The Blessings of Authenticity:
An Interview with
Myla and Jon Kabat-Zinn

By Charlie Miles and Richard Prystowsky

This past July, Paths editorial assistant Charlie Miles and | traveled to Lexington, MA,
where we interviewed Myla and Jon Kabat-Zinn, the authors of Everyday Blessings: The Inner
Work of Mindful Parenting. The warmth, beauty, genuineness, and generosity that permeates
their beautiful book also permeates their presence—and their home, where they received us for
the interview. No matter that they had just returned the night before from a trip to Germany,
where they had given workshops on mindful parenting, they graciously welcomed us into their
home. As our children sat on the Kabat-Zinn's couch, reading—attended to a few times by Myla
and Jon, who wanted to be sure that they were okay (“ Parents, you know?” Jon remarked to me
with a smile and a shrug)—the four of us proceeded to journey through some of the key issues
that have made Everyday Blessings such an inspirational gift to so many parents.

Throughout thisjourney, Myla and Jon offer insights into how we might awaken to our true
potential as full human beings. In this regard, the epigraph that they choose for their book—
appropriately, from Rainer Maria Rilke—seems more than apt: “ Once the realization is accept-
ed that even between the closest human beings infinite distances continue to exist, a wonderful
living side by side can grow up, if they succeed in loving the distance between them which makes
it possible for each to see the other whole against the sky.” Deeply feeling such sentimentsin our
hearts, we can try to be fully present in our family lives, truly loving our children and ourselves,
and honoring the spaces that we inhabit, including those that divide us but that we also share.
Teaching us how to give ourselves permission to be present at and for our own family life, Myla
and Jon ultimately bestow upon ustheir greatest gift, one that also forms our bond with them as
co-adventurers on this most engaging journey of mindful parenting.

—Richard Prystowsky
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Our Inner Landscape and Parenting

Jon: We're happy that you're here, and we're happy
to do this.

Richard: We're so thrilled, | can't even tell you!

Charlie: Yeah. Out of all the interviews that I've done
with Richard, thisis the one that hits closest to my personal
life. The others have been interesting, but thisis the one that
is closest to my heart. For that reason, | am most nervous
about it.

R: Yes. With other interviews, as close as| feel to them,
there is a distance, some space. But thisis so much what
we do and talk about, think about, that we are both alittle
nervous.

C: We've organized the questions with the assumption that
many people don’t know who you are.

J: That's a good assumption. We have no idea who we are,
so why should anyone else? Of course, ideas are cheap.

C: How isyour book different from the many child-rearing
books that have gone before it?

J: Itisnot asif we have read al parenting books, but | think
that we actually say something in Everyday Blessings about
that. Most books give advice about particular kinds of situa-
tions and inform people about normative patterns of behaviors
at particular ages. These books reassure parents that what's
going on with their child is normal and give them ideas about
how to work with it. A lot of parenting books are advice and
information based.

There are very few books out there that are about the inner
landscape of parenting itself, the actual experience, inwardly,
of being a parent, about what's going on in your mind from
moment to moment as you interact or interface with your
children. What Mylaand | tried to do is to paint the territory
of the inner and the outer landscape between parents and chil-
dren. We wanted to have the whole thing point to an inner
discipline that allows people to cultivate more presence of
mind—more open-hearted, less judgmental presence of
mind—as they ride the moment to moment, day to day,
month by month, year by year, ups and downs, and challenges
of raising children.

Myla: | aso think that alot of books for parents are, in
some way's, based on what to do in different situations. They
may present different approaches to different situations.
Sometimes they are almost like a cookbook, “In this situation,
thisisagood thing to do.” Some of those books are actually
very helpful because they give you idess.

But, somebody once characterized our book as “how to be
while you're figuring out what to do.” In a certain way, when
you bring awareness to your moments, try to be more present
in your moments, a whole universe opens up for you, and you
begin to see things you never saw before, both within yourself
and also within your children. There is enormous potential
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there for growing ourselves, through this process of becoming
more aware—what Jon called “the inner landscape’—as well
as for being more fully present for our children and in more
nourishing ways. There istremendous potential here for us,
both as human beings and as parents, in working with mind-
fulness from moment to moment in our daily lives.

I'd like to clarify right now that when we talk about mindful-
ness in the work of mindful parenting, we aren’t suggesting
that people have to be meditators to be mindful. | myself
don’'t have a formal meditation practice. Working with mind-
fulness from moment to moment in our everyday lives as par-
ents can be extremely challenging, at least as challenging as
sitting with legs crossed in a meditation hall.

We all know as parents that in one moment we might feel that
everything is great; we feel very competent in our parenting.
Our children are so wonderful. And then, in the very next
moment, al hell breaks loose, everything falls apart, our kids
are “terrible’, we are terrible parents, things are incredibly
chaotic and horrible and miserable. We ask ourselves, how
did this happen?

It can be tremendously difficult to work with this constantly
changing landscape which is parenting, being in relationship
within the family. This practice, this moment to moment
working with mindfulness in our everyday lives is a huge gift
to us because there is so much potential for insight and deep
satisfaction.

J: Maybe there are one or two more things to say in
response to your question. One, Myla has alluded to: | think
it would be absurd to say that in order to be a mindful parent
you have to be a meditator who sits on a cushion or some-
thing like that since really, sitting on a cushion—for anybody
who knows about sitting on a cushion—is not enough. There
are many formal practices that one might be engaged in at
one point or another, but the real meditation practice is how
you live your life. From that point of view, what we are say-
ing is that parenting affords an incredible opportunity for cul-
tivating mindfulness in your life as its own spiritual practice,
and a very arduous one, a very challenging one, and an
extremely beautiful one. It isvery, very human.

The Dalai Lama talks about basic human values, and says
things like, “My religion is kindness. All we really need to
do isto cultivate kindness” He doesn’t go around saying that
we need to do alot of heavy duty meditative practices on the
cushion. Mindful parenting isaway in which you can do
deep spiritual practice without having to go on retreat. In
fact, there is awhole chapter in our book about how itisa
retreat when you take on having children.

The other point | would make is that there is no one right way
to parent or to be mindful. Thisiswhy this book is different
from other books and also more challenging, because it is not
giving people advice; it is not saying, “This is the way to do
it” What it is saying is that if you cultivate mindfulness, you
will discover deeper forms of intelligence within yourself that
might be useful, right in those moments when you are about



to lose it, when you feel overwhelmed by the challenge and
the task of parenting. It is based on atrust in our own
capacity to be fully present, fully awake, fully alive.

When most people pick up abook on parenting, they want the
expert to tell them something useful, not, “Just trust that at that
particular moment, if you are aware of the ways in which you
are forcing or clinging or holding, you may find a new way of
relating, in that moment, that might be tremendoudly nourish-
ing, not just for you but for your children.” That isalot to ask
from the reader. So, agood deal of the book is sculpted to try
to give people afeeling sense of the landscape, as you move
through it —through the stories we tell, through the various
way's we approach the subject — so that people can aimost, by
osmosis, by reading the book, cultivate afelt sense of what
mindfulnessis. We haven’t written a Mindfulness Cookbook,
with instructions like, “ Step one. Breathe in. Step two. Don't
scream. Count to ten.” All of those kinds of things. We don't
do any of that. We just say that we are al infinitely more beau
tiful and more creative and more imaginative than we think.
Thereis nothing better than parenting to push those buttons of
emotiona reactivity and blindness in us; however, we have the
potentia to really live our lives differently, and doing so would
be good for our children and good for us.

R: You mention that you, Jon, have a formal meditation
practice and that you, Myla, don't. Many spiritual leaders
would say that there are a variety of forms of meditation, only
one of which involves sitting on the cushion. Would you, in
that regard, say that parenting is itself a meditation practice?

M Absolutely. | think that gardening can be a meditation
practice. Anything in your life can be a meditation practice if
you bring awareness to it, if you bring your full presence to
it. | think that that is where the potential lies, in bringing that
kind of awarenessto all of our moments as human beings,
whether it isin our relationships with our partners or with our
children, or in our work.

J: Or with our parents, for that matter.

M We seethat alack of awareness often generates huge
suffering and pain in families, in organizations, in the uni-
verse. We live in a society with all kinds of time pressures
and with the huge irony of having all of these things that are
supposed to make our lives easier, but that then end up rob-
bing us of huge amounts of our time and attention. | notice
people with children talking on their cell phones, one more
thing to take people away from the present moment, to take
them away from their children. Not that we have to be with
our children every moment of the day, but | think that the
genera trend in the society is toward more busyness and
more lack of presence. Mindfulness can bring with it a
wonderful new balance. Bringing things back into balance,
we can wrestle with the pull of all of these things—TV,
computers, phones, faxes— that are constantly pulling us
away from this moment, this place. By making an intentional
commitment to bring mindfulness into the home, to this
moment, at least we have a way to work with the inevitable
toxicity of the society that we are immersed in.
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J: Mindfulness turns parenting into a meditation practice.
Or, another metaphor for it would be a yoga practice—yoga
and meditation, of course, being really the same thing. But
people think about yoga as stretching, developing strength,
flexibility and balance through stretching. Well, nothing
stretches you more than parenting, which stretches you to and
perhaps beyond your limits. Being sensitive to those limits
while you are bending, while you are moving, is a core teach-
ing inyoga. Yogais about the same thing that meditation is
about—understanding your truest nature in relationship to the
whole world. If you see yourself as stretching, or cultivating
balance or flexibility, then the opportunities to do that are just
those things in parenting that we all find so unnerving, the
things that frighten us and drive us crazy.

