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Chapter 1: My
first realisation

My first suspicion
that motherhood could lead to enlightenment, that state of divine
illumination described in spiritual traditions as one where a
person has achieved perfect and peaceful stillness in the eternal
present, their personal identity having merged seamlessly with a
greater and expanded Self, arose while I was stuck on a deckchair,
trapped under the weight of my massive pregnant belly.

I had snuck out of
the luxury apartment-turned-kid's-playground my husband and I and
two young daughters had rented for our holiday in tropical Port
Douglas – Australia’s own temporal paradise – into the palm-fringed
and bougainvillea-graced courtyard overlooking the sparkling pool,
for some time out. My girls, Lara and Scarlett, had momentarily
become entranced by the giant Wiggles on the gigantic television
screen inside, so I grabbed this rare opportunity for rest and
escaped.

The deckchair had
looked inviting and promised the relaxing experience I had imagined
when I planned this trip, so in keeping with the spirit of my
fantasy holiday, I attempted to recline gracefully on the chair in
the way women in advertisements for holiday resorts do. But because
I was seven months pregnant and the chair was so low I couldn’t
reach it for support, I plonked onto it with a thud, like a lump of
play dough.

While stuck there,
making the most of this time to myself, I sensed something creeping
up my back, causing a slightly unpleasant tingling sensation. I
tried to obliterate it by shuffling against the back of the chair
but the sensation kept moving. Up and up it crept, until it reached
the top of my head, where I felt it would overcome me somehow. But,
once there, with nowhere further to go, I could reach it, and then
I realised it was only an itch – so, naturally, I scratched it out
... aaahhh… peace. That itch revealed to me just how immensely
present I was on that deckchair, unable to sit forward and scratch
my own back, with no choice but to surrender to a state of
seemingly endless nowness, completely merged with the chair
supporting my existence. It was just as so many enlightened people
had described their experiences.






“In this spiritual
world there are no time divisions such as the past, present or
future; for they have contracted themselves into a single moment of
the present where life quivers in its true sense…” DT
Suzuki






As I lay there,
relieved, with life quivering in my belly in response, I presume,
to the sudden drop onto the chair, I meditated on the idea that
simply because I was heavily pregnant I might have fallen into
quite an advanced spiritual state. It occurred to me how such a
revelation might inspire more women to procreate, thereby
simultaneously solving the western world’s zero population growth
crisis in an instant yet, paradoxically – we all know the spiritual
world is full of paradoxes – exacerbating overpopulation of the
world as a whole. Then, suddenly, I was propelled off the deckchair
by an incredible force: the screaming and yelling from my daughters
inside. The Wiggles had lost their power and now Scarlett and Lara
were both pulling one strap each of a halter-neck top, fighting for
its ownership.

“Put it down!” I
joined in the yelling, “There are two tops!”

“There’s only one
pink one – and it’s mine!” shouted Scarlett.

“Yours is the
white one,” replied Lara.

“Yours is white, I
don’t like white, this one’s mine!”

And then both
girls toppled backwards onto the floor, in opposite directions, as
the top split in two.

“You can have
it.”

“You can
have it.”






My daughters were
three and five, and I had hoped they were old enough to keep
themselves entertained in their new environment, which would give
me some respite from the relentless job of mothering. But it hadn’t
turned out quite like I had imagined.

I had suggested to
my husband, who I’ll call Mars for this story, paying homage to the
well-respected Roman god of fertility, that we take a family
holiday so we could have time to relax and rest before our third
baby arrived and the complexity of our lives would triple.
His version of our conversation (which I still dispute) is
that I insisted I needed the trip and then broke down sobbing when
he suggested we wait until after the new baby was toilet trained,
maybe even until after the kids had left home, if rest was what I
wanted. But I was determined, and I needed, even if it was a false
hope, some time out. Mars reluctantly agreed to the holiday when he
eventually realised I wasn't able to let go of the idea of it, and
that we had to go through it if I was to hold onto my sanity.

The fantasy of
Port Douglas, where American ex-presidents, movie stars and other
celebrities came to play, seduced me as I frantically researched
possible destinations over the internet. It sounded the opposite
environment I was familiar with at home, where my life revolved
around endless cycles of washing, cooking, cleaning and playing
kids’ games, and so was perfect for my pre-baby escape. As it
turned out, the climate was ideal for my body which was most
comfortable barefoot and in a sarong, and the luxury conveniences
at my disposal helped too. I was especially impressed with the
largely unspoilt and breath-taking scenery. But my fantasies of
lying by the pool, engrossed in a novel, sleeping in till past
6.00am and eating out each night ended in tatters.

I had imagined
Scarlett and Lara happily playing in the pool and at the beach but
hadn’t included myself in those mental pictures. The reality was
that both Mars and I ended up spending more time in the water than
out, often with one child wrapped around me like a boa constrictor
and the other, the one who couldn’t swim, continually escaping our
grasp to splash about on her own. And when I was out of the water,
I toiled beside the girls in the sand, building grand castles and
digging moats, looking, I imagine, like a labouring sandstone
Buddha.

So there I was, on
that so-called holiday (we need another word in our language to
describe an ‘extended overnight excursion with children’),
attempting to console my kids about their halter-less halter-top
and bruised bottoms, when I found myself comparing the experiences
motherhood had led me to have to the experiences described by the
world’s most advanced spiritual beings as higher states of
consciousness.

Before my
transformation into a mother, spirituality and consciousness growth
were among my greatest passions. I read widely on the various paths
to enlightenment and studied philosophy as part of my quest; I
meditated when there was such a thing as silence in my household; I
even met some highly regarded spiritual teachers from whom I had
hoped for a short cut to, or at least a taste of, transcendental
ecstasy. The longer I considered what I had learnt, I couldn’t help
but notice that mothers are required, simply by our role, to
practice what the gurus preach.

