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Abstract 

Everyone is meant to feel fully alive, and although much works against American 

mothers in this regard, burnout is not inevitable; with the right support and practices, 

flourishing is possible. The purpose of this study is to explore how Christian women with 

professional careers and young children flourish despite the challenges of maternal stress 

in their dual roles. The majority of American mothers today work full-time, engage in 

intensive mothering, and perform a “second shift” at home to manage domestic 

responsibilities and family needs. Within this tension, many women experience 

exhaustion and burnout that hinders their ability to live as whole persons made in the 

image of God. The purpose of this study is to contribute to the descriptive research of 

deeply spiritual working mothers and find out exactly how they can be a part of the 

community of the well-rested who are living full and flourishing lives. 

This study employed a qualitative design using semi-structured interviews with 

eight professional, Christian mothers, all of whom are married and represent various 

denominations. The interviews sought to address three research questions: (1) How do 

professional working mothers describe the challenges of maternal stress in their dual 

roles? (2) How do they navigate these challenges? and (3) In what ways, not currently 

experienced, do they desire to flourish while managing maternal stress in their dual roles? 

The literature review examined three key areas to frame this exploration: the 

history of motherhood in America, biblical rhythms of work and rest, and approaches to 

burnout prevention.  

This study concluded that participants demonstrated resiliency by establishing 

boundaries, pursuing rest, and cultivating support. It recommends that working mothers 
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implement the creative practice of mothering sabbaticals following seasons of high stress 

- in order to combat exhaustion and be restored. Other recommendations include creating 

“unicorn space” for the development of hobbies and passion projects, nurturing deeply 

supportive female friendships, caring for the physical body as a recognition of human 

limitations, insisting their partner participate equally in the care of the household and 

childcare, and pursuing time of solitude and silence with God.
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To my bright-eyed children. May your hearts know joy and wonder, and your lives 
flourish in God’s love forever. And to my dear husband, thank you for working towards 

both our flourishing as we build this beautiful life together. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 

Women have always worked – seen or unseen – and they always will. Work has 

been woven into their lives since the beginning of time and passed down from generation 

to generation. Katelyn Beaty, author and former managing editor of Christianity Today, 

observes that women have long carried the weight of responsibility both within the home 

and beyond it.1 They bake bread, tend animals, raise children, make clothing, care for the 

sick, start businesses, and plant trees. From the first days, God entrusted Eve, along with 

Adam, with the creation mandate2 – to produce children, create culture, and care for the 

earth and all its creatures.3 

Late theologian and pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, Tim 

Keller, taught that work is not a necessary evil or a burden, as some believe. Rather, it is 

a divine gift, woven into the fabric of paradise. Work is a God-given privilege for all 

people in all places.4 Only after the Fall was the beauty of work diminished, offers Beaty. 

And yet, though the beauty of work faded, the goodness and beauty of work was not 

 

1 Katelyn Beaty, A Woman’s Place: A Christian Vision for Your Calling in the Office, the Home, and the 
World. (New York, NY: Howard Books, 2017), 7. 

2 Gen. 1:28. 

3 Carolyn Custis James, Half the Church: Recapturing God’s Global Vision for Women (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2010), 60. 

4 Timothy Keller, Every Good Endeavor: Connecting Your Work to God’s Work (New York, NY: Penguin 
Books, 2016), 22–23. 
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destroyed. The intrinsic value remains.5 Today millions of American mothers feel this 

tension deeply — work’s divine design and its broken reality. 

Cultural theorist and author Andy Crouch explains every human is meant to feel 

fully alive and, by doing so, participate in the glory of God: “We are meant to flourish – 

not just to survive, but to thrive; not just to exist, but to explore and expand.”6 Amy 

Sherman, director of Sagamore Institute’s Center on Faith in Communities, describes 

flourishing as having peace in four relationship areas: “God, ourselves, others, and 

creation.”7 On the podcast Subtext, hosted by Lee Camp and Savannah Locke, Camp 

draws on Irenaeus’s often cited phrase, “the glory of God is a human being fully alive,” 

to articulate a theological vision for human flourishing.8 Reframing this concept in his 

own words, Camp suggests that all humans share a unified, fundamental purpose: “the 

human calling is to be a human being fully alive.” Taken together, these thinkers frame 

flourishing not as optional or exceptional, but as the shared telos of human life. This 

includes parents as they pursue both their own flourishing and that of their children. 

Scholars offer a range of explanations for why mothers today participate in paid 

employment. Judith Warner, an American journalist known for her commentary on 

motherhood, discusses the reasons why mothers choose to work for pay or stay home 

full-time caring for children. The mothers with careers do so for the following reasons: 

 

5 Beaty, A Woman’s Place, 11. 

6 Andy Crouch, Strong and Weak: Embracing a Life of Love, Risk and True Flourishing (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 10–14. 

7 Amy L. Sherman, Agents of Flourishing: Pursuing Shalom in Every Corner of Society (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2022), 14. 

8 Lee Camp, host, Subtext, Is Social Media A Calling, April 1, 2026, https://www.iheart.com/podcast/269-
the-subtext-290318829/episode/is-social-media-a-calling-328722901. 
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adult companionship, financial stability, satisfaction, intellectual stimulation, 

independence, and security.9 She further lists the reasons other mothers choose to care for 

children at home full-time: childcare costs, a husband’s overdemanding job, their own 

joyless job with low pay, lack of flexibility on the job, not wanting to be separated from 

their children, and the social status of having a parent at home.10 Paula Faris, former 

anchor for “Good Morning America,” questions whether the reasons are as numerous as 

others claim. Using research from her company, Carry Media, she cites that 70 percent of 

working American moms declare they work because of financial necessity. And why do 

they need money? Faris blames inflation and consumption habits.11 Caitlyn Collins, 

professor of sociology at Washington University in St. Louis who works to advance 

policies for working mothers, disagrees and believes that true financial need is the most 

common reason mothers have a career, not greed. She emphasizes that mothers have in 

mind a specific level of financial security that will result in a “good childhood,” and they 

work to achieve that standard.12 Lara Bazelon is a law professor at the University of San 

Francisco and a journalist. Bazelon argues that society should withhold judgment and 

embrace women regardless of whether they pursue paid work or not. They should be 

viewed as human beings with complex lives full of financial and emotional needs that 

they attempt to meet in a variety of ways. Bazelon speculates that while mothering may 

 

9 Judith Warner, Perfect Madness: Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety (New York, NY: Riverhead 
Hardcover, 2005), 146. 

10 Warner, Perfect Madness, 146–48. 

11 Paula Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All: Ditch the Mom Guilt and Find a Better Way Forward (New 
York, NY: Worthy Books, 2023), 82–83. 

12 Caitlyn Collins, Making Motherhood Work: How Women Manage Careers and Caregiving (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019), 236. 
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be one way women choose to meet those needs, a career might be another way. She 

believes that both can be pursued simultaneously and those who select a professional 

trajectory find the financial stability assists them to weather economic turndowns, the 

death of a spouse, disease, leaving unhappy relationships, and surviving a global crisis.13  

This dissertation will examine married, Christian mothers in the United States 

(US) as they negotiate home and career and uncover strategies that encourage flourishing 

in the dual roles of mother and professional.  

Maternal Overwhelm 

Too many of today’s American mothers are stressed and exhausted.14 Magazines 

and newspapers feature articles like the one in Fortune Magazine, “Nearly Half of 

Working Mothers Surveyed Have Been Diagnosed with Anxiety or Depression. Here is 

What Can Help.”15 Another one was in the New York Times: “America’s Mothers Are in 

Crisis. Is Anyone Listening to Them?”16 In 2020, CNBC wrote an article in which they 

proclaimed, “Roughly 9.8 Million Working Mothers in the U.S. Are Suffering from 

 

13 Lara Bazelon, Ambitious Like a Mother: Why Prioritizing Your Career Is Good for Your Kids (New 
York, NY: Little Brown Spark, 2022), xiv-xvii. 

14 Astrid Lebert-Charron et al., “Maternal Burnout Syndrome: Contextual and Psychological Associated 
Factors,” Frontiers in Psychology 9 (2018), https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00885. 

15 L’Oreal Thompson Payton, “Nearly Half of Working Mothers Have Been Diagnosed with Anxiety or 
Depression. Here’s What Can Help,” Well, Fortune, March 17, 2023, 
https://fortune.com/well/2023/03/17/working-moms-mental-health/. 

16 Jessica Grose, “America’s Mothers Are in Crisis: Is Anyone Listening to Them?,” Parenting, The New 
York Times, February 4, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/04/parenting/working-moms-mental-
health-coronavirus.html. 
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Workplace Burnout.”17 These data came from a report by healthcare company Maven, 

which surveyed 440,000 working parents, including 226,000 mothers.18 C. Collins 

admits, “Work-family Conflict Is a National Crisis” for working mothers.19 Professional 

working mothers experience physical and psychological burnout, low levels of happiness, 

and a financial penalty simply for being mothers in the workplace. 

 

17 Megan Leonhardt, “9.8 Million Working Mothers in the U.S. Are Suffering from Burnout,” CNBC, 
December 3, 2020, https://www.cnbc.com/2020/12/03/millions-of-working-mothers-in-the-us-are-
suffering-from-burnout.html. 

18 “Parents at the Best Workplaces: The Largest-Ever Study of Working Parents,” Great Place to Work, 
Maven, 2020, https://info.mavenclinic.com/pdf/parents-at-the-best-workplaces. 

19 Collins, Making Motherhood Work, 1. 



 

6 
 

Burnout 

 
While describing her “bone-weary exhaustion,” as a new mother, Faris remarks, 

“I’ve never in the history of my time as a mama ever felt like I was nailing it.” Faris felt 

like a failure carrying the mental load of childcare and household responsibilities. She 

describes her motherhood burnout this way: “I’m at the end of the end of the end of 

myself.”20 Pamela Stone is a professor of sociology at Hunter College and The Graduate 

Center at City University of New York. Her research on working mothers found that 

struggles at work were not the leading cause for career abandonment; the leading cause 

was overwhelming family obligations. Women did not want to quit their careers but felt 

obligated. They were pressured to prioritize their family's wellbeing.21  

Maternal exhaustion is a multifaceted emotional state that affects a mother’s 

health.22 It is caused by an interplay of stress, anxiety, depression, and guilt. In its 

extreme form, psychologists label it as “maternal burnout.” Faris believes the number of 

mothers struggling with maternal burnout could be as high as 80 to 90 percent. She writes 

that at least 30 percent of working mothers consider leaving the workforce.23 

Sheryl Ziegler is a licensed professional counselor in Colorado, and her specialty 

is treating maternal burnout. Over the years she observed patterns of guilt, shame, regret, 

 

20 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, xii, 2, 8. 

