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PRAISE FOR

LOVE, MAGIC & MUDPIES

BY BERNIE SIEGEL, MD

“Love, Magic & Mudpies is an extraordinary book. Read Dr. Siegel’s very practical advice on how to raise conscious children and you will be participating in creating a better world.”

—Deepak Chopra, MD, author of The Seven Spiritual Laws for Parents

“Love, Magic & Mudpies is as funny, wise, and practical as its magical author. Every parent needs this book.”

—Christiane Northrup, MD, author of Mother-Daughter Wisdom

“Love, Magic & Mudpies is a wonderful antidote to the No-Parent-is-Perfect-Enough school of parenting. Bernie Siegel’s delightful new book could have been written only by a seasoned father and grandfather who is also a pioneer of holistic medicine.”

—Rachel Naomi Remen, MD, author of Kitchen Table Wisdom

“For years, Dr. Bernie Siegel has taught adults how to be healthier. Now he turns his attention to how to raise kids who are physically, mentally, and spiritually balanced. Instead of jargon and expert-ese, Dr. Siegel employs humor, creativity, and rare common sense.”

—Larry Dossey, MD, author of The Extraordinary Healing Power of Ordinary Things

“Dr. Bernie Siegel is a living demonstration of the healing power of commitment, compassion and love. What he offers the world in Love, Magic & Mudpies is a testimony of his wisdom. No matter what ails you, a dose of Bernie Siegel and his work is sure to work magic in your soul.”

—Iyanla Vanzant, author of One Day My Soul Just Opened Up


DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the memory of my parents, Simon and Rose Siegel. It isn’t easy to no longer have them as my parents. Being their child was an incredible gift.

I want to do more than thank all those who have continued to give me life, parent me, and raise me to be a decent human being, but I cannot find the words to tell them what I am feeling. My gratitude goes beyond language to my beloved wife—Bobbie, our children and their spouses—Jonathan and Judy, Jeffrey, Stephen and Marcia, Carolyn and Roy, Keith and Jane—and their children, Sam, Gabe, Eli, Simone, Jarrod, Patrick, Jason, and Charlie.

And thank you also to the people who have shared their lives with me over the years in my work as a physician and life coach as we have faced life’s difficulties and our mortality and the will to live. I have truly learned from them how to be a survivor, the powerful role parenting plays in our lives, and how we can all be re-parented and reborn.
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We are required to obtain a license to fish, hunt, or drive, to practice medicine or law, or to open a business. However, we are not required to be licensed prior to becoming a parent. I believe this book can help you qualify for that license.

—BERNIE S. SIEGEL, MD


INTRODUCTION

The children of the future do not “belong” to their parents alone: They are the concern of every one of us; they are literally the hope of the world.

—KARL MENNINGER, MD
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The title of this book says it all. Love is necessary for our survival and is the key ingredient for both the parent and the child. Children see the magic in everything, and loving parents can and will experience so many magical moments while raising their children. Mudpies can be fun at times and also leave us covered with dirt.

When you look at your children and yourself, I’d like you to accept that you are all part of this special magical relationship. While creating your family, I’d like you to be in awe of life and its wonder but not hesitate to dive into life and take the risk of a mud bath now and then, too.

In my first book, Love, Medicine & Miracles, I share the stories of true survivors who refer to their diseases as blessings because of what being ill taught them about life. They taught me that beating a disease is not about being immortal but about how one lives in the face of adversity. They are the true heroes we can all learn from.

Love, Magic & Mudpies was written with the same goal in mind—I want to help parents not only survive the ups and downs of parenting but help them make it a blessing, too. The magic excites and enlightens us, while the mud can become the fertilizer for our lives and relationships. In this book, I will share with you the gems I have garnered from my medical practice and family life. From my experience as a father of five, grandfather of eight, pediatric surgeon, counselor to those with life-threatening illnesses, and a Chosen Dad for the suicidal and abused children I have met, I know our childhoods have a profound effect on our lifelong health. I’ve seen that what we learn in our earliest years has a direct effect on our self-esteem, behavior, and choices. It makes me realize that the parenting we receive is truly the number one health issue in most people’s lives.

If you are reading this book, you probably already know that how we do or do not nurture our children will create their perception of the world. If children are to thrive, they must feel loved. If they do not, they literally have their growth stunted; all of their internal energy goes into protecting themselves and their survival. With healthy parenting and lots of love, our children have a better chance of growing up to be well-rounded human beings who accept themselves and who don’t need to be destructive in order to get attention. The family becomes a community that works for the health and growth of everyone, not just one individual, just as the cells in the body work together for health and survival. To love is to enhance growth. Our beliefs are our biology, and our feelings reflect our internal chemistry. This is proven science.