For a start, one
of the main consequences of becoming enlightened is to gain the
ability to feel unconditional love. Every spiritual teacher I’ve
heard of claims that being unconditionally loving has become part
of their 'natural state' since their enlightenment – well, it has
certainly become my natural state since having my first baby. Most
mothers feel such love for their children, most of the time. I’ve
never heard of a non-parent claiming they feel unconditionally
loving of anyone, except maybe a pet (but that’s another book).
Even the precursor to unconditional love – devotion – which is a
spiritual practice devotees partake in, comes naturally and
effortlessly to mothers.

Another practice
mothers share with enlightened beings is giving selfless service to
others. Spiritual teachers and seekers from most traditions
practice this type of service as part of their training. Teachers
serve their seekers and some even give to the wider community;
while one of the practices recommended to seekers to promote their
own enlightenment is to give selfless service to their guru and his
or her ashram, either by cleaning, cooking, gardening, washing,
working in the office, counselling newer seekers as they need help,
and other duties as required, all unpaid. That’s exactly my job
description!

Mothers are also
able to perform superhuman feats similar to those some gurus have
demonstrated in public appearances such as bending spoons using
their mental powers, lifting objects too heavy for most people to
handle, walking on water and suddenly knowing about an occurrence
in another place. I know I could lift or bend any object if doing
so would save my child, and there are documented cases of other
mothers summoning physical and emotional strength far greater than
they would normally be capable of in order to save their child’s
life or health. And many mothers have experienced suddenly knowing
something is wrong with their baby, who is in another room, such as
the sudden need to check on her and discovering she’s wrapped
herself up (head included) in her blanket while getting to sleep
and has needed urgent help. I have yet to walk on water but have
managed with astounding grace what I imagine would be the first
step to such a feat, which is to aquaplane across the kitchen floor
on spilled milk.

Then there’s the
ability to be absolutely aware, which is how enlightened people
describe their enlightened state of mind. Well, mothers are the
most aware people I have ever encountered. When your children are
curious crawlers and toddlers who could at any moment put something
in their mouths which shouldn’t be there, you have to be absolutely
aware of their surroundings; just as when they are older and you’re
out at the park or any other public place. And a mother’s awareness
can also encompass many things at once, just as an enlightened
person’s awareness is able to. An example from my own life is when
I’m simultaneously aware of what Lara is watching on TV, where
Scarlett is climbing, where Scarlett’s favourite teddy bear is in
case she falls, at what stage of being cooked is the pasta on the
stove, and how many more days I can go without doing the washing
before the girls will run out of clean clothing.

My
motherhood-induced awareness also extends far and wide and includes
myriad things I had absolutely no idea about before having
children. Some of those include the various types of viruses people
can catch (some of which I’m certain have evolved recently in child
care centres because I had never come across them in my own
childhood); the huge amount of resources used by creating and
marketing kids toys, most of which are obsolete within a month of
their release; and that the saying ‘sleeps like a baby’ actually
means the opposite to what I had always assumed.

Another
characteristic of the enlightened state is being able to live in
the present moment, each moment, with no attention to the past or
future, which is something mothers simply cannot help but do – how
can anyone switch off from the present with constant demands for
food, drinks, refereeing, help with ______? I’d love to daydream
about the future or reflect on the past but because I’m a mother I
have no time! I am always in the now.

And if being
enlightened means you no longer identify with the little individual
ego you once felt you were, but have a greater sense of self, then
most mothers too are greater since having their children (and not
only physically). Not only do mothers feel their children’s pain
and joy as intimately as their own, but their material possessions
are no longer only theirs, but belong to their expanded self which
now incorporates their children. My kids refer to my car as
our car, the house is now our house, and even my
personal belongings are our things. And I can no longer
simply go anywhere, do anything or buy anything with only my
individual self to consider. The physical evidence for this is in
the greater number of clothes, shoes and toys the kids have than I
do.

And all this time
I had thought that since becoming a mother and leaving my engaging
career and reasonable social life, I had taken a step back, or at
least time out, from any serious personal development, let alone
spiritual development, to perform the more mundane and low-status
role of mothering.

So as I rummaged
through my girls’ bags, attempting to find tops that would satisfy
both, I became excited about the possibilities, and possible
implications for the world’s spiritual traditions, resulting from
this realisation.

But I also had
concerns. My first, and I must admit superficial and also,
interestingly, traditionally feminine, concern was about
appearance. I certainly don’t look like a typical self-realised
being – loin cloths don’t suit my body type, my hair looks better
as a bob and not shaved or hanging down to my bottom, I can’t get a
beard to grow and I prefer to live in a house in Sydney than an
ashram in India. And the other mothers I know, whether they dress
in tracksuit pants or business suits, also don’t fit my
preconceptions about how an advanced spiritual person might appear.
But then I realised this concern was just a manifestation of
cultural prejudices influencing my assumptions, and which surely
any other enlightened person – once they realised they were in fact
enlightened – would also see.






“Do not think you will
necessarily be aware of your own enlightenment.” Dogen -
Japanese Buddhist monk and philosopher






My second worry
was that if mothers had been so spiritually advanced all this time,
we had been keeping this extraordinary secret, not only from
ourselves, but from our childless sisters and the men in our lives
too – even from our children. And to keep a secret so huge, so
profound, from so many people, seemed irresponsible, even
unmotherly. So, naturally, I became afflicted with guilt, the
condition most mothers suffer from, even without these new concerns
and no matter what type of mother we are – whether that’s
stay-at-home, working-outside-the-home, or a mix of the two. (It
seems that once you become a mother, no matter what you decide to
do with your time, someone will be critical of your decision and
will take time from their presumably busy-enough-already lives to
find a public forum in which to air their grievance. Whereas if you
haven't yet procreated you can seemingly do anything, even if it
causes harm to others, and if anyone even notices all they do is
shrug.) My guilt led to self-doubt and inner criticism, which
mothers also are familiar with, and which for me arises most
readily when I compare, for example, how I yell at my children when
they refuse to eat dinner because all they want is ice-cream to how
Aunty Molly never yells (she doesn't have children) yet allows the
kids to have ice-cream for dinner whenever they visit her.