21 Pamela Stone, Opting Out? Why Women Really Quit Careers and Head Home (Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press, 2007), 93, 114. 

22 Raquel Sánchez-Rodríguez et al., “Depression, Anxiety, and Guilt in Mothers with Burnout of Preschool 
and School-Aged Children: Insight from a Cluster Analysis,” Journal of Affective Disorders 259 
(December 2019): 244–50, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2019.08.031. 

23 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 216. 
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and doubt in mothers who also held down careers. Mothers would say they felt “stressed, 

isolated, depressed and like failures.”24 Ziegler herself has battled maternal burnout and 

describes it as a severe problem where, “we are all pushing ourselves to the brink, 

creating a level of mental and physical exhaustion that often overwhelms us.”25 Warner 

avoids using the word burnout and instead calls it “too-muchness,” “existential 

discomfort,” “a mess,” and describes American motherhood as “oppressive.”26 Ziegler 

warns that most mothers mistakenly view multitasking as a badge of honor and a normal 

part of being a mother but do not realize that multitasking is dangerous. Completing 

multiple tasks simultaneously produces anxiety in the body teaches Ziegler. This can 

cause prolonged stress, panic attacks, and burnout.27 

Happiness Gap 

Guilt is the primary emotion working mothers in American identify in early 

motherhood, acknowledges Grose.28 Mothers feel guilty leaving their babies to pursue 

employment. They also feel guilty for not finding motherhood as fulfilling as they had 

expected. Faris echoes this, noting that for all mothers in America, guilt will eventually 

find them.29 Faris believes mom guilt explains the happiness disparity between parents 

 

24 Sheryl G. Ziegler, Mommy Burnout: How to Reclaim Your Life and Raise Healthier Children in the 
Process (New York, NY: Dey Street Books, 2018), xii–xiii. 

25 Ziegler, Mommy Burnout, 10. 

26 Warner, Perfect Madness, 16. 

27 Ziegler, Mommy Burnout, 199, 218. 

28 Jessica Grose, Screaming on the Inside: The Unsustainability of American Motherhood. (New York, NY: 
Mariner Books, 2022), 74–75. 

29 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 81. 
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and childless individuals in the US. This level of parental guilt does not exist anywhere 

else in the world.30 Warner acknowledges this and believes guilt, anxiety, and resentment 

are poisoning motherhood for American women.31 C. Collins also supports this view, 

suggesting that the unhappiness of working mothers in the US stems from the absence of 

safe and affordable childcare support.32 The Population Research Center at the University 

of Austin, Texas, concludes that the US ranks last in a list of twenty-two developed 

countries for the happiness gap between parents and non-parents. They blame the absence 

of “social policies that allow parents to better combine paid work with family.”33 

Motherhood (Financial) Penalty 

When Ann Crittenden, a Pulitzer-Prize-nominated journalist, calculated her loss 

of income after becoming a mother, the amount approached $1 million, which, writes 

Crittenden, is not far off the calculations economists make for these situations. She 

comments, “The mommy tax I paid is fairly typical for an educated middle-class 

woman.”34 Crittenden and Faris define a “mommy tax” as the opportunity cost of pausing 

a career to care for children.35 According to Stone, the financial penalty often causes a 

 

30 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 10. 

31 Warner, Perfect Madness, 4, 15. 

32 Collins, Making Motherhood Work, 202. 

33 Jennifer Glass, Robin W. Simon, and Matthew A. Andersson, “Parenthood and Happiness: Effects of 
Work-Family Reconciliation Policies in 22 OECD Countries,” American Journal of Sociology 122, no. 3 
(November 2016): 886–929, https://doi.org/10.1086/688892. 

34 Ann Crittenden, The Price of Motherhood: Why the Most Important Job in the World Is Still the Least 
Valued (New York, NY: Picador, 2010), 89. 

35 Crittenden, The Price of Motherhood, 87–88; Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 135. 
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career plateau.36 Crittenden shows that the younger a woman is when she becomes a 

mother and the more children she has, the larger the financial penalty grows over the 

course of her life. This phenomenon, insists Crittenden, is why many women extend their 

preparental phase of life, as well as why some purposefully choose childlessness.37  

In addition to a mommy tax, explains Crittenden, working mothers have an 

additional pay gap.38 Women earn less than men in all calculations. Faris uses data from 

the Pew Research Center39 to figure that “women earned 84 percent of what men earned 

in the year 2020.”40 That percentage has not changed significantly in two decades.41 

Former CEO of Meta and a Google executive, Sheryl Sandberg, criticizes the sluggish 

improvements in salary equality, calling it unacceptable.42 

Using data from the American Association of University Women (AAUW), a 

non-profit organization that advocates for gender equity and education for women and 

girls,43 Faris reports that the difference between mothers and fathers is even more 

 

36 Stone, Opting Out?, 91. 

37 Crittenden, The Price of Motherhood, 91, 103, 107. 

38 Crittenden, The Price of Motherhood, 93–94. 

39 Amanda Barroso and Anna Brown, Gender Pay Gap in the U.S. Held Steady in 2020, Pew Research 
Center, May 25, 2021, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/05/25/gender-pay-gap-facts. 

40 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 38. 

41 Richard Fry and Carolina Aragão, “Gender Pay Gap in U.S. Hasn’t Changed Much in Two Decades,” 
Pew Research Center, March 1, 2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/03/01/gender-pay-
gap-facts/. 

42 Sheryl Sandberg, Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead (London: WH Allen, 2013), 6–7. 

43 “At Work, Dads Get a Bonus, but Moms Get a Penalty. What Gives?,” Workplace & Economic Equity, 
American Association of University Women (AAUW), May 6, 2016, 
https://www.aauw.org/2016/05/06/dads-get-a-bonus-but-moms-get-a-penalty. 
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prominent, with mothers earning 71 percent of what fathers earned.44 The AAUW writes 

it this way: “Men, by contrast, do not suffer a penalty when they become dads. In fact, 

there is some evidence of a ‘fatherhood bonus’ in which their earnings actually 

increase.”45 Faris shares a story from her own life of leaving a job in television to 

discover that the man who was hired to replace her was less qualified and received 

double her salary. The Equal Pay Act of 1963 made this behavior illegal, yet it happens.46 

Grose argues that each child can potentially decrease a working mother's wages by 5 to 7 

percent. A mother is also 100 percent less likely to receive an interview call back, and 

when offered a job, the salary is on average $11,000 lower compared to similarly 

qualified women without children.47  

Susan Maushart, a sociologist with a Ph.D. from New York University, believes 

the most significant factor contributing to an earnings gap between fathers and mothers is 

the prioritization of men’s careers.48 Harvard-trained lawyer, author, and founder of 

Philanthropy Advisory Group, Eve Rodsky reveals that in her own life, after three 

months of maternity leave, she requested to work from home one day a week so she 

could have more time with her baby. The company declined her request as well as the 

possibility of reduced hours. Rodsky and her husband decided that his job held greater 

 

44 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 38. 

45 “The Motherhood Penalty,” Workplace & Economic Equity, American Association of University 
Women (AAUW), August 31, 2023, https://www.aauw.org/issues/economic-security/motherhood/. 

46 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 37–38. 

47 Grose, Screaming on the Inside, 96–97. 

48 Susan Maushart, The Mask of Motherhood: How Becoming a Mother Changes Our Lives and Why We 
Never Talk About It (New York, NY: The New Press, 1999), 192. 
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importance, and he therefore continued on with his career, just the same as he did before 

he had a child, while Rodsky quit her job.49 Rodsky is not alone in feeling forced to make 

a choice between work and family. C. Collins works with mothers who “felt resigned to 

the fact that they would never feel guilt-free about both their jobs and their family life at 

the same time.”50 She explains that women who leave the workforce to raise children 

full-time not only lose a salary but also gain zero Social Security credits and forfeit 

retirement income by working for free as mothers.51  

Made to Flourish 

Humans are meant to do more than just to survive. Humans are to thrive in 

relationship with God, ourselves, others, and the world. In doing so, they participate in 

the glory of God.52 It is hard to flourish when all one’s time is spent merely existing, 

declares researcher Tina Schermer Sellers, a professor of marriage and family therapy at 

Seattle Pacific University.53 It is difficult for mothers to do well in all areas of life and 

find time to rest. Yet without rest, mothers are barely surviving and often experience 

overwhelming stress, exhaustion, lack of time for hobbies, and unequal pay.  

 

49 Eve Rodsky, Fair Play: A Game-Changing Solution for When You Have Too Much to Do (And More Life 
to Live) (New York, NY: Penguin Publishing Group, 2021), 7–8. 

50 Collins, Making Motherhood Work, 243. 

51 Crittenden, The Price of Motherhood, 77–78. 

52 Sherman, Agents of Flourishing, 14; Crouch, Strong and Weak, 10–14. 

53 Tina Schermer Sellers et al., “Women Called: A Qualitative Study of Christian Women Dually Called to 
Motherhood and Career,” Journal of Psychology and Theology 33, no. 3 (September 2005): 198–209, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/009164710503300305. 
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According to Warner, the happiest mothers she studied, working or not working 

for pay, were the ones who were able to “act in line with their natural inclinations and 

ambitions.”54 Nancy Pearcey, a Christian author known for her scholarship on 

worldviews and culture, writes, “The cultural and religious messages received by women 

regarding motherhood and vocation often produce complicated dilemmas for women who 

seek to participate in both domains simultaneously.”55 These messages can cause mothers 

to feel like there is no time during which she can flourish because the responsibilities she 

bears are too great.  

Conclusion 

All over the world in 2022 mothers sang along to the lyrics of “Surface Pressure” 

from Disney’s movie Encanto:56 “Pressure, like a drip, drip, drip that'll never stop, whoa. 

Pressure that'll tip, tip, tip 'til you just go pop, whoa, oh, oh.”57 The song tells the story of 

the second oldest sister, Luisa, who protects her extended family with superhuman 

strength, but modern mothers adopted them as their own. The extremes of the COVID-19 

pandemic highlighted the shared experience of maternal burnout. Mothers were 

exhausted and vocal. One Cincinnati, Ohio, blogger said, “Each and every lyric resonated 

 

54 Warner, Perfect Madness, 149. 

55 Nancy Pearcey, Total Truth: Liberating Christianity from Its Cultural Captivity (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2008), 346. 