Our children face many obstacles as they enter and swim through the sea of life. We need to be there when our kids get in over their heads, so we can pull them back to solid ground—or keep them on shore when the sea is turbulent. Our children need to know that when they are threatened by an unusually severe storm, they can turn to us to find a safe harbor. This book and its practical advice will enable you to watch over your children and teach you how to become their life preservers.

Parents face many new and diverse challenges in today’s fast-paced world. From working around the clock for no monetary rewards to often getting little recognition for work well done, being a good parent is one of the most difficult jobs there is. What we need to remember is that we all have the potential to be great parents who produce superstars—however we choose to define that label. If we believe in our kids, consciously choose to nurture them, and make them believe in themselves, there are no limits to what can happen. This is not about imposing our desires upon our children or taking away their dreams and lives so we can be proud of them; it is about letting them know there are no limits to what they can achieve for themselves.

In this book, I will explore every aspect and stage of parenting, offering help to new parents, those with young children or teens, and parents facing an empty nest. If you have the desire and intention, this book will uplift, strengthen, and guide you through the inevitable ups, downs, joys, and heartaches of parenting; it may even help you rebirth and re-parent yourself. Remember, parents are the co-creators of life; so decide what you desire to create, and begin now. Your children are the finest raw material you will ever have to work with.

To believe in a child is to believe in the future. Through their aspirations they will save the world. With their combined knowledge the turbulent seas of hate and injustice will be calmed. They will champion the causes of life’s underdogs, forging a society without class discrimination. They will supply humanity with music and beauty as it has never known. They will endure. Towards these ends I pledge my life’s work. I will supply the children with tools and knowledge to overcome the obstacles. I will pass on the wisdom of my years and temper it with patience. I shall impact in each child the desire to fulfill his or her dream.

—HENRY JAMES


PART ONE
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ALL IN THE FAMILY—FAMILY LIFE AND VALUES

As a surgeon, I discovered very early on that we are all the same color inside. For me, our differences are not there to create separation or discrimination but to help us recognize the individuals who are members of our immediate family sitting with us at the dinner table.

Are you ready to love your children unconditionally, free of judgment and fear of the future? Sometimes our greatest fears and biggest problems become our teachers and blessings. When our children were born, I was very concerned about their physical wellness. When I watched our grandchildren being born, I was concerned about my ability to love them no matter what their bodies were like. I have matured. I am more open to accepting members into my family who may not be considered perfect, normal, or what I desired.

I have learned a great deal about love and family from children with various congenital anomalies, genetic problems, and Down syndrome. They have taught me more about completeness and love than any group I know. I can’t help but share how one child with Down syndrome charged the hospital staff money every time they wanted to check his incision. I told him his surgeon shouldn’t have to pay, and he allowed me free access to his wound. Another young man defined those who were mentally challenged as the people he “couldn’t help get their love flow going.”

No matter what your family does—whether your children, parents, in-laws, spouse, or relatives have disabilities, choose to practice a different religion, do poorly in school, become atheists, marry someone of another race, end up in jail instead of school, move across the country so you can’t see your grandchildren, or just drive you nuts from Day One—they are still family and deserve to be loved, welcomed into your home, and nourished by your relationship.

What we share, which is more significant than our genes, is our love. What turns genes “on” and “off” is the environment they live in. Love is what every child needs, and love is what family is about. Sharing the birth of a child, a graduation, or a wedding unites us just as our losses bring us together. When we help our children and ourselves to grieve and survive our defects, losses, or mistakes without judgment or criticism, we are truly a loving family and will create survivors and thrivers.

An excellent role model would be the father of the boy in the story “The Emperor’s New Clothes.” Here is a child who sees what no one else is willing to see and who speaks what no one else has the courage to say publicly: The emperor has no clothes on. Does his father shush him, take him away, spank him, or put his hand over his mouth? No, he supports his child and acknowledges to everyone that his son is right. Think about how that child will feel growing up, knowing he has the support of his parents, and how proud you would feel being his parent. That support gives a child the freedom to be unique and authentic and frees him or her from the most common fear people have: “What do other people think of me?”

For me, family can be defined very simply: They are the people you would want at your bedside the day you were born and the ones you’d want there the day you die. Be the parent you would want your child to have. If you’re not quite there yet, rehearse being that parent until you can become the parent your child needs and deserves. Accept your infant as a gift, and be prepared to live and learn. With love, children will thrive and teach you about life.

I keep thinking of how mother cats have been known to go into burning buildings to rescue their kittens. They don’t ask questions about their offspring’s value. They act out of love. Those who truly parent us provide us with the necessities of life: faith, hope, and love. They know that burning buildings come in many shapes and sizes.


BE THERE

An aware parent loves all children he or she meets and interacts with—for you are a caretaker for those moments in time.