But then, almost
miraculously, my worries disappeared as I remembered that guilt is
familiar also to many seekers following the recognised paths to
enlightenment (particularly Catholic seekers), as is inner
criticism and doubt. Before I had children and enjoyed such a thing
as spare time which allowed me to participate in spiritual
practice, when I would sit down to meditate all manner of
self-doubting feelings would arise, ranging from those with the
power to knock my self-esteem down a few rungs on the ladder to
higher consciousness, to those niggly ones which would make me
desert my lotus pose to check whether I had turned off the stove.
Doubt is a feeling many spiritual texts cover at some point – I
assume because enough seekers must experience it and there must be
a need to re-assure them.

As I toyed with
these ideas, I felt Scarlett’s hand on mine. “Mama I dancing!” she
exclaimed and showed me a move that would have propelled me into
hysterical (and not very kind) laughter if an adult had performed
it, but because it was my child, made me feel warm and gooey
inside, and I let out the kind of “aaahhh” sound that only cute
creatures can induce from adults. I felt very enlightened
indeed.






Notes:

1. In Eastern
traditions Self with a capital 's' refers to that part of a person
which is identical with the Supreme, or God, and which exists in
every single person without discrimination, but which most people
don’t realise is within them, having unknowingly limited their
identity to the smaller self of the individual personality, which
cannot perceive anything beyond it. Hence the many practices to
dis-identify from the limited ego.

2. 'God' refers to
the ultimate creator, just as in Western spiritual traditions, but
the Eastern God does not have attributes of personhood attached to
it – rather, 'God' is a word used to refer to the fundamental
energy the universe is created from, an energy which is
all-pervasive, creative in nature, and always evolving.

3. The word 'guru'
means 'teacher' in Sanskrit. A guru is the embodiment of God, and
is one who guides his or her disciples to enlightenment,
Self-realisation or God-realisation, which mean one and the same
thing, just as guru, God and Self are one and the same. It is
important to emphasise that in Eastern traditions the guru is not
the individual personality or ego initiating and teaching another
person, but the Self within the person who has become a guru. But,
at the same time, and just a little confusingly, it is also the
person who is the guru, because the reason they are a guru is that
they have achieved Self-realisation, and so are identified with the
Self!


Chapter 2:
Dinner revelations

That afternoon I
began to anticipate our first holiday dinner out where I had hoped
to share and celebrate my discovery with Mars, who also once had
time for exploring his interest in Eastern traditions. Like many
fathers, now most of his time is spent working outside the home to
support our growing family, and when he’s at home he tries to make
up for the lost time with his children, so by the time they are
asleep, and we’ve managed to clear up the dinner mess, checked
email and dealt with anything reasonably urgent, he has little
energy left for those pre-children interests. We both have only
just enough energy to exchange a few words about our day before
falling asleep mid-sentence. From what I can gather from the
mothers I discuss these sorts of topics with, this routine, or a
minor variation of it, is common for many parents with young
children. So you can imagine my excitement about having discovered
that there is no need to desert our children if we wish to continue
with spiritual, consciousness-expanding practices, and wanting to
let Mars know that maybe this means fathers too can uncover how
they might be inadvertently participating in
enlightenment-promoting activities.

We were getting
ready to go out at 5.30pm, which no longer seems early to me, as it
did before I had kids; in fact, if I have to wait till much later
to eat I become as grumpy as any hungry toddler. This leads me to
note a minor similarity between mothers who eat their dinner early
with their children and enlightenment seekers who live in ashrams:
both eat their dinners earlier than the general community. This is
by no means a profound revelation but I thought it worth a mention
(an appetiser, in a sense).

With the
restaurant strip being only a few blocks from our hotel, and as our
kids could easily handle that distance running round a park, we
didn’t anticipate any problems. Our hope was to eat at a
child-friendly restaurant that was also adult-friendly – not an
easy find as most eateries which cater for children have management
who assume that once a person has borne offspring their tastebuds
undergo a transmutation so that good food no longer matters. They
call their establishments ‘family restaurants’ as though families
are a different species to humans, requiring a different kind of
diet. And then restaurants which do have good food seem to believe
this also because so few of them make their establishments
child-friendly.

Interestingly,
this conundrum is similar to one also faced by enlightenment
seekers, for it seems that once you identify yourself as on such a
path, others assume your standards concerning food have changed too
– either you have become vegetarian or vegan or at least
gluten-intolerant. This assumption is supported by the fact that
many seekers do in fact take on vegetarian eating habits while in
the throes of early passion for their faith. However, of those I
have known, many have eventually returned to their meat-eating ways
at some point, often citing low iron levels as the reason; but, I
suspect, most simply missed a good roast with a glass of red on a
cold winter’s evening. And as many of those meat-eating seekers
have maintained their spiritual practices, I can’t see why enjoying
such food should prevent you from also enjoying higher states of
consciousness. The point I'm getting at is that both mothers and
people who have embarked on a spiritual path are confronted with
other people’s expectations and assumptions about their diet, and
both need to fight, or at least search hard, to sustain their
dietary preferences.

When we had taken
less than ten steps from our front door Lara and Scarlett began
complaining about the long walk into town: “I’m so tired, can you
give me a piggy-back, Dad?” whined Lara.

Mars: “If we went
back to the pool would you still be tired?”

Lara: “My walking
legs are tired but not my swimming legs!”

And then Scarlett
suddenly plonked down onto the footpath and sat there curled up,
hugging her knees. “I want to go home,” she whined, not looking
up.

“There are no
planes leaving tonight!” I replied curtly.

