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PRAISE FOR “Mom, I feel fat!”


“In this age of picture-perfect models, airbrushed photography, and a weakened family, eating disorders among young women have become a real deal. Sharon Hersh has written not only a timely book but one that will equip mothers and fathers as they raise their daughters. This is the help and hope that parents need today!”

—DENNIS RAINEY, executive director of FamilyLife




“Finally, a book that says out loud what most moms worry about in secret! This book is not only full of advice on eating disorders, but it also has great questions to spark deeper conversations between any mother and daughter.”

—SUSAN ALEXANDER YATES, best-selling author of several books, including And Then I Had Teenagers: Encouragement for Parents of Teens and Preteens




“This book provides excellent information for the prevention of eating disorders and offers hope and wisdom for mothers whose daughters are struggling.”

—WARD KELLER, president of the Remuda Ranch Center for Anorexia and Bulimia, Inc.




“Mom, I feel fat!” is timely, culturally informed, realistic, and biblically based. This book will open the lines of mother-daughter communication on issues that our daughters are literally dying to talk about.”

—WALT MUELLER, founder and president of the Center for Parent Youth Understanding




“This well-written book is not a formula for an easy fix to the complex struggles of disordered eating but an honest, refreshing, and practical resource for families struggling to overcome a serious challenge to the health of young women. Anyone who cares about the plight of youngwomen today will benefit from reading “Mom, I feel fat!” I highly recommend it to parents, adolescent girls, youth workers, and teachers—in short, to anyone in a place of influence.”

—BRETT ANDREWS, national training director of Youth for Christ Canada




“Sharon Hersh has written a sensitive, thoughtful, and extremely valuable resource for mothers of girls. Her encouragement to love our daughters as God loves us, have faith in our mother heart, and be real with our daughters is very wise. This book will help us raise young women with healthy body images and self-esteem and create a lifetime mother-daughter bond.”

—SANDY RICHARDSON, executive director of the Remuda Foundation and the author of Soul Hunger
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To my mother,
who taught me that even failure leads to love
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FOREWORD

I am sure that my own mother would have loved to have gotten her hands on this book. She watched me travel down a road of personal destruction during my teenage years. She longed to travel alongside me, point me to an exit, or take over the wheel. But it was my journey. I had found control and independence in one part of my world that was entirely my own—what I put into my mouth.

As I steadily lost weight, reaching a low of seventy-eight pounds my senior year of high school, my addiction to losing weight steadily grew. I was constantly fatigued, emotionally withdrawn, and spiritually confused. My periods stopped, my hair thinned, and I was constantly cold. My family and friends were understandably alarmed, but my mother was devastated. She, who brought me into the world and was a world-class caring mom, wanted to help. And she wanted to know why.

It was a frustrating time for girls with eating disorders. Unlike today, there were no books or articles with research and advice. Body image was not addressed, and anorexia was simply the clinical term for lack of appetite. I certainly seemed to have anorexia (although I was often ravenous but learned to ignore—even enjoy—the hunger), but numerous medical exams provided no clues. I would be sent on my way with a weight-gaining diet: three eggs, bacon, and toast every morning, milk shakes, beef, and potatoes. In the true “face the world with a smile” fashion that I had learned, I would simply grin, accept the diet, and discreetly throw the food away.

Many years later, after a long healing process (which still continues!) according to God’s timetable, I look back and ask my mother’s question: Why? Why would a girl who was not overweight join her best friend on a crash diet—and then stay on it for more than seven years? Why would someone rooted in the church, raised in a Christian home, and serious about her Christian faith virtually starve herself while at the same time never missing a church function? Why would she feel, at a skeletal weight, fat?

To this day I don’t know all the answers to my questions. Sharon Hersh, however, has powerful insights into why girls fall prey to the lie of the importance of an ideal body. “Mom, I feel fat!” not only helps me understand myself but also gives me tools to relate to my own three daughters. Certain ungodly pressures, cultural demands, and Enemy tactics uniquely target girls. A parent’s best defense is to outsmart the Enemy—by being informed and putting Hersh’s principles into practice.

