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      This book is dedicated to my children, Aidan and Isla.

Thank you for being my greatest teachers and co-journeyers in this life.

    

  
    
      Shamanic Wisdom for Pregnancy and Parenthood
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      “In a day and age where parents are pulled in so many directions, we forget the power and the wisdom within, the wisdom we were born with. Anna Cariad-Barrett reclaims this deep wisdom and reminds us that we are sacred beings. She supports the physical and emotional layers of becoming a parent—for the first or tenth time. Anna walks us through each trimester like no other book has done and provides simple tools to bring great abundance to our journey. She reminds us of the importance of being in a partnership and making our relationship a priority. This book is a must-read.”

      SARAH LONGACRE, FOUNDER AND OWNER OF BLOOMA, PRENATAL YOGA INSTRUCTOR, AND BIRTH DOULA

      “Whether you are pregnant, adopting, trying to get pregnant, or raising small children, single or with a partner, this book is a must-read! Anna Cariad-Barrett carefully articulates the issues and challenges you are facing and offers clear guidance on how to deal with them. Her information, stories, and guided visualizations are relevant regardless of your situation. I wish this book had been available when I was first pregnant and parenting young children.”

      NICKI SCULLY, AUTHOR OF SEKHMET: TRANSFORMATION IN THE BELLY OF THE GODDESS

      “Anna Cariad-Barrett’s book is an essential companion for anyone on the transformational journey of creation, whether birthing a baby, a family, or one’s self. By connecting us with the wisdom of nature and our inner knowing, she has taken the journey to a whole other dimension. A must-read for childbirth and parenting education if we are to secure a better future for humanity.”

      THEA SUMMER DEER, AUTHOR OF WISDOM OF THE PLANT DEVAS, 
CLINICAL HERBALIST, RESEARCHER, EDUCATOR, AND FORMER MIDWIFE AND HOLISTIC CHILDBIRTH EDUCATOR

      “A beautiful book about the powerful transformation process that takes place when one sets out to become a parent. Anna Cariad-Barrett weaves the often overlooked sorrows of the journey, including pregnancy loss and pregnancy after loss, with the joys that are imprinted into an individual’s identity as a parent.”

      LINDSEY M. HENKE, MSW, LICSW, FOUNDER OF PREGNANCY AFTER LOSS SUPPORT

      “To birth and raise a child in today’s world may be one of the greatest of initiations. Anna Cariad-Barrett has created a wonderful book, exploring the soul contract between the spirits of an incoming child and its parents. This book is a thoughtful psychospiritual guide that will assist in your personal transformation.”

      HANK WESSELMAN, PH.D., ANTHROPOLOGIST, AUTHOR OF THE 
RE-ENCHANTMENT, THE BOWL OF LIGHT, AND THE SPIRITWALKER TRILOGY, AND 
COAUTHOR OF AWAKENING TO THE SPIRIT WORLD

      “Anna Cariad-Barrett beautifully writes about the joys and challenges of parenthood from a unique and refreshing perspective of shamanic initiation. She connects parenthood with a larger perspective of a spiritual journey through life. Reading this book brings ancient shamanic practices into everyday life, enhancing and empowering people to be joyful and effective parents!”

      NITA GAGE, DSPS, MA, COAUTHOR OF SOUL WHISPERING AND 
COFOUNDER OF THE NEUROIMAGINAL INSTITUTE

      “Anna Cariad-Barrett has written a profoundly important work for all parents, whether their child is yet to be born or is already alive at any age. Our culture has only weakly supported the most sacred of the rites of passage—birth. Many of our family traditions shared wisdom and positive experiences in raising a child; but many more could only pass down trauma and dysfunction to the next generation. This book is for anyone who wants to transform existing patterns in their own or the collective family and offers practical and spiritual exercises for assistance. Bravo, Anna, the children of the world thank you.”

      KATHRYN W. RAVENWOOD, AUTHOR OF HOW TO CREATE SACRED WATER: A 
GUIDE TO RITUALS AND PRACTICES
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      Foreword

      I think it is safe to say, when one seriously considers what it takes to birth and raise a child in this world, that it is undoubtedly one of the biggest and greatest initiations that can occur on this planet. The other two great initiations are being born oneself and then the shedding of the body when death finally comes knocking at our door.

      The journey of learning how to become a parent began with the first parents on Earth, and all the parents since that time have added to this journey. In essence, all that has been learned about parenting is in the collective unconscious and is there for each of us to tap into. From our fellow parents across time and space, our true families of origin on Earth, we can find comfort and guidance in the parent archetype as we explore our biological families of origin and any patterns with which they may have “gifted” us.

      Many take for granted that birth begins when the baby emerges from its mother, but, as Anna Cariad-Barrett has so aptly written about in this book, birth begins long before that. In fact, since all the eggs of the birthing mother have been inside her since she was in her own mother, you could say that all children have been in at least two mothers before arriving on Earth. And who knows, perhaps prior to that they were in the great cosmic womb just waiting for the cosmic mother’s celestial cervix to open and create a pathway from the stars into their human mother’s womb.