Scarlett glared at
me from under her fringe and I felt smaller than her. And then I
realised how little I had noticed her since becoming pregnant. She
used to be my baby and suddenly, almost overnight, I had expected
her to be so grown up. So instead of asking, then pleading and then
demanding she get up – which would normally be my course of action
– something made me kneel down to her level and give her a long hug
instead. That something happened to be an excruciating pain in my
lower back but, no matter how I got there, the result is what
mattered here, and the result was that Scarlett relaxed in my
embrace and then whispered in my ear “Mummy, you’re my best friend.
And I love you more than Teddy.” You can imagine how I felt then –
it was as though my heart had melted like an ice-cream on a hot
summer’s day and I could feel its warmth swilling around in my
chest and dripping out around me.

If you’ve ever
been on a spiritual path you might have come across the phrase
‘open your heart’ and would have heard how enlightened beings
emanate unconditional love from their opened-up heart chakra, an
energy centre very near to where the physical heart is. Seekers
spend sometimes decades trying to open their heart through various
practices designed to activate their heart chakra thus enabling
love to flow. Well all I had to do was listen to my little girl
tell me she loved me! My heart was open and the love was pouring
out far and wide. If a passer-by had happened to need help at that
point, I would have offered it.






“Heart openings
produce intense loving energy… sometimes felt as an overwhelming
wave of compassion for the entire world. Mystics will channel this
passion toward a love of god or of nature, or service to humanity.”
Bonnie Greenwell, Energies of Transformation






Most mothers feel
a powerful and unconditional love for their children (interspersed,
of course, with frustration, exasperation, anger and plenty of
other emotions). According to most spiritual traditions, the
capacity to feel this type of love indicates you are in an advanced
state of enlightenment – I could rest my case here. But there’s so
much more: another skill enlightened beings have is the capacity to
set boundaries, to stop the flow of love when required. Now what
better training for that is there than dealing with your children?
No matter how long I maintain the loving connection with Scarlett,
at some point she will want to go to the toilet or she will see the
swings in the park across the road and instantly find them more
interesting than me. The flow of blissful feelings will stop and I
will have to find some other way of interacting with her – a
practical way or playful way, or a responsible and protective way
if she makes a dash for the swings without looking out for cars. I
can’t remain forever floating with her in a sea of unconditionally
loving feelings because kids naturally have other things to do –
and so do mothers!

This time it was
me who initiated the break in our loving connection as the hunger
pangs in my stomach reminded me of our mission. So we continued
onwards with Mars carrying Lara on his shoulders and Scarlett on
his front so that we waddled along together as if we both were
heavily pregnant.

As we made our way
slowly towards our dinner, I pondered how the discomforts of
pregnancy, such as breathlessness caused by squished up lungs, a
sore back, an aching groin, needing to pee the moment you’re not in
close enough proximity to the nearest loo, are also experienced by
spiritual seekers when participating in the popular spiritual
practice of meditation.

If you have been
trying to meditate while sitting in lotus position on the floor for
longer than a few minutes, the serene sounding name of this pose
will not reflect in the slightest the excruciating sensation of
pins and needles you feel in your legs as you rebelliously stretch
and shake off the numbness that’s crept over the lower half of your
body. Meditators are encouraged to breathe through their pains and
to surrender to floor-bound positions to develop resilience,
self-discipline and inner strength. But they can always give up and
stop if they really can’t stand it any longer; they can stand up
(once they’ve regained sensation in their limbs) and walk away –
pregnant women, on the other hand, have to endure their discomforts
until we reach the end of the pregnancy. Being pregnant is like
having an inbuilt personal spiritual trainer who won’t allow you to
give up your practices, silently but unforgivingly nudging you on
towards your goal.

In that state of
spiritual discomfort, we finally arrived at Macrossan Street, the
almost-too-clean-and-tidy main street of Port Douglas. We passed
the usual assortment of holiday-town businesses: galleries, cafes,
surf shops, boutiques, real estate agencies and restaurants. At
each eatery we scanned the menus posted out the front. Many had
children’s meals listed but when we took a look inside there were
no toys, no play areas, and every table was laid with expensive
looking wine glasses and very grabbable table cloths. We eventually
found a place with paper clipped to the tables and a little more
space between tables so kids and staff could both navigate their
way around without colliding.

The waitress
seated us near the indoor garden and we ordered immediately without
need for the menu: fish and chips for the girls. This dish featured
on every menu in town along with chicken nuggets and sausages. Now
children love that type of food and I realise it guarantees they’ll
actually eat, but at home it’s what I feed them when I’m too tired
to cook something better. I had hoped that a restaurant which could
come up with award-winning meals for adults could also create
dishes for children from similar quality ingredients. For if I, an
untrained, unpaid and uninspired cook, can make a pasta sauce my
girls will eat, which is full of disguised vegetables and herbs,
then I’m sure a trained chef could create something even better.
But instead we had to order the nutritionally deficient meals for
the children and meals for us which not only sounded as though they
would taste exceptional but would also provide more vitamins and
minerals on one plate than my girls would consume the entire
holiday.

We managed to
enjoy our meals but this was not the celebratory dinner I had hoped
it would be. Mainly because Scarlett spent most of the time
climbing a barrier separating the dining area from the
romantically-lit tropical garden, complete with lily-covered
fishpond. That barrier was constructed of readily climbable
horizontal wires – the type now such a popular balustrade in modern
homes that it’s no wonder the housing market is in decline, for I’m
sure if property market researchers checked, they’d find that
potential buyers with young families have been forced out of the
market because there are so few houses available without those
child-life-threatening balustrades. And because of that balustrade
in the restaurant, Mars and I had to take turns eating and making
sure our daughters didn’t fall into the fishpond.