For those of you loving a daughter who is caught in the snare of an eating disorder, take heart. As this book will assure you, her Creator—who is her perfect parent and the lover of her soul—cares for her more than you do! Your prayers, your love, and your wisdom are the keys to her health. The “end of my story” should encourage anyone facing the eating disorder battle: By God’s grace, I am married to a wonderful man and am the busy mother of five amazing children. God’s faithfulness, not my own, brought me through the darkest hours of my soul. He answered the prayers of a mother’s heart—my mother’s prayers. And I pray that “Mom, I feel fat!” will equip you in the defense of your daughter, knowing that with God, all things are possible.

—DEBBIE SMITH, songwriter, wife of Michael W. Smith, and mother of Ryan, Whitney, Tyler, Anna, and Emily
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Introduction 
“Fat” Is Not a Feeling


Mothering is a mysterious task. First you create an intimate, all consuming attachment with your daughter, then you spend the rest of your life learning to let her go.1

JUDY FORD AND AMANDA FORD, Between Mother and Daughter
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Mysterious. Miraculous. Maddening. All three words are apt synonyms for mothering.

Mysterious. Perhaps the mystery began for you, as it did for me, when you discovered that you were going to have a baby—to be a mother.

Miraculous. Can you remember the moment when the doctor or the adoption agency announced, “It’s a girl!”? I don’t know about you, but I could hardly contain the joy of that moment.

Maddening. And we’ve all known our moments of mothering madness—when our child bites the baby-sitter or she draws with a magic marker on her bedroom walls.

Let me share with you one of my maddening moments, which occurred not long ago and planted one of the seeds for this book.



“Mom, I am so fat! I look awful. I can’t go to school today,” my daughter, Kristin, pleaded.

“You are not fat. You look fine.” I tried to answer calmly and confidently. We’d had this conversation before.

“I am fat. Look at my legs. I’d be fine if I could just cut my body off from the waist down.”

I turned my attention to clearing the breakfast table and loading the dishwasher, hoping that if I just ignored my daughter’s remarks she would happily be on her way to school.

“I feel awful,” Kristin groaned. “Nothing I wear looks right. Isn’t there a pill or something I can take to lose weight? I mean it. I can’t go to school!”

Fear gripped my heart and stopped me in my tracks. I didn’t know what to say. As a therapist, I was all too aware of the potential for eating disorders like anorexia and bulimia, as well as the epidemic of dieting among adolescent girls.

“You are not fat,” I answered firmly.

“You just don’t get it, Mom! You don’t understand!” Kristin headed for her room, tears beginning to stream down her face.

“Maybe we can take an aerobics class together after school,” I called after her, grasping at anything to turn the conversation in a more positive direction.

“I knew it!” Kristin cried harder. “You think I’m fat too!”



Whenever I tell other mothers about this conversation with my daughter, they laugh and groan, understanding immediately this familiar minefield that we moms attempt to navigate repeatedly. Maybe a conversation like this one with your own daughter is why you picked up this book.

Or perhaps you were drawn to this book because you know the statistics about eating disorders and fear that your daughter might become entangled in these life-threatening behaviors. Your fears are well founded. The most recent statistics from Eating Disorders Awareness and Prevention report that “at least 40 percent of all adolescent girls suffer from some form of disordered eating.”2 And studies suggest that girls become concerned about body image at young ages. More than fourteen years ago, one study of nine-and ten-year-old girls discovered that 50 percent of nine-year-old girls thought they were fat and that 80 percent of ten-year-olds felt fat!3 It’s frightening to consider how girls in the new millennium feel about themselves.

Now, don’t panic! Put down the yellow pages, and stop looking for a body-image consultant to help your daughter. No one is better equipped to walk her through this confusing terrain than you are. Since my maddening moment with my daughter, I have learned a lot about my daughter and me, and I have discovered that her inevitable concerns about weight loss and body image can be wonderful gifts to our relationship. Yes, gifts.