56 Jeremy Hanna, “20 Best Disney Songs According to the Billboard Hot 100,” Inside the Magic, March 17, 
2023, https://insidethemagic.net/2023/03/greatest-disney-songs-all-time-billboard-hot-100-encanto-lion-
king-jh1mmb/; encanto reached number 9 on US Billboards Hot 100 in 2022. 

57 Teal Conroy, “‘Surface Pressure’ from ‘Encanto’ Is the Mom Anthem of 2022,” Medium, January 26, 
2022, https://medium.com/@tealconroy/surface-pressure-from-encanto-is-the-mom-anthem-of-2022-
1af938b64602. 
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with me — perfectly voicing my inner monologue.”58 Other bloggers wrote about the 

pressure to “be resilient, taking on load after emotional load,”59 keep everyone safe from 

COVID-19, educate the children virtually at home, and find time for self-care.60  

Even without a global pandemic, American women are balancing careers, 

intensively mothering their children, and responsible for the bulk of household 

responsibilities, without the benefit of community support to care for their children. They 

face inequalities in their careers; they are not receiving the same pay for the same work as 

men. Unsurprisingly, many are exhausted and burnt out, feeling pressure to do it all 

excellently. There is too much to do and standards are high. They have no time to rest. 

They cannot flourish. 

Pearcey maintains, “The intersection between spirituality, motherhood and 

vocation is largely unexplored in contemporary writing and research…. the stories, 

themes and voices of deeply spiritual career mothers have been largely silenced in 

literature.”61 She observes that descriptive research focused on integrating spirituality and 

the dual calling of career and motherhood is lacking. This is especially true in Christian 

literature, where there is often an emphasis on guiding women towards domestic roles 

while neglecting discussion of their careers. Warren encourages Christians to be known 

 

58 Kate Desmond, “How Disney’s Encanto Perfectly Captures My Pandemic Mom Brain,” Life According 
to Kate Blog, January 1, 2022, https://www.katedesmond.com/single-post/how-disney-s-encanto-perfectly-
captures-my-pandemic-mom-brain. 

59 Amelia Kibbie, “All Moms Are Luisa from ‘Encanto’ Right Now — and Always,” Mom.Com, January 
18, 2022, https://mom.com/momlife/all-moms-are-luisa-from-encanto-right-now-and-always. 

60 Marianne, I’m a Luisa: The “Surface Pressure” of Being a Mom, Indianapolis Moms, February 6, 2022, 
https://indianapolismoms.com/parenting-perspectives/im-a-luisa-the-surface-pressure-of-being-a-mom/. 

61 Pearcey, Total Truth, 346–47. 
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as a “community of the well-rested – people who embrace our limits with zest and even 

joy.”62 And so it is the purpose of this study to contribute to the descriptive research of 

deeply spiritual working mothers and find out exactly how they can be a part of the 

community of the well-rested who are living full and flourishing lives.  

 

Purpose Statement 

This study explores the historical development of the “ideal” American mother, 

the biblical rhythms of work and rest, and the problem of and solutions for maternal 

burnout. It examines resources and strategies that support working mothers in cultivating 

joy and fulfillment in their roles as humans, parents, and professionals. Moreover, the 

desired outcome of this study is to encourage the flourishing of working mothers in their 

many roles. The purpose of this study is to explore how Christian women with 

professional careers and young children flourish despite the challenges of maternal stress 

in their dual roles.  

Research Questions 

The following questions guided the qualitative research: 

1. How do women describe the challenges of maternal stress? 

2. How do women navigate the challenges of maternal stress?  

 

62 Tish Harrison Warren, Liturgy of the Ordinary: Sacred Practices in Everyday Life (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2019), 152. 
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3. In what ways not currently experienced, do women desire to flourish while 

navigating maternal stress? 

Significance of the Study 

This study has significance for working mothers and will provide ways to reduce 

stress while encouraging working mothers to pursue joy and fruitfulness as integrated, 

whole people. The findings, when applied, will diminish incidences of maternal burnout 

and allow women to stay in the workforce and achieve their goals.  

This study has significance for partners and families of working mothers. By 

providing findings from best practices, families may make informed choices for dividing 

household labor. By granting partners a window into the world of working mothers, it 

will heighten their empathy of their partner’s experience. Ideally children will benefit 

from life with a mother who is healthier and more resilient. A mother’s improved mental 

health will overflow into her family relationships. Children will see the embodiment of a 

flourishing partnership, one they can use to guide their future marriages and families.  

This study has significance for those employing women, particularly by shedding 

light on the pressures they face with work-family conflict. The insights derived from this 

research can inform and shape policies, leading to more inclusive and flexible 

workplaces. Employers will be able to craft work environments that accommodate the 

needs of working mothers and champion their wellbeing and productivity based on best 

practices. This intentional approach may contribute to increased job satisfaction, reduced 

turnover, and a more engaged, diverse, and motivated workforce.  

This study has significance for the Christian church, especially pastors and those 

who disciple women. The insights can shape the content and delivery of sermons and 
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pastoral care strategies, ensuring they are relevant to working women's challenges. This 

will foster spiritual growth in women while supporting their dual roles as professionals 

and parents and thereby acting as a catalyst for the flourishing of the entire community. 

Definition of Terms 

Burnout – is a state of constant exhaustion resulting from chronic stress.63 

Connection – is “the energy that is created between people when they feel seen, 

heard, and valued; when they can give and receive without judgment.”64 

Dual Roles – is working two roles simultaneously, professional and parent.65 

Dual Career Household – is a family where both spouses work for pay. Other 

terms include “two-job marriages”66 and dual income homes. 

Emotional Labor – is the work of maintaining relationships, such as comforting a 

child who woke up from a scary dream and sending thank-you notes.67  

Family-Work Conflict – is the conflict that occurs when the needs of the family 

interfere with one’s career. 

Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) – is a federal law that provides some 

employees with twelve weeks of unpaid, job-protected leave to care for themselves or a 

family member with a serious health condition. To qualify, they must have worked for 

 

63 Lebert-Charron et al., “Maternal Burnout Syndrome.” 

64 Brené Brown, Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, 
Parent, and Lead (New York, NY: Gotham Books, 2012), 145. 

65 Sellers et al., “Women Called.” 

66 Arlie Hochschild and Anne Machung, The Second Shift: Working Families and the Revolution at Home 
(New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2003), 114. 

67 Grose, “America’s Mothers Are in Crisis: Is Anyone Listening to Them?,” 90; Rodsky, Fair Play, 11. 
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their employer at least twelve months and for a company employing fifty or more 

employees.68 The law requires them to be provided with the same or equivalent job.  

Flourishing – is the idea that humans are meant to do more than just to survive. 

Humans are to thrive in relationship with God, ourselves, others, and the world. In doing 

so, they participate in the glory of God.69  

Grit – is pushing oneself with great passion for future results.70 

Highly Qualified – are people with advanced degrees or an undergraduate degree 

with high honors.71 Other terms include “high achieving.” 

Intensive Mothering – a type of motherhood that requires lavishing copious 

amounts of time, energy, and material resources on the child “at the expense of 

postponing [the mother’s] desires and interests.”72 This term was introduced by Sharon 

Hays.73 

Invisible Work – is work rarely seen by others because it is not front and center.74 

 

68 “Family and Medical Leave (FMLA),” Department of Labor, accessed February 15, 2024, 
http://www.dol.gov/general/topic/benefits-leave/fmla. 

69 Sherman, Agents of Flourishing, 14; Crouch, Strong and Weak, 10-14. 

70 Schonbrun, Work, Parent, Thrive, 82–89. 

71 Stone, Opting Out?, 9. 

72 Consuelo Novoa et al., “Intensive Parenting: The Risks of Overdemanding,” Trends in Psychology, 
ahead of print, September 22, 2022, https://doi.org/10.1007/s43076-022-00229-9. 

73 Sharon Hays, The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1998), 8, 46. 

74 Rodsky, Fair Play, 11. 
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Leader – is “anyone who holds her- or himself accountable for finding potential in 

people and processes…nothing to do with position, status, or number of direct reports.”75 

Leaky Pipeline – is when highly qualified and trained women do not ascend to 

positions of leadership. They disappear, often to take care of children.76 

Motherhood Penalty – is “the phenomenon by which women’s pay decreases once 

they become mothers.”77 Other terms include “mommy tax, pay gap.” 

Maternal Burnout Syndrome – is persistent, disruptive, and overwhelming 

exhaustion as a mother.78 

Maternal Stress – is a combination of strain, anxiety, and guilt women experience 

when balancing the demands of work and motherhood.79 Other terms include “maternal 

exhaustion, maternal burnout, maternal overload, maternal anxiety, maternal guilt, 

maternal ambivalence, maternal strain, and maternal fatigue.” 

Matrescence – is a term coined by anthropologist Dana Raphael, similar 

linguistically to adolescence. It is a life transition where a woman gives birth to a new 

identity (mother) as she gives birth to her first child.80 

 

75 Brown, Daring Greatly, 185. 

76 Stone, Opting Out?, 38. 

77 Kevin Miller and Deborah J. Vagins, The Simple Truth About the Gender Pay Gap: AAUW Report 
(Washington, DC: American Association of University Women (AAUW), 2018), 16, 
https://www.aauw.org/resources/research/simple-truth/. 

78 Lebert-Charron et al., “Maternal Burnout Syndrome.” 

79 Maria Prima Novita and Arthur Huwae, “Challenges In Tough Times: Portrait of Stress on Housewives 
and Mother with Dual Role,” Bulletin of Counseling and Psychotherapy 5, no. 1 (March 2023): 11–19, 
accessed August 16, 2023, https://journal.kurasinstitute.com/index.php/bocp/article/view/391. 

80 George Szasz, “Matrescence: A Great Adventure About to Begin,” British Columbia Medical Journal, 
April 5, 2023, https://bcmj.org/blog/matrescence-great-adventure-about-begin. 
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Mental Health – is psychological and emotional well-being. 

Mental Load – is a never-ending mental checklist of things to do for one’s self 

and family.81 This may include physical tasks, maintaining family values, and traditions.   

 Mindfulness Based Interventions (MBI) - a moment-by-moment awareness of 

thoughts, feelings, sensations, and the surrounding environment. 

Mommy Track – is a career path prioritizing family life over a mother’s career. 

Opt-out – is the decision to leave the workforce to care for children. It is 

presented as a choice, but it is often a difficult and doubt-filled choice.82 

Orthopraxy - correct practice or behavior. 