That balustrade
caused me to miss my celebration, however it also led me to yet
another revelation: When you are a parent you can no longer enjoy a
meal out as you once could, blissfully unaware of anything
surrounding you but your food and dining companion – unless you’re
lucky enough to have a babysitter at home with your kids, and even
then many parents can’t help talking about their children for at
least some of the time. But if you are out with your children,
you’ll probably find that the many obstacles to your child’s safety
found in restaurants make you constantly aware of what your child
is touching, pulling, banging, climbing etc, so that you can
intervene if necessary. Your state of consciousness quickly
skyrockets to one of absolute awareness of the environment you are
in. You can see where I’m going here: this enhanced state of
awareness is a crucial characteristic of the enlightened state.
Spiritual seekers spend hours each day practicing becoming more
aware, through techniques such as meditation, karma yoga and
chanting. But all you really need to do is go out with a child you
are responsible for and this super-aware state is yours in an
instant.

Karma yoga is a
technique, similar to the Buddhist mindfulness, where the aim is to
be as aware as possible of an activity you are doing, as you are
doing it, such as walking, washing dishes or driving. It is the
opposite of doing something on auto-pilot. This is meant to give
you practice being in the present and not letting your mind wander.
I believe child-minding should be classified as a form of karma
yoga. For even if I manage to lie down on the sofa while my girls
are deeply involved with an activity on their own, the moment my
mind wanders I’m brought back to the present with that magic word
‘Mummy’ or one of its variants, ‘Mum’ or ‘Mama’, which, if I don’t
respond immediately, is repeated until I’m as present as I could
possibly become.

And chanting also
is a spiritual practice which mothers do daily. Chanting a sound or
series of sounds, either a short mantra or a longer verse, over and
over again, is meant to fill you with powerful energy as the
various sounds in the chant work at opening the many energy centres
in your body, releasing stresses and promoting the free-flow of the
energy released. The enhanced energy flow is meant to promote a
more intense awareness of the present moment. I often feel
energised and aware and incredibly present after repeating my
girl’s names over and over again when they don’t come to dinner
when called or when I repeat, more loudly and fervently with each
repetition, longer mantras such as ‘pack away the puzzle please’
and ‘turn the TV off’.






“The sweetness of
chanting stills the mind, dissolves worries, and opens the heart.
The saints describe chanting as a way of becoming saturated with
God’s love. Chanting gives us direct access to the spiritual
world.” Quoted from
www.siddhayoga.org/practices/chanting/chanting.html






Our dinner out fed
me with seemingly endless ideas about how even in the minutiae of a
mother’s life lie many opportunities for serious spiritual
practice. The more I compared and analysed the state of being a
mother with the state of being on a path to enlightenment, and the
more clearly I realised they were so much alike, it became apparent
to me that in most of the world’s cultures the tasks that mothers
do, have been artificially separated from the activities perceived
as spiritual and enlightenment-promoting. And because it has been
accepted as self-evident that the mothers'-business-rejecting
spirituality is the only kind of spirituality, spiritual
institutions have been mistakenly built on rules which have
rejected the human qualities we associate with mothering, and even
with the feminine in general, such as the body (including
sexuality), relationship and family.

So if you are a
spiritual seeker, you have little option, no matter what culture
you are born into, but to follow a father-dominated or male-focused
tradition. And in those traditions it is required that you perform
your practices in a masculine way. For example, meditation and
prayer are to be done in a space divorced from the relatedness of
family life (being on your own, and not actively relating to
others, is a masculine way of being, while being in relationship
with others is a feminine way of being); you are instructed to
focus on your inner world and not pay so much attention to your
relationships with others (again, having your attention inside
yourself and disconnected from others is a masculine way of being,
while attending to your relationships with others is seen as a
feminine quality); if you are very serious in your spiritual
ambitions you are required to not participate at all in family life
nor in work outside a church or ashram (obviously it's difficult to
be a mother and not live with your children); giving service has
come to mean service to anyone else but your own family or friends
(interactions with strangers are an impersonal type of relating as
there are no personal bonds, and this is a masculine way of
relating, while personal interactions are a feminine way of
relating); unconditional love is to be given to everyone except
your own children (again, giving to people you have no bond with is
an impersonal, masculine kind of giving); and you are encouraged to
reject some of the needs and functions of your body (rationality
and the mind are considered masculine qualities – and also
superior, while emotionality and the body are considered feminine,
and inferior).

These masculine
ways of performing spiritual practices are obviously easier for men
to do, particularly men who are not involved closely with family
life. I’m not suggesting that being spiritual in a masculine way is
wrong, but that it is not the only way to be spiritual.

And then it hit me
in the belly like a birthing pain: the most glaring omissions from
the experiences most cultures define as spiritual are the
experiences of being pregnant and of giving birth. Of all human
abilities, creating and birthing a new life is the most similar to
what most people’s God does. Most, if not all, spiritual traditions
even refer to their God as ‘the creator’. I’m not aware of any
tradition describing God as someone who goes out to work to support
his family, or as someone who holds the hand of his partner giving
birth, or who faints at her side, or who sits in the waiting room
reading the paper. Thus it seems obvious that pregnancy and
birthing should not only be seen as spiritual processes, but I
would also argue that it would make sense if you are going to
represent God as a human-like figure, then that figure should be a
mother, not a father. For if you believe that God is what
ultimately creates us and everything in the universe, then being a
mother is the most closely analogous role to that which God
plays.

The more I
considered the obviously spiritual nature of birthing and of
mothering, my amazement at our collective madness of not having
recognised this (or have people recognised it but are unwilling to,
or don’t want to, rock the boat?) became an even greater shock than
the one I experienced on becoming a mother for the first time.
Childbirth and mothering are dismissed as ‘just part of women’s
nature’, as though being natural means they are unworthy of
spiritual status, or any other kind of status.

Such thinking just
doesn’t make sense, and there’s a clear double standard in place.
For most spiritual traditions see the desire for enlightenment also
as a natural inclination. And most cultures also reward other
natural abilities, especially if they are masculine ones. For
instance, men are seen as being naturally aggressive and
competitive, and they are rewarded for their aggression-based
achievements, even within spiritual traditions; and physical
strength comes naturally to men and we elevate our sporting
champions for using that strength.