This book is full of good news! You can enter your daughter’s world, connect with her, and engage with her about the tricky topics of body image and eating behavior in the midst of a developing and delightful relationship. You can help her identify and deal with the myriad emotions she feels as a growing girl, helping her to understand that “fat” is not a feeling. And in a culture where your daughter is bombarded with skinny, glossy, and superficial images, you can be a mirror that she can look into without fear as you reflect understanding, reassurance, wisdom, and love.

This book is about becoming your daughter’s ally in developing a healthy body image and preventing eating disorders. But it also examines how a mom with a daughter who is dabbling in or is already ensnared by an eating disorder can be an ally to her daughter in overcoming this dangerous behavior.

Becoming allies. It sounds good, doesn’t it? It is invigorating to discover that amid the challenges of raising a daughter, you can become not just mother and daughter and not just friends, but you can become allies. An ally is one who knows the enemy, understands the battle, and is always ready to lend a hand. This book will help you be the most effective and powerful ally possible to your daughter. And as you cement this bond with her, you will have opportunities to experience the reality of God’s promise: “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work” (Ecclesiastes 4:9).

In the chapters ahead I want to help you build the framework for becoming your daughter’s ally in three ways—first, by understanding your daughter’s world, as well as understanding your own. You’ll look in depth at your own ideas and experiences with regard to body image and weight management. You’ll also explore ways to understand your daughter’s world and her emotional life with wisdom and compassion. Second, I’ll help you uncover as many means as possible to bridge your two worlds. Surprisingly, the questions and struggles your daughter has with regard to body image, dieting, and other ideas about eating and self-care can become the most powerful means to connect the two of you. Finally, you’ll take a look at some of the serious roadblocks that can keep you from becoming your daughter’s ally and even derail you from relationship completely.

Throughout this book you will see sections entitled “Just for You” and “Just for the Two of You.” The questions and practical exercises in these sections are designed to help you address your own attitudes about mothering, the culture, eating, weight loss, body image, and so forth, and then to inspire you to translate your own experience and understanding into walking hand in hand with your daughter through this territory. Don’t feel pressured to answer all the questions or do all the exercises right away. You will want to pick and choose based on your daughter’s age and her current questions and struggles. These sections can be an ongoing resource to help you discover as many ways as you can of responding to your daughter out of a heart set free to love purposefully and passionately.

As your daughter approaches and enters adolescence, you can be sure there will be a few more moments of mothering madness! But as you walk hand in hand with your daughter, you can also be sure of the mystery and miracles that await you both.




Part I
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Understanding Your Worlds

Knowing our children—knowing anyone, in fact—is a two-way street. We get to know someone based on how they respond to who we are. But, conditioned by best-selling pediatricians, child developmentalists, and therapeutic experts, we litsten exclusively to our children, and fail to give back ourselves. In this we forfeit our part of the equation…. Delight in [the relationship] can only wither away. To create a [relationship] that lasts past the feeding-by-spoon stage, the can-I-borrow-the-car stage, means giving your personality, your identity, your presence, to your children so that they have something to come back to, namely you. That’s a [relationship] that lasts.1

GINA BRIA, The Art of Family


Chapter 1
Being a Mom


Oh, what a power is motherhood,
 possessing a potent spell.
 All mothers alike fight fiercely for their child.

EURIPIDES
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I’m not sure exactly what Euripides meant when he wrote about the potent spell of motherhood, but I am certain I was under this spell on my daughter’s first day of high school.

Kristin set her alarm so she could get up three hours before we needed to leave for school. Although she’d already carefully laid out her chosen outfit the night before, she still tried on at least eight other outfits before returning to her first choice. She ran into my bedroom, modeled her outfit, and asked, “Mom, does this make me look fat?” I reassured her that she looked great and found some satisfaction in her question. She still needed me. I could not help but think back to nine years earlier—her first day of kindergarten. With anticipation and a little sadness, I’d laid out her clothes the night before. I’d helped her get dressed, reminded her to brush her teeth, and braided her hair. How things had changed!