It is not the amount of stress we are under in any given
moment that is the problem. The question is, “Can we work
with it differently?’ We aren’t saying that if you are a mind-
ful parent you will never be angry, or that if you are a mindful
parent you will never yell or that there won't be any chaos in
your family. We are certainly not saying that. We are saying
that al of the normal emotions that we all have as human
beings will be present, and the family will be more or less
chaotic at different times. But if the whole thing isheld in a
certain kind of awareness, then we can navigate much more
effectively through those ups and downs, and in fact, maybe
take the edge off some of them or re-route ourselves in ways
that make wiser use of the full range of human emotions. In
this way our anger, for example, or our frustration or our
disappointment doesn’t become toxic to our children, asit so
often does when we start to say things to our child that are
degrading or hurtful.

We all have the potential to become more aware of our
emotions and how they manifest within the family. If we are
angry about something, it may be perfectly valid to have the
emotion of anger. We shouldn’t just suppressit, because it is
not too healthy to just become the family doormat. However,
if we rant and rave like alunatic all the time, that is also not
so healthy. Instead, we might embrace the feeling and ask
what is really going on here. We might come to it with a
degree of mindfulness. That iswhat is now being called
“emotional intelligence”

If you were to work with your emotions that way, as a parent,
can you see that your children would pick up on that in ways
that might be valuable to them? Research shows that, even
from infancy, the back and forth between mother and child in
terms of feeling, tone of voice, touching, all of those kinds

of things enhance dramatically the interpersonal sensitivity,
sensibility, and intelligence of the child.

Writing Everyday Blessings

R: In Everyday Blessings, you often refer to “life's unfolding
journey.” During your own unfolding journeys as parents,
was there a point at which you knew for sure that you wanted
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or needed to write this book? How, holistically, did the writ-
ing of this book come about and proceed?

C: And what, in your personal, individual backgrounds,
brought you to that point?

J. That'sabig one!

M: Likealot of people, | had no idea what to expect when |
had children, and | was unprepared for the wonderful strong
feelings that | immediately had for my son, who was my first
child. It was so powerful for me; the depth of those loving
and protective feelings really took me by surprise.

| am a very intuitive person, and | knew, deep down, that |
wanted to parent in away that was more sensitive and heart-
felt, trusting my own feelings and being in touch with who
my son was. | think now that | chose as role models women
who were actually being more present for their children, who
were holding them, carrying them, nursing them, doing things
in a more nurturing, connected way. | felt extremely happy
and fulfilled and satisfied when | was able to be present in
this way.

Over time, children grow and their wills develop and they
become much more their own person. They begin expressing
their own individuality, often by saying, “No!” | wanted to
work with this in away that was different from what | was
seeing around me. | gave alot of thought to my own experi-
ence of being a child. When | was growing up, there wasn't
much thought given to the interior lives of children. They
tended to be seen as tough and resilient. Dr. Spock ruled.

There wasn't a lot of awareness of feelings, nor alot of

awareness of what children really needed. | wanted to bring
that kind of awareness to my parenting. For the most part, |
found | was able to be more sensitive and attuned to my son.

common in those days, the philosophy of our organization,
which was called Birth Day, was to bring a more accepting
presence to the pain, to the feelings, to really open up to what
was happening within ourselves as we were giving birth.

| became very aware that both the women and men in the
classes were growing through their bringing awareness to the
inner landscape of the beliefs that they were bringing to
birthing. What are the ideas and beliefs that we bring to
birthing? What feels right to us? Can we bring awareness to
our experience of being pregnant and birthing in away that
puts us more in touch with ourselves as we go through the
process, and more in touch with our babies?

Birth is an incredible experience. We have a unique opportu-
nity to actually feel what we are experiencing at an extraor-
dinary moment in our lives, even if at timesit is painful or
scary. Most of us are used to distracting ourselves, or anes-
thetizing ourselves whenever pain or fear comes up. | was
not a person who said, “Oh well. Thisis not painful.” Yes,
it is painful. But how do we look at the pain? Do we see it
as something that is really terrible? Or can we look at the
pain as something that is important and healthy and an inte-
gral part of this amazing life process? We can look at par-
enting similarly. Some moments are tremendously painful.
There are moments when, as parents, we just can't believe
how much pain we feel. But if we shut down, if we don’'t
look at it, if we just shove it aside, then we do not give our-
selves a chance to learn and grow from those experiences.

J. There are so many adults who will tell you that in some
way or other, they were not really seen for who they were
when they were children, that they were literally disregarded
or disrespected in one way or another. At the Stress
Reduction Clinic [at the University of Massachusetts Medical
Center, which was started by Jon and where he works], one
adult woman once told me

If you are going to be bringing children into the  something of her family his

world, why not give it everything you have got?

| nursed him, and held him and developed a certain kind of
sensitivity which | think was nurturing for him, and very
healing for me. In some way, the moments in which | was
able to meet his needs, to be aware of what he needed and to
respond appropriately, to bring a heartfelt presence to my
relationship with him—and of course, later, also to my other
children— were transformative for me. Over the years, moti-
vated by my children’s wellbeing, | paid attention to my own
inner process, what parenting was calling out of me, where
my rough edges were, where my limitations were, and how |
was working with them.

| was trained as a nurse, and | worked assisting at birthsin
the hospital aswell as at homebirths. | began teaching
childbirth classes, and | think that in teaching childbirth
classes and preparing women to give birth, | was bringing an
approach to birthing that was totally in sync with mindful-
ness. Rather than using distraction methods, which were very
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tory. There were alot of chil-
dren, and at a certain point
her mother died. Her father
was a very prominent doctor in the community. From the
moment the mother died, her name was never spoken; her
existence was never mentioned. Her father remarried, and it
just went on from there, because he thought it would be too
painful for the children to talk about their dead mother. Well,
the amount of damage that that denial caused their psyches
was just unbelievable. It was catastrophic. We know more
now about the dangers of this kind of emotional denial and
neglect, but it is still extremely prevalent. In those days, what
the father did was probably considered a fairly sensible way
to cope with the situation.

So, | think that what Myla was saying is correct. | really like
the way that in Chinese philosophy there is a saying: “No
blame.” People do the best they can. It is not that people

want to hurt their children. But as the generations unfold,
hopefully in one way or another we are accumulating some

11



degree of wisdom about the inner life
of children and adults and how, when
our soul needs are met as little beings,
then the sovereignty and autonomy
that we all desire for our children
manifest, as opposed to being warped
or squashed or locked into some kind
of tiny space that is so small that it
takes the rest of our lives to recover it
somehow, if it is possible at all.

R: When did you know that you
wanted to begin sharing al of this
with others, in the form of a book?
And how did that proceed?

M: Ever since the kids were born, |
found myself thinking deeply about
parenting and writing down some of
my experiences with them. After a
while, | realized that it would be very
important and satisfying to try to artic-
ulate what | was exploring for other
parents. At the sametimethat | was
doing that, Jon was doing his work,
and | think that there was akind of

coming together of his work and my work in the family.

| have always felt tremendous empathy for children who are
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Richard, Jon, Myla and Charlie

From Everyday Blessings: The Inner Work
of Mindful Parenting (NY: Hyperion,1997):

Jon Kabat-Zinn, Ph. D., is founder and former
director of the Stress Reduction Clinic,

Executive Director of the Center for Mind-
fulnessin Medicine, Health Care, and
Society, and Associate Professor of Medicine
at the University of Massachusetts Medical
Center in Worcester, Massachusetts. He is
known internationally for his work in inte-
grating mindfulness meditation into main-
stream medicine. He is the author of the
national bestsellers Full Catastrophe Living
and Wherever You Go, There You Are.

Myla Kabat-Zinn, B.S.N., R.N., has worked
as a childbirth educator, birthing assistant, and
an environmental advocate. For many years
she was Co-Director of Birth Day, a Boston
area childbirth education organization.

The Kabat-Zinns are the parents of
three children.

not getting what they need emotionally.

| wanted to do something that might
affect the way that children are seen and
treated by their parents. It can be easy
for usto fall into treating our children
the way we were treated as children.
That's why it is so important to examine
the expectations that we have for them
and to recognize the judgments that may
continually color the way we see things.
We can find our hearts shutting down in
certain moments when things are not the
way we want them to be. And things
are rarely the way we want them to be,
especially because we have alot of
ideas about how things should be.
Children can suffer greatly from that,
from having huge expectations put on
them, not only by parents but also by
schools. How can we have appropriate
expectations, expectations that help our
children, that support their growth,
expectations grounded in basic human
values such as respecting each other,

working together? The challenge is to be able to see the
expectations we have and discern which are inappropriate and
constrain their sovereignty.
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We see alot of suffering in our workshops. The people we
were just working with in Germany [from which the Kabat-
Zinns had just returned], —a different country, a different
language—sat there with tears streaming down their faces
because they were getting in touch with the pain of their own
experience and wanting so much to be able to do thingsin a
different way. And so out of that pain comes the impulse to
be more conscious.