The only reason I
can find why people have separated the tasks that mothers do from
the activities defined as spiritual and enlightenment-promoting, is
that most of our world’s cultures determine what they value through
the eyes of a patriarchal value system. From a patriarchal
viewpoint, one which sees value only in masculine qualities and in
activities mainly men participate in, the tasks mainly women do
don’t have much value and therefore aren’t given much status (such
as teaching, nursing, child care, aged care, home-making), and so
childbirth (one of the things only women can do) is placed
at the bottom of the scale of important jobs. Whereas the jobs and
practices which are seen as spiritual (father-dominated
spirituality, of course) are placed near the top of the ‘importance
scale’. So there is no way in this value system that childbirth can
be seen as an important spiritual process.

My most profound
revelation so far was the great irony of mothering and childbirth
not being acknowledged as spiritual, when the spiritual practices
which are taught in recognised spiritual traditions, when pared
down to their essence, are performed anyway by mothers all over the
world, from all social and ethnic backgrounds, every single day, as
we go about our day-to-day lives caring for our children. It would
seem that no matter how strongly a set of rules, or a value system,
is imposed on a population, and which eventually becomes embedded
in that population’s individual and collective psyches, somehow
whatever has been suppressed finds a way to rise to the surface and
have expression. And so it seems that no matter how hard the
patriarchal value system has tried to invalidate the feminine and
motherly aspects of spirituality, those aspects have found a way to
be expressed – and on such a massive scale at that! It seems you
don’t need institutions, along with all their hierarchies, rules,
costumes and tax exemptions, in order to be spiritual. I’ve
discovered without a doubt that you can be spiritual just by being
at home with your kids.

Back at the
apartment, I snuggled between my daughters, who decided to sleep in
the same bed, and listened to them sing Baa Baa Black Sheep
over and over but with variously coloured sheep. I was looking
forward to spending some time alone with Mars, so when the girls
were asleep, I clambered out of their bed, tucked them in together,
and headed to the living room. Not there. “Mars,” I called softly.
No answer. I went to our bedroom, hoping for an evening together,
and there he was, fast asleep on our bed, fully clothed, with the
lights still on. Another day had ended.






Notes:

4. A chakra is a
wheel or vortex of energy in the human ‘energy body’, one of the
many levels of body attributed to humans in many mystical
traditions, but it connects with and affects the physical body. The
seven major chakras are aligned in an ascending column from the
base of the spine to the top of the head. They are considered loci
of life energy, or prana, which is thought to flow among them along
pathways called 'nadis'. The function of the chakras is to spin and
draw in this life force to keep the spiritual, mental, emotional
and physical health of a person in balance. Interestingly, there is
a marked similarity between the positions and roles described for
chakras, and the positions and roles of the glands in the endocrine
system, and also by the positions of the nerve ganglia (also known
as plexuses) along the spinal cord.







Chapter 3:
Sex plus pregnancy equals spirituality

I’m surprised
pregnant women are often depicted in movies and books as pure and
sweet – almost virginal, dressed in pretty, feminine clothing,
because during all my pregnancies I have felt quite the opposite.
My sex drive intensifies after about the third month so that all I
can think about, when not directly engaged in some other activity
requiring my full attention, is sex. I have heard this from other
women too, but whispered only among kindred spirits. And it’s not
romantic love-making that occupies my thoughts, but a more carnal,
primitive type of encounter. This confuses me a little when I’m
with Mars, whom I usually see as my best friend and soul mate,
because when I’m pregnant I can regard him only as an object of my
lustful desires.

I haven’t been
able to tell him this, or acted on it with abandon – even though
I’m sure he wouldn’t have minded. The reason is that I haven’t been
able to reconcile my lustful inclinations with my image of myself.
When pregnant, I see myself as one huge belly, with engorged
breasts resting on it, with nipples twice their usual size, like
protective shields. My thighs compete with my nipples for growth
and even my feet expand – sideways and lengthways – a size or two.
I can’t reach my toenails for even the most basic personal
grooming, and powerful deodorants do little to mask my
pregnancy-induced body odour. And there is no product I am aware of
which helps with the increased volume of sweat I produce.

If I could get
past my non-sexy self image, I wouldn’t have the physical strength,
energy or stamina to do all that much anyway. So I find myself in a
frustrated state – a similar one to that experienced by many people
on a spiritual path.

Spiritual seekers
generally fall into two categories regarding sex. Either they
adhere to a celibacy rule or they follow a tradition where sex is
allowed, either as part of a committed relationship or as just
another part of life, much like eating and sleeping. There is even
a tradition in India called Tantra where enlightenment is sought
specifically through sexual union. All categories of seeker are
united in their experiencing of the same strengthening of sexual
desire on their spiritual journey when the svadhishtana chakra (the
energy centre located in the middle of the lumbar region) is
activated through the various practices designed to awaken the
enlightened state. This can be a problem if you have taken a
celibacy path, especially if you have been given no guidance on
what to do with your increased desire. It is also why there is much
contact between people living together in ashrams where sex is
allowed.

According to some
spiritual traditions, particularly those arising from India and
China, sexual energy is a central part of the energy that leads to
spiritual enlightenment. It is an aspect of kundalini energy, a
cosmic energy also known as Shakti, whom the sages of India worship
as mother of the universe.

Kundalini is
described as a snake that lies dormant at the base of your spine
until it is released, normally through meditation and yoga, and
begins to ascend up your spine, through the various energy centres,
or chakras, until she reaches your highest chakra (the
sahasrara), where it enables your individual consciousness to merge
in unity with universal consciousness. Pregnancy seems to ignite
this spiritual-sexual energy in many women. Good luck to you if you
can do something with it but if you can’t then at least you can
empathise with the frustrations that those on the enlightenment
path feel who have also harnessed their serpent power.