Kristin and I were quiet on the drive to Heritage High School. She was reviewing her class schedule, locker combination, and lunch plans. My heart was in my throat while I was reviewing fourteen years of parenting and at the same time worrying about what might meet Kristin in the hallways of high school. I could tell we were nearing the school as other cars began to zip around me. I slowed down, and those cars (with drivers who looked all of thirteen) sped up. I slowed down even more when the drivers began to honk their horns at one another and passengers stuck their heads and arms out of the moving cars to wave to one another. Kristin quietly interrupted my panic. “Mom, the speed limit is twenty-five miles per hour.”

I pulled up to the drop-off spot and stopped. Kristin opened her door and turned to say good-bye. I swallowed all my warnings and motherly admonitions when I saw the look of joy-filled anticipation on her face. “Mom,” she said, “I’m ready. I can’t wait!” And she took off.

My mind immediately returned to that first day of kindergarten when, holding her hand tightly, I walked Kristin into her classroom. She didn’t want to let go of my hand, and I thought I might just stay with her for her first day of school. Her teacher assured me that she’d be okay and that it was probably better for me to leave. Reluctantly and tearfully, my little girl let go of my hand.

I watched for a few minutes as teenagers filed into the high school. I noticed the girls who must have decided to make a first impression by showing off their bodies with midriff-baring shirts, tight-fitting tank tops, and short shorts. I saw girls who looked comfortable in their clothes and their bodies. I wondered about the girls with heavy black shirts, big black boots, stiff black hair, and multiple studs and rings piercing various parts of their bodies. I winced when I saw girls who looked scared, uncomfortable, and lonely. I watched one young woman with the most gorgeous hair as she hung back from the steady stream of students. Her larger, more developed body stood out from the ranks of her peers. She bent her head to one side, bit her lip, and looked at her shoes. I wanted to know what she was thinking. But most of all, I wanted to run into that school, find Kristin, grab her by the hand, and say, “Let’s go home and try again next year!”

Reluctantly and tearfully I drove home.

MOTHERING MANUALS

From the time I learned I was pregnant with Kristin, I’ve read books about mothering. I’ve read What to Expect When You’re Expecting, The First Three Months, Raising a Toddler, Parenting with Love and Logic, A Totally Alien Life-Form—Teenagers, The Strong-Willed Child, and Raising Kids Who Turn Out Right, just to name a few. I imagine you’ve read your share of books as well and, like me, have your favorites—the well-worn editions that you consult regularly.

When Kristin was in the fifth grade, she came home with a question that sent me scrambling to my library of parenting books. She plopped down on a stool in the kitchen and asked a question that threw me for a loop: “Mom, am I fat?” I quickly replied, “No.” She ignored my answer and barely skipped a beat during the next five minutes as she gave me a glimpse into a part of her ten-year-old world that I didn’t know existed.

“Well, Kelly thinks she’s fat,” Kristin said, “and she’s on a diet. She can’t eat anything with fat in it. Do we have fat-free potato chips? And Ashley hates her legs and wants a flatter stomach. She’s started doing sit-ups in her bedroom every night. And Katie says that her mom drinks a diet drink that helps her lose weight. She says it tastes gross but that she’s going to start drinking it for breakfast. Do we have any diet drinks? Have you ever been on a diet, Mom? How tall do you think I’m going to be? I want to be really tall and maybe even be a model.”
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Today, six-and seven-year-old girls are concerned about their weight.
 Standing on the cusp of puberty, nine-year-old girls talk about feeling fat
 before their bodies have even begun to change.
 At ten and eleven, feeling fat has been incorporated
 into their everyday language.
 It influences how they see themselves
 and the way they interact in the world.1

SANDRA SUSAN FRIEDMAN, When Girls Feel Fat
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I know my eyes glazed over during Kristin’s questions and reflections on appearance and body image. My heart started to beat faster, and my palms got sweaty. I didn’t know what to say. Of course I’ve dieted and worried about my weight. I’ve not only experimented with destructive eating behaviors, but this experimentation also led me into a struggle with the eating disorder bulimia. And I know that eating disorders are rampant among girls today. I was afraid I’d say the wrong thing to my daughter. I mumbled some response to Kristin and determined to find an expert to give me the right words to say.

