room. I held him close, gently bouncing him up and down, until he began to drift to sleep. When his eyes finally closed I laid him in the middle of our bed and just stared, tracing the lines of his body over and over again with my eyes. He was soft and pillowy, full of curves and folds and dimples. My son sighed in his sleep and pursed his tiny lips, looking  altogether perfect, so much like God-in-the-flesh that it took my breath away.

I couldn’t help but wonder, what in the world is he doing here with me? How did I get so lucky?

Of course, the reality is that luck has nothing to do with it. Parenting, I quickly learned, is all about choices. There are good choices and not-as-good choices—and we all make them. The more time I spent nurturing my son, the more he inspired me to examine the soundness of all my choices. Prodded by his tiny fingers, I began to reevaluate my life with a level of honesty that had eluded me in the past.

It felt like he’d reached inside my mind and flicked on the light. Suddenly, I was able to see a whole slew of secret thoughts and beliefs that had dictated the way I’d made my decisions up to that point; my choices created predictable results that kept showing up as the unintended consequences and circumstances of my life. I became uncomfortably aware of patterns that I’d been unable to break: the places in my relationships where “good enough” had become good enough, the dreams that had started to seem far-fetched, the excuses that I’d grown far too comfortable believing and repeating. I also noticed how quickly the critic in the back of my mind would pounce on any opportunity to berate these supposed shortcomings.

It dawned on me that I would never, ever criticize or judge Kingston by the same stingy measures. A mother knows that her child is precious and beautiful, worthy of unconditional  love simply because he or she exists. No matter how imperfect it may seem at any given moment, a mother’s love is rich, deep, and unending. Babies deserve no less.

When and how, I wondered, did I start accepting less for myself?

More importantly, how could I learn to give myself the same kind of unconditional love that so easily flowed from me to my child? Could I soothe, nurture, support, and celebrate myself the way I did him? If I tripped and fell over a hole in my thinking, instead of spending a day or a week wondering why in the world I hadn’t seen that shortfall coming, could I simply pick myself up, clean myself off, and head back out to play?

Without a doubt, my ability to be a conscious participant in my own spiritual, mental, and emotional expansion was crucial to my ability to guide my son to his highest potential. After all, where we come from has so much to do with where we go. And where we go in life is dictated, ultimately, by who we are. Herein lies the premise at the heart of this book: who we are—our values, passions, joys, sorrows, and creative impulses—is, in the final analysis, the set of traits our children learn to mirror in their own ways. “Do as I say” becomes “Do as I do,” which hopefully evolves into “Be as I am.”

When we love ourselves unconditionally, we show our children what it looks like and feels like to live comfortably in the heart of God. As we make a conscious practice of standing in unconditional love, our lives become more vibrant and  audacious, full of power and meaning. It becomes possible to chart exciting new courses in our own development, even as we shoulder the incredible responsibility of being the ballast that keeps everyone else sailing smoothly forward.

Of course, all this sounds really good on paper. In reality, it’s much too easy to get lost in the constant demands of motherhood. Oftentimes, the open-ended desires of the heart quietly start to fade—so deep is a mother’s love that sometimes you barely miss them until they’re gone. If someone had told pre-pregnant Kuwana that it would be so easy to let my self get totally overshadowed by my child’s needs, I would’ve called them crazy. In fact, I did call them crazy. Friend after friend patted my belly and warned, You just wait! It’ll be all about the baby as soon as he gets here. You’ll see! Of course, I ignored them.

Then the baby came.

As the weeks and months raced by, I had the all-too-familiar realization that if I wasn’t vigilant, my lifelong dreams could become permanently eclipsed by the realities and responsibilities of this new life. Slowly, I started losing sight of the real me—the me of spiritual inquiry, of questing and journeying, of introspection, vision, challenge, and change. The many things that needed to be done on a daily basis loomed much larger in my mind than the things I had always wanted to do. I was finding my way, and losing it, at the same time. But, of course, seeing the problem and knowing what to do about it are two completely different things.