Parental Leave – is time off work to care for a new child. May also be called 

“maternity leave” for mothers and “paternity leave” for fathers.  

Psychological Detachment – is the ability to mentally disconnect from work.83 

Resiliency – is the ability to adapt to change and persevere through adversity.84 

Bouncing back from stress. 85  

 

81 Rodsky, Fair Play, 11. 

82 Stone, Opting Out?, 122. 

83 Elisa Clauss et al., “Occupational Self-Efficacy and Work Engagement as Moderators in the Stressor-
Detachment Model,” Work & Stress 35, no. 1 (January 2021): 74–92, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02678373.2020.1743790. 

84 Bob Burns, Tasha D. Chapman, and Donald C. Guthrie, Resilient Ministry: What Pastors Told Us About 
Surviving and Thriving (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2013). 

85 Daniel Goleman and Cary Cherniss, Optimal: How to Perform at Your Best and Create Emotionally 
Intelligent Organizations and Teams (New York, NY: Penguin Business, 2024), 63–64. 
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Rest – is when one stops using the part of one’s self that’s used up, worn out, 

damaged, or inflamed, so that it has a chance to renew itself.86 

Role Conflict – is the conflict that occurs when two roles are in opposition with 

one another, such as wife and mother. 

Sabbatical – is a period of paid leave to provide time to travel and rest, 

traditionally three to twelve months for every seven years worked. 

Second Shift – is the household and childcare chores a parent completes after paid 

work ends, such as making children’s lunches and buying cleats for soccer.87 

Spill Over – is when stress and emotions from one part of life influence another 

part of life, such as when conflict with a friend distracts one from work. 

Stay-at-home Mother – is a mother who spends her work hours caring for the 

household and children. Other terms include “at-home mother.” 

Stress – is a neurological and physiological shift that happens in the body when 

dealing with a stressful circumstance88 

Stress Cycle – is the body's response to threats or stressors.89 

Stressor – is a sources of stress 

Work & Nonwork – is the interaction between career and the rest of life. Scholars 

in industrial/organizational (I/O) psychology are moving away from the term work/life 

 

86 Emily Nagoski and Amelia Nagoski, Burnout: The Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle (New York, NY: 
Random House Publishing Group, 2020), 156. 

87 Rodsky, Fair Play, 11. 

88 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 4–5. 

89 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 4–5. 
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balance. Other terms include “wholistic life balance, personal-professional balance, 

work/nonwork integration, work/nonwork fit, or work/nonwork equilibrium.”  

Work-Family Conflict – is the conflict that occurs when one’s career interferes 

with the needs of the family. 

Working Mother – is a woman who is working for wages with at least one child 

living in her home. Other terms include “paid-working mother.”
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Chapter 2 
 

Literature Review 

The purpose of this study is to explore how Christian women with professional 

careers and young children flourish despite the challenges of maternal stress in their dual 

roles. This literature review will first present the history of motherhood in the US, 

including the perspective of historians, journalists, and sociologists specializing in the 

history of motherhood, and report on the dual roles of career and motherhood for women 

throughout American history. Then, this study will look to biblical scholars and writers 

who discuss the goodness of work and the restorative power of rest. Third, this study will 

investigate the research and writings of counselors, psychologists, and researchers who 

address work-nonwork problems, maternal stress, and avoiding burnout.  

Motherhood in the United States 

Changing Views of Work and Family 

 This section explores three distinct phases of motherhood in the US: Colonial 

America, Post-Industrial Revolution America, and Modern America, each marked by 

societal and economic forces that shaped what it meant to be a good mother. American 

motherhood has a history of more than 400 years. Various ideals of the perfect mother 

have influenced US culture and shaped societal norms and expectations. Crittenden, 

Grose, and Warren note that motherhood in Colonial America was generally concerned 

with enforcing obedience and keeping children fed and clothed. As little time as possible 
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was invested in children emotionally or educationally. Children were seen as valuable 

homestead workers who cared for animals and younger children, tended fields, and 

cooked for the family. The community agreed that God was in control of children’s 

destinies. In contrast, today’s motherhood standards have more defined goals such as 

developing a child’s full potential emotionally and intellectually while maintaining 

perfect health. Mothers may now succeed or fail at mothering — their children’s destiny 

is in their motherly hands. 90   

Work and Family in Colonial America (1607-1776) 

Women have worked alongside men from the beginning of time, working as hard 

as men, doing everything needed to survive – feeding, protecting, and clothing everyone 

in their care. Westervelt, an award-winning investigative journalist, and Warner highlight 

that children were involved where they could contribute on the colonial homestead. 

Whole families worked together farming, clearing land, and setting up family-based 

businesses.91 This communal effort involved the extended family. Beaty remarks that 

from the earliest days in America, everyone worked except the very rich. “For most of 

human history, work was life, and life was work.”92 Faris confirms that both men and 

women worked; they were co-producers and co-laborers in the family economy.93 Crouch 

 

90 Crittenden, The Price of Motherhood, 48–50; Grose, Screaming on the Inside, 42; Amy Westervelt, 
Forget “Having It All”: How America Messed Up Motherhood--and How to Fix It (New York, NY: Seal 
Press, 2018), 20–25, 202–4. 

91 Warner, Perfect Madness, 134; Westervelt, Forget “Having It All,” 64. 

92 Beaty, A Woman’s Place, 99. 

93 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 52. 
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and Pearcey state that before factories, homes were places of productivity–producing 

woven textiles, candles, butter, and many other items.94 In Beaty’s opinion, life in early 

America beautifully integrated life and labor for all members of the family. It was a 

family-centered work culture.95  

Integrated Work and Life 

Most scholars agree that the homestead of Colonial America was a productive 

place. Demos calls it a “hive of instrumental activity.”96 Warner calls it a “tapestry of 

work done in and around the home.”97 Farming was not the only activity on the 

homestead. Worship, education, healthcare, candle making, brewing, and the care for 

many types of dependents (orphans, elderly, insane, hired hands, apprentices, servants, 

and criminals) also took place on homesteads.98 Demos describes a visible framework of 

reciprocity — where everyone collaborated with one another, working in unity toward 

one goal of family health.99  

 

94 Andy Crouch, The Tech-Wise Family: Everyday Steps for Putting Technology in Its Proper Place (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2017), 18; Pearcey, Total Truth, 331. 

95 Beaty, A Woman’s Place, 99; Grose, Screaming on the Inside, 13. 

96 John Putnam Demos, Past, Present, and Personal: The Family and the Life Course in American History 
(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1986), 99. 

97 Warner, Perfect Madness, 134. 

98 Beaty, A Woman’s Place, 99–101; Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, 99; Faris, You Don’t Have to 
Carry It All, 54. 

99 Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, 10. 



 

25 
 

Pearcey and Faris note that spouses were co-workers in many homestead 

industries, such as upholstering, silversmithing, printing, and brewing. 100 Both spouses 

participated in the family trade, earning wages, or bartering for the family’s needs. 

Pearcey explains that family life and business life were not divided because small 

businesses were often in the same building as the family home. She adds, “This meant 

that the boundary between home and world was highly permeable: The ‘world’ entered 

continually in the form of clients, business colleagues, customers, and apprentices.” 101 

Not all scholars agree about the division of labor on the homestead. Award-

winning journalist, former economics reporter for the New York Times, and a Pulitzer 

Prize nominee Gail Collins sees a strong division of labor according to gender. She 

writes, “The idea that women were the weaker sex, meant to stay at home and tend to the 

children while the men took care of the outside world, was as old as Western 

civilization.”102 While Demos agrees that labor was divided according to gender, with 

men out in the fields and women in the orchards or near the fire, he emphasizes that 

during harvest time, everyone was on call, including women and children. No matter who 

did the work, the family was always nearby.103  

Faris, Grose, Pearcey, and Westervelt examine how this integration of daily 

 

100 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 54–57; Pearcey, Total Truth, 327–28. 

101 Pearcey, Total Truth, 327–28.  

102 Gail Collins, When Everything Changed: The Amazing Journey of American Women From 1960 to The 
Present (New York, NY: Little Brown Company, 1976), 4. 

103 Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, 10. 
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 work with family life meant that fathers worked alongside their children every 

day and were involved in their care. There was no concept of a stay-at-home mother 

because both parents were at home and both parents worked.104  

Value of Women and Children 

G. Collins illuminates a detailed catalog of wives’ productivity, which included 

crafting most of what her family needed (clothing, soap, shoes, and candles), tending 

gardens and animals, storing food for the winter, making bread, and providing an 

abundance of meals.105 When Colonial people described American women, they used 

words like industrious and hardworking, not nurturing, says Faris. Westervelt states that 

while a productive wife was valuable, women had no legal identity, no income, and were 

not allowed to make a will.106  

Women were also valued for their fertility (an average woman was pregnant or 

nursing for twenty-five years of her life), even as they were seen as inferior morally, 

physically, and intellectually.107 G. Collins confirms that while a wife was esteemed for 

her contributions in the family business, she was considered a dependent, and her 

husband owned any money she earned. “When most families lived at a bare subsistence 

level,” teaches G. Collins, “these glaring inequities were somewhat irrelevant.” 108  

 

104 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 54; Grose, Screaming on the Inside, 96–97; Pearcey, Total Truth, 
327–28; Westervelt, Forget “Having It All,” 25. 

105 Collins, When Everything Changed, 4. 

106 Westervelt, Forget “Having It All,” 23. 

107 Collins, When Everything Changed, 6–7; Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, 11; Faris, You Don’t 
Have to Carry It All, 56; Westervelt, Forget “Having It All,” 23. 

108 Collins, When Everything Changed, 6–7. 
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Sociology professor Sharon Hays of the University of Southern California 

describes the hierarchical system of the time.109 Husbands were imagined to be 

shepherds, their wives as sheepdogs, and children as sheep. Hays explains that children 

were considered of minimal worth – unless they were exceptionally good workers – and 

wives were predominantly valued for their work performance or their noble connections.  

Westervelt and Warner teach that Puritan theological teachings of original sin led 

to the belief that children were inherently flawed, defective, evil creatures and therefore 

needed to be taught to submit their will to a higher authority.110 Hays believes that on a 

daily basis children were ignored as much as possible until the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. 