      Another intuitive, shamanic idea that appeals to me is that the spirits of the child and the parents have a soul contract, signed in another time and dimension. If this is the case, then there truly are no unplanned pregnancies. It would also explain the sudden urge many feel to become parents. I well remember thinking in my teens that I didn’t want children, and I can equally remember in my early twenties suddenly knowing that I wanted a baby. The yearning was so insistent I couldn’t deny it. I immediately went off of birth control and was pregnant within the month. There was no logical reason for the turn in my attitude; the shift literally happened overnight. I believe that my son, Casey, and I have a deep karmic connection, and that he sent me “an offer I could not refuse.”

      Anna points out that we can all become the parents we long to be and be more fully prepared for whatever joys and challenges our children’s souls are here to go through. As parents we will be better able to support our children through their unique soul lessons, and better able to navigate our own soul lessons, if we have embraced our own inner child and recovered lost soul parts from our childhoods.

      One of the foundational teachings that is taught through my Venus Rising Transformation Programs is that we are on a spiral path, not a linear or even circular one. We are evolving through time and space, and also beyond time and space. Anna and I cowrote a book about this transformative life journey, and we often compare this process to the imaginal cells that are found in the caterpillar as it dissolves itself and rebirths into the glorious butterfly. The imaginal cells are the future; they are already within the caterpillar and are also within all beings, humans included. All of creation is going through sequences of birth, death, and rebirth; exploring the spiritual laws of “as above so below,” “as within so without.” When we learn to see a bigger story—not only in our own lives but also in our children’s—we see that there is even more wonder and magic to behold and to be grateful for.

      Anna has a gift for helping us to see our bigger story, finding the wonder and gratitude while honoring both the light and the dark. I first met Anna a number of years ago, when she was still a young maiden. Even at that time, I soon became aware of the depth of her soul, the brilliance of her spirit, and her quick intelligence. It was not unusual to hear others speak of her as an old soul. How does one acquire so much depth at such a tender age? On my own psychospiritual shamanic path of many years, I have had the privilege to meet others who share this same kind of passionate response to life and service to others. So much of what these amazing souls have had in common is their own descent into what I refer to as a series of shamanic initiations. They have often met challenging life situations and emerged on the other side as initiated beings, ready to bring gifts from their underworld journeys back to serve the world. The very wounds they have suffered and transformed become their greatest gifts. They become the wounded healers, also known as shamans.

      Anna formalized her shamanic training through coursework and an apprenticeship at Venus Rising University and Venus Rising Association for Transformation. She acquired her shamanic ministerial ordination, Shamanic Breathwork practitioner certification, and a doctorate degree in shamanic psychospiritual studies. Her dissertation was satisfied by coauthoring a book with me, Sacred Medicine of Bee, Butterfly, Earthworm, and Spider: Shamanic Teachers of the Instar Medicine Wheel.

      Anna is not only a well-informed scholar and a skilled psychospiritual counselor, she is also an embodiment of her work through her daily life. Because she walks a shamanic path in everyday consciousness, she is open to the synchronicities and messages that surround us all, which many simply miss. Her keen perception helps her to connect with both spirit and the natural world, blending the two into practical knowledge and methods to assist people on their paths.

      Anna covers so much important and rich material in this book, often drawing on her personal experiences of childhood, adult life, and initiation as a new mother. One of her greatest gifts is her deep commitment to her own personal healing and transformation, and her willingness to share her story with others. She has done a superb job of describing her own somewhat difficult journey through life, and what it has taught her. Anna shares openly from her heart about her own childhood wounding and physical health challenges as well as other initiatory experiences. I remember well the journey she took to Peru, her subsequent pregnancy, and the heartbreaking miscarriage—and how by looking at it through the lens of shamanic consciousness she could find the bigger soul picture and meaning of it all. I believe this prepared her even more fully not only for giving birth to her future children but also to write this book. She shares the love and the pain of the journey to parenthood, honoring the gifts from both the light and the shadow, which can only be fully embraced by doing one’s inner work of self-healing and discovery.

      May this beautiful book be an inspiration and soulful guide to all those who find themselves blessed to be involved with the sacred ceremony of parenting.

      LINDA STAR WOLF

      LINDA STAR WOLF, 
PH.D., is the founder and director of Venus Rising Association for Transformation, the president of Venus Rising University, and the creator of the Shamanic Breathwork process. She is the author of numerous books, including Shamanic Breathwork: Journeying beyond the Limits of the Self and Soul Whispering: The Art of Awakening Shamanic Consciousness.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      A Psychospiritual Exploration of Parenthood

      Welcoming a child into the world is a process that transforms us on all levels: heart, mind, body, soul, relationships, beliefs, and consciousness. As we gestate our sweet baby within, complete the process of adoption, read books on parenting, eat the right foods, and gather important supplies, we are also rebirthing ourselves into a new octave of purpose.

      
        Whole-Person Support

        It is essential to explore the process of becoming a mother or father from a whole-person perspective. Too often, we fall short of this; focusing on medical outcomes, nursery decorations, and the arrival of the baby itself to the exclusion of the deep personal process of unfolding, soulful exploration, and evolution that takes place within each new parent. To fully support mothers and fathers, and to wholly understand ourselves, we need to acknowledge the impact this rite of passage has on both the psyche and the spirit.