R: Asyou talked, | was remembering our children’s births.
| can see how you and Jon so easily mesh, in terms of the
work that you both do, you with childbirth and Jon with
working with his patients, and how that work would come
together in your parenting. That is anice mix.

What we are saying is that parenting affords an
incredible opportunity for cultivating mindfulness
in your life asits own spiritual practice, and a very
arduous one, a very challenging one, and an
extremely beautiful one. It isvery, very human.

M I fed that it evolved organically. For meit was avery
inner process. At acertain point, it became clear to me that
the unifying thread of my parenting, Jon’s work in the Stress
Reduction Clinic, and my teaching in my birthing classes was
mindfulness. | don’'t want to give the impression that we had
our children and then said, “We are going to be mindful par-
ents” No, we were parents and we had experiences, and out
of that experience things grew and evolved.

J: It was actually somewnhat different for me. | had been
observing my parents parent me and my brothers every since
| can remember, and have very strong memories of saying
over and over to myself as a child, “When | have children |
am not going to do it thisway.” Itisvery vividto me. |
remember saying to myself, “ These people are out of control
and they don’t know what they are doing.” | felt that when |
was fairly young, even though | was also conscious of how
much they loved me.

| have always loved children, especialy babies, and so | had the
sensethat | really wanted to be afather. | certainly wanted to
have children. At that stage of my life, in the late sixties and
early seventies, | was aso getting more and more degply into
meditation practice and going on meditation retreats that would
last from ten days to two weeks. | started that in the mid-sixties,
and so by the time our first child came, | redlized that becoming
afather meant saying goodbye to that lifestyle. Most of the med-
itation teachers | was studying with were not married and did not
have children. 1t occurred to me that as a father | was not going
to be sitting alot of long retreats; nor was | going to become a
monk. | asked mysdf, “Does this path | am embarking on by
becoming a father have the same potentid for deep insight and
understanding as any other path?’ | felt, “Well | don’t know, but
| don't have much choice. It iseither that or | just kind of go
unconscious and on automatic pilot for the next twenty years”
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So | did have a strong motivation to bring as much awareness
to my parenting as possible even before | became afather. |
saw parenting, from the beginning, as kind of along retreat.
Perhaps this was just to make me feel better. My training and
experience was in the Zen tradition as much as it was in
Vipassanatradition, and | kind of grew up with one fairly
wild and crazy Korean Zen master, Seung Sahn, who was a
really wonderful teacher and who had a profound influence
on my understanding of practice. It seemed almost axiomatic
to me that this would be a valid thing to do, although perhaps
not that easily understood by traditional meditation teachers.

| felt that | wanted to be as present as possible for my chil-
dren, and to see having children not as kind of a signature
event on the pathway of becoming an adult—Ilike getting a
raise or getting a better job—
but as a fundamental human
experience that had enduring
value and enduring chal-
lenges and was the highest
priority. And so... conscious
parenting. If you are going
to be bringing children into
the world, why not give it
everything you have got?
And | till feel that way.

We wound up cultivating what felt like a really wonderful
feeling-state between the two of us around our parenting.
We saw alot of things the same way. It isits own blessing
when two parents ook at parenting, at the challenges and the
children, with more or less the same values, more or less the
same framework, more or less the same desire for their well-
being, and a commitment to be as present as possible to
everything, including the pain and suffering, and to useit in
some way. For me, that is meditation practice, whether you
are talking about Zen practice or Vipassana practice; thisis
the core of the practice.

We had three children, and | had written several other
books. It felt to me like a natural extension of our relation-
ship, as parents who had worked together at that point for
twenty years, to see if we couldn’t articulate some of the
specia texture and feeling tone of what we felt in our expe-
rience. We did not want to suggest that this is the way to
parent, but to bring an orientation to the possibilities of par-
enting that could be tremendously valuable. So Everyday
Blessings is our attempt to articulate, | think, what we expe-
rienced over the 24 years of our parenting in away that
might build on whatever one’s own strengths and limitations
were aready, to see if we couldn’t inspire or touch people
to practice in this way.

M 1 think it important to understand that we use the word
mindfulness, but we also mean heartfulness. It isnot intellec-
tual, as you well know. We talk about affectionate attention.
If we can bring affectionate attention to the difficult and
stretching moments that we have in our experiencesin the
family, we have so much more potential for making more
appropriate choices and to being more authentic ourselves.
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We encourage parents to be more aware of their own feelings
and to find appropriate ways, at different ages, to express
them to their children. In situations where something makes
you uncomfortable, it isimportant to know that it makes you
uncomfortable, and if a child is old enough and it is appropri-
ate, to be able to say that in away that doesn’'t put a wall
between you, but instead creates an opening. As our kids get
older, it happens more and more. Sometimes we can walk
around in a seaof worry and anxiety because we can't con-
trol things as much as we used to.

When our kids are little we actually have a great deal of
control over their environment and their safety, but as they
get older we have less and less control. We need to find
ways to work with the feelings that come up and be able to
see the things that we really do need to be worried about
and distinguish them from those that are just creating a lot
of tension and division. Was it Mark Twain who said, “I
have had many tragedies in my life, most of which never
happened.” ?

It used to be that you would know the bad things that hap-
pened in your own little village. Maybe there was one
“No-good-nick,” or one person who had something really sad
happen to them, or afew of this, or alittle of that. Now, we
read about every terrible thing that has happened everywhere
on the planet, but very little of the good things that are hap-
pening every day, and so we can easily lose perspective and
feel more and more uneasy and insecure. We need to look at
that, to work with our feelings, to see what it is that we are
taking in every day, and how toxic much of it is—all of those

We are all infinitely more beautiful and more
creative and more imaginative than we think.
Thereis nothing better than parenting to push
those buttons of emotional reactivity and blindness
in us;, however, we have the potential to really live
our lives differently, and doing so would be good

for our children and good for us.

thoughts, all of those fears, which really don’t help us and
which we just sort of transfer to our children so that they
carry the anxiety as well.

Can we work more consciously with this type of situation?
Can we see where our fears come from? Can we choose, per-
haps, not to read every terrible thing that has happened, not to
watch TV, not to fill our minds with all of this stuff, and start,
instead, to look at what is happening in our lives right now?
We need to have an awareness of some important world
issues and local issues so that we can do good work and make
the world a better place; but we also have to be self-protective
and actively filter as best we can what takes up residence in
the inner landscape of our being.
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Recently, we visited the countryside in Norway, where lifeis
very different from here, much slower, and much more sim-
ple. | felt a palpable difference in terms of the sense of people
who are enmeshed in their environment; they belong, they
know what they need to do, and they aren’t running around
doing a million things at once. It was areminder of how
things used to be and what it is that we are missing.

J: If you think about it, the world is changing so fast that no
one really knows what an appropriate education for children
would really be. However, thereis alot of evidence that if
they don't feel good about themselves as adults, then that's
not so good. If they have no way of reading other people’s
emotiona states, then that is not so good. If they have no
way of sensing their own emotiona states, then that isn't
healthy. Those are fundamentals that are independent of the
incredible time acceleration and the stress that children
encounter.

Developing a Practice

C: You say in your book, “As | seeit, the challenge of being
aparent is to live our moments as fully as possible, charting
our own course as best we can, above al nourishing our chil-
dren and in the process growing ourselves.” What is a mind-
fulness practice? How might someone who has never
engaged in it begin to develop such a practice in her daily
life? What is mindful parenting? And does parenting mind-
fully cause usto grow ourselves?

J. A few small questions.
I'd have to say that that is
why we wrote the book, and
the book turns out to be quite
thick, because it is not so
easy to get the responses to
those questions across. |
could easily say,
“Mindfulness is a certain way
of intentionally paying atten-
tion. And that way isin the
present moment and non-
judgmentally, as best we can
in any moment.” We might
be quite judgmental in a particular moment, but if we can
even pay attention to that, then we won'’t judge the judging
and have it be an infinite regress.

Myla used the term affectionate attention. The word for heart
and the word for mind in Chinese and &l the other oriental
languages is the same word. So, when we talk about mindful-
ness, it is not just that we think heartfulness. It isbuilt in; it
is the same, if you understand it that way. It isn't some theo-
retical construct, not some intellectual pursuit; mindfulness
understood this way is away of being.

We talk about this in the Stress Reduction Clinic, too. We see
meditation practice as away of being, not as a technique.
There are thousands of meditation techniques. In a sense,
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they are like scaffolding used to bring you to a certain place.
Once there, you realize that you have been in that place all
the time, only maybe not aware of it. It containsthis inter-
esting and somewhat paradoxical element. Meditationis
about waking up to who you aready are; it isn’'t about chang-
ing or fixing anything. It isabout being in touch with the full
spectrum of your humanity.

That is easy to say, but it's not so easy to do. So that is
where the discipline of it comesin. Mindfulnessisaform
of meditation that is spoken of as the heart of Buddhist
meditative practices in all of the various traditions. The
Buddha fundamentally taught mindfulness/heartfulness as a
path to liberation, to understanding, to realizing what it
means to be human. Mindful parenting would be the appli-
cation of the practice, the discipline of it, to parenting. You
have as many opportunities to do that in a day as you would
to stretch in any other way, or to pay attention in any other
way. In itself, it is a worthy opportunity for cultivating
mindfulness.