Then, while watching my son sleep that afternoon, it hit me. Be as a little child…


The key to a deeper understanding of all my questions was lying right in front of my eyes. Literally. Babies, I realized, are tiny little masters of the universe, manifesters of the highest order. The consciousness of a child is like a pristine river winding its way toward its destination The water doesn’t hold the reflection of the tree it just passed along its shore, calling it wonderful or ugly. It doesn’t fight against the rocks that have fallen down and obstructed its way. It simply charts a new path and stays in the flow. Children are the same way (before they’re domesticated, to use the term of Don Miguel Ruiz). Joy or loneliness, comfort or pain, fear or love—each sensation has its place in the moment, then it’s gone. The baby remains completely available, sure of itself with its arms open wide to life.

Enlightenment, it occurred to me, is the warm, soft glow that radiates from a child’s heart.

I was able to see what awakened consciousness looked like by watching a six-month-old boy, because he’d never been to sleep (figuratively, of course, though sometimes it felt pretty literal). As an adult I wondered if I could learn—or relearn—to be like that. I believed that I could. Kingston was teaching me how. As I raised my son, I discovered that he was also raising me.

His presence, so delightful and adoring, encouraged me to explore motherhood as a means of waking up, a pathway to  discovering the hidden wealth of my soul. Rather than leading me away from myself, motherhood has the power to lead me toward full freedom of expression. My son’s touch brought water to the dry places, inviting me to drench myself in the same unconditional love that I shower him with every day.

Hopefully this book will encourage you to do the same.






 LESSON ONE

 Finding the Courage to Emerge


Dare you have the courage to be who you really are?

 



—PIR VILAYAT



THE GIRL ACROSS THE ROOM RAISED HER HEAD AND THE look in her eyes stopped my breath.


Who is this? I wondered. My God.

She was beautiful, with long heavy braids hanging down the middle of her back, golden skin, and uncertain eyes. People don’t like to be stared at when they’re frightened, so I looked away to give her some privacy. A minute later she hunched her back and moaned, once more immersed in what was happening to her body, this process of becoming something new. I wanted to tell her that everything would be OK, but I wasn’t sure that it would be. It was hours until dawn and she was already naked and sweating, pacing heavily around the room. This poor girl was about to have the longest day of her life.

As I watched her transform in the mirror in front of me, a story I’d read weeks before flashed through my mind.

It seems that there’s a tribe in Africa where, the first time a woman leaves home following the confinement period after giving birth, everyone she meets along the road greets her with a sacred song otherwise reserved for warriors returning from battle. She’s honored as having lived through a rite of passage that will forever mark her womanhood as abundant and powerful and blessed. She’s respected as a fully franchised  member of the most ubiquitous and yet most extraordinary group of beings in our collective experience: mothers.

There was something about this vision of strength and power—and the recognition of worth that went along with it—that appealed to me. This archetype of divine motherhood walking alone along the dusty roadside in my mind’s eye was someone whose wisdom was innate and whose voice was unmistakable. Her words mattered, so she used them with clarity and purpose. She gave to those around her from the overflow of her spirit, not from the dregs. She had a sensual, arresting beauty all her own; she released the pressure to look like or act like anyone other than herself. The temptation to try to be “perfect” or “have it all together” for anyone else’s benefit wouldn’t even be a temptation for her. She would know how much richer life was on the other side of that lure, where failure might be an option, but living in fear and pretense was not.

The desire to know (and be loved by) this divine mother is intimately familiar. Yet somehow she seems so far removed. This is the mother we all think that we have before we get grown and start nitpicking at the humanity of the women we were born to. This is the woman we secretly want to be, even though it very often seems like she doesn’t exist. But she does exist. I know. I’ve seen her. She’s been there, no matter how big or small her part, in the face of every pregnant woman and mother I’ve ever seen look deeply at a child with love.

I wanted her face to be my face too. I wanted to allow this  woman of purpose, this woman I’d always believed myself to be inside, to emerge from the girl in the mirror. But how? Babies know how to be birthed. Mothers do not always know how to birth themselves.