        In this book we will discover the deep connections between heart and mind, soul and body, beliefs and relationships, consciousness and purpose that activate one another and co-create together as we embody parenthood. Our babies are our co-creative partners as we grow, develop, and discover what it means to be human, sacred, and alive together.

      

      
        Personal Transformation

        
          The Shamanic Connection
        

        The foundation of this book is a holistic psychospiritual understanding of the journey into parenthood. We are striving to honor all the facets of ourselves, calling home the forgotten pieces of our psyches and experiences. We are honoring the spiritual growth necessary to step into conscious parenthood, and also the sacred process of souls embodying into form as we welcome our children into the heart of our families.

        In this book we honor all spiritual paths, ways of being, and knowing. The psychospiritual perspective is universal and inclusive. Shamanic spirituality is a natural complement to spiritual pathways around the world, because it helps us remember ourselves more fully as human beings, brings us into the sacred presence of the moment, provides us with a more complete portrait of human consciousness, and reconnects the ecosystem of our human relationships.

        Shamanic spirituality is growing in momentum as people around the world rediscover their roots and listen to cultural wisdom that had led to persecution in previous generations. Shamanism is practiced in most indigenous cultures. While diverse and varied practices and beliefs have arisen that are unique to each population, shamanic spirituality is unified by a number of principles found in common around the world. It is not the aim of this book to co-opt the beliefs and practices of specific shamanic cultures. Instead, we strive to remember our own roots and create personal meaning by exploring and reclaiming the universal principles of shamanic spirituality that are highly relevant to contemporary society.

        As with any spiritual path, you will find that definitions of shamanic spirituality vary, and there are a number of helpful books, organizations, and websites available for general shamanic exploration. As a shamanic minister, teacher, and psychospiritual counselor, I resonate with the following principles of shamanic spirituality and emphasize them in my work.

        
          
            Nature
          
        

        Shamanism honors the wisdom, teachings, and medicine of the natural world. Animals, plants, planet Earth’s landscape and ecosystems, the stars and galaxy, and natural elements (water, earth, fire, spirit, and air) are celebrated and listened to as wisdomkeepers and sacred teachers. We pay attention to the subtle, majestic, and beautiful patterns of nature, and find insight into our own essential nature reflected in them.

        
          
            Lived Experience
          
        

        Shamanism is centered in the knowing that the present moment and the direct path of human lived experience are sacred opportunities to connect with the wisdom of our hearts, learn and grow, and create ecstatic union with the divine. Shamanism is aligned with words attributed to philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and popularized by self-help author Wayne Dyer, “We are not human beings having a spiritual experience, we are spiritual beings having a human experience.” Shamanic spirituality does not seek to transcend the lived human experience or the material world. Instead, we seek out the sacred opportunity of being present in our hearts, here and now, embodying the divine within our beings, and co-creating the kingdom of heaven here on Earth.

        As a shamanic person, I resonate with people who acknowledge and celebrate their humanity. I am a bit suspicious of those who advertise themselves as finished products or who espouse the value of transcending the human condition. I resonate with those who honor the sacred path of learning and transformation inherent in being human; those who freely share that they are constantly learning, growing, experiencing, struggling, and transforming. I will be learning and growing every day of my life, because to me that is what it means to be human. I do not seek to be perfect, I seek to be authentic. And to live, learn, and love fully.

        
          
            The Cycle of Death and Rebirth
          
        

        Shamanic spirituality understands that each human being is in a constant process of development, evolution, learning, and growth. We are alive on this planet on purpose to do just that. Being human is a special and sacred opportunity. The development of human consciousness takes the form of a constant cycle of birth, death, and rebirth as we evolve to higher octaves of sacred purpose, wisdom, creativity, loving presence, and service. We know that death and dissolution, though not always pretty or pleasant, are essential parts of this sacred cycle of embodiment, change, and transformation. In order to embrace the next phase of our sacred purpose and path of discovery, we must be willing to say goodbye, release, and die to that which no longer serves our highest good. My teacher Linda Star Wolf calls this the Spiral Path of Change. She also speaks about “the light, the dark, no difference,” honoring all parts of this evolutionary cycle as sacred teachers.

        
          
            The Wisdomkeeper Within
          
        

        Human beings have evolved beyond the need for an external teacher, guru, or shaman to connect them with the divine. Wisdom does not need to be transmitted through an external intermediary. While we can be inspired by various teachers and luminaries of consciousness, contemporary shamanic spirituality encourages us to look within to connect with sacred wisdom. Living within your heart is your own shaman or wisdomkeeper. This is your spiritual birthright. You can connect with this wisdomkeeper as a compass, pointing you toward the divine, healing, transformation, sacred exploration, intuition, and your own highest good.

        
          
            The Wounded Healer
          
        

        In harmony with these principles, shamanic spirituality understands that each of us experience wounds, dysfunction, and limiting belief patterns as part of our lived human experience. While this can be difficult and challenging, these wounds provide us with the opportunity to transform and evolve. Through this process of growth and discovery, we can become teachers and healers who offer service to humanity. But this principle of shamanic spirituality tells us that this work must first begin within.