How the children will be nourished comes, to some extent,
from afact that | spoke about earlier. A great many people
report that they never actually felt seen for who they werein
their family, or felt seen only on very rare occasions. Most of

We can find our hearts shutting down in
certain moments when things are not the way we
want them to be. And things are rarely the way we
want them to be, especially because we have a lot
of ideas about how things should be. Children
can suffer greatly from that, from having huge M
expectations put on them, not only by parents but

also by schoals.

the time they were seen through the lenses of their parents
expectations, and they would either conform to them or rebel
against them. Either way they felt shaped by the lenses of
expectations that their parents or other people, including
teachers, were looking through. They were not really seen
and accepted for who they were. They felt dis-regarded. The
word “regard” isin “disregard.” Regarder in French means
“to see”

To actually be seen is a healing experience; to be heard isa
healing experience. In that moment when we are acknow!-
edged, i.e., touched, a sense of belonging is generated, a
sense of authentication, a sense of respect, that is huge and
can be completely wordless and can happen at any age.
Perhaps you walk into a doctor’s office and the doctor listens
to you, and it is unbelievable. You practically want to break
down and cry when any authority figure actually listens to
you instead of just putting you through the gauntlet of ques-
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tions to get the facts or the answers.

In parenting, as in medicine, the fundamental principle would
be at least do no harm. Thisis the Hippocratic principle.

The doctor-patient relationship, for instance, is spoken of asa
sacred relationship, but it is almost never actually treated that
way. Itisnot held in awareness that way, athough now we
are teaching medical students to do just that.

The same goes for the parent/child relationship. | seeit asa
sacred trust. When we have children, what we are saying is, “|
am being entrusted by the Universe to carry these beings to the
point at which they can carry themselves. It doesn’'t happen
overnight. And | will need to bring my full resources to bear
on this” Well, who the hell can do this? It is an impossible
job! So, in asense, at the least we need to know that it is pos-
sible that we have a best self, never mind if we can beit. |
think we are all incredible beings, geniuses, though highly
stressed, moving very quickly, and caught in our own condi-
tioned mind states and feeling states. The challenge of mindful
parenting isto stop, to catch oneself from moment to moment,
and see if we can’t be bigger, if we can’t have a bigger aware-
ness than the kind that is narrow or, when we are redlly threat-
ened, contracted and collapsed. Thisis, in many ways, a wor-
thy and a sacred calling. The children get nourished at least in
our not doing any harm, and of
course, much more so if we can
be our best selves at least some
of thetime.

R: We used to say that kids
should be seen and not heard,
but what you are explaining is
that they aren’t really seen,
either.

. It can be easy to see your
children when they are behav-
ing or looking exactly the way
you want them to. “Oh, thisis
my gifted child; thisis my
beautiful child.” Let me give you an example to concretize
some of theseideas. Let’s say that a child comes home from
school. This child could be 8 or 10 or whatever. Before that
child walks in the door, the doorbell rings or we hear them
coming in, and al of a sudden we may find ourselves taken
over by awhole bunch of feelings, preconceptions, and ideas.
Now maybe it is that we are angry that he left his room a
mess. Maybe we are worried that he might have alot of
homework, and maybe we are worrying that he isn’'t going to
do his homework, or will need our help. Or maybe it is that
we are worried about his friends.

Or perhaps something happened that morning, and we are till
carrying agrudge. Or he walked in the door and hisface is
dirty, or we don’t like how heis dressed. We have right here
awonderful opportunity to greet our child as he walks in the
door, and what do we do? We fall into these reactive mind-
states instead of encountering the present moment fresh. We
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bring to this one moment so much baggage, so much that
obscures our hearts, obscures our ability to see clearly, that
we can't even welcome him home in a genuine way. We have
that potential; we have that ability, because, in that moment,
as they are walking in the door, we don’t actually have to deal
with the issues around homework, if there are any. We don’'t
have to immediately deal with what happened this morning.
We can make time for that later if necessary without having it
ruin the present moment.

J: If you have no awareness of what Mylajust sketched out,
you are going to be caught. If you have an awareness of it,
you have at least a fraction of a chance to step around it and
just say, “Hi."

M: Or just see the child.

|f we can bring affectionate attention to the
difficult and stretching moments that we have in
our experiencesin the family, we have so much
more potential for making more appropriate
choices and to being more authentic ourselves.

J: And to greet them in away that creates a fresh moment.
All of the things that you may be worried about might still
apply, but when we are unconscious, they basically have us
by the throat, and we have the child by the throat. We can
create this very complex situation out of our own anxiety. It
is unnecessary and just compounds the distance there may be
between parent and child.

C: | redly appreciated the discussions in the book about
expectations, especially your saying that we derive our expec-
tations of our children from our own childhoods, from what
was put on us. We then project those things onto our children.

M Yes. Sometimes the expectations that we have are really
important and helpful. | think it is wonderful to have expec-
tations that children should help out in the family, that every-
body should work to support the family and the home, given
that it is age appropriate. But we have to be aware of our
expectations, first of al. If we aren’t aware of them, they can
just wreak havoc. And secondly, we have a choice, “Which
of the expectations that | am carrying around with me are
really helpful, and which of them are getting in the way?
Which of them really have nothing to do with this child? Or
this moment?’

| think that we have so many moments like that. There are
appropriate moments for dealing with the fact that the child
didn’t clean her room, and we do need to talk about it and get
her to take responsibility for certain things. There are appro-
priate moments for discussing our anxieties about certain
things. Children can often start fresh in a way that we can't,
especially when they are little. We can bring that same fresh-
ness to our lives with our kids. You have to think, “What
would you want?’ Very often, you know, when we walk in
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the door, we can feel somebody judging us. As soon aswe
feel judged, something shuts down. What do we want? Now,
maybe somebody doesn’t like what we are wearing, but can
they still see us?

| think that there is a wonderful feeling of safety and security
when a child can actually express anger in the family and not
be shunned, not be shut out. We have had so many peoplein
our workshops who were not able to express feelings that
were considered unacceptable in the family, like anger or
frustration. In some families, those things were just not
acceptable. The message that emerges is that there is only
one acceptable way to be and when you are not that way,
there is something wrong with you. | don’t mean that our
kids can just step on us all thetime. It isn't a matter of
everybody just venting all of the
time. Thisislife-long learning
that we, and our children, can
engage in by being in touch with
and honoring what we are feel-
ing and by finding appropriate
ways to expressit, so that we
can be real with each other. We
may even choose, sometimes,
not to expressit. It isan incredi-
ble thing to start paying attention to all of the things that
come out of our mouths. Some are better left unsaid, because
they are useless, unnecessary...

J: shaming, or humiliating.....

M: Inthe extreme. We all fall into unconscious speech and
things get derailed by that. If we have a thought, we speak it.
Nowadays, if you have athought you pick up the phone and
call somebody—or click “Send.”

J: And then say, “Ugh, I’'m not sure | meant to send that!
Maybe | should have had another thought first.”

M Bringing mindfulness to our speech, bringing mindful-
ness to our bodies, bringing mindfulness to our being gives
our children the gift of our own self-awareness. We are much
nicer to be around. It isvery hard to be with people who are
continually free-associating. So much of it is not helpful.

Mindfulness and Embodiment

J: And that brings up another point that | think we need to
stress over and over again. Mindfulness has to do with being
embodied. It isnot aquestion of living our lives according to
certain principles or theories. In this moment, are you here?
Areyou in your body? Are you aware of your inner land-
scape and the outer landscape and can you hold it in such a
way that you don’t just do that totally reactive, totally
mechanical, totally automatic conditioned stuff that we are all
completely prone to do?

Some people might think, “Well, if you are amindful parent,
you will be mindful all thetime.” | don't think it is humanly
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possible to be mindful al the time—or even necessarily desir-
able. But to be even alittle bit more mindful, even alittle bit
of the time, would be hugely healing. Mylaand | don’t want
to create the impression that we think parents should be on
the alert al of thetime. That is not mindfulness at al.
Mindfulness is a relaxed, open, flowing, attentive, openheart-
ed presence. It isthe landscape in which life unfolds, one
that has potential for being together. You may not necessarily
be doing anything, but you are with your children. You are
doing what you are doing; they are doing what they are
doing. That can feel so magical, because of the power of
wakefulness and the power of presence.

| agree with Mylathat our presence itself is a huge gift to our
children. And that they see everything about us, our warts, pim-
ples, al of the reactions, all of the incredibly mindless moments,
is part of it. We may think that if we were really good at this we
wouldn't have any mindless moments. We would never get
angry. We would never lose it. We would never have some kind
of selzure or spasm over, say, who the kids are hanging out with.
There are all sorts of issues that will press parents’ buttons. It's
not about being a saint. It isabout being real, and working with
whatever comes up asiif it were actually workable and impor-
tant—not to try to fix it but to see deeply into it. Out of that
inner work can come a new way of being.