I’d pondered these thoughts for weeks, though not in a serious way. I just loved the idea of being able to magically summon my inner warrior to carry me through the end of pregnancy. As fantasies go, it was really quite enthralling. My body had gotten so enormously awkward that I was barely able to roll out of bed by myself. Under the circumstances, it seemed only fair and fitting that there’d be a trade-off of some kind. Maybe I’d given up gracefulness and freedom and the ability to see my feet, but in return I would gain access to a mysterious new power within me. This power was destined to rise up and, at just the right moment, give me the strength to conquer any challenge.

There was something potent within me waiting to be birthed right alongside the baby curled up in my body. Just like the women in the little African village, I’d summon my warrior and she would kneel down before me without protest, generously offering up her services as midwife, ready to birth me into my new purpose, and a higher level of consciousness. It sounded wonderful.

However, as another contraction began to swell, I started having some doubts. The face in the mirror lost its subtle glow and turned back into my own familiar, sweating, scrunched-up, agonized face. Struggling to breathe through the panic,  I wondered if maybe I’d made a really big miscalculation. It was seriously looking like the warrior goddess I’d been counting on would be a no-show.

As a self-described pacifist (read: people pleaser), I may have seemed unworthy to her. But without her how would I get through this, the birth of my first child? I wanted my son more than I wanted my next breath, but how exactly was I supposed to get him here? This only sounds like a simple question if you’ve never been in labor before. What had I gotten myself into? Was I honestly prepared to become a mother?

The short answer is: of course not. But you couldn’t have told me that at the time. In my mind, before the contractions started, I had it all together. In reality, what I had was a pretty crib, some woefully unimaginative pregnancy books, a closet full of tiny clothes, and the incredible assumption that somehow these things equipped me to be a mother. It was pretty audacious thinking. But in my own defense, there was no way that I could possibly have known what was about to happen.

Going through childbirth for the first time is a lot like going cliff diving when you can’t swim very well. Boldly you jump, trusting the exhilaration of the moment to carry you through. If it does, great. If it doesn’t, well, its not like you can turn back. When that first contraction hits, you are airborne. Your entire being is alight with the profound and shocking realization of the true meaning of the word commitment. In my pre-pregnancy life, I could barely commit to  a morning yoga class. Yet here I was, asking myself, and my husband, to commit to the most profound change that two human beings can undergo. And what about the baby? I’d heard it said by spiritual types who supposedly know these things that between birth and death, birth is the more appalling of the two experiences. How would the baby get through all of this?


I’d heard it said by spiritual types who supposedly know these things that between birth and death, birth is the more appalling of the two experiences.



As the contraction receded, I kneeled down and ran my hand over the huge mound of my belly. I whispered words that I hoped were comforting, looking for some sign that our son felt my presence and was consoled. But there was no movement, nothing at all. My heart jumped. I tapped on my stomach a few times. Hello in there? Nothing. I pushed down on my belly, harder than I intended to, trying to get him to move. Annoyed, Kingston pushed back and flipped over on his side. If he could’ve used the placenta as a cover to throw over his head, he would have. That boy was fast asleep in there and clearly letting me know: Go away, Mama! Cut it out!


Even in the middle of labor, he was cutting up.

Kingston was nothing if not consistent. Before our son was even born, he was a talker, a doer, a whirlwind of quick opinions. He’d constantly sent messages to me from the womb, tapping out clear demands like Morse code across the skin at  the base of my belly. Mama, it’s time to eat! If I ignored him, or didn’t move fast enough toward the refrigerator, he would waft down and plop onto my bladder, crushing it like a stress ball. As soon as I put something, anything, in my mouth, he’d say a polite thanks by floating up and away, happily going about his pre-birth business.

Oftentimes, I’d found myself wondering what would happen if I were more like my son. What kinds of things might I say if I hadn’t learned, at some point in my life, that being polite had a greater resale value than being honest? Kingston, on the other hand, had no such qualms. He was relentlessly authentic, always willing to share his preferences whether I asked for them or not. For example, he loved salsa music and knock-knock jokes and late-night playtime. Every night, right around midnight, he woke up to play games. My husband and I joked that the baby must have a wristwatch, because he was never late for our nightly date.

