
Mindful Parenting 
Sarah van Gelder talks with Jon and Myla Kabat-Zinn about how the Buddhist concept of 

mindfulness can help us to see the wholeness and beauty of our children in each moment. 
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Jon and Myla Kabat-Zinn, the authors of  Everyday Blessings: The Inner Work of Mindful 

Parenting. Sarah van Gelder recently met with them to learn more about the art of mindful 

parenting. 

SARAH: What do you mean by “mindful parenting?” 

JON: Mindfulness, which lies at the heart of Buddhist meditation, means 

moment-to-moment, non-judgmental awareness. It's cultivated by refining our capacity to 

pay attention, intentionally, in the present moment, and then sustaining that attention over 

time. It means becoming more in touch with our life as it is unfolding. 

Parenting through mindfulness has the potential to penetrate past surface appearances and 

behaviors and allow us to see our children as they truly are, so we can act with some 

degree of wisdom and compassion. The more we are able to keep in mind the intrinsic 

wholeness and beauty of our children – especially when it's difficult to see – the more our 

ability to be mindful deepens.  

… 

SARAH: Kids, as you point out in the book, know how to push our buttons. So we may be 

reacting as parents in ways that are much more based on the way we were raised than on 

our truest values. 

MYLA: Right. And half of the work of mindful parenting is being aware of those old patterns 

that so often rule our behavior as parents. Those patterns come from deep wounds in our 

past, and they don't have anything to do with what's really happening in the moment. 
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The wonderful gift of mindfulness is that we can stop ourselves and ask: What am I feeling? 

What is it like from my child's point of view? When you can do that, you often see things that 

you didn't let yourself see before because you were so caught up in the reactive mode, 

which is very limiting. 

SARAH: I think the “Aha!” for me in your book was the notion that a spiritual practice isn't 

just something you do in isolation, or in retreat centers; it's part of parenting, which is one of 

the grittiest parts of life. Could you talk a little about how that works? 

JON: Well, I believe that spiritual practice is about life, not about retreat from life. The real 

work of spiritual practice in any tradition is to come to a deep understanding about what it 

means to be human. 

Sometimes it's wonderful to just be very, very still for long periods of time, but for most of 

us, that can only happen occasionally. The real meditative practice is to open up to the full 

range of what happens in life. And parenting is a fantastic arena for doing that kind of 

spiritual training. It's as much a potential door into enlightenment as anything else. 

It's interesting to look at your children as live-in Zen masters who can put their finger on 

places where you're resistant, or thinking narrowly, in ways no one else can. You can either 

lose your mind and your authenticity in the process of reacting to all of that stuff, or you can 

use it as the perfect opportunity to grow and nourish your children by attending to what is 

deepest and best in them and in yourself. 

We're not trying to erase conflict and send messages like, “Only harmony allowed in this 

family. Let's all behave like little Buddhas.” That kind of requirement imprisons the family. 

SARAH: There is this image of people who have a spiritual practice as being extremely 

even-tempered. Particularly that a good parent is one whose emotional life – except for a 

vague affection – may not be expressed a lot around the children. 

MYLA: Having everybody be nice all the time may mean that people don't get to be who 

they are. Certainly in our family, we really value authenticity. It's important to give children 

some latitude for trying out different behaviors. If they always have to be in a very 



constricted framework of what's acceptable, they don't get to explore different aspects of 

themselves. And they also don't feel the amazing transformational power of our acceptance. 

This doesn't mean we have no restrictions – we'll say, “You can't run into the street. No, you 

can't hit Johnny.” We might also say, “We're having a hard time with the way you're acting, 

but we love you.” We're able to look beneath the surface at what's going on. Often our 

children have lots going on, and we don't get to see it because we're so quick to label them, 

judge them, and see them within just the framework of our own expectations, which can be 

kind of a straitjacket. 

SARAH: Can you share a story that helps to capture the kind of complexity and the 

vulnerability that you're asking of parents? 

JON: One time, a friend of ours had taken her son to visit her mother, who hadn't seen him 

more than two or three times in his life. The grandmother had invited one of her friends over 

at the same time and proceeded to ignore her nine-year-old grandson as she chatted with 

her friend. 

Meanwhile, the child became bored and restless, and he proceeded to run around the room 

and knock into furniture. 