Father as Primary Parent 

Mothers were seen as too weak emotionally, morally, and spiritually to be 

responsible for the moral upbringing of children. Fathers were the primary parent who 

shaped a child’s intellectual and spiritual life.111 Fathers were considered superior in all 

ways to women, noting that parenting sermons and books of the time were addressed to 

fathers. Grose agrees that fathers were ultimately responsible for the children’s 

upbringing but refutes that parenting books were written only to fathers.112 She claims 

that the spouses shared “joint obligations” in child rearing. 

 

109 Hays, The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood, 23–24. 

110 Westervelt, Forget “Having It All,” 24; Warner, Perfect Madness, 64. 

111 Collins, When Everything Changed, 4–5; Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, 10; Faris, You Don’t 
Have to Carry It All, 72–73; Pearcey, Total Truth, 328–29; Westervelt, Forget “Having It All,” 23. 

112 Grose, Screaming on the Inside, 11. 
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In early American parenting frameworks, instinctual maternal nurturing was not 

recognized, and fathers were the primary adults in charge of guiding, educating, and 

disciplining their children. And while moral upbringing was the father’s responsibility, 

most children were physically cared for by wet nurses, servants, or any subservient 

person, such as a slightly older sibling, and sent off to apprenticeships as soon as 

possible.113 Beaty and Grose reason that wealthy families outsourced childcare as much 

as possible, believing that neither father nor mother needed to be hands-on at all times, 

and no one felt guilty about this outsourcing. 114   

Work and Family in Post-Industrial Revolution America (1776-1945) 

The American Industrial Revolution initiated a great migration of families from 

rural homes to cities to work in factories, according to Faris, Grose, Hays, and 

Westervelt.115 Goods that were crafted in homes were now made in factories. These 

changes had a lasting impact on motherhood in the US.  

Separate Spheres 

Factory environments were dirty, loud, exhausting, and inhospitable, explained 

Pearcey and Demos.116 Factory work required men to look out for themselves, become 

competitive and ambitious, and, therefore, society created laws prohibiting women and 

 

113 Hays, The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood, 25. 

114 Grose, Screaming on the Inside, 13. 

115 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 57; Grose, Screaming on the Inside, 12–13; Hays, The Cultural 
Contradictions of Motherhood, 33; Westervelt, Forget “Having It All,” 64. 

116 Pearcey, Total Truth, 330–332; Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, 31. 
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children from the harshest work environments. Faris suggests that these laws led to a new 

phenomenon in American culture: the physical division of family members during the 

workday.117 The public business life of men was separated from the private family life of 

women and children. Pearcy puts it this way: “The Industrial Revolution caused both 

men’s and women’s work to contract and become more specialized; the work of both 

sexes lost range and variety and became more intensely focused.”118 

Because factories were unpleasant, family homes needed to be sanctuaries of 

beauty, safety, peace, and warmth.119 Faris explains that men developed a dual focus: 

being excellent at earning money and having a lot of children.120 They desired to be seen 

as good providers and protectors. Demos emphasizes that because men were the only 

members of the family out in the world, they became the family’s representatives.121 

Husbands and fathers bore the burden of the family’s success or failure. Crouch reasons 

because men left the home in search of wages, they no longer had a visible framework of 

reciprocity where they could see with their own eyes the women’s workload at home.122 

As a result, the value of women’s work was diminished. 

 

117 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 60. 

118 Pearcey, Total Truth, 344. 
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The idealized family life after the Industrial Revolution was no longer a large 

extended family working together daily at a small enterprise on the homestead.123 Instead 

it became a father leaving the house to work for wages, older children attending school to 

be educated by professionals, and a mother staying home to care for the homestead and 

babies and create a peaceful home. Crittenden teaches that when men left the home to go 

work in factories, home became “a place of leisure, consumption, and emotional 

replenishment; a ‘haven from a heartless world.’”124 Demos asserts that family and home 

had been a place of community and productivity but now became a refuge from the harsh 

work world.125 Faris aligns with this perspective, adding that the wife’s main goal was 

still not childrearing, nor was it producing goods for the family, but rather her aim was to 

create a comfortable home for her husband to return to after a long day working in a 

factory.126 Warner commends this analysis and uses the label “angel in the house” for this 

new female calling.127 A wife’s main function was to be a service to others, to have no 

needs of her own, and to create an entirely peaceful home.128 

Grose proposes that this shift marked the first time in American history when 

motherhood became a significant aspect of a wife's role or vocation.129 This era was 

 

123 Crittenden, The Price of Motherhood, 51; Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 57; Grose, Screaming 
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characterized by the perceptions that wage earning was unfeminine, and idleness was a 

deadly sin. Creating a warm, comfortable home and taking over the development of the 

children became the duties of a good wife and mother. Crittenden reports that this 

vocational shift also represented a cultural shift.130 Homesteading in Colonial America 

had involved multiple family members, but Post-Industrial Revolution homesteading was 

left to the women. Until recently, teaches Beaty, it was not expected for one solitary adult 

to be at home with the children as a stay-at-home parent.131 Faris echoes this sentiment. 

“The ‘nuclear’ family with a male breadwinner is the most nontraditional family in 

human history.”132 

For the first time in American history, “separate spheres” existed for people 

according to their gender; women worked domestically for free and men worked in the 

world for wages.133 Beaty states that the Industrial Revolution, not biblical values, altered 

gender interactions by separating them vocationally and physically throughout the day.134 

Pearcey and Crouch describe it as a public/private split.135  

Crittenden explains that Alexander Hamilton, the first United States Secretary of 

the Treasury, defined productive work for Americans.136 In his Report on Manufactures 
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in 1791,137 Hamilton defined “the total produce” of a country as things that can be sold 

for cash. This definition of work excluded the labors of women and children, unless they 

were working in factories. The “intensive work of raising responsible adults,” caring for 

livestock, and maintaining a homestead was left out of economic calculations, continues 

Crittenden. This devalued women’s work because women’s work did not generate cash.  

A “good wife” was a great asset in precapitalist (colonial) times, states G. Collins 

and Crittenden.138 A good wife improved the family standard of living with her 

industriousness until families moved into cities to pursue factory jobs. Before 1850, 

according to Crittenden, entire families were listed on the census together as farmers, 

bakers, dressmakers, and other communal occupations.139 But after 1850, the US required 

an occupation to be recorded for each individual person in the family. Men were listed in 

specific professions, and women who were married to these men and cared for children 

were listed as “keeping house,” even when they had side jobs, took in boarders, or 

participated in the family business. As a result, according to the government census, most 

women were unproductive, meaning, they earned no wages.  

Thus, the work of family maintenance – all of the gardening and canning 
and cooking and cleaning, the animal raising, the sewing and mending, the 
care of the sick and the elderly – not to mention the task of rearing the 
next generation of productive workers, was stricken from the list of 
productive employments.140  
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Mother as Primary Parent 

The Industrial Revolution also changed parenting.141 Fathers ceased being the 

primary moral educators; their physical absence and lack of daily involvement in child-

rearing marked a significant shift. The mothers filled this disciplinary role, given their 

proximity. And as women gained confidence in nurturing skills, says Faris, they began to 

view nurturing as their only talent.142 Because they were discouraged from earning wages 

outside the home, women turned motherhood into their primary occupation.  

Society, which had traditionally regarded women as mostly industrious, now 

perceived them as mostly nurturing (possessing a maternal instinct) for the first time in 

history. Hays explains that affection became a significant element of mothering in ways it 

was not previously present.143 Mothers were now expected to be a source of “gentle 

maternal guidance,” said Faris.144 

Views of Children 

Children went from being seen as evil creatures needing to be subdued to 

innocent souls needing guidance, thanks to the Enlightenment, teaches Westervelt.145 

Hays concurs, observing that during this time children’s clothing, toys, books, and family 
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portraits became popular.146 Childhood became regarded as a special time during which 

children needed protection.  

Up until this point, only boys were given an education.147 Society assumed girls 

would spend most of their life having children and caring for a homestead and working 

for the family business; it did not make sense to spend money on schooling the girls. 

However, literacy rates for American women rose dramatically after the Industrial 

Revolution because mothers needed to know how to read to educate their children.148 

Westervelt explains that after 1780, young women were taught to read as they were seen 

as “pre-pregnant.”149  

Work and Family in Modern America (1945-Present) 

The Modern American era, which emerged following the end of World War II in 

1945, found many women who had taken on traditionally male jobs to support the war 

effort being urged to leave their jobs and return to homemaking to make room for 

returning male soldiers. 150 C. Collins writes that women who did not want to give up 

their jobs were seen as neurotic, needing medication and therapy.151 Westervelt highlights 

that Post-war America assumed every married woman had a husband earning a family 
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wage that would cover the family’s necessities. It was assumed that a woman’s income 

was allocated to discretionary family expenses, and therefore, employers reasoned that 

they could pay them less.152 Many were unfulfilled at home, but longed to be productive, 

so they created new chores to keep themselves busy (like daily dusting and sanitizing 

breadboxes), requiring an average of fifty-six hours a week to complete the chores. C. 

Collins and Grose note that in the rush to have babies after the war, women became 

empty nesters at an early age.153 People were living longer, and many women had forty 

years or more left at home alone with only unfulfilling housework to occupy them. 

Previous generations did not have this problem.  

Faris teaches that what many people today label as a traditional family (with the 

man working outside the home and the wife taking care of the children and home) of the 

1950s was novel, not traditional at all.154 This family structure did not last more than 

twenty to thirty years and was not fulfilling for every member of society.  By the 1970s, 

over half of American mothers with young children had a job. Warner believes this 

phenomenon was the result of women’s boredom at home, and a middle class expected 

cars, vacations, and college educations — all of which were impossible without a second 

income.155 G. Collins and Bazelon agree that this change happened quickly but believe 

families needed women’s earnings to maintain their middle-class status.156  
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Warner writes that this massive change was the catalyst for a new cultural 

anxiety; if mothers were working, surely their children were being harmed.157 She reports 

that in the late 1990s, several studies showed the positive impact tutoring could have on a 

child’s academic life.158 The nation rejected the notion that children were born with 

innate abilities and instead believed that children could be molded and coached to excel 

in life, if only mothers did the work. Society believed such intense involvement was 

unachievable for working mothers and that working mothers were jeopardizing their 

children’s futures. Warner writes that in the 1990s, terms like “soccer mom,” a mother 

who renounced all interests outside of her family, and “minivan mom,” a mother who 

was always on duty, entered the vernacular.159 G. Collins also notes another change 

during this decade. American women were no longer finished having children by age 30; 

they were only just beginning.160  

In the 2000s, Grose teaches that the culture shifted to an egalitarian idea of 

marriage, where mother and father equally shared the household chores and childcare.161 

But in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic hit, and mothers took on most of the extra labor. 