        In order to be of service that is of integrity we must be present in our hearts and bodies, able to see ourselves clearly, have transmuted our past triggers, love and accept ourselves and others unconditionally, practice nonjudgment and acceptance, cultivate gratitude, and learn the lessons that are part of the blueprint of our consciousness. This is a lifelong process that allows us to connect with our spiritual selves and to fully express higher love and wisdom through the healing conduit of our hearts. As we more fully embody the lessons of our humanity, we deepen our capacity to embody and express our spiritual selves as teachers, healers, and citizens of this planet.

        As people of service, our greatest capacity to teach and heal comes from the wounds that we have transformed and healed ourselves. We have the greatest insight into the patterns and pathways we have walked. From this place, we can speak from the heart with depth and sincerity. We can inspire others through our honest, down to earth stories in which they can see themselves reflected. We can find and touch the place where truth lives, this quantum place of healing, because our lives form the map.

        Our wounds are a sacred opportunity to transform and pass this blessing onward. As shamanic humans we are complex and multifaceted: both wounded and healers, students and teachers, caterpillars and butterflies.

        
          
            The Masculine and Feminine Divine
          
        

        Shamanic spirituality integrates and celebrates both masculine and feminine aspects of divine consciousness. We seek the sacred reflections of both feminine and masculine energy within ourselves. And we endeavor to reconcile binary consciousness, moving beyond historical patriarchy and matriarchy.

        
          
            Reconciling Opposites and the Sacred Child
          
        

        In accordance with the above principle, shamanic spirituality values the reconciliation of opposites into the union of the sacred child—innovation, new creative possibilities, evolutionary consciousness, and miracles. This is the path of peace within the world. Each new child and each transforming human consciousness is a beautiful step on this path.

        
          
            Expanded States of Consciousness
          
        

        Shamanism values and actively explores alternate and expanded states of consciousness. We do so because exploring alternate states of consciousness widens our perspectives, helps us attain new personal and spiritual insights, promotes spontaneous healing and transformation, and assists us in connecting directly with the divine, our etheric guides, and other dimensions of the universe.

        These expanded states of consciousness can be accessed through a variety of practices, including breathwork, dance, body movement practices, energy healing, fasting, vision quests, sleep deprivation, chanting, sweat lodges, drumming, community dreaming, ceremony, and the consumption of hallucinogenic plant substances. Alternate consciousness can take the form of trance, meditative states, ecstatic union, dreams, visions, void or lack of memory, bliss, peacefulness, symbolic journeys, spontaneous insights, healing, and other body sensations.

        There is no wrong way to access alternate states of consciousness, and each journeyer is encouraged to explore what is personally resonant and effective. As a shamanic minister and psychospiritual counselor, I believe and have witnessed many times in my work that journeyers can experience profound states of consciousness by utilizing internal spiritual tools that we already possess, namely breathwork, body movement, energy healing, and ceremony. I choose not to access spiritual journeys through dependence on external substances, largely because I find them unnecessary, but also because of a family history of alcoholism and substance abuse. I know that I can rely on myself and the wisdomkeeper who lives within me to connect directly with the divine.

      

      
        Your Psychospiritual Developmental Guide

        Your preparation in becoming a parent is directly connected with your larger journey as a human being, including your personal history, wounds, and beliefs. In this way, the parenthood journey becomes an opportunity for larger healing and transformation that benefits both you and your family. This book offers you the opportunity to explore the journey of your spirit and psyche, your heart and mind, your physical and energetic bodies, and your intuition and visionary capabilities as you open into the transformative process of becoming a parent. Shamanic psychospirituality offers you excellent tools, resources, and insights into this journey and your own unfolding consciousness.

        The creative cycles and patterns of nature, along with Mother Earth herself, are ready to help you remember your own instinctive wisdom as a mother or father as you connect with animal guides, explore plant medicine, and build a practice of communion with nature for prenatal and parenting care.

        Learning to honor the sacredness of your human lived experiences, both the light and dark, the challenges and joys, will help you deeply understand and prepare for both your birth journey and parenting. What is more human and divine at the same time than to nurture and birth a new human being and evolve your soul through the process?

        As you prepare to develop a new set of skills and evolve your sense of purpose as a parent, you will naturally go through a cycle of death and rebirth: releasing that which has served its purpose in your life, stepping into questions, seeking surrender and self-discovery, and embracing new soulful creative expression.

        Digging deep into your core as you birth or holding space for your little one as a protective advocate, you will find your primal mother or father self, your inner wisdomkeeper or shaman. You will learn to parent in deep connection to this spiritual compass, and through that, express heart-centered creative energy as the foundation for your parenting.

        This psychospiritual developmental guide will assist you in bringing conscious transformation to your personal wounds, traumas, and limiting belief patterns. Through this, you will ready yourself to break multigenerational family patterns and be a conscious model for your children—transforming wounds into wisdom and service. The wounded healer principle reminds us that authenticity, not perfection, is the goal as we parent. This supports us in modeling for our children that we can balance complexity and integrity as human beings in progress: learning, growing, making amends, and exploring our potential as individuals and as a family.