“I’m going to call him Midnight when he comes,” I’d told Cory. “Midnight Tyler.”

It amazed me just how perfectly this little being fit inside his own, untouched skin. He had such a strong presence. More than once, old ladies had stopped me the in street and pointed at my belly, saying, “That child is powerful. He has a strong destiny. He’s going to be somebody!”

I believed it. He already was somebody—somebody confident and playful and engaging. I wondered if I’d been that way too before I was born—so clear about who I was. Maybe  I reveled in the ability to love and be loved unconditionally simply because I had the courage to exist.

Maybe we were all like that.

Maybe we were all born with complete clarity: the ability to do what is supposed to be impossible, to see beyond what is immediately visible, to know truths that seem unfathomable and to run into angels around every corner. Maybe the only reason we cycled down onto this planet was to have the opportunity to love one another recklessly and bask in the moment-by-moment glory of our own becoming.

Maybe this is the real nature of our being, even now.

But if that’s true (and let’s say for argument’s sake, for the rest of this book, that it is), how do we learn to live from that space every day? What happens to that connectedness, that daring, that flow that we’re gifted with on our way in here? For me, the connection had started to fade. I’d become cautious—thoughtful and habitual rather than mindful and free. The flow became turbulent and interrupted. Somewhere along the way, I started believing that I had to do something extra or be someone other than who I already was to be loved the way I wanted to be loved, even by my own self.


Maybe we were all born with complete clarity: the ability to do what is supposed to be impossible, to see beyond what is immediately visible, to know truths that seem unfathomable and to run into angels around every corner.



I hadn’t quite found the courage to be present with myself, as myself, without apology or excuse. At least not consistently. It requires a certain level of fearlessness to look at oneself in the mirror and really own the beauty of the miracle staring back. One’s tolerance for beauty must first be raised in order to bear a sustained look. But only when that realization occurs is it possible to grow into the new life that’s been calling. This is what I wanted to do, for myself and for my son. These were the changes that I’d thought about, prayed about, meditated on and fully intended to make. But nine months had slipped by and now he was almost here, even though absolutely I was no closer to being “there.”

However, all of this is hindsight. In the early stages of labor, I couldn’t have cared less about any of that stuff. At the time, all I wanted was to lie down and rest.

Exhausted, I sank onto the bed. Cory lay down with me, curled up at my back, cupping my belly in his hands. I inhaled a deep, relaxing breath. But rather than getting quieter, my thoughts got more jumbled. I felt like I sometimes do when I write and my hand can’t keep up with the words scrolling through my mind. It was a familiar, if uncomfortable, feeling. For months, I’d even slept in these ongoing sentences, curled up on my side like a comma, with the baby, who was always the subject, protruding in front of me, and my husband, the predicate, hanging on for dear life from behind. Now here we were again, back in our familiar positions. Only nothing was the same. We were all transitioning. But into what?

By 6:00 a.m. we were both convinced that this wasn’t another false alarm. The baby was coming. Cory called Angela, our doula, and after a few whispered words, passed the phone over to me.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

I said, “I feel like this hurts and if these contractions get any worse I’m gonna be really, really mad.”

Angela sighed. I could almost see her smirking and rolling her eyes. “I’m on my way.”

An hour later, Angela showed up and she, Cory, and I got down to the business of preparing our baby to be born. We walked up and down through the hills around our home. We danced to salsa music between contractions. We ate oatmeal, turkey bacon, and hashbrowns for energy. Cory held me up when my knees gave out under the pressure of a long, spiraling wave. He stood in tree pose, with his feet anchored to the earth, surrendering his body to hold us both up. Angela rubbed my back, murmuring to me to keep my face relaxed and coast on top of the waves.

Hours passed. The contractions sped up and got more intense. Oh, God, the baby’s coming! I panicked. But then, as the afternoon wore on, the contractions all but disappeared. My labor stalled. Nearly an hour passed without a single contraction. Oh God, the baby’s not coming! I panicked.

The mental contractions combined with the physical ones were almost too much. Finally, at one point when Cory was out of the room, Angela looked at me and said, “You’re still  in your head. Whatever is going on in there, you need to let it go. You need to lose your mind.”