Women had to be mothers, wives, house cleaners, online teachers, and hold down their 

jobs remotely.162  
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Dual Working Households 

The nuclear family with a single male breadwinner is no longer commonplace in 

the US.163 Recent reports from the US Bureau of Labor reveal that 72 percent of mothers 

today are a part of the paid labor force, with about a quarter of them working part-time 

(one to thirty-four hours a week) and the remainder working fulltime.164 In a study 

looking into the lives of Christian mothers working in a liberal arts university, Sellers 

writes, “We can infer that the majority of mothers are, by choice or necessity, negotiating 

the challenge of balancing work and family.”165 The study goes on to say that only one in 

five American mothers stays home fulltime to care for children. The expectation that 

every mother stay at home is inconsistent with the reality of modern American life. 

As Jean M. Twenge, professor of psychology at San Diego State University, 

explains, the cost of housing has dramatically increased over the past few decades.166 As 

a result, most newlywed husbands and wives must work out of economic necessity, but 

the financial relief is short-lived. Once they have children, they discover daycare can be 

more expensive than a college education. Maushart disagrees that mothers work mostly 

for financial reasons. She believes that mothers are afraid to admit that they like working, 

because admitting it would ostracize them and make them look like bad mothers.167 
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Bazelon declares that working mothers can experience joyful freedom when they 

embrace work as valuable, rather than viewing it solely as a distraction from 

motherhood.168 Work and family responsibilities may alternate over time, she teaches, 

with one being more important than another, and that is an acceptable arrangement.  

Intensive Mothering 

Many scholars believe the home ceased being a place of productivity during the 

Industrial Revolution.169 Crittenden denies this and teaches that homes today are still very 

productive – they produce an “intensively raised child” instead of candles and clothing.170 

In 1998, Hays coined the term “intensive mothering,” which asserts that mothers are the 

primary parent who must offer constant, never-ending nurturing. Intensive mothering 

puts pressure on women to deemphasize their career because careers distract from 

mothering. Mothers are expected to continually educate their children (while driving, 

eating, reading bedtime stories, and every other mundane task) rather than simply keep 

them fed, clothed, and safe from harm. According to Hays, intensive mothering is, “child-

centered, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially 

expensive.”171 C. Collins and Demos cite that the time demands of intensive mothering 

frequently result in women cutting back on their work hours.172 Sandberg and Westervelt 
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teach this new model insists women be perfectly motherly and their children must always 

take top priority. This results in feelings of shame and failure for working mothers 

because they cannot meet the unrealistic standards.173 Faris confirms that this style of 

parenting is harmful to American mothers’ mental health.174  

Loes Meeussen and Colette Van Laar are professors in Belgium who studied 

intensive mothers in the US and United Kingdom (UK). These were mothers who “feel 

pressure toward perfect parenting.”175 They investigated intensive mothering’s influence 

on career ambitions and found these mothers are more likely to experience maternal 

burnout and have lower work-family balance. Parenting pressures from intensive 

mothering can spill over into all areas of life. The researchers believe this is due to 

societal pressure insisting mothers put family above career, even when their career is 

important and valuable work. C. Collins finds that intensive mothering norms combined 

with ideal worker norms construct a no-win situation for mothers.176 The “ideal worker” 

is unencumbered by family or health responsibilities. Westervelt proposes that the ideal 

worker is a myth, and it is driving Americans to overwork.177 Pearcy agrees and suggests 

Christians must challenge the ideal worker standard as harmful to families178 because no 

one is unencumbered by family and everyone will eventually face a health crisis.  
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Matrescence 

The transition to motherhood, matrescence, is a key period of a woman’s life. 

Crittenden describes being besotted with her baby after becoming a mother and feeling 

shocked at that instinctive attachment. When comparing motherhood to her previous 

career, Crittenden admitted she was surprised that motherhood “took more patience and 

inner strength – not to mention intelligence, skill, wisdom, and love” than she expected. 

Crittenden’s matrescence revealed to her that mothering did not impress people. People 

formerly in awe with her nomination for a Pulitzer Prize or her experience working at 

Newsweek were not interested in hearing about her work with her new baby. Motherhood 

was not worthy of conversation. Crittenden describes how these experiences prompted an 

identity shift.179   

Pearcey shares her experience of matrescence. She was delighted to be pregnant 

yet did not know how the life growing in her would impact her deep desire to be an 

academic.180 With ambivalence, she longed for both motherhood and career. 

Unexpectedly and unfairly, her husband was not facing these same questions; he had no 

ambivalence about becoming a father and pursuing his career. She reflected, “At the time, 

I confess, it struck me as decidedly unfair that women should experience such intense 

pressure to choose between the two major tasks of adult life – between pursuing a calling 

and raising the next generation.”181  
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The experts have suggested how to make the most of this life transition. Ziegler, 

Stone, and Warner report that mothers who quit their jobs to become stay-at-home 

mothers commonly experience an identity crisis.182 They lose social status, question their 

personal value, and wonder if they failed to live up to their full potential. Warner added 

that these mothers felt tied down to their homes, experienced great boredom, and yet felt 

like they had no time for themselves. Ziegler writes that to smooth this transition, she 

encourages mothers to see themselves as a total of all their gifts and accomplishments 

throughout life, rather than simply the career they left behind or the motherhood journey 

they just began.183  

Rodsky reminds all mothers, regardless of career status, to remember that being a 

mother is incredibly important, but a woman cannot identify as “Braydensmom” for the 

rest of her life. She argues that women should not let their identity as a person fade away 

into being only someone’s mother. Rodsky also maintains that women should not allow 

“perfecting your children” to become a life goal.184  

Women today are told that a mother should have a successful career, attend to 

their baby’s every possible need, and get all the housework done while looking like 

perfection and without struggle, says Faris.185 TED Talk sensation and pioneering shame 

researcher Brené Brown observes that the two most prominent shame triggers for women 

today are their appearance and their motherhood. It is believed that both beauty and 
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parenting should look effortless to outsiders. “The expectation is to be natural beauties, 

natural mothers, natural leaders, and naturally good parents,” writes Brown.186 Grose 

offers a way to overcome these feelings of disappointment when perfection cannot be 

achieved: to remember there is more than one way to raise healthy and thriving 

children.187 No mother must do it perfectly. 

Summary of Changing Views of Work and Family 

The history of motherhood in America can be divided into three significant 

periods: Colonial America, Post-Industrial Revolution America, and Modern America. In 

Colonial America, a family-centric work culture had wives, husbands, children, servants, 

grandparents and other extended family members working alongside one another to 

maintain the homestead and produce goods to sell. Fathers were considered the primary 

parents, in charge of a child’s moral and spiritual instruction.  

Following the American Industrial Revolution, the family dispersed during the 

workday as fathers entered the factory to earn wages, children went to school, and 

mothers stayed home to care for babies and the homestead. Separate spheres developed 

for the genders — private lives for women and public lives for men. The private home 

symbolized a haven of rest from the stress of the outside world. Mothers were cultivating 

a tranquil home and raising the smallest children to be ready to attend school. In 

parenting literature and in the culture at large, mothers were portrayed as the primary 

parent because the father worked long hours in the factory. This period of the nuclear 
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family life, with a wage-earning husband and a housewife mother, was short-lived. By 

the end of World War II, the idea of the “super mom” was born, and most mothers with 

young children were working fulltime outside the home.  

In Modern America, dual-working households have become common, with both 

parents contributing to the family's income. However, the rise of "intensive mothering" 

has placed exorbitant pressure on women to devote substantial time and energy to their 

children’s emotional and developmental needs. This pressure to pursue professional work 

and raise the next generation exhausts mothers as they struggle to balance career and 

home. 

This next section will look at additional factors contributing to maternal 

exhaustion and burnout in Modern America: lack of community support structures, 

disproportionate labor in the home, intensive mothering, the pressure to be excellent, and 

inequality at work.  

Lack of Community Support Structures 

Regardless of political opinions on public policy issues, families face 

overwhelming challenges with childcare. There is not a right or wrong way to structure 

work and family life, reminds G. Collins.188 Many family models have been used over the 

centuries. The problem with the current American structure for work and family life lies 

in the lack of communal support to sustain the culture’s preferred approach to raising a 

family. C. Collins and Faris state that most families do not have aunts, uncles, cousins, or 

grandparents living with them to provide childcare, nor does the US have policies 
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requiring paid family leave or free preschool, all of which would make parenting possible 

in dual working households.189 Bazelon acknowledges this, indicating that no one 

individual should bear the responsibility of raising a human.190 Women are not failing if 

they insist children need other adults in their lives.  

Researchers at the International Monetary Fund (IMF) found that the absence of a 

social support network for childcare negatively impacts a mothers’ mental health.191 

Many measures could alleviate the workload of mothers. For one, Faris encourages men 

to take their full paternity leave, if offered, which then makes parental leave normative 

for both genders.192 Crittenden, Faris, and Westervelt see this time as essential for fathers 

to build a strong connection with their babies and gain confidence in caring for them on 

their own.193 Faris reports that the global average for paid maternity leave is twenty-nine 

weeks and for paid paternity leave is sixteen weeks. In the US, paid leave is not 

guaranteed for either gender, writes Bazelon, Faris, and Hochschild.194 For Grose, paid 

leave should be available all people, parent or not, since everyone will eventually face 
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circumstances requiring time off to care for another person.195 Most Americans cannot 

afford to take a full three months off work without pay. Yet it takes at least that long, if 

not more, for women to recover from childbirth, Bazelon writes. 

Stone reveals that half the women she interviewed state workplace inflexibility as 

the reason they left their careers after becoming mothers.196 By offering remote work and 

flexible part-time schedules, organizations can facilitate healthier integration of work and 

life for all employees. 197 Pearcey argues that men and women should push back against 

the private/public split between work and home life.198 She believes it is crucial to 

reintegrate family life into careers. Crouch agrees and emphasizes that with today’s 

technological advances, adults should be able to take their work home when possible.199   

Crittenden believes a reduction in work hours should benefit everyone, not only 

parents.200 She notes that French workers now enjoy nine fewer weeks of work a year 

compared to Americans. Similarly, she observes that in 1870 the people of Japan and 

Germany worked as many hours as laborers in the US, but with technological advances, 

their workweeks have become significantly shorter, while those of workers in the US 

have not. Crittenden declares that other nations have observed higher productivity after 

reducing the work week. The additional time off may lower stress and absenteeism. 
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Crittenden also believes laws should require employers to pay part-time workers prorated 

benefits and the same hourly rate as full-time employees. Stone corroborates this, saying 

that two-thirds of the women she interviewed tried to work part-time hours but left their 

careers because they were tasked with a full-time job but only part-time hours.201 

Americans tend to think of their problems with childcare as chiefly private rather 

than public, says C. Collins, Twenge, and Warner.202 While most women think they had a 

choice (to work or not and for the type of childcare they wanted), the reality is they had 

few choices because society has made many of these choices for them. This lack of 

choice presents a two-fold problem: It makes the solutions private rather than corporate, 

and it places blame on the individual when things do not work. Warner believes that 

society should enable women to raise children without risking their financial futures.203 

To alleviate the burden on women, society needs quality institutions to care for children. 