        Shamanic psychospirituality provides a wonderful support in exploring sacred femininity, masculinity, and union in relation to fertility, conception, pregnancy, and parenting. We learn how to celebrate both the sacred feminine and masculine within ourselves and our children. In addition, we explore the process of resolving polarized situations, in which duality consciousness is entrenched, and co-creating new innovative opportunities both within and as a family.

        Through each step of the journey—including fertility, conception, pregnancy, birth, postpartum, and early family life, as well as preparation for adoption or stepparenting—this book will provide insight and supportive exploration for all aspects of consciousness. How can your intuition, dreams, visions, and journeys support the growth and highest good of you and your child? How can shamanic journeying practices help you prepare for parenting and birth, shift stuck consciousness and reactivity, process and transform energy, connect with nurturing energies and wise spiritual guides, and support your human development?

        This book guides you through every step of your psychospiritual journey into parenthood. It provides supportive shamanic wisdom, ceremonies, meditations, experiential practices, resources, and sacred stories from other parents so that you can fully embody your sacred purpose as a mother, father, and birth partner.

      

      
        Opening an Inclusive Dialogue That Honors Diversity in Parenthood

        While this book works to create a sacred, honoring place to deeply explore the feminine perspective and journey of pregnancy, it also works to move beyond an outdated model that excludes or minimizes the journey of fathers, co-parents, and birth partners. A significant portion of the book is devoted to material on embodying parenthood from a fathering or co-parenting perspective and the transformative process that takes place within.

        The language and writing style in this book are designed to be inclusive as well as simple and streamlined. You will see sentences that talk about “you” and “us,” the spirit of which always includes all parents and partners. For example, some sentences may combine parts of experience that do not fit you (such as referencing your womb) with another part that does (such as nurturing your baby). The goal is to weave together multiple perspectives and diverse experiences into a cohesive and inclusive discussion.

        There are a variety of chapters that work to address the diverse facets of parenthood, including the often invisible areas of experience, such as family-of-origin patterns, sexual violence and trauma, body image and self-concept, the co-parenting and romantic relationship in transition, sexuality, fertility, miscarriage, adoption, blended families, the different stages of pregnancy, birth, and the postpartum period.

        As the author, I believe there is wisdom and potency in sharing direct, first-person stories of lived human experience. I share many of my own stories of embodying parenthood in this book. I also recognize that my perspective and worldview have a direct connection to my experiences. My training as a minister and psychospiritual counselor as well as my background in marriage and family therapy and family social science assist me in facilitating and teaching about varied experiences within the family system. But this training does not remove my own direct experiences and identity. I recognize that the focus of this book will be impacted by my individual perspective.

        To enrich this dialogue and broaden the conversation I have also included a number of stories in addition to my own, from parents with diverse backgrounds and experiences. These personal stories connect directly with the heart, helping us to open to healing, learning, and discovery in a very powerful way. They also help us to laugh and become centered as we hear ourselves and our own stories reflected in these voices.

      

      
        Experiential Practices and the Role of this Book

        This book is filled with experiential practices that will help you actively engage with your transformative and preparatory journey of opening into parenthood. These practices include guided meditations, prayers, art activities, ceremonies, breathwork, body movement, and dance. They are practices that will connect you directly with your body, heart, and soul and assist you in opening to your personal process of healing, transformation, and self-discovery. They will provide direct developmental support to parents in the process of welcoming children through pregnancy, adoption, and blending families, parents in the midst of their family journey, as well as those who are coping with grief, loss, and change.

        The experiential practices in this book are designed to be gentle and to support your physical and emotional well-being wherever you are in your journey. However, any physical, emotional, or psychological exercise has the potential to trigger unforeseen consequences and a larger personal process. Please use your discernment and consult your health professionals as you decide which practices are appropriate for you. This book does not provide medical advice or prenatal care. Instead, this book is a complementary resource for personal support throughout your transformative journey into parenthood.

      

    

  
    
      
        
          Part 1
        

        Soulful Parenting

        
          A Shamanic Psychospiritual Path
        

      

    

  
    
      
        1
      

      The Soulful Parenthood Journey

      
        A Multifaceted Process of Embodiment
      

      
        Parenthood Is a Journey Not a Destination

        Women and men are not commonly viewed as parents until a swaddled bundle of joy arrives in their arms. Parenthood is not a destination, though it is often treated as such by Western culture. In reality, women and men around the world have a diverse variety of experiences that are part of parenthood. When parenthood is simplified as a destination, our true stories and experiences are minimized, silenced, and made invisible. It is harmful, wounding, and stifling for others to judge a person with a limited metric about what a “real” parent is.

        When does parenthood really begin? In truth, parenthood is a pathway of the heart, body, and soul. It does not begin only with the arrival of a baby. Instead, parenthood often begins as a dream, intention, or vision conceived within each person, long before conception of a fetus. The pathway of authentic parenthood includes personal transformation and preparation as we ready ourselves to bring life through our bodies and creative centers. This is a process of soulful embodiment, as women gestate and birth themselves into motherhood and fathers and co-parents ready themselves to hold safe, sacred space, guiding and nurturing their children using heart, mind, body, and soul.