Embarrassed by her inability to control her son's unruly behavior, the mother angrily 

dragged him out and took him home. She was furious and admonished him for behaving 

rudely and not listening when she told him to stop. He looked at her pleadingly and said, 

“But Mom, Grandma didn't even talk to me!” 

Suddenly, a veil fell from her eyes. Here her mother had not made any effort to reach out to 

her grandson, to engage him, to think about what would be fun for him; yet when he reacted 

in a totally normal way for an active, energetic child, he was blamed. Her son could see that 

his grandmother was ignoring him, but his mother had been unable to see it until he pointed 

it out. Another example of how our children can teach us, if we are open to listening and 

learning. 



In thinking about this later, the woman said she felt that it would be unrealistic to expect her 

mother to change, but that the next time they visited, she would bring some things for her 

son to do, or meet her in a park, or insist that her mother come to her house. 

She also did something that was very important in rebuilding trust. She acknowledged that 

she was wrong and apologized to her son for getting angry at him for having a difficult time 

in a difficult situation. 

No matter how hard we try to be mindful and present, there are inevitably many times when 

automatic behavior simply takes over. When that happens, we can apologize, or we can 

stop and say to our child, “Let's begin again,” and do it over differently. In this way, we 

nurture –or begin to heal and rebuild – a trusting, caring relationship. 

MYLA: Those moments when our children are disruptive or difficult can be tricky, because I 

think children want so many different things. 

Oftentimes, what they say they want takes on material form, and because parents are so 

harried and overworked, it's often a lot easier to just give children what they want. The 

objects start to take the place of really soul-satisfying, connective moments. 

I think it's very useful to ask ourselves, “Does my child need this? Is this in my child's best 

interests?” When we ask ourselves that, it can lead us to see that something else is 

needed, and not necessarily something material or tangible. That's when this work of 

parenting calls upon our own genius to be really creative in those moments. Every parent 

has that ability. 

… 

Twelve Exercises for Mindful Parenting 

1.   Try to imagine the world from your child's point of view, purposefully letting go of your 

own. Do this every day for at least a few moments to remind you of who this child is and 

what he or she faces in the world. 



2.   Imagine how you appear and sound from your child's point of view; imagine having you 

as a parent today, in this moment. How might this modify how you carry yourself in your 

body and in space, how you speak, what you say? How do you want to relate to your child 

in this moment? 

3.   Practice seeing your children as perfect just the way they are. Work at accepting them as 

they are when it is hardest for you to do so. 

4.   Be mindful of your expectations of your children, and consider whether they are truly in 

your children's best interests. Also, be aware of how you communicate those expectations 

and how they affect your children. 

5.   Practice altruism, putting the needs of your children above your own whenever possible. 

Then see if there isn't some common ground where your needs can also be met. You may 

be surprised at how much overlap is possible, especially if you are patient and strive for 

balance. 

6.   When you feel lost, or at a loss, remember to stand still. Meditate on the whole by 

bringing your full attention to the situation, to your child, to yourself, to the family. In doing 

so, you may go beyond thinking and perceive intuitively, with the whole of your being, what 

really needs to be done. 

7.   Try embodying silent presence. Listen carefully. 

8.   Learn to live with tension without losing your own balance. Practice moving into any 

moment, however difficult, without trying to change anything and without having to have a 

particular outcome occur. See what is “workable” if you are willing to trust your intuition and 

best instincts. 

9.   Apologize to your child when you have betrayed a trust in even a little way. Apologies 

are healing, and they demonstrate that you see a situation more clearly, or more from your 



child's point of view. But “I'm sorry” loses its meaning if we are always saying it, or if we 

make regret a habit. 

10.Every child is special, and every child has special needs. Each sees in an entirely 

unique way. Hold an image of each child in your heart. Drink in their being, wishing them 

well. 

11.There are very important times when we need to practice being clear and strong and 

unequivocal with our children. Let this come as much as possible out of awareness and 

generosity and discernment, rather than out of fear, self-righteousness, or the desire to 

control. Mindful parenting does not mean being overindulgent, neglectful, or weak; nor does 

it mean being rigid and controlling. 

12.The greatest gift you can give your child is your self. This means that part of your work 

as a parent is to keep growing in self-knowledge and in awareness. We have to be 

grounded in the present moment to share what is deepest and best in ourselves. 

  

(If interested, see complete article at 
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