Why does this
energy get released during pregnancy? If spiritual energy and
sexual energy are facets of one and the same stuff, and if sexual
energy is the energy that creates life, then if you are pregnant
you have obviously harnessed your sexual energy and its ability to
create a human being. And if this is the very same energy which is
released in a ‘kundalini awakening’, as it is called when your
sacrum-bound snake arouses, then the process of becoming a mother
is clearly intimately linked with enlightenment.

It is a wonder
that mother’s identities have become associated in most cultures
with being only nurturing, communicative, supportive, responsible,
loving, pure and non-spiritual, when we evidently have this
animal-like and spiritual aspect to our nature, which is so
absolutely fundamental to our ability to become mothers.

Most cultures
split up women into two general types: the pure and the impure,
‘the virgin’ and ‘the whore’ (and funnily, mothers are placed on
the virgin side of the divide). We ourselves accept this split and
often identify with either one or the other side, and both women
and men suffer greatly from this. Those of us who do express both
sides, often feel guilt as we flip from one to the other, believing
we should be either one or the other. The virginal side is
judgmental of the whore and the whore feels the virgin is way too
uptight. But both sides represent valid expressions of womanness
and, ironically for spiritually-inclined women, it is the whore
side who is more closely connected energetically to spiritual
energy because she is more in touch with her sexual energy.

We’d all be better
off if it became acceptable for women to integrate all aspects of
our nature rather than identifying with one and judging another. I
think many women are beginning to realise that deep down we are
actually multi-faceted, that we have many ‘inner goddesses’. In the
Ancient Greek tradition those goddesses include the career-minded
Athena, the sensual Aphrodite, the ecologically-aware Artemis and
the motherly Demeter, and they were all honoured, even if people
had their favourites. Being in touch with – and comfortable with –
the different parts of ourselves benefits us in so many ways: It
contributes to our sense of being a whole person, which is
intensely satisfying and promotes inner harmony; it explains why we
can have various interests and desires and talents; and it helps us
in our relationships because the acceptance and understanding of
many aspects of ourselves makes it easier for us to empathise with
the different people we encounter in our lives, including our own
children.






“The
compartmentalisation of the Great Mother Goddess in many ways suits
the complexity of our culture today…. But this does not mean that
the separate functions each of the goddesses represents need to be
forever alienated from one another, either in our collective social
structures or in our individual psyches. It is surely time for the
divide-and-rule setup that so suited patriarchal Greece to be
abandoned.” Jennifer Barker Woolger and Roger J Woolger, in The
Goddess Within






One of the gifts
of being pregnant is that this creative stage in our lives can be
the catalyst which begins to build a bridge between all our various
parts.






“… I
am the honored one and the scorned one

I am the whore and the holy one… [my emphasis]

I am the silence that is incomprehensible and the idea whose
remembrance is frequent.

I am the voice whose sound is manifold and the word whose
appearance is multiple.

I am the utterance of my name…

From “The Thunder, Perfect Mind”, a part of the Nag Hammadi
Library, a collection of mostly Gnostic writings from the third
century CE






So there I was, on
my last holiday before the birth of my third child, wanting
intimate relations with Mars – if he did all the work – yet he was
asleep! I was tired too, of course, but was used to it, to an
extent. I decided to watch the news on the television but after a
while found myself slipping out of holiday mode and back to my
everyday self, who is concerned with the happenings and issues of
the world. Not a bad thing when I’m at home but not when I was
trying to get away from it all. The television went off and I went
to sleep.






Notes:

5. Swami
Muktananda, who was a guru from the Siddha tradition, and also the
disciple of one of the great saints of India, Bhagawan Nityananda
of Ganeshpuri, said about kundalini: “Within every human being lies
a divine energy called Kundalini. This energy has two aspects: one
manifests this worldly existence, and the other leads us to the
highest truth. … Kundalini is Shakti, the supreme energy, whom the
sages of India worship as the mother of the universe. Shakti is the
consort of Shiva. She is the active aspect of the formless,
attribute-less Absolute…. There is nothing higher, nothing greater,
nothing more sublime and beautiful than Shakti…. She is the supreme
creative power of the Absolute Being. … Shakti, which has the power
to create this universe, is identical with Parabrahman, the supreme
Absolute.” (Kundalini: The secret of life, SYDA Foundation,
p 13.)

6. According to
Bonnie Greenwell, a transpersonal psychologist and yogic scholar,
kundalini differs from prana and chi in that it is “the life force
or the source of all existence. Prana is an electrical-like energy
flow in the body, which is more gross and more accessible than
kundalini, and in fact, keeps the entire system in working order,
while kundalini lies asleep or dormant at the base of the spine”,
waiting to be awakened so it can lead a person to enlightenment
(Energies of Transformation, Bonnie Greenwell PhD, Shakti
River Press, 1995, p 73).

7. And Gopi
Krishna, a world-renowned yogi, says kundalini is the evolutionary
mechanism in human beings, which has been know as the ‘sixth sense’
and ‘the philosophers’ stone’, and is the energy responsible for
expanded consciousness and creativity. (Kundalini for the New
Age, Gopi Krishna, Bantam Books 1988).

8. The writings of
the Nag Hammadi Library were discovered in Egypt in 1945. Elizabeth
Cunningham says that the voice quoted “echoes the voices of Isis,
Ishtar and Inanna, goddesses who were once all powerful, who
contained all paradox in a magnificent wholeness… [it is] the voice
of a divine female power asserting her importance to a people who
were already deeply ambivalent about her and their attraction to
her, whose ancestors had been torn for centuries between honoring
and scorning her.” (www.magdalentrilogy.com/sacred.html)







Chapter 4:
The expedition: lows, highs and flats on the path to eternal
bliss

A dip in the
Gorge

The following
morning I awoke beside Scarlett, delicately balanced on the edge of
the single bed with Scarlett sprawled out like a starfish. Each
night that holiday she had woken around midnight and wouldn’t get
back to sleep without a parent sleeping beside her. The first night
I brought her to our bed but as she slept comfortably between Mars
and I, we suffered from ‘not enough bed space syndrome’. It was
meant to be a queen size bed but I’m sure it was just a little
smaller than ours at home – or maybe I had expanded just that
little bit more since we had been away. So from the second night
onwards, I had slept half the night in Scarlett’s bed. Whether
there was any more room, I don’t know, but at least one parent had
a good night’s sleep.