        After my miscarriage and before I gave birth to my children, a dear friend told me, “You are a mama who just needs her baby.” Her words meant the world to me. I had opened so many dimensions of myself to motherhood—preparing to parent, embracing fertility and conception, carrying new life, and dreaming creation forward into our family. Yet my children had not yet been born. How do we view parents whose children are invisible, whether because they passed away, have not yet been conceived, or because the adoption process can be long and difficult? It is important to broaden our definitions about what it means to be a parent. Ultimately, parenthood is a collaborative process of creativity, nurturing, growth, transformation, shared learning, and deep bonds of the soul. As we open ourselves to the journey into this sacred process, we begin to embody what it means to be a mother or father.

      

      
        Integrating a Fragmented Path

        Society tends to focus on the arrival of a newborn baby, but the pathway to parenthood often includes invisible and nuanced experiences. You are surrounded by parents who have struggled with fertility, lost a child, faced barrier after barrier in the adoption process, blended two diverse families and become stepparents—and all are mothers and fathers.

        It is essential for us to shine a light on these diverse, yet normal aspects of becoming a parent. We do mothers, fathers, partners, and children a disservice when we acknowledge and honor only certain family experiences. When we ignore other experiences, we make it more difficult for new parents to prepare for normal life-cycle events, such as fertility challenges, miscarriage, or stillbirth. This makes it easier for parents to blame themselves or take on heightened trauma during their journey into parenthood. When we don’t tell all of our stories, we reduce the ability for new stepparents to find support and advice, to empower themselves as they co-create new family roles. We make it difficult for fathers to grieve when a pregnancy is lost. We isolate mothers when we compare ourselves with an impossible ideal.

        For example, many parents experience the termination of a pregnancy as part of their path into parenthood. People choose pregnancy termination for a variety of reasons and circumstances—including age; lack of support, income, access to birth control, and education; trauma and assault; number of children within a family; and medical circumstances. Whether they do not want to become parents, hope to become parents at a later point, or yearn to be parents now, pregnancy termination is often a heartbreaking decision that is deeply considered and impactful for many years to come. It is important to acknowledge that this decision and event are a part of the larger story of becoming a parent for many people. This facet of experience can be part of the parenthood journey, and it has been held in invisibility and shame to the detriment of many parents.

        It is so healing to realize that we are all authentic parents, no matter what our pathway looks like or what our experience has been. A woman who has birthed a child through her heart with adoption is no less a mother than a woman who birthed a child through her birth canal, or a couple struggling with fertility who long to bring their child into the world. All are valid parts of the pathway of parenthood. It is also healing and empowering for us to realize that we are not alone, to hear the stories of other parents, and begin to understand that we are part of a vast community of mothers and fathers united in the heart. May the many firsthand stories in this book inspire you to believe in and celebrate yourself and your beautiful, diverse, and authentic journey into parenthood.

      

      
        Light and Dark

        
          All Are Sacred Teachers
        

        The joyful process of pregnancy and birth also includes complexity, challenges, exploring the unknown, and a journey of spiritual death and rebirth that is part and parcel of embodying mother and father archetypes. This journey doesn’t happen to “some” parents, it is an essential part of the developmental process of bringing a child onto the planet. The pathway of parenthood is a journey of initiation, one that is unique to each person.

        The path of authentic parenthood is not linear. In our fast-paced, patriarchal society, parenthood can start to feel like a race for perfection and achievement. Challenges, vulnerability, and the unknown are treated as threats or failures, which many of us internalize. The “not so pretty” parts of the parenthood pathway are often minimized or treated as a disorder or negative symptom. Psychospiritual wisdom teaches us that parenthood is a spiral path, a journey uniting evolutionary cycles of death and rebirth and initiatory experiences in which we are encouraged to grow, expand, and change. It is because of these initiatory experiences, not in spite of them, that we learn and integrate what it means to be an authentic parent. As we become parents, each person can explore the issues, questions, and changes that she or he needs to dance with in order to fully embody what it means to be a mother or father. We need to honor all the facets of this journey.

        As we diversely bring children through our bodies, through our hearts, and into our homes, we have the opportunity to stretch and move through our vulnerabilities and limitations, and to learn just how powerful, creative, and wise we are as human beings. This is the sacred gift of the authentic journey into parenthood. Light and dark, challenges and bliss—all are sacred teachers as we discover and embody our potential as parents.

      

      
        Building a Wider Circle of Wise, Soulful Parents

        Let me share my vision with you. As current and future generations of parents continue to open to their own heart-centered authenticity as human beings, I see parenthood rebirthing itself into a collaborative, supportive community that celebrates diversity of experience and ways of parenting. I envision us sharing our resources, gifts, and wisdom in new, mutually supportive ways. I see mothers and fathers receiving direct support that cares for their bodies, hearts, minds, and souls. I see the sacred purpose of parenting—linking our human developmental path with our professional vocation and our work as parents—expanding to become an integrated ideal that understands how each of the elements connects, both mutually enhancing and sometimes challenging one another. As we invest in our understanding of what it means to be evolving both as human beings and as parents, I see us releasing impossible and self-negating standards of needing to “have it all” and be all things to all people at the expense of ourselves. I see us gathering in new ways and honoring personal and family milestones. I see us nurturing the energetic connections of heart, mind, body, and soul between children, mothers, and fathers from the very beginning. I see us continuing to utilize gentle and empowering strategies for birth and prenatal care. I see us building resources and support for families as we integrate new children into our homes—whether through adoption, blended families, or birth—paying special attention to the subtle needs and sensitivities of each person in the family during this postpartum period. Most of all, I see mothers and fathers building a wider circle of love, celebration, and support for every phase of the parenting journey.