R: Inyour chapter on family values, you say, “The emotion-
a and physical atmosphere the parents create within the fami-
ly sets the stage on which the ongoing development of a fam-
ily’'s values unfold. The more that mindfulness can be
brought to this dimension of family life, the more likely it is
that the deep inner values of the family will be held in aware-
ness and accorded priority in parenting decisions.” | have the
sense, when | read passages such as this, that many of us
reading your book will say either, “Ah, that's so true! | never
thought of that,” or “Yes, that's true, | know that already,”
and yet be unwilling, or unable, to “embody” our knowledge,
to use the word that you yourselves use concerning our mod-
eling or embodying our family priorities and values and the
ways in which, as you write, we “conduct ourselves in the
ordinary unfolding of our lives”

What in your view accounts for this cognitive dissonance, this
disunction in what we know to be true aready, on the one
hand, and how we practice, on the other? How, in practical
terms, can we engage in mindful practices that allow usto
prevent or work through these disjunctions?

J. Wow! That is quite alarge question. Well, I'll have a stab
at it. | think it says some place else in the book, very early on,
that mindfulnessis not just a good idea. When you say to
someone, “Maybe your life would go better if you just were
more present for it and paid attention,” everyone's response
would be something like, “Oh great! Why didn’t | think of
that! I'll just doit? Wonderful! Adios! Seeyou later! No
problem!” It doesn't work that way. It is good to be reminded
of the value of present moment awareness, and some people
might have a momentary kind of realization that says, “Oh my
god! | know that, but | haven’t been living that way.” But that
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is where the rubber meets the road. That realization is just the
first step.

The next step is to embody it or operationalize it or however
you want to put it. | like the term “embody.” Any spiritua
discipline involves the challenge of working at the edge, and
in working at the edge we find that we have more potential
for growing than we thought. Something may happen in the
family, say, that causes me to contract, that causes me to
become narrow in my thinking and hijacked by my reactive
emotions. But even such amoment can itself be seen as an
opportunity, in fact, a perfect opportunity, to expand my
awareness to include my own feelings in this moment, and
perhaps awillingness to try to read them in away that creates
more options for how | might respond in the next moment.
There's a difference between reacting—which is mindless
and automatic, and conditioned—and responding, which can
be mediated by a moment of mindfulness and clear seeing.
The discipline of mindful parenting or cultivating mindful-
ness in any aspect of daily life comes right in those moments
in which you are willing to stand inside that moment and be
more present without knowing what is going to happen next.

Obviously, as authors we can’t convince somebody to do that.
We can just try to create a lens through which a parent might
take alook and perhaps resonate with what they are seeing
and fedl inwardly, “Yes, that makes sense. | agree with that.”
But then, there’s the challenge of actualizing it in your own
life in any moment that matters.

M | am not sure, but | think you are asking, “How do you
do that?’

R: Yes, and as you are speaking | am wondering that it
amost sounds as if what you are suggesting is that this dis-
junction between what we know to be right and what we do is
probably always going to be there to some degree or another,
and that the question is bringing awareness to the disjunction
asit happens. We are never going to have a state in which
there is no such disjunction. Isthat correct?

M: No, I think there are times when there isn’t that disjunc-
tion, where you feel asif you are appropriately present. You
are aware that it feels right. Now, of course, it is like ayoga
pose; you have balance and you fedl it, and then all of a sud-
den you lose your balance.

J. Butitisn't like, “Oh, you blew it!” because you lost your
balance. Instead, part of the nature of being aiveis that you
go in and out of balance.

M: And our children learn from that. Our children learn
from watching us, from seeing that we are working with it,
and that we can actually acknowledge that we lost our bal-
ance. Parents are human. We all make mistakes; we all blow
it sometimes; we all lose our balance. The question is, “Can
we bring the loving compassion that we bring to our children
to ourselves at such times?’ And when we bring that loving
compassion to ourselves when we blow it, our children learn
that it is okay to blow it, that there are times when people do
or say things that we later regret.
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Of course, we aso all have our moments of balance, of har-
mony.... Those are blessed moments. But sometimes blessed
moments also happen when things are in chaos, because there
can be some deep change that comes out of that, deep under-
standing, or something wonderful that emerges from pain and
loss of balance. It is how we hold it, how we work with it.
There is so much to learn from losing our balance.

R: Now, | am areader, and | am reading this interview, and

| come to the part where you just said, “How do we hold it?
How dowedoit?” I’'m saying, “Yeah, that's my question.” |
know that in your book you mentioned the example of hitting
your child and then apologizing, and so forth. You also make
apoint later that we shouldn’t make a habit of constantly hav-
ing to apologize. How do | work with that moment when |
know that what | just did wasn't right, that moment of cogni-
tive dissonance?

J. 1 want to zero in on your use of that term, because | am
trying to wrap my mind around your question. When we say
that we have made a mistake, what do we mean? What isa
mistake? We aren’t saying that most of what we do are mis-
takes and if we were more mindful we would have fewer mis-
takes. A mistake is actually a mis-take; our perception is
actually an incomplete one, or a mis-perception.

Why? Often because it is colored by emotions that arisein a
particular moment, very often fear. We ask people in our
workshops in what ways fear expresses itself in their parent-
ing. The answers areinfinite. There are so many things that
we do out of fear, out of worry. In terms of cognitive disso-
nance, | think that it arises because people say, “Oh yeah. |
know that,” but they don’'t really. They aren’t really seeing
clearly. People say, “Oh yeah. | know cigarettes are bad for
me, but | still smoke.” But there is a certain way that people

Sometimes blessed moments also happen when
things are in chaos, because there can be some deep
change that comes out of that, deep understanding,
or something wonderful that emerges from pain
and loss of balance. It is how we hold it, how we
work with it. Thereis so much to learn from losing

our balance.

haven’'t embodied that knowledge that cigarettes are bad.
They just kind of know it on a superficial level. A mis-takeis
when you believe the superficial reality without understand-
ing that the surface is only a surface, and that there is a pro-
fundity beneath the surface.

In our workshops, we use the image of the well, for instance.
You drop a pebble in the well in the form of a question, and
you listen for the splash of the first response: “Why do |
even care about mindful parenting? Why have | come to this
workshop?’ Then we have people follow the pebble down,
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underneath the surface, listening for more than that first
response.

Even the story we tell of Sir Gawain and the Loathely Lady
[recounted and commented on in Everyday Blessings] is
about depth and appearance. In appearance, she was hideous.
But Gawain recognizes something deeper, and he doesn't get
caught in the surface ugliness. So much of the time the dis-
sonance happens because we will attach ourselves to the sur-
face and get really attached to that and mis-take or forget that
there is something much deeper going on. So then we throw
our wisdom out the window, and we fedl asif we are having
some cognitive dissonance, conflicted, torn between what we
did at the moment and how we feel in the next moment, or
the next day.

But what is fundamental is not really the dissonance; it isthe
mis-perception in the moment we acted. If we can literally and
metaphoricaly, in that very moment of anger in which we are
going to lose it, come to our senses—and parenthetically, that
iswhy we can actually use that phrase, “coming to our senses’
as agood description of Vipassana or of mindfulness—when
we return to the original sense impressions, the origina seeing,
the origina hearing, without being colored by our thoughts and
opinions, then it is possible to see, not only the surface, but
also the totality or the whole. And when | say “see” | aso
mean “fed,” “sense” and “touch.” Thisis not atheory or a
good idea. It isa practice, an opportunity to step fully into
that moment, to come to your senses. We are not saying that
parents necessarily should formally practice meditation in
order to be mindful in this way in such moments, unless they
are drawn to do it, but it certainly can’t hurt.

For instance, over 12,000 people have been through our
Stress Reduction Clinic over
the past twenty-one years to
be trained in what we call
mindful ness-based stress
reduction (or MBSR), which
involves both formal and
informal meditative practices.
Most of those 12,000 people
are parents. While mindful
parenting is not part of the
curriculum, their parenting
can benefit as a side product
of their taking the program.
Their major focusison
health concerns and on problems with stress and pain. But
MBSR training certainly involves bringing mindfulness into
every aspect of daily living, including the kinds of moments
of emotional reactivity | was just describing, as well as train-
ing in the formal meditative practices. But remember, they
are coming to us as medical patients, with cancer, heart dis-
ease, chronic pain conditions, and everything else. So we
have to work with them in a particular way that is adequate to
their needs. | am not saying that people who want to be more
mindful in their parenting might not benefit from cultivating
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mindfulness more formally, such as through awareness of the
breath, or even formal sitting meditation or mindful yoga, or
whatever, just that it is not absolutely necessary for cultivat-
ing mindfulness in the pleasant and the difficult moments that
are a part and parcel of family life.

For parents who are interested in the formal practices,
Everyday Blessings offers suggestions for at least the rudimen-
tary cultivation of awareness of the breath, or fedling statesin
the body, because those can lead us to a more accurate seeing,
more accurate perception. We mention two important instruc-
tionsthat | think are very important for parents to know about.
Oneisto bring attention to a particular object, whatever it is,
and then just attend to that object for a period of time. If itis
the breath, then we attend to the feeling of the breath moving
in and out of the body, the very sensations of breathing. The
second is to begin to notice that the mind doesn’t stay still for
long, no matter what the object is. 1t will go off, and do
something else. We try to be aware of where the mind went.
In the knowing, we reconnect not just with the breath, but
with the present moment. There are hundreds of different
ways to do this; there are hundreds of different meditation
techniques. But whatever method you choose, understand that
when the mind goes off, you note where it has gone without
judging it or yourself in any way, and then you gently bring it
back; the mind goes off, you bring it back— and you do it for
its own sake, to come to know your own mind, even when you
are not being reactive, even when there are no heavy-duty
emotional things going on.