I began to read everything I could find on appearance, body image, and eating disorders. Much of what I read was too political for my taste (thoughtful feminists attaching these struggles to a male-dominated culture) or too clinical (addressing only crisis behaviors). I discovered that much has been written to girls—workbooks, magazines, and beauty books—on the challenges facing them with regard to body image, but little has been written on how to mother girls struggling with these inevitable issues. I longed to read a book that not only addressed eating and body-image problems, but also focused on preparing for the future—responding before full-blown adolescence and its often full-blown crises related to self-esteem and eating disorders.

My own longings, conversations with many other moms and daughters, and subsequent discussions with my daughter gave birth to this book. From the conception of the idea for “Mom, I feel fat!” I knew that I had a lot to learn and would once again have to confront my questions about body image, recall my history, and disclose my fears and limitations. When I’ve felt overwhelmed or ill equipped for the task, I look at a picture of my daughter that sits on the corner of my desk. Kristin’s courage, beauty, sense of humor, and sheer passion for life are my inspiration. When my mother heart swells with love and longing for my daughter, I dare to believe I am up to the job. Which is precisely the point of this book. Although we will examine the advice of “experts” and I’ll suggest practical exercises and ask thought-provoking questions, the premise of this book is that the best mothering does not come out of formulas, scientific evidence, or ideological agendas, but rather it comes from consulting our love for our daughters.
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When God wants an important thing done in the world or a wrong righted,
 He goes about it in a very singular way … God simply has a tiny baby born….
 And God puts the idea or purpose into the mother’s heart.
 And she puts it in the baby’s heart, and then … God waits.
 The great events of this world are … babies, for each child comes
 with the message that God is not yet discouraged with humanity,
but is still expecting goodwill to become incarnate in each human life.2

MCEDMOND DONALD, Presbyterian Outlook
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Consider this: God has entrusted you with both a daughter and a mother’s heart for your daughter. Don’t be afraid to trust yourself as God has trusted you! If you don’t trust yourself, perhaps it’s because you don’t really know yourself—your strengths, weaknesses, and unique abilities to mother. Before you can enter your daughter’s world in a truly loving and effective way, you need to understand your own.

FEAR SHOUTS LOUDER THAN LOVE

Marilyn brought her daughter to see me for counseling because she was concerned about Britney’s eating behaviors. Fear was written all over Marilyn’s face as she practically pushed Britney into my office. “I’m scared to death,” Marilyn confessed.

Britney plopped down on my couch, crossed her legs, and started shaking her foot furiously. “Oh, Mom,” she moaned, “you’re being overly dramatic.” I smiled. I suspected that Britney could be a bit dramatic herself, and I knew that nothing draws us mothers into drama like our daughters’ stories.

Britney’s story was unique. She had decided, in an effort to control her caloric intake, that for dinner she would eat only lettuce leaves adorned with mustard. Her mother had tried forcing her to sit at the table until she ate something else, putting her on restriction, preparing her favorite meals, and ignoring her. Understandably, Marilyn feared that Britney was not getting a balanced diet, might be developing an eating disorder, and was setting a bad example for her younger siblings. Britney’s mother was ready to hand her off to an “expert.”

Mothers everywhere understand and empathize with Marilyn’s fears. We’re afraid for our daughters in this culture that worships thinness and exalts appearance above all else. We’re afraid peer pressure is stronger than our influence. We’re afraid we’ll say the wrong things and make matters worse. We’re afraid to share our experiences, because it might encourage our daughters to make the same mistakes we did. We’re afraid of being bad mothers. We know that the literature of psychology from Freud to present-day thinking is saturated with suggestions that mothers are the cause of everything that goes wrong in our daughters, from bedwetting to making bad marriage choices!

We’ve read the literature that attaches some pretty intimidating words to bad mothering—smothering, controlling, overbearing, clinging, abandoning.

If our daughters talk about being fat, want to go on diets, or begin to eat only lettuce for dinner, it must be our fault! It’s understandable when we, like Marilyn, mother out of fear. We don’t like what fear does to us, turning us into shrill, frantic, ineffective, or even paralyzed mothers. But how can we keep from being afraid in the midst of such a daunting task, fraught with so many dangers and difficulties?