204 Westervelt summarizes the situation: “Forces have conspired to make it exceedingly 

difficult to be a working mother in America unless you’re very rich.”205 Faris and Grose 

report that while society benefits from children (“children are our country’s greatest 

national resource”), parents suffer financially to raise them. Collectively, the US does 
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little to assist parents in caring for their children. Westervelt warns that more and more 

women will choose to not have children because of this lack of societal support.  

Disproportionate Labor in the Home 

According to Maushart and Rodsky, a considerable gap exists between the unpaid 

labor by mothers and fathers at home, placing an unequal burden on women.206 They cite 

data from a United Nations Report, indicating that mothers globally complete up to three 

times more domestic work than fathers.207 The so-named “second shift” refers to the 

household chores and childcare a parent completes after paid work ends, such as 

preparing children’s lunches or purchasing equipment for extracurricular activities. Faris, 

Warner, and Westervelt discuss women’s experiences of the second shift in their 

writings, noting that women often feel an imbalance in domestic work with their 

partners.208 Arlie Russell Hochschild is a professor emeritus of sociology at the 

University of California, Berkeley, and specializes in research on human emotions. 

Hochschild teaches that the burden of second shift work causes distress in women and 

frequently shows up in fatigue and additional sickness.209 When fathers share the 

childcare load, they take on enjoyable or occasional tasks rather than daily maintenance 

tasks (like feeding and bathing). Maushart and Rodsky state that this additional second 
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shift work depletes mother’s leisure time, time that would have been spent sleeping, 

pursuing a hobby, or moving their bodies.210  

Many women are caught by surprise, writes Sandberg, when it comes the division 

of chores after becoming a parent. “During the same years that our careers demanded 

maximum time investment, our biology demanded that we have children. Our partners 

did not share the housework and child rearing, so we found ourselves with two full-time 

jobs...We anticipated none of this.”211 C. Collins completed 135 in-depth sociological 

interviews of working mothers over five years in Sweden, Germany, Italy, and the US. 

The majority of the women she interviewed in the US believed that partners should 

equally share childcaring tasks, but few achieved it in daily life.212 Some women reported 

they could convince partners to complete specific tasks only if they asked, taught, and 

managed the partner, which they found themselves resenting, and they often found it 

easier to do the task themselves. 

An example of this unequitable division of tasks comes from Rodsky’s personal 

life.213 After receiving a Juris Doctorate (JD) from Harvard and working for J.P. Morgan, 

Rodsky became a mother. Without any discussion on how to share domestic chores, all 

the housework and newborn care defaulted to her during maternity leave. After her 

partner left for work each day, she would feed, rock, entertain, tidy, launder, purchase 

supplies, scrub, and so on for the entire eight hours he was gone, and then continue to do 
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those same things after he came home from work. He occasionally asked how he could 

contribute, but she did not know how to communicate what needed to happen. They 

unconsciously defaulted into her as the primary parent. Maushart writes that this is 

common as couples typically revert to gendered roles after the birth of a first child.214  

Westervelt states that creating gender-neutral division of labor in the home is 

important but not easy. Several truths must be acknowledged. Families depend on the 

income from working mothers, parents are happier when supported, and happy 

individuals make better parents. Additionally, children benefit from having happy parents 

and witnessing a successful woman in her career.215 Bazelon and Sandberg say that 

perfect equality will never be possible, but reciprocity is a good goal. “The second shift 

will never disappear, but when it is a shared burden, it is half as long, half as hard, and 

half as draining.”216 

The experts have various suggestions on how to better divide household 

responsibilities. Rodsky provides step-by-step plans to teach women how to re-negotiate 

household and childcare chores with their partners.217 Faris simply states that women 

should invite their partners and children to share household chores as a team but provides 

no advice on how to do so.218 Bazelon and Mausheart blame the unequal load on a 
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nurturing skill gap.219 They urge women to give their partners the opportunity to develop 

caregiving skills, noting that it is often the mother’s discomfort with a father’s approach 

that hinders progress, rather than “man-ineptitude.” Sandberg agrees and states that 

women should not let biology or lack of skill hold their partners back.220 As an accidental 

example, Sandberg shares that she had a complicated delivery and ended up on crutches 

for the first weeks of her baby’s life. Her husband became their baby’s primary caregiver 

and allowed him to develop skills in caregiving, avoiding typical patterns of maternal 

gatekeeping and instant baby-care expertise.  

Failure to Rest and Connect 

Most mothers are near the breaking point and losing themselves in motherhood, 

teaches Warner.221 They experience sleep deprivation, as revealed in the interviews by C. 

Collins. She argues that the American cultural emphasis on hard work drives women to 

overwork, pushing beyond their limits and neglecting necessary rest.222 Brody affirms 

this point, reporting that most mothers return to work after short maternity leaves and are 

completely sleep-deprived.223 Sandberg writes that if she could change one thing about 
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her years as a young mother, she would prioritize sleep, noting that lack of sleep makes 

one anxious, irritable, and confused.224  

 In other countries, notes Faris, mothers commonly hire help to free up time to 

work, focus on their health, and cultivate social lives.225 These mothers experience little 

to no guilt in this practice. In American culture, relying on assistance is viewed as a sign 

of weakness, as women are expected to handle everything on their own without outside 

help. Collins mentions that when American women outsource help, they are effusive in 

their gratitude, possibly because they are uncomfortable receiving help.226  

 Friendship is a critical component to avoiding burnout, stresses Faris. The 

absence of close friendships is a leading factor contributing to maternal burnout. 227 

Brody and Bazelon comment that mothers frequently feel isolated with their problems 

and would benefit from a community of supportive friendships.228 Stone declares that 

high-achieving mothers neglect self-care by failing to prioritize their own wellbeing and 

forgoing nurturing friendships.229  

According to Rodsky, every parent, mother and father, needs the following things 

to avoid burnout: time to develop adult friendships, time to nurture their partnership, time 

to care for their emotional, physical, and spiritual health, as well time to develop as what 

 

224 Sandberg, Lean In, 133. 

225 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 89. 

226 Collins, Making Motherhood Work, 236–37. 

227 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 214; Ziegler, Mommy Burnout, 35–37. 

228 Bazelon, Ambitious Like a Mother, 42; Brody, The Fifth Trimester, 208. 

229 Stone, Opting Out?, 139–40. 



 

52 
 

she calls “unicorn space.” 230 Unicorn space provides the freedom to pursue activities 

they are passionate about, purely for the joy they bring — things that delight and satisfy 

one’s personal longings. Carving out time for both partners to have unicorn space 

reminds people who they are apart from family roles.231 Brody acknowledges that 

mothers must find time every week to do something for themselves — things that 

replenish them as a person and truly make them happy.232 Ziegler concurs, emphasizing 

this priority must be pursued, ideally in nature and with other women, as both those 

activities have been shown to lower one’s anxiety.233 Rodsky concludes that unicorn time 

must be protected, urging women to set boundaries around time for themselves and to 

become comfortable with not always being available.234 She further asserts mothers need 

to remember their identity apart from their dual roles of mother and professional.235  

Summary of Mothering in America 

Today, dual-working households are commonplace in the US, with both parents 

contributing to the family's income. The rise of intensive mothering has placed additional 

pressure on women to devote unbounded time and energy to their children’s emotional 

and developmental needs. Maintaining a meaningful career, which enables them to care 
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for the family’s financial needs, while also working a second shift at home, exacts a 

heavy toll on mothers and can lead to burnout. Scholars offer several recommendations. 

Fathers need to share the household tasks more equitably; society must provide adequate 

family leave and affordable childcare; businesses can offer work from home, part-time 

work, and other flexible work options; and mothers must prioritize time to care for their 

own emotional, physical, and spiritual needs, including hobbies and adult friendships. 

Biblical Theology and Orthopraxy of Work and Rest 

 The Bible presents a high view of both work and rest, reflecting God’s design for 

human flourishing and underscoring the importance for working mothers to nurture their 

emotional, physical, and spiritual needs.  

The Beginnings of Work and Rest 

God Created Work 

The first thing revealed about God is that he works, teaches Ross Chapman, the 

Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Denver Institute for Faith and Work, and Ryan 

Tafilowski, a professor at Denver Seminary.236  John Mark Comer, a Teacher in 

Residence at a Los Angeles church known for his teachings on spiritual formation and 

urban discipleship agrees, “The first story in the Scriptures starts with God working and 

ends with him resting.”237 
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Many biblical scholars and authors describe God as a thoughtful and creative 

worker, the very first worker,238 as is written in the opening chapter of the Bible: “In the 

beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, 

and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the 

face of the waters.”239 This text establishes a biblical foundation for work as inherently 

good and an ordinary part of life before the Fall.240 Keller exclaims that God works out of 

sheer delight, not coercion.241 In Isaiah 65:21-23, God laid out his plan for work to be 

enjoyable and fruitful for all, teaches Leland Ryken, Emeritus Professor of English at 

Wheaton College and acclaimed author.242 

God did not stop working after his initial work of creation; referencing Psalm 104, 

Doriani, Keller, and Ryken teach that God cares for the Earth continuously by providing 
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water and cultivating the ground.243 In Psalm 145, God gives food to all creatures and 

cares for those who are suffering. Authors Elyse Fitzpatrick, Keller, and Ryken agree that 

Jesus teaches in John 5:17 that God is always working: “My father is always at his work 

to this very day.”244 And Jesus’ many years working as a carpenter and later as a healer 

and teacher show God’s continued work in the world, teaches Doriani.245  

The creation narrative also reveals how God designed the world and humanity’s 

role within it. Genesis 1:28 says: “And God blessed them. And God said to them, ‘Be 

fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of 

the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the 

earth.’” From the beginning, God also created humans to work, and this work was 

intended as a gift.246 As Keller argues, “God calls us to be what he built us to be.”247 

Nelson likewise highlights that in the creation narrative, God takes the initiative and 

grants humans a diving calling.248 Genesis 2:15: “The Lord God took the man and put 

him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it.” A.J. Swoboda, professor of theology at 
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Bushnell University, teaches that the work assigned to humans is not a mistake or a curse, 

as some might assume.249 Through their labor, Adam and Eve were to accomplish God’s 

will. Tom Nelson, president of Made to Flourish, calls work in the paradise of Eden the 

opposite of a curse, and rather, “an exhilarating pleasure.”250 

Image Bearers 

God made humans in his own likeness. This gives humans a unique stamp setting 

them apart from all other creatures.251 Genesis 1:27 says: “So God created man in his own 

image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.” Sherman 

teaches that this creation narrative pictures things the way they were always meant to be, 

exactly as God wanted it, with humankind a unique creature sharing God’s image.252  

In this divine design, humanity is working for God in a beautiful cooperation with 

God, teaches Ryken, similar to junior partners carrying out God’s delegated work.253 

Chapmen and Nelson write that humans, in their work, mirror the glory and excellence of 
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God, representing him to the world.254 Sherman reminds that God does not need humans. 