        This vision is already growing and manifesting around the world. It will accelerate over the next decades as children who were parented sensitively become parents themselves and we continue to invest in family life-cycle research and education. What can you and I do today to manifest this vision? Tell your authentic story of becoming a parent. Encourage and listen to others. Support and pay attention to how parenting affects you and those you love on the interconnected levels of heart, mind, body, and soul. When you see a mother or father parenting out in the world, witness them and compliment their efforts. Parent your own children with sensitivity, and invest in your own process of personal transformation, growth, and development. Start conversations and become an advocate for gentle, sustainable birth, adoption, fostering, and parenting practices. Show up as an authentic parent in the world. As we rebirth ourselves and guide new generations, we are truly being the change we wish to see in the world.

      

      
        
          GUIDED MEDITATION
        

        
          [image: image]
        

        
          Finding Your Parenting Tribe
        

        
          Breathing fully and deeply, take a few moments to go within yourself. When you are ready, open your mind’s eye and discover that you are standing in a moonlit forest. The air is cool and crisp. Your breath is faint silver on the air. Something is calling you deeper, into the heart of the forest. You let it pull you forward. Your hands brush smooth birch bark and you catch the resinous scent of spruce and cedar. The light shifts and shimmers among the trees, and you see a closely gathered grove just ahead of you. The spaces between the trees are hung with heavy wool blankets in deep jewel tones, forming a round tent. As you draw closer you hear the velvet tones of people’s voices and bright laughter. You reach forward. Just as your hand touches the blanket, it is swept open. A woman with weathered skin, bright blue eyes, and a silver nest of hair meets your eyes with a warm and knowing smile. “We’ve been waiting for you. Come on in,” she says, and opens her arm wide for you to enter.
        

        
          Inside you see a circle of women and men in the midst of conversation. Their faces are warm with the light of a central fire. The tent is open to the heavens and you can see stars overhead and feel green moss beneath your feet. Pillows and warm blankets lend a coziness to the space. Women sit shoulder to shoulder, lounging on one another; sharing and laughing. Lovers nestle together. You hear stories and experiences shared in a gentle hum of community. A woman and man beckon you to sit with them. One has a baby sleeping at her breast. The other, who looks at you with quiet brown eyes and a strong face lined with experience, hands you a cup of steaming hot tea. You hold it between your hands, feeling the warmth of the liquid and also the heartfelt warmth of this intimate gathering. There are people of many generations and all places in the life cycle. Their clothing comes from many cultures, and their hair and skin is of many textures and hues. Some are merry and loud, others are quiet and knowing. You see taut rounded bellies and know that peaceful babies rest within. You see bodies that have given and nourished, felt bliss and pain. You see pathways of many lifetimes written on skin. You see those who know how to hold space, protect, nurture, and give fully with strength and compassion. You see emptiness and fullness, hope and loss and gratitude. You hear stories from men and women in the midst of transition. You hear earthy jokes and laugh along with these people who have experienced it all firsthand, the light, the dark, no difference.
        

        
          In the midst of so many different men and women, from many pathways and facets of experience, you sense a unity built on authenticity and the wisdom of the heart. Your dreams have brought you here. Your own journey of transformation has opened the door. You sip your tea and feel at home among these brothers and sisters you are just meeting for the first time. They look into your eyes and see you for exactly who you are in this moment. You feel acceptance, celebration, and a deep honoring of the wise parent who lives in your heart, within your body, and shines through your soul. Welcome home.
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      Psychospiritual Initiation

      
        Healing and Transforming Ourselves as Parents
      

      It is easy to feel that we are thrown into parenting without a compass or directions to follow. It can seem like we are just reacting to circumstances out of our control; just doing our best in a journey that feels bigger than us. This is exacerbated by a strong cultural focus on the baby’s development to the exclusion of parental development and a material-focused consumer-driven context for preparing to become parents. Whether we consciously chose to have children or were surprised to learn we created a baby, the process of becoming a parent is an opportunity to expand our consciousness and open our hearts: healing, transforming, and growing as human beings.

      Shamanic spiritual wisdom provides us with a helpful context through which to better understand our own process of becoming, growth, and change. Spiritual initiation involves a period of intense pressure that sparks our development, motivating and encouraging us to grow. Radiating new brilliance and light, carbon becomes diamond only through the intense forces that give it shape. The process of becoming parents reshapes us. It challenges our old beliefs and misconceptions. It provides us with conditions that expand our patience and compassion. The parenting initiation encourages us to go within. We meet new parts of ourselves. We heal old divides and past hurts. We open to new gifts and abilities, and we explore new ideas, values, and emotions. Our sense of personal purpose, work, and vocation evolves.