When we are afraid of our daughters, of their problems, and even of ourselves, we can’t use the natural longing, love, and leading that God has planted in our mother hearts. No matter what stage of mothering you find yourself in as you read this book, I suspect something just leaped in your heart as you read the previous sentence. You know it’s true. There is a connection with your daughter that words can’t adequately articulate. Perhaps you first felt it when you discovered you were pregnant, or when you held your daughter for the first time, watched her tie her shoes, listened to her read from her own book, or watched her walk in the front door of kindergarten! You’ve awakened in the middle of the night and thought of something you need to talk about with your daughter; you’ve sensed that she was in danger or trouble when she wasn’t even in your presence; you’ve known when she needed you even before she asked. We know that no one loves our daughters as we do, and we want to believe that counts for something. It does.
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A mother understands what a child does not say.

JEWISH PROVERB
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Many fathers take an active role in parenting their daughters, and the premise of this book is not that fathers don’t matter or can’t help their daughters when it comes to body image or eating struggles. Fathers can have a significant impact on their daughters, and supportive fathers generally have daughters with good self-esteem and self-confidence. I encourage fathers to read this book to gain more understanding about their daughter’s concerns regarding body image and weight control.

But not all fathers are supportive and involved in parenting their daughters, and some fathers may actually contribute to their daughter’s risk of developing a distorted body image, and even an eating disorder. According to psychologist Margo Maine, author of Father Hunger, many girls experience a hunger for emotional connection with their fathers, and when that is not available, girls may seek emotional satisfaction in harmful behaviors.3 For mothers whose spouses are absent or abusive, this book will encourage you that you are not alone, and that your love for your daughter can feed her hungry heart.

HAND-IN-HAND MOTHERING

I hope this book encourages you to relax so that you are no longer ruled by anxiety but by love. My prayer is that as we embark on walking hand in hand with our daughters through the complex and difficult issues with regard to eating and body image, we will echo the words of the apostle John: “There is no room in love for fear. Well-formed love banishes fear” (1 John 4:18, MSG).

Throughout the rest of this book we will examine in depth what it means to understand, respect, and listen to our mother hearts, as well as live out of “well-formed love” for our daughters. But for now, the good news is that the mothering we’re going to discuss is not about doing everything right, being all-nurturing, all-loving, selfless, and perfect in every response. Hand-in-hand mothering is simply a willingness to learn as many ways as you can of responding to your daughter out of a heart filled with limitless love for her.

This type of mothering is filled with hope, because you believe that every struggle, question, failure, and victory is an opportunity for transformation—for both you and your daughter. Hand-in-hand mothering becomes possible as you become convinced in the very depths of your being that there is One who walks beside you, takes your hand, and is committed to helping you find your way. We long for nothing less for our daughters. And we are the ones, who, by our love in the very midst of our daughters’ struggles, will invite them to know God deeply and assist them in seeing the path of life clearly.

I hope this book will help you understand your daughter and the questions and struggles she will most certainly encounter with regard to her body image—the way she perceives her size, shape, and proportions, and how she feels about her body. We will delve into the culture and its influence and look at how we can surpass its appeal to, authority over, and influence on our daughters. We will examine the continuum of eating disorders and what we can do to prevent them or assist our daughters in overcoming them. But throughout this book you will be encouraged first to reclaim the mother-daughter relationship as one of the most powerful relationships there is for closeness, support, friendship, and modeling. Once you deeply acknowledge this God-designed connection between you and your daughter, your way of relating to her will begin to change.

A HOLY LONGING

“I don’t think I’m the one to help Britney,” Marilyn told me in our first session. “My own mother and I don’t have a close relationship, and it looks like Britney and I won’t either.”

Marilyn’s shoulders slumped, and tears began to stream down her face. After meeting with Britney and making an assessment that she was just beginning to experiment with eating behaviors and that her health was not at imminent risk, I asked if I could spend a few sessions with Marilyn alone. Marilyn suspected that I thought she was the problem and therefore needed counseling first. She was about to learn that I knew she was the answer, but we needed to figure out what was keeping her from being the powerful, awesome mother she wanted to be and her daughter needed her to be.