Now, if something comes up with your teenager and the
mind goes off, it might go off into kind of atornado. You
can even bring awareness to that. That will make a big
difference between whether the tornado carries you into cre-
ating more suffering or whether you might do something
different by working that edge. | don’'t know if that answers
your question.

| think that we feel that we always have to have
a solution, that we always have to fix situations,
that we always have to know what to do. Itisvery
liberating to understand that there are going to be
lots of times, as a parent, that we aren’t going to

know what to do.

R: I never thought of it like this, but | think you are right. |
am thinking of so many examplesin which | have seen this
now, in which we talk about that cognitive dissonance, but
that isn't really it, because we don’t really know fully. The
dissonance would be true if we really did have afull knowl-
edge of what is“right” and yet acted differently. But in fact
we don't really have that full knowledge.

Gandhi says that non-violence comes first and foremost by an
apped to the heart, not to the head. We know lots of things
intellectualy,...

M: That iswhy using the word “right” is not right.
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R: Yes, whichiswhy | gestured putting it in quotes.

M: It makesit moreintellectual. If | only did the “right”
thing.

J: And it gives the impression, which is wholly wrong, that
mindful parenting is about perfect parenting, or the right kind
of parenting. If only you were the right kind of parent, then
you wouldn't be doing all these dastardly things that you are
doing, and you would be so much more mindful and balanced
and flexible and everything else.

Being Mindful, Being Real

R: You are saying that being a mindful parent is being an
aware parent.

J: And being real. And knowing something about it. And
embodying it, which means that we can’'t do it without huge
compassion, because if you have a“mis-take,” then thereis
no need for anger or self-blaming. But if you made a“mis-
take,” you are in trouble, because some stupid person in there
made the mistake. Someone has got to be at fault. But if it is
amis-take, then what comes up is compassion, you know?
Missed that one, so this happened. Thereis no blame, as the
Chinese say.

We can be more compassionate with ourselves and realize
that that moment is gone. | blew it or mis-took it, but now
thereis thismoment. Life will always give you, as long as
you are dive, the next breath, the next moment, the next
opportunity, to come to it completely fresh, to come to your
senses. You can practice, “the mind goes off, you bring it
back, the mind goes off, you bring it back,” even in the
family. | wrote about how much | can get caught up in work
and am not present, or | am
on trips or whatever it is, or |
sort of veg-out reading the
newspaper, or whatever, and
| realize that | could livein
my family and never really
be present, even without
traveling anywhere.

M: Of course, that doesn't

mean that sometimes you
don’t read the paper, or veg-out. But again, it is not taking
things for granted, and really questioning. What are the
things that | am doing that are really meeting my soul-needs
and my children’s soul-needs? What are the things that are
getting in the way? If you spend all your time, every time
you come home, reading the paper, being on the phone, this
can become away of life, of always tuning out. We haven’t
even gone near the whole issue of addiction here. The dis-
comfort we have with feelings and with pain and
with unhappiness leads to alot of addictive behavior in this
society. We try to escape from what it is that we are actually
feeling. We deal with those feglings by trying to medicate
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ourselves, whether it iswith TV, or food, or this or that.

J: Or, inthe family, certain strictures might exist around
behavior. For example, “You have to be well-behaved.” |
remember, as a child, teachers yelling at me, “Behave your-
self!” | don't think | put thisin the book, but my thought at
the time was, “What do you think | am doing? | am behaving
myself. I'm behaving like the five-year-old that | am.” But of
course, what adults realy mean is, “Obey me.”

We were just in Germany, and people were telling us that there
isavery rigid mentdity in Germany. Thereis one right way to
do something. It isarea challenge to get across the notion that
thereis no one right way, and that the real work hereisto see
the range of options in the landscape and to navigate on the
basis of the moment-to-moment feedback you get.

M: Itisnot anintellectual exercise. | think it is easy to
come away thinking that we have all these choices and now
itiskind of like a computer game. We just choose the best
approach. Thereis a huge element of intuition here. When
you have awareness in this moment, your intuitive self
guides you.

Sometimes, we are formed by our difficulties. It
IS easy to get into catastrophic thinking, to think of

notion that mindfulness is not about being a certain way. Itis
not about always being calm. It’s not about always knowing
what the right thing isto do.

J: Or being a perfect parent. If you are a perfect parent
you have, of course, perfect children.

M: It isworking with our moments and bringing a certain
kind of loving acceptance to the difficulties and to ourselves
and to our limitations. The kind of acceptance that we are
talking of bringing to our children we have to bring to
ourselves.

J. | want to put in aword here for mystery. | want to remind
us that just being a person, having a body, is a huge mystery.
It may seem strange to say that we “have a body,” because
who hasit? Growing up, living one'slife fully, these are
things we take for granted and never think about, but they are
hugely mysterious. We have a child, we see that child, and
know both that we know who that child is and that we have
no idea who that child is. The same s true of arelationship.
That is something that is worthy of giving us some pause.

M: And some humility.

J: Yes, humility, too. When
parenting children, what is
most important is to tend to

the worst thing that can happen. | think we owe it to the relationship between us

our children and ourselvesto really wrestle with
that one, and to say, “ Okay. | have been through a
difficult time, but this moment is this moment. Right
now, thisis not happening. How do | want to bring

myself to this moment?”

J: Or you may not know what to do. And that is another
very powerful thing, which we say in the book over and over
again. Itisokay torealize, “I don’'t know what to do. | am at
my wit'send. | feel likel am going to explode” Thatisa
perfectly normal state for a parent.

C: Staying with that and not thinking “I shouldn’t be feeling
thisway” isreally, really hard.

J. Yes, and remembering, “I don’t have to fix it.”

C: We so often feel that pain is something we are supposed
to move away from and take care of, which is where your talk
about addictions comesin. All of our lives are about staying
away from pain instead of being open to exploring it.

M Rather than moving into it, looking more closely ét it.
And sometimes it is looking more closely at the not-knowing.
| think that we feel that we always have to have a solution,
that we always have to fix situations, that we always have to
know what to do. It isvery liberating to understand that there
are going to be lots of times, as a parent, that we aren’'t going
to know what to do. We are going to be really confused.

And it is okay to just stay with that. This comes back to the
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to tend to that relationship is
along term thing that isn't
going to be blown by one
thing here or there. Itisa
long-term weaving, if you
will, of ties and threads of
connectedness—by showing
caring, and interest, and
empathy, and acceptance, and
by honoring a child’s sovereignty and honoring your own
sovereignty, so that you aren’t run over or forget about your
own wholeness. There is nothing theoretical about it. It is
moment by moment.

We tried to give lots of examplesin the book of that. The open-
ing one tdlls the story of when our son, Will, came home from
college and of how bent out of shape | was about what time he
got home and how | caught myself and luckily didn’t ruin a
wonderful moment. | used that as an example because | think
people will resonate with the notion that there are times when
we can catch oursalves and not go a particular route because we
know what doing so will do. It will color everything in a cer-
tain way. And then we are surprised by what comes because we
did catch ourselves. In asensg, that is a snapshot of what we
are asking people to do moment by moment. The camerais
turned both outward and inward, simultaneoudly.

C: I loved that example, and also your example of when he
wanted to go away to college and wanted to leave with a
friend, instead of having the two of you drive him. We had a
similar experience when our older daughter went away to
graduate school at Cornell.
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R: Yes, we had assumed that we would, of course, take her.
Understandably, she wanted to make the cross-country trip
with her boyfriend. Of course that made sense, and of course
that didn’t make sense.

J. Yes, wefed that there is something wrong with this picture.
The parents are supposed to be taking the kids to college.

R: Yes, the way our daughter did it isn't how it is supposed
to bel

M: Being able to see things from the child’s point of view is
an important piece of this. We need to be aware of our own
feelings of disappointment and sadness. We can't just let go.
First we have to acknowledge our feelings, then we have to
make an attempt to see it from the child’'s point of view.

Then, holding both in awareness—our feelings and their point
of view—we can come to something that is much more nour-
ishing and healing. What an honor for a child to know that
we are disappointed, but that we aren’t putting a huge guilt
trip on them.

J: That our life will now suffer because we didn’t get our way.

Everyday Blessings

M You know, | also want to clarify something. | think we
have focused alot in thisinterview on difficult moments, but
it is also important to bring awareness to the seemingly ordi-
nary moments. Waking a child up, tying their shoes, combing
their hair, making breakfast, driving them in the car are just
ordinary moments that we have with our children, moments
that we can actually feel, that we can actually be present for,
and moments that can be much richer because of our pres-
ence. We don’t want to lose sight of that. Thisis not just
about learning and growing through the difficult moments; it
is also about the small pleasures that we often miss because
we are so automatic and so busy and so often taking things
for granted.