We had planned to
drive to the Daintree Rainforest that morning, where we would have
a cleansing dip in the Mossman Gorge, then take an exciting ride on
a boat down the Daintree River in search of crocodiles, and later
relax in the soothing waters of Cape Tribulation Beach where
‘rainforest meets the reef’ the advertisements say, epitomising my
idea of a tropical paradise.

Our hire car was
due to arrive at 8.00am and I was very much looking forward to
being transported around for a day. Our hotel was close enough to
everything but even that small amount of walking was proving more
difficult than I remembered from my previous pregnancies.

It was only about
6.00am and the kids were still asleep. Why had I woken first? I had
missed a once-in-a-child-lifetime chance to sleep in. Oops, I had
to pee! That’s right, I had forgotten: I needed to visit the loo
every few hours, even at night. The condition of pregnancy brain,
where your memory ceases to function while pregnant, and for some
time afterwards, which most mothers are familiar with but which has
no medical validation yet, as far as I am aware, is so powerful
that it can even make you forget what’s causing the condition!

Luckily my body
knew what it was doing. Pregnancy has taught me that my body isn’t
just something I control but has its own intelligence; it has
taught me to trust my body, to surrender to it. And surrender is
exactly what’s needed for enlightenment. With each pregnancy I’ve
had nine months of total surrender, witnessing my body do its
thing, letting go of all control. So, following my body’s
prompting, I rolled out of bed and went to the loo.

Optimistically, I
returned to bed and lay there trying to drift off to sleep but the
thought of missing our car delivery kept me awake. Then Scarlett
got up anyway, closely followed by Lara, and they both ran into our
room and jumped on their sleeping Dad, waking him too. The day had
begun.

By the time we
were packed with a day’s necessities, it was mid-morning. Swimmers,
towels, hats, sunscreen, walking shoes, sandals, change of clothes,
extra change of clothes, snacks, drinks, emergency snacks,
emergency drinks, tissues, wipes, mosquito repellent, band aids,
security blanket, dolls, kids CDs, kids. We could easily have been
going on another holiday.

After we had set
off I relaxed – probably for the first time since we had arrived.
Mars was driving, the kids were safely buckled into their seats, so
I enjoyed the scenery as I hummed quietly along to the Play School
team singing ‘If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands’. I
once enjoyed a broad range of musical styles but now all I listen
to is Play School and The Wiggles. I would see bands regularly and
felt at home in CD stores; and I could even impress most teenagers
with my knowledge of the music they listened to. I even knew the
words. But the songs I sing along to now don’t earn me much
credibility with teen subculture, or any culture, for that matter.
This is a similar state of affairs experienced by spiritual seekers
because most traditions have their own music which they encourage
you to listen to and which others who aren’t on your particular
path can’t relate to. And the more earnest you are on your path,
the more frequently you will find yourself listening to CDs of
chanting, hymns or music to meditate to, soon realising you haven’t
listened to any other type of music for what seems like an
eternity.

While absorbed in
the music, I suddenly remembered my news. I shared with Mars my
thoughts and was delighted that he too had some ideas which
supported my discoveries. One was that he had noticed that since
becoming a mother my countenance was similar to that of some gurus
he had met. He said I had an ‘air of knowingness’ about me, in
particular about how things should be done around the house, and
that if he or one of the children didn’t do something my way (the
right way), they would feel much like a seeker would in the
presence of a guru he or she felt in awe of, maybe even at times
frightened of, and slightly inferior to. He also said I had become
far more at ease issuing instructions, teachings and guidance, and
was particularly good at hugging the children in such a way that
they felt absolutely protected and unconditionally loved. He
revealed that he too felt such protective and nurturing love from
me since my transformation into a mother, but that he missed and
was hoping to re-discover that part of me who loved him in an
entirely different way.

My immediate
response to his observations was annoyance but that soon changed to
gratitude for his honesty. I realised I was lucky to have a partner
who was helping me on my path to greater self-awareness, as much as
my children were. We laughed together, changed the music to
something we liked, and after dealing with the protestations from
the children about having to listen to our music, continued our
discussion while nodding our heads to the 1970s music the local
radio station was playing.

Port Douglas is a
one-main-street-town, and looks like it has always catered for
tourists. There are apartment buildings and hotels on every street
and very few houses. I’m not sure where the locals live. It’s an
inoffensive town – wide, clean streets, no high-rises, plenty of
vegetation, and flat so great for walking and cycling around.

Water almost
surrounds the town: the port’s on the North side, the beach on the
East, and sugarcane fields spread out to a backdrop of
rainforest-covered hills to the West. South is where the highway
leads back to Cairns, the gateway to this popular destination. We
were on that highway now, but heading North towards the Daintree
National Park and Cape Tribulation, and had left behind the train
of holiday accommodation. The landscape consisted of opposites:
empty, flat beaches and busy, towering rainforest; sugarcane fields
like gigantic sisal rugs and sky as smooth as glass. The
countryside gave me a sense that peace continued forever, and I
wondered if the abundance of space, stillness and time was why
Australia’s Aborigines have such an affinity with nature and the
spiritual realms. We passed through the town of Mossman, which is
mostly a small grid of houses laid out within view of each other.
We turned left, following a sign to the Mossman Gorge, where we
planned to go for a short bushwalk to the river. The road narrowed
and we snaked slowly up the mountain, through the overhanging
vegetation which made it seem later in the day than it was. At the
parking area, over the mountain, and well inside the rainforest, it
was cooler than on the coast but still warm enough to be in shorts
and t-shirts. The forest provided a natural air-conditioning effect
laced with a sweet rainforest scent which energises me whenever I
smell it.
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