I asked Marilyn about her tears, and she was surprised by her own answer. Choking back sobs Marilyn cried, “I guess I still want my mother.” We never stop wanting a mother—someone whose love is limitless, who never forgets who we are, who keeps believing in who we can be, who holds our hand when we’re afraid, uncertain, or filled with anticipation. Even if our childhood experiences did not fulfill our longings for a mother, we still want this kind of mothering. Novelist Janet Fitch poignantly describes her observation of this longing in a hospital maternity ward:


All down the ward, they called for their mothers. Mommy, ma, mom, mama. Even with husbands at their sides, they called for mama…. A grown woman sobbing like a child. Mommy … But then I realized, they did not [necessarily] mean their own mothers. They wanted the real mother … mother of a fierce compassion, a woman large enough to hold all the pain, to carry it away … mothers who would breathe for us when we could not breathe anymore, who would fight for us, who would kill for us, die for us.4



Where does this longing come from? My first book, Bravehearts: Unlocking the Courage to Love with Abandon, explores in depth God’s design of women with a longing for relationships as the very core of our being. I believe that God created women uniquely to “birth” relationships and implanted within us a longing for relationships to motivate us to pursue them passionately. Scientific and psychological studies also conclude that there’s something unique about the female’s longing for relationships, and it begins with her longing for her mother.

Researcher of feminine development Janet Surrey explains in her essay “The Self-in-Relationship: A Theory of Women’s Development” that from birth girls develop a “self-in-relation” to their mothers, whereas boys develop a “self-in-separation.” Girls, Surrey says, develop their identities in the context of the mother-daughter relationship beginning at infancy and continuing as the relationship becomes more complex.5

The first primary relationship we experience powerfully impacts what we believe about ourselves and relationships. But whether we are cared for or neglected, nourished or left hungry, nurtured or abandoned by our mothers, the seeds of our divinely-implanted longing for relationships remain within us. God’s intention is that mothering provide the nourishment for these seeds.

In God’s stories about mothers, he fleshes out his purposes beginning with Eve, “the mother of all the living” (Genesis 3:20). The stories in the Bible about mothers are as diverse as our own, and they are filled with mothers who made mistakes and certainly didn’t do it all perfectly. But each story clearly reveals the power of a mother’s love.

Consider Sarah’s fierce protection of her son (Genesis 21); Rachel’s joy in having two sons even though the birth of her second son resulted in her death (Genesis 35:16–18); Jochabed’s creativity and courage in caring for Moses (Exodus 2); Deborah’s rescue of a nation out of her mother heart (Judges 5:7); Hannah’s selfless surrender of her son (1 Samuel 1–2:10); and of course Mary—Jesus’ mother—pondering in her heart the coming of a baby and then weeping at his feet over the terrible loss of her dear son (Luke 2:19 and John 19:25–27).

Twice in the Scriptures God uses the metaphor of a mother as the best representation of his own fierce love:


Jerusalem! Jerusalem! … How often I’ve ached to embrace your children, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you wouldn’t let me. (Matthew 23:37, MSG)

For this is what the LORD says: … “As a mother comforts her child, so will I comfort you.” (Isaiah 66:12–13)



Marilyn’s longing for a mother during a crisis in her own mothering makes sense. We innately seek what God created us to experience: comfort, protection, direction, and unconditional acceptance. Regardless of our childhood experiences, our hearts always long for these qualities in a mother. The poet Adrienne Rich penned her conclusion about the disappointment that often occurs in our relationships with our mothers: “The loss of the daughter to the mother, the mother to the daughter, is the essential female tragedy.”6 She may be right, especially since the mother-daughter relationship is such a powerful and influential bond. But it is a tragedy that can be rewritten for future generations. If your relationship with your mother has been rich and rewarding, that, too, can continue in future generations, even with the distinct and demanding struggles of girls in this generation.