      
        Parent, Birth Thyself

        Parenting shows us that our spiritual paths are deeply connected to the cycles of growth that our minds, hearts, and bodies experience. As we create, birth, and get to know our children, this same process is mirrored within ourselves. Our hearts expand their capacity to love. Our minds learn to teach from a place of patience. We see ourselves and our families of origin—including how we were parented—in a new light.

        We can choose to embrace the parenting journey as a conscious process of growth, embodiment, and healing. This perspective assists us in creating understanding and insight about the challenges, upheaval, and unknown we are facing. Just as we know that the intensity of contractions brings forth new life, so too do we recognize the essential nature of discomfort signaling intense periods of growth. We are birthing our higher selves, our expanded hearts, which we can share in service to our children and our community. When we view psychospiritual change as a constructive, if sometimes daunting, process that supports our highest good and that of our children, we become a generation of mothers and fathers who are parenting our children more sensitively. Through knowing ourselves, and investing in our own growth as much as we invest in that of our children, we can welcome and parent children from a place of balanced, whole, and secure love.

      

      
        Becoming a Parent and the Family Tree

        
          Exploring and Transforming Family-of-Origin Patterns
        

        Becoming a parent asks us to explore and reexamine many things. First and foremost, we begin to ask ourselves questions about what it means to be a parent and how we would like to parent our children. How we answer these questions is a direct reflection of how we experienced parenting as children and the values our society places on family life. When we know that the arrival of new children into our lives is imminent, these parenting questions become underlined by triggered emotions and beliefs that have their roots in our families of origin.

        Your family of origin is made up of your parents, siblings, and those who lived in your home during childhood. Your extended family, such as grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and close friends, also has an impact on your family-of-origin experience, especially through multigenerational patterns and cultural norms.

        Our families of origin play a profound role in our lives, writing the blueprints that shape how we see ourselves and the world, how we act and process emotion, and what we believe. The family of origin is a central stage in our life story, populated by a small cast of actors, all co-creating a living script together that shapes one another. Our fellow family actors become the symbols, role models, and teachers upon which we instinctively base our lives. We are in the midst of our family of origin during our formative years, during which rapid development occurs and we create schemas for interpreting and making sense of the world. In addition, we navigate individual and family traumas and intense experiences as a mutually dependent group.

        We learn how to heal, assign blame, explore gender roles, communicate, co-parent, build self-esteem, care for ourselves and others, share intimacy, and myriad other facets of our psyches through our families. After we leave home, we continue to grow, have new life experiences, and build new relationships. Yet none of these adult experiences has the primacy and power of our family-of-origin blueprints. Experiences from our earliest years are like a pebble dropped in a pond, rippling out unconsciously through our lives over time as we perceive and respond to the world through our blueprints.

        It is important to understand the gravity and importance of the role our families of origin play in our lives. This is especially true as we become parents. But by no means are our family-of-origin blueprints static or unchangeable. As adults, we have the opportunity to invest in our human development, crafting a more whole psychospiritual sense of self. We can examine, heal, and transform negative family-of-origin values and beliefs. Instead of parenting unconsciously—reacting the same old way we were taught by our families in our current relationships—we can make intentional choices about conscious parenting and partnering.

        Many of us experienced significant wounding or dysfunctional family patterns in our early life. It can be easy to announce to ourselves that we are going to do it differently from our parents. But this is not the end of the story, it is the beginning. Because family-of-origin lessons are woven into the foundation of our psyches, we typically experience triggered emotions, including anxiety, anger, and emotional shutdown. This emotional reaction happens outside of our rational, cognitive brains. During pregnancy, the adoption process, and once we are parenting, a situation or story that is similar to something we experienced or were taught in our families of origin can be triggered, sending us into strong emotional reaction or shutdown. It is very difficult to parent lovingly and in a balanced way from this place.

        Once we have made the decision that negative multigenerational family patterns stop with us, we must begin the process of exploring and healing our wounds, beliefs, traumas, and attitudes connected to our families of origin. It is only through accessing what is unconscious within us, exploring it openly and honestly, expressing and releasing old emotions and energy, and integrating the lessons gained into our psyches that we begin to heal the triggers within ourselves. This is a lifelong process; you do not have to have it all figured out before you begin parenting. You do not have to be perfect. Instead, consider making a clear commitment to yourself, your partner, and your children to invest in your well-being, highest good, personal healing, and transformation. As we find wholeness within ourselves, we can parent from a place of wholeness.

        As you commit to understanding and healing your family-of-origin blueprint, you have the opportunity to change multigenerational family patterns. These might take the form of alcohol and drug abuse; codependency; physical, sexual, verbal, psychological, or domestic abuse; eating disorders and attitudes toward food and eating; self-esteem and body-image norms; communication patterns; gender norms; religious and cultural beliefs; patterns of expressing anger and other strong emotions; abandonment; divorce and dissolved partnerships; shame; marital/partnered relationship dynamics; or self-harm and suicide. It is common for families to unconsciously pass down or reinforce traits, patterns, beliefs, and experiences that are the product of unhealed family consciousness. These patterns take place both externally in the home and community and internally as we relate to ourselves.
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