—DOC CHILDRE
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From the moment your child comes into this world, you need to be there for him or her. Even i4 you already have children, it is still not too late to be there because every moment you spend with your child counts. When we connect with another living thing, be it watching a birth or petting an animal, our entire body chemistry is changed. We continue to bond with other living things more easily after just one such experience.

Think of every moment you spend with your children or the children of others as part of this process. Each time you see a child, help him to come into the world in a way that makes him feel desired and loved. The newborn child especially depends on us to be there to protect, feed, and touch her as expressions of our love.

If no one is there for a newborn child, he or she cannot survive. I am not talking about simply feeding an infant; I am talking about being there physically, emotionally, and spiritually. In the finest orphanages in the 1800s, the mortality rate was well over 90 percent. Why? Because those caring for the infants thought they were spreading infections from one child to another, and so they stopped touching the children unless it was absolutely necessary. These children wasted away and died. Those who were fortunate enough to be held or touched while the maintenance people performed their tasks were the ones who survived.

So be there for your children, and touch their bodies and lives in every way you can. You may not do it right every time, but as long as they know you care, it will make a difference. They will know your hands are available to catch them whenever they fall. The opposite of love is indifference, and indifference can harden even the strongest heart.


HOW TO MAKE THE MAGIC: Spending time with your children and giving them emotional support are the most important things you can do for them. So take time out of every day and ask them about what is going on in their lives and if there is anything you can help them with. Ask how you can be there for them in some way, be it physically, emotionally, spiritually, or even financially. If you do this often, they will know that you will always have the time to be there for them.




PAY THE BILLS, BUT HAVE SOME FUN

The easiest way for your children to learn about money is for you not to have any.

—KATHARINE WHITEHORN
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Families are expensive from Day One. The US Department of Agriculture estimates that it costs more than $280,000 to raise a child from birth through age 17—and that does not include the cost of any private schools (including preschool), expensive medical bills, ballet lessons, braces, high-end sneakers, cars, or anything else that parents might consider a luxury but kids see as a necessity. Nor does it include the single biggest expense parents will ever pay: supporting kids through college, which typically ranges from $20,000 to $150,000.

You can imagine my horror when I visualized the rude economics of having had five children within seven years. It looked like sheer financial disaster to me. First it would apparently cost me a couple of million to get them through high school (if we stuck to a budget), then they would all be in college or graduate school—at the same time. I didn’t see any way I could ever afford it. The future looked bleak. But I was able to stop and recognize that I was acting like some of my patients who’d been diagnosed with life-threatening diseases: They couldn’t enjoy the life they were living because they were focused only on the disastrous future they imagined.

As a doctor, I had seen and learned through experience that the future unfolds as it is meant to, not necessarily as we fear it might or as statistics suggest it will. I gave up worrying about money, and we raised our children with faith, hope, and love instead. We weren’t always able to buy them everything that they wanted, but we learned together to be practical and to ask for help when we needed it. And we learned to have fun along the way.

American author Ernestine Ulmer wrote, “Life is uncertain. Eat dessert first.” Don’t deny yourself vacations or little treats or any other moments of joy unless you can do it completely out of love and truly feel good about it. I buy lottery tickets when I have a couple of extra dollars. After all, somebody has to win. Why not me? It’s fun to open the newspaper and check the numbers. So far I haven’t hit it big, but I’ve had a lot of fun playing. I don’t waste my time wishing and praying to win the lottery because I know that what I truly need isn’t dollars, but peace of mind. I need the ability to be grateful that I can pay my bills much more than I need a quick fix to get rid of them.

Life always presents us with solutions if we are willing to take notice. You may need to take two jobs to help your kids, or they may win scholarships, or they may decide to delay attending college or enter a trade school. Life has a way of working out while we are living in a solution rather than dwelling on a problem. And whenever you find yourself in doubt, just repeat this phrase: “Thank you for everything. I have no complaint whatsoever.”


HOW TO MAKE THE MAGIC: Teach your children to prepare for the future, but not at the expense of enjoying the present. Give them piggy banks as soon as they are old enough to understand anything about money. Each week, hand them a dollar in quarters. Tell them they must put three in the bank, and they can spend one on whatever they want. When they are older, you can give them more than a dollar, as long as you break the money down into smaller denominations so they can immediately put most of it in the bank and keep a little for pocket money. The ability to save will give them peace of mind later; the pocket money will help them taste the “dessert” first!




PLAN THEIR BIRTH ORDER (AND SEX)

Before I was married I had six theories about raising children. Now I have six children and no theories.

—JOHN WILMOT
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Okay, so you might not be able to plan your children’s birth order. And as far as I know, you can’t really plan their sex either. But know that the birth sequence plays an undeniable role in what each child is like from the standpoint of intellect, interests, future professions, social expertise, and more. A firstborn or only child is more likely to become a professional and not be as social as the seventh child, who from Day One has to learn to deal with noise, people, competition, and parents who are too busy to worry about what does or does not interest him or her.