Why do children love to hear about princes and
princesses? It isbecause each oneisa princeor a
princess. Children are very often not in their true
seeming and so it is a challenge for usto try to see,
with our eyes of wholeness, who the child really is,
and to see their beauty in their uniqueness, in their

unique being.

J: And that is, in many ways, a huge source of joy in parent-
ing — to actualy be fully present in those little moments.
They turn out not to be little at al; they are huge. When you
practice in this way, and it is hard to use the word practice
without sounding like it isarehearsal....
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M I actualy fedl alittle uncomfortable with it, too.
Sometimes | think it sounds very contrived.

J: But notice that, if I am just observing a mother with her
child, it brings me back to when my children were little. |
was well aware, in any moment, that the child was digging in
the dirt and that | was close by. | could be tuned out or tuned
in. | could either be in my own universe and then every once
in awhile be in touch with the child, or | could really be pre-
sent. One of the things that | feel strongly about is being as
present as possible, and not cluttering the agenda with so
many other things that the child ends up being last. Instead
of thinking, “As long as they are safe, they are ok,” or “Got
through the playground today,” to understand that “The play-
ground iswhat life is all about today for me, as the father.”

M Without actually assaulting the child with your own
needs.

J. Right, it is asubtle, intuitive thing.

M You can have a child who is playing in the sandbox and
who really just wants to play in the sandbox.

J: Thelast thing they need is their parent.

M We have this obsession, sometimes, with making every
moment a teaching moment. Presence does not necessarily
mean that you even speak. Sometimes just quiet presence,
just being there is wonderful.

First of all you get the pleasure of watching your child explore
and engage in whatever they are doing, and also you get to be
there as you. Otherwise, we might miss our lives, not be pre-
sent for our own lives. Itisn't just a matter of, “Every
moment | am with my child | am going to engage them. | am
going to talk to them, and | am going to play with them.”

Poor child. Children need to have their own space. So can we
bring an empathic awareness to what our child needs? They
don’t need us, necessarily, to engage with them. At acertain
point, perhaps, they do. When you bring that kind of sensitiv-
ity and awareness to the situation, it is magical.

It is so easy to get a skewed
vision of what this means.
You have seen people with
children sometimes, con-
stantly asking, “Okay?’
There is a sort of hovering
and questing. Thisis not
about being obsessed with
your children. Instead, thisis
about appropriate presence
and awareness which encom-
passes the child and our-
selves, the air, the trees, and the world that we are in and
that very often we are just not there for.

J: It is wakefulness, wise attention.

C: Jon, in Wherever You Go, There You Are, you wrote about
Myla's saying goodbye to you, and how just the act of saying
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goodbye was a present moment between the two of you. |
felt deeply touched by that, and this has become one thing
that our family tries to do, to make sure that, before we leave,
we are fully present with each other.

R: When | say goodbye, | want to say, “1 am here with you
right now. | am hoping that things will be fine when | get
back, but if they areis not, | want to at least have had that
moment.” | try not to take things so much for granted.
Sometimes we have certain experiences, losses or illnesses,
that teach us not to take life for granted.

J: Yes, athough sometimes you do have to have certain
experiences to come to that realization, it isn't at all
inevitable. So it might be a good thing to come to it before
you have difficult experiences that you are contributing to.

R: Yes, as Thich Nhat Hanh says, “Don’t wait until you
have a toothache to appreciate your non-toothache.” And this
is the point, that we don’'t have to wait for a catastrophe.

Their Needs, Our Needs

In your chapter “Who's the Parent and Who's the Child?’ you
talk about needing to know how the child feels, what they
need, what they want. You insist, here, about putting the
child’s needs first. Throughout this chapter, without directly
referring to Alice Miller, whose work you discuss earlier in
your book, you explain many points with which Miller would
clearly agree concerning our need as parents not to help cre-
ate roles for our children in which they become the parent fig-
ures meeting our needs rather than vice versa. Asyou point-
edly note, in such unhealthy circumstances, “the child’'s own
feelings, needs, desires get buried.” Would you please
explain how mindful parenting can help us to avoid, as Miller
might say, projecting our own narcissistic wounds onto our
children, and then using our children to fulfill our needs?

M: Well, | think it is totally connected to awareness of that
inner landscape. Everybody’sis different and it changes all

thetime. It comes out of our own experience. Some people
seem to relate through their wounds. There are some people

| think that there is a wonderful feeling of
safety and security when a child can actually
express anger in the family and not be shunned,

not be shut out.

who don’t know how to relate in any other way. They have to
relate through their pain.

Now maybe it is a temperamental thing. |I’'m beginning to
think that part of thisis temperament. Some people are just
so sanguine, while others are very melancholic; then there are
people who are always coming out of their pain. Now if you

22

aren’t bringing awareness to that tendency, it creates alot of
havoc, especially when you want your children to take care of
it, when you have unmet emotional needs that you want your
children to fulfill. If you are not aware of that, it is a huge
burden for the children. Can we bring awareness to our own
needs? Can we bring awareness to our pain and really look at
the ways in which we bring that pain into our relationshipsin
inappropriate ways?

Just to acknowledge, to hear in your own voice the heaviness
or the pain, sometimes just over a simple exchange. “How are
you?' can carry the weight of our own pain, can say, “Why
haven't you called me? | haven't heard from you in such a
long time” [Deep sigh.] There is a difference between that
and saying, “You know, it has been such along time since we
talked. | am really happy to be talking to you right now.” We
are al to one degree or another at risk for unconsciously
allowing such unacknowledged needs to get in the way. But
we al can also bring awvareness to them and choose much
more consciously how we will speak, how we will relate.

J: Andweall havethe capacity to not let those unacknowl-
edged needs get in the way, although sometimes it may seem,
say in the case of our parents—it won't happen in this lifetime.
While everyone may have the capacity, it isn't going to happen
unless the person wakes up to this dimension of reality. But for
many parents of all ages, that waking up does happen, some-
timesin small ways. But small ways are, nevertheless, ways.

M It might be that, for example, someone is always nega-
tive. If you aren’t aware of your own negativity, it just
spreads. If everything that comes up is just seen in a negative
light, nothing is ever enough; things are always seen through
the lens of what is not right. Seeing life this way colors rela-
tionships and the experience of living. Can we bring aware-
ness to the filters, to the things that cloud this moment?
Sometimes, we are formed by our difficulties. It iseasy to
get into catastrophic thinking, to think of the worst thing that
can happen. | think we owe it to our children and ourselves
to really wrestle with that one, and to say, “Okay. | have been
through a difficult time, but this moment is this moment.
Right now, thisis not happening. How do | want to bring
myself to this moment?’

| think that that is where the
potential lies, so that it is not
asif we are pretending that
we haven't had difficult expe-
riences. We are not squash-
ing or ignoring them, but we
are not necessarily being
ground up by them either.

R: I loveMiller'swork. | think that in many ways she is just
right on. The sovereignty issue, which you discuss as some
length in your book, runs counter to the way the culture at
large, and many of us, understands our relationship to children.
Much of what we do has little to do with giving them sover-
eignty. Infact, it is quite the opposite, and yet sovereignty is so
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crucial, as you suggest in your discussions of mindful parent-
ing. Can you please talk about what you mean by sovereignty,
how to giveit, why it is so important and so on?

J: My guessisthat if you read the entire book you would
not once find the phrase “ giving them sovereignty.”

R: You say “according,” which you then parenthetically say
means “opening one's heart to.”

J: You have read this book in detail! That's beautiful. The
distinction is important to us, because what we are saying is
that children are born with sovereignty. It is not a question
of our giving it to them, so much as our not squashing it. So
if you hold everybody’s sovereignty in high regard—not just
theirs, but everybody’s—then, as we say in the book, it is not
just a matter of Little Lord Fontelroys running around com-
pletely spoiled, entitled. Instead, according sovereignty has
to do with asking ourselves who this child really is, in afeel-
ing way. Because, as we said, we can’t possibly know com-
pletely, but we can hold that child in awareness and honor
their true nature, which is another way of saying sovereignty.
Sovereignty is the inherent nature of being of all people and
children, in terms of authenticity, autonomy, and unique
temperament.

M: Again, their true nature.

J: When there are no problems in the family, that is easy to
do. Thekidslook great; you can see al their potential and
everything else. When they want to go in a direction that we
don’'t want them to go in, then all of a sudden it is much hard-
er. That iswhen you have to do what Myla is suggesting,
which isto try to see things through the child's eyes.

It is very hard to put this into one sentence, which is why we
used alot of examples in the chapter on sovereignty.
Sovereignty is the child’s inherent state of being, whichis, in
part, uniquely that person’s and, in part, common to humani-
ty, al together. It isthe multi-dimensional beauty of the
child. Honoring it requiresfirst that you seeiit, or feedl it, and
second that you know how to hold it in away that serves the
deep inner needs of the child. It is not a question of power; it
is not a question of entitlement; it is not a question of royalty;
but to a certain extent it is related to the old, mythological
meaning of princes and princesses in the fairy tales.

Why do children love to hear about princes and princesses? Itis
because each oneisaprince or aprincess. We need to see that,
which iswhy we told the story of Sir Gawain and the Loathely
Lady. Shewas not in her true seeming. Children are very often
not in their true seeming and so it is a challenge for usto try to
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see, with our eyes of wholeness, who the child redlly is, and to
see their beauty in their uniqueness, in their unique being.