I looked at her like she’d gone first.

“To lose your mind means to surrender it,” she said. “When you surrender, you can be fully in the experience of the body without being attached to it.”

“I don’t know if I can do that,” I whined.

“You can,” Angela assured me. “Let me ask you this—what is it that you haven’t made peace with yet? What are you afraid of?”

Her question stopped me cold. I stopped panting, stopped feeling, stopped complaining. The thoughts that had been speeding through my mind began to slow down and soften in volume. Suddenly I could hear my breath. I could feel my heart. Angela was right: there was something heavy in there that I hadn’t been aware of before.

“I’m afraid,” I blurted out, “that I won’t be able to take care of him like I should.”

“Can you forgive yourself for believing in a thought like that?” she asked. “Can you let that thought go?”

When Angela asked the question, my stomach clenched. Letting go of that thought was just as scary as holding on to it. There was an emotional charge behind the thoughts of unworthiness, an investment of time, energy, and worry that didn’t want to simply be dissolved.

How much of my life had I invested in false beliefs about myself? How long had I fought tooth and nail to hold on to an  uncomfortable, but familiar, smallness? Had I avoided being present with my feelings because of what I feared I might find if I looked deep enough? But what would happen if I could stand still long enough to see myself truthfully, as the person I was in the moment, rather than who I thought I was based on who I believed I’d been in the past? This was the choice: release my old beliefs and allow the next stage of my life to emerge or stay where I was, mired in false ideas and fighting to have control over the uncontrollable.

Holding on to the old self can be seductive and comforting, like being with a lover who finishes your sentences for you and knows how every one of your stories ends. It provides a measure of assurance. It minimizes risk. But it also keeps you small.

Suddenly, I was terrified. I started to cry.

“Look,” Angela said, “whatever you’re holding on to, you have to let go. You need to be able to step back and allow this baby to come into this world the way that he needs to come. Your baby and your body are in perfect harmony. He knows exactly what he needs to get here. All you have to do is relax and surrender and let him come. Just let it be.”

Relax. Surrender. Let it be.

Let myself be.

My son was clear in his purpose. He was prepared and ready, an active part of the process of life. He could ride the waves and direct them at the same time.

What about me?

Relax. Surrender. Let my self be.


To become a mother is to offer oneself over to possibility, to watch as the life around you and the life within you merge, take root, and blossom.



This is the process of a woman being born. It is a process of becoming, of surrendering to what has always been there, waiting patiently for an opening to come through.

The birth of a child and the conscious birth of a mother are both gateways to the miraculous. To become a mother is to offer oneself over to possibility, to watch as the life around you and the life within you merge, take root, and blossom. Motherhood is the creative urge, the unlimited potential tucked away within the blossom’s seed. It is also the soil into which that seed is dropped. The act of mothering, therefore, is a supreme act of self-recognition and faith, as well as love.

I needed to have the faith to look into myself, to recognize the goodness in whatever I found there, and receive it with love. I surrendered.

My stalled labor was not restarted with needles and medications, but with soft music, softer words, some tears, and a slowly opening heart. The contractions began again and suddenly jumped from eleven minutes apart to eight, and then down to six minutes and three minutes. Before we knew what had happened, the contractions were one to two minutes apart and we were flying down the 405 freeway toward UCLA Medical Center.

At the hospital, the midwife and the nurses tried to make me as comfortable as possible. But there wasn’t really much that could help. We’d clearly stated in our birth plan that we were having a natural birth—no drugs or interventions. So we were on our own in a peaceful, dimly lit room, with a waheguru chant playing quietly in the background while my husband, our midwife, and our doula murmured encouraging words in my ears. It was hard for me to hear them, however, as I was too busy wailing at the top of my lungs, begging for intervention—divine, pharmaceutical, or otherwise.

But then it finally happened. During the transition phase, I left my mind. I entered into the trance state that I’d heard so much about, where it felt like God’s hand was on me, squeezing the baby out of my body. God, apparently, has a vise grip.
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