Studies reveal how birth order affects the personality of the child and even what profession he or she is likely to choose. After all, the firstborn has two adults to communicate with, then later a sibling. Child number one is more likely to be the professional and not as comfortable with people as child number five, who is surrounded by people and spends far less time with his adult parents.

And while you can’t do much to make it happen, it can also make a difference to have an oldest daughter, even more than one daughter, so they can talk to each other. Your family will then be blessed with more than one mother figure. In each generation of our family, we keep ending up with one girl. Poor thing has no one to talk to because boys are just different that way. Our daughter had to become good at screaming and running from her brothers as a survival behavior to get her parents’ attention so they could rescue her. (Nothing like finding a curled-up snake when you uncover your typewriter.)

When he was a teenager, our oldest son asked me about his younger siblings: “How come they don’t have to do what I had to do when I was growing up?” I told him it was because I had learned that many things I had asked him to do were not very important. Apparently, he was glad I was becoming enlightened, so he let me go.

I may add that this was not just about how they kept their room and other such day-to-day issues. This realization was also about things that initially didn’t make sense to me, like the question of whether or not to go to school and focus on an education without taking time off to pursue other interests. But when the third, fourth, or fifth child wants to do something different, even contrary to everything you believe to be “right,” you end up finding yourself saying the unthinkable: “Sure, go ahead, if that’s what you want.”


HOW TO MAKE THE MAGIC: Notice how birth order plays out in your family. Are you different in how you parent child number one than child number two, three, and so on? Of course, loving your children, no matter what their order, is the most important thing of all. You’ll probably see that the oldest is more likely to be intellectual and a loner, while the youngest in a large family is more likely to get along better with people and tolerate noise. And if your kids can accept certain aspects of themselves and their personalities as related to their birth order, they’ll likely be less critical of themselves.




SIBLING RIVALRY

With one child, you become a parent; with two, you are promoted to a referee.

—UNKNOWN
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When children are born into a large family, there is often sibling rivalry. Because the children are competing with their brothers and sisters for the parents’ attention, this rivalry truly can teach survival behavior. They learn to express themselves, make noise, and be heard so they are not treated with less respect than their siblings. They learn to speak up so they can have new clothes, too, and not have to wear only what their older brothers or sisters outgrow.

They learn that they can form teams and overcome individual siblings who create problems or bully them. So sibling rivalry is not all bad. It does, however, take its toll on the furniture, fixtures, doors, and walls—but that is all part of growing up. Our children’s bedroom doors all had holes in them from the frequent battering they underwent. When we were preparing to sell our first house to move to a bigger one, the kids came to me and mentioned the various holes and marks visible to prospective purchasers. They felt embarrassed and wanted me to repair the damage. I refused and told them I would explain to everyone how it occurred and that if they bought the house, I would pay for the repairs. It helped me get even and made them think about what they were doing.

Life is about competition and rivalry. What better place to be trained than the family, where love is present? Children can act out and still be welcomed back into the house. The competition of sibling rivalry is not about making their brothers and sisters look bad; it is about creating their individuality. Every child should have the feeling that he or she can do it better than older siblings and give it a shot. Every single child is unique and special in his or her own way. So let them know that they have their own talents to give the world.

One of our sons took dancing classes, and we had no problem with our son the dancer. It was his thing. Others played the drums, restored cars, raised pets and farm animals, painted pictures, and did their things. I found that each of them opened up new vistas for me and helped me learn and develop new interests. The problem is that our house is filled to the rafters with their things. Lord knows I feel very attached to my kids, but they do not feel the need to take all the items to their homes now that they have their own lives to lead. So their closets and rooms look like they did when they left home years ago.

Hey, it just occurred to me for the first time: They are getting even for my embarrassing them years ago!


HOW TO MAKE THE MAGIC: Let your children know that although they are different, it is these differences that make them unique and beautiful. Take the time to share each one’s interest as an individual and as a family. When our children were young, we would all go roller-skating on Thursday nights; but individually as parents, we took the time to enjoy our children’s dance classes, band performances, cars, or pet shows. Let your children know that competition is fine, but so is teaching and sharing interests with each other. When they realize they don’t have to be rivals for their parents’ love, their differences become gifts and not problems. Help them to find and develop their own talents. (When our children wanted my assistance, one condition I made was for them to become truly educated about their interests. This has benefited them for a lifetime and opened up my world, too.) Also try to find a way to give each of them an area in the house that is their territory to study and sleep in; call it their sanctuary. This is a place where they can feel safe to explore their interests and not worry about how it looks to others.
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