M: And part of that is seeing and knowing that we can’t see
all thereisto see, that there is that mystery, and that the child
is going to have to find their own way. We hold that in
awareness, not only the mystery of who this child is, but also
the mystery of the path that they are going to have to take.
We don’t know, but we support the unfolding of that, so that
we aren’t deciding that it “has to be thisway,” or, “Thisisthe
right path for you!”

J: One of the trandations of sovereignty is“your own way.”
In the Wife of Bath’s Tale, in Chaucer, which is where the
term comes from, and also in the Loathely Lady, the answer
to theriddle “what is it that all women most desire?’ is * sov-
ereignty,” but it isalso “her own way.” Not in the sense of “I
want my own way,” but in the sense of having the freedom to
explore the unfolding of my life as a full human being.

M And so when Gawain gives her the choice of whether to
be beautiful by day or by night, he is according her sover-
eignty, acknowledging her sovereignty. That is the beauty of
that story, his being able to acknowledge that.

J: That question is such amind blower. “What is it that all
women most desire?’ Imagine, they were asking that ques-
tion! | love the fact that Gawain goes around and just asks
everybody, and everybody gives him an answer and he writes
them down and he knows, he knows that none of them is the
correct answer.

That’s the deep intuition, and in away what we are appealing
to in the readers of our book, in parents, is the deep trust that
we started out talking about. That trust says, “You know,
there is more to being human than any of us know. We are
trustworthy. We are really worthy of trust.”

A lot of the time we don't feel worthy at all, because of our
scars, because of the way that we were parented. We walk
around feeling about as worthy as a cockroach. To begin to
realize that we are trustworthy and our children need to know
that we are trustworthy and to accord them their own path to
adulthood—that’s a worthy work, and that, to me, is the work
mindful parenting really is. And besides, we are on the same
path as our children, only thirty years further along! Soiitis
not like, “Well we know, because we are here” Itisal the
same path, and maybe if we wound up parenting ourselves
with alittle bit more kindness, more awareness, that quote
from Rilke in the front of our book would actually become a
reality while we still have a chance.
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Seven | ntentions and Twealve Exercises

Editor’'s Note: The following excerpt from
Everyday Blessings constitutes the book’s
“Epilogue” entitled “ Seven Intentions and Twelve
Exercises for Mindful Parenting’”

Intentionality—Parenting
Asa Spiritual Discipline

Intentions remind us of what is important. When we
form the intention to do something, and that intention in
turn informs our choices and our actions, the chances that
we will be sensitive to what is important in our lives
increase greatly, and we are more likely to see the big pic-
ture. Our intentions serve as blueprints, allowing us to give
shape and direction to our efforts, and to assess how we are
doing as we work at developing something worthy of our-
selves and our lives. So at some point, whenever that is, we
have to decide what is really important for us, and then
work at constantly keeping that framework in mind as
things unfold.

In mindful parenting; certain principles are important to
affirm from the very beginning. This does not mean that if
we aready have children, it is too late to become more
mindful in our parenting. It means that we begin, when we
are ready, wherever we are in our lives, and work with the
here and now, formulating the intentions that are important
for usto affirm and to implement, and that are realistic. Not
only is it never too late to introduce mindfulness into our
lives; the very moment that we make the conscious com-
mitment to do so becomes the perfect moment to begin.

Here are some intentions that you may find helpful. Of
course, you can also create your own.

INTENTION ONE: | will bring my entire creative genius
to the work of mindful parenting.

INTENTION TWO: | will see parenting as a spiritua dis-
cipline, meaning that it provides me with every neces-
sary opportunity to cultivate wisdom and openhearted-
nessin myself, so that | may come to know and express
my true nature and share what is best in me with my
children and with the world.

INTENTION THREE: | will cultivate mindfulness and
discernment in my daily life, especialy with my chil-
dren, using an awareness of my breathing to ground me
in the present moment.

INTENTION FOUR: I will make every effort to see who

my children actually are, and to remember to accept
them for who they are at every age, rather than be blind-
ed by my own expectations and fears. By making a
commitment to live my own life fully and to work at
seeing and accepting myself as | am, | will be better
able to accord a similar acceptance to my children. In
thisway | can help them to grow and to realize their full
potential as unique beings.

INTENTION FIVE: | will make every effort to see things
from each child’s point of view and understand what
my children’s needs are, and to meet them as best | can.

INTENTION SIX: | will use whatever comes up in my
own life and in the lives of my children, including the
darkest and most difficult times, as “grist for the mill,”
to grow as a human being so that | am better able to
understand my children, their soul needs, and what is
required of me as a parent.

INTENTION SEVEN: | will fold these intentions into
my heart, and commit myself to putting them into
practice as best | can, every day, and in appropriate
ways that feel right to me and that honor my chil-
dren’s sovereignty, and my own.

Twelve Exercises
for Mindful Parenting

1. Try to imagine the world from your child’s point of
view, purposefully letting go of your own. Do this every
day for at least a few moments to remind you of who
this child is and what he or she facesin the world.

2. Imagine how you appear and sound from your child’s

point of view, i.e., having you as a parent today, in this
moment. How might this modify how you carry your-
self in your body and in space, how you speak, what
you say? How do you want to relate to your child in this
moment?

3. Practice seeing your children as perfect just the way they

are. Seeif you can stay mindful of their sovereignty from
moment to moment, and work at accepting them as they
are when it is hardest for you to do so.

4. Be mindful of your expectations of your children and

consider whether they are truly in your child’s best inter-
est. Also, be aware of how you communicate those
expectations and how they affect your children.
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for Mindful Parenting

5. Practice atruism, putting the needs of your children

above your own whenever possible. Then seeif thereisn’t
some common ground, where your true needs can aso be
met. You may be surprised at how much overlap is possi-
ble, especialy if you are patient, and strive for balance.

. When you fedl logt, or at aloss, remember to stand still,
as in David Wagoner's poem: “The forest breathes...”
Listen to what it is saying; “The forest knows/Where
you are. You must let it find you....” Meditate on the
whole, by bringing your full attention to the situation, to
your child, to yourself, to the family. In doing so, you
may go beyond thinking, even good thinking, and per-
ceive intuitively, with the whole of your being (your
feelings, intuition, body, mind, and soul) what realy
needs to be done. If that is not clear in any moment,
maybe the best thing is to not do anything until it
becomes clearer. Sometimes it is good to remain silent.
[Editor’'s note: Earlier in their book, the Kabat-Zinns
use David Wagoner’'s poem “Lost,” which is “based on
the Northwest Native American tradition,” to help
explain what we perhaps ought to do when we are lost,
or “not fully awake.” They write: “ Perhaps what is most
important is our willingness to be where we actually are
and dwell here fully, in darkness or in light, without
having to go anywhere else. Only then may we know
where to place our foot when it comes time to move”
(370-371).]

7. Try embodying silent presence. This will grow out of

both formal and informal mindfulness practice over
time, if you attend to how you carry yourself and what
you project in body, mind, and speech. Listen carefully.

. Learn to live with tension without losing your own bal-
ance. In Zen and the Art of Archery, Herrigel describes
how he was taught to stand at the point of highest ten-
sion effortlessly without shooting the arrow. At the right
moment, the arrow mysteriously shoots itself. Do this
by practicing moving into any moment, however diffi-
cult, without trying to change anything and without hav-
ing to have a particular outcome occur. Simply bring
your full awareness and presence to this moment.
Practice seeing that whatever comes up is “workable,”
if you are willing to stand in this way in the present,
trusting your intuition and best instincts. Your child,
especially when young, needs you to be a center of
balance and trustworthiness, a reliable landmark by
which he or she can take a bearing within his or her
own landscape. Arrow and target need each other.
Forcing doesn’'t help. They will find each other better
through wise attention and patience.

9. Apologizeto your child when you have betrayed a trust

in even alittle way. Apologies are healing. An apology
demonstrates that you have thought about a situation
and have come to see it more dearly, or perhaps more
from your child’s point of view. But we have to be
mindful of being “sorry” too often. It loses its meaning
if we are always saying it, or make regret into a habit.
Then it can become a way for us not to take responsi-
bility for our actions. Be aware of this. Cooking in
remorse on occasion is a good meditation. Don’t shut
off the stove until the meal is ready.

10.Every child is special, and every child has special

needs. Each sees in an entirely unique way. Hold an
image of each child in your heart. Drink in their being,
wishing them well.

11. There are very important times when we need to prac-

tice being clear and strong and unequivocal with our
children. Let this come as much as possible out of
awareness and generosity and discernment, rather than
out of fear, self-righteousness, or the desire to control.
Mindful parenting does not mean being overindulgent,
neglectful, or weak; nor doesit mean being rigid, dom-
ineering, and controlling.

12 The greatest gift you can give your child is your self.

This means that part of your work as a parent is to
keep growing in self-knowledge and in awareness. We
have to be grounded in the present moment to share
what is deepest and best in ourselves. This is ongoing
work, but it can be furthered by making a time for
quiet contemplation in whatever ways feel comfort-
able to us. We only have right now. Let us use it to its
best advantage, for our children’s sake, and for our
own.
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