A HOLY CALLING

Marilyn and I talked about her disappointments in her relationship with her own mother. Her mother often placed herself at a distance from Marilyn, and hope began to grow in Marilyn’s heart once she acknowledged that when she is frustrated or afraid in her own mothering, she, too, often ends up distancing herself from her daughter. Marilyn confessed that seeking counseling for Britney stemmed, in part, from a decision to push Britney away into the hands of someone else.

Hope arrives when we recognize our responsibility and determine to move in a new direction. Marilyn’s mother heart awakened when she realized that she could be the mother she always dreamed of. Her heartbeat changed from “what I lack” to “who can I be?” She began to believe that her holy longing for a close relationship with her own mother could be transformed into a holy calling to be the mother her daughter needed. Britney’s strange eating behaviors became a wake-up call to her mother that a change must come—not just in Britney’s dinner choices, but more importantly in Marilyn’s mothering choices. Mustard on lettuce for dinner became a messenger of transformation.

What about you? Do you see mothering your daughter as a holy calling? Do you believe that your relationship with her will model for her how she’s supposed to live passionately and joyfully with her God-instilled heart for relationships? Do you believe that no one is more qualified to help your daughter than you are?

While mothering your daughter through the questions, conflicts, and struggles of growing up may require that you consult an “expert” or seek advice from a counselor, it must begin with faith in your mother heart.


JUST FOR YOU


	What did your relationship with your mother teach you about yourself and relationships?

	What do you think are your talents and authentic gifts? How are you using them in mothering?

	Do you believe others’ opinions over your own about parenting your daughter? Why or why not?

	Make a list of the positive things you have to give your daughter.

	Write down qualities and characteristics that you value about yourself. How can you model these for your daughter?





Although you will glean all the wisdom from others that you can, you are the one who will take your daughter’s hand and lead her in the way of life. A study conducted in 1998 by Teenage Research Unlimited found that 70 percent of teenagers name their mom or dad as the person they most admire. You are a perfect match for your daughter!

A HOPE-FILLED HEART

Marilyn came to a later counseling session with a sparkle of hope in her eyes. She sat across from me and began unfolding a picture, obviously drawn by a child. She explained that she had been cleaning Britney’s room and had come across a drawing that had fallen behind a bedroom dresser. Marilyn remembered when Britney drew the picture. She was eight years old and trying to help her mom make dinner. Britney kept spilling ingredients and interrupting the process with questions and stories until Marilyn’s patience ran out. She snapped at her daughter, “Can you just find something else to do?”

Several minutes later Britney came back into the kitchen and handed her mother a picture she’d just drawn. In the picture mother and daughter were standing in the kitchen holding hands. Britney had drawn a big smile on both of their faces, and over her mother’s head she’d colored a shiny gold halo.

“I can do it,” Marilyn said, pointing to the picture. “I can be the mother Britney saw me as back then, even when I wasn’t doing a real great job. And I can be the mother she needs me to be right now.” I could almost see the glow of hope and joy coming from Marilyn’s “halo” in that moment!

Hand-in-hand mothering begins with a fervent belief that you are the right mother for your daughter, that God has implanted in you the seeds of longing for relationship that can bloom into an empowering alliance between you and your child.

Are you ready to learn how to relax, listen to your mother heart, and allow love to light your path? The next chapter will help you identify your predominant style of mothering and encourage you to be the mom you always dreamed of.


JUST FOR YOU


	Tell stories to your daughter about learning of her conception, discovering she was a girl, welcoming her into your family, etc. Let your mother heart for your daughter shine brightly.

	Can you recall when your daughter pretended to be a mommy when she was little? Do you remember pretending to be a mom when you were a girl? Talk about the qualities of a mother that this pretend play revealed as important to you and your daughter.

	Has there ever been an occasion when you knew your daughter needed you or was in trouble, even though she couldn’t tell you? Tell your daughter about this mysterious connection.

	Spend some quality daydreaming time (lounging in the sun, lying in bed, riding in the car) to describe to each other “The Mother You’ve Always Dreamed Of.” Give your daughter permission to talk about her needs and longings by expressing your own. Don’t censor her description or take it personally, but consider what you can learn about your daughter and what changes you can make in your mothering based on her description or on your own longings.








End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 
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