He is omnipotent, but he wants to bring people along in his work.255 Work is a way 

people mimic their Creator, teaches Haanen.256 Humans are the only creatures set apart 

and given a job description, an office. Beaty references Genesis 1:26, 28, 2:19, Psalm 

8:4-8, and James 3:7 to show how humans reflect God’s majesty, glory, and power.257  

However, men cannot rule over creation alone, declares Beaty, and society needs 

the image of God in women to flourish.258 Sobolik echoes this sentiment, arguing that 

God made all image bearers, men and women, to reflect the image of God together as 

described in Genesis 1:28.259 They are together, as a unified team, Beaty explains, to be 

his representatives on earth. “When I say that we need women’s work in order for our 

communities and workplaces to flourish…I mean that male and female bear the image of 

God together.”260 Joanna Meyer is the Executive Director of Women, Work, and Calling 

at Denver Institute. She teaches that when women hold back and neglect their God-given 

gifts, then part of God’s original design is hidden from the world.261 Sobolik emphasizes 

that women have always significantly contributed to the flourishing of the church, their 

communities, and the kingdom of God. The world would be profoundly different without 
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the contributions of female image-bearers. “Women have fiercely defended the most 

vulnerable, built businesses that creatively solve problems, and served others with their 

giftings, skills, and passions. Women play a vital role in God’s call to work, to create, 

and to advance His kingdom.”262 Courtney Reissig is a Bible teacher, writer, and ministry 

leader. She states that no one can discern from the first chapters of the Bible which tasks 

of ruling and subduing are assigned to men or to women. Adam and Eve were instructed 

to rule together and to reign together and be fruitful and multiply together. In working out 

the details of that ruling, reigning, and multiplying, she writes, “Every culture and family 

must discern what works best in their context.”263 

Definition of Work 

Not all work is done for pay or in an office, because some of the most important 

work is unseen and unpaid.264 A definition of work that includes only tasks completed in 

exchange for paid is too limited, teach Doriani and Ryken.265 Work fundamentally meets 

needs, even if it is not rewarded with wages. Willard defines work by focusing on 

goodness. “Your work is the total amount of lasting good that you accomplish in your 

lifetime. That might include your job, but for many of us, our families will be the largest 

part of the lasting good we produce.”266 Ryken does not mention goodness in his 
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definition of work but focuses instead on tasks which sustain life. “Work, then, includes 

the job or labor for which we are paid, but it extends well beyond that. It includes all that 

we are obliged to do to meet our physical and social needs.”267 Crouch talks about the 

transformative effect of work. “Work is the fruitful transformation of the world through 

human effort and skill, in ways that serve our shared human needs and give glory to 

God.”268 Beaty expands work to include growing flowers and caring for children. “Work 

happens whenever we interact with the created world, laboring to make it fruitful and 

beneficial to ourselves and others.”269 

Cultural Mandate 

The cultural mandate as presented in Genesis 1:28-30 and 2:15 is God’s 

commission to all people.270 It outlines God-given responsibilities including gardening, 

naming animals, forming marriages, raising families, and shaping society.271 God 

instructs people to care for the earth and cause it to flourish. Chapman and Sherman 

instruct that people reveal God’s image to the world while carrying out the cultural 
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mandate.272 Individuals can find dignity and meaning in their work by embracing their 

responsibility to reflect God and being completeness to God’s creation. 

The goal of the cultural mandate goes beyond mere reproduction. Sobolik 

highlights that people are called to cultivate the Earth by improving on creation. “When 

we engage in the work of cultivation, we are helping something or someone flourish.”273 

People are to be about the business of building civilization. Beaty imagines all the things 

God intended for people to cultivate when he gave us the cultural mandate: “buildings, 

food, laws, courts, gardens, clothes, calendars, dances, languages, and the million other 

artifacts and ideas that comprise culture are what God anticipates.”274  

Keller uses the imagery of park rangers and gardeners.275 Humans are not just 

caretakers of a park, preserving every inch of the Earth exactly as created. Humans 

garden, bringing out the potential in creation. The Earth was not ready-made. God made a 

world in need of work even before the Fall. Beaty follows this same logic, stating that 

God wanted humans to cultivate an undeveloped, untamed, and wild Earth.276 Doriani 

highlights the dormant possibilities within the Earth when he writes, “He placed vast 

potential in this world; it is our privilege to bring those riches to fruition.”277 Nelson 

reinforces this notion, indicating that God desired harmonious human cooperation within 
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the creation, not “unspoiled pristine nature.”278 Comer repeats the image of gardening and 

imagines that humans work together to create a “garden-life world” out of a wilderness. 

In this garden-life world, humans will flourish and enjoy God’s generous love.279  

God Created Rest 

God is infinite, yet he chooses to rest.280 Ruth Haley Barton, spiritual director and 

founder of the Transforming Center, writes that rest flows from God’s very nature.281 

Doriani says that God stepped away from productivity to take pleasure in his creation, 

resting and reflecting on his accomplishments, and calling them good. Doriani 

encourages people to follow this rhythm of work, pause, reflect, and acknowledge their 

work as “good.”282 Comer teaches that God built a rhythm of work and rest into the DNA 

of creation; anything that fights this rhythm goes “against the grain of the universe.”283 

God set a precedent in Genesis 2 with his pattern of work and rest. In this pattern, work 

and rest are symbiotic:284 

Thus, the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. 
And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he 
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rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. So, God 
blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from 
all his work that he had done in creation.285  

God deliberately modeled a rhythm of work and rest for humanity. “Humans were 

made to rest. Literally,”286 writes Swoboda. God’s plan always included humans working 

and resting in an ongoing cycle.287 The need for rest is not a consequence of the Fall. Jess 

Connolly, an author, speaker, and spiritual growth coach, agrees with this perspective, 

explaining that rest is not an add-on but an intentional and perpetual cycle.288  

Drawing attention to the order of creation, Swoboda notes that humanity’s first 

full day on earth was one of rest: the seventh day.289 Adam and Eve did nothing to earn 

the rest; they were to join in God’s celebration of the goodness of all that he made. 

Human work had not yet begun.  

Barton declares that work is not better than rest and rest is not better than work. 

God created both. God did both himself.290 Keller argues for an interdependent 

relationship between work and rest. People leave work to replenish themselves, and, in 

getting away from work, they gain perspective and return to do more and better work.291 

He says, “There is no better starting point for a meaningful work life than a firm grasp of 
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this balanced work and rest theology.”292 Chapman disagrees with using the word 

“balance” in relation to work and rest.293 He writes there is no work-life balance in the 

Bible, because that would set one against the other when they are not in opposition.  

Definition of Rest 

Rest can be hard to define, explains Comer.294 Some things are clearly work 

(doing the laundry, going to an office, and building a house), and some are clearly rest 

(napping in a hammock or reading a beloved book), but the remainder can be unclear. 

Comer encourages people to ask themselves, “Is this life-giving?”, to determine if 

something is restful. Ryken substitutes the word “leisure” where other authors use the 

word rest. Ryken defines leisure as nonwork, or something not done out of obligation. He 

explains that leisure, like God’s rest, frees people from the need to produce, allowing 

them to enjoy what is already made. He contrasts leisure with work, noting that activities 

like planting flowers can be leisure if chosen for enjoyment rather than obligation. He 

describes leisure as serving three functions: relaxation which aids recovery and repairs 

the body, entertainment which alleviates boredom, and personal development which 

nurtures growth.295 
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Creaturely Limitations 

Jess Connolly is an author who is passionate about women’s spiritual growth. She 

stresses that God is not disappointed by humans’ need for rest.296 Kelly Kapic, a 

professor of theology at Covenant College, agrees that God is not disappointed in these 

limitations and states: “Finitude is an unavoidable aspect of our creaturely existence.”297 

People live in a culture that wants humans to be like God and deny that anyone has 

limitations.298 People must move beyond lamenting their limits as finite beings and 

instead embrace limits as part of human design. Kapic asserts that only God is infinite. 

He suggests that individuals might transform their perspective on human limitations if 

they praise God for the very boundaries they resist.299  

Comer details some human limitations.300 Humans have bodies and can be in only 

one place at a time. Their minds can know only in part. They must sleep. Needs are not a 

result of the Fall. They are the result of being human. Humans have distinct giftings, 

personalities, families of origin, socioeconomic backgrounds, education, careers, seasons 

of life, responsibilities, and life spans. Ambitions will be frustrated as they learn that their 

embodied life limits success, teaches Beaty.301 Through the very limits of physical 
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bodies, God communicates with people. Humans thrive with rhythms, teaches Barton, 

and it would do them well to listen to the rhythms God built into human bodies: breathing 

when needing a deep breath, walking when needing a clear head, eating when hungry, 

and sleeping when eyes are heavy.302 

People must stop pushing their leaders to be superhuman because all humans have 

limits of time, space, strength, knowledge, perspective, energy, and capabilities, insists 

Barton and Kapic.303 Doriani expands this and writes that God knows that people cannot 

solve every problem they encounter. Only the divine can accomplish that.304  

Sabbath 

The word “Sabbath” comes from the Hebrew word “Shabbat” (the Jewish day of 

rest, observed from sunset on Friday to sunset on Saturday) and literally means “to stop,” 

teaches Comer.305 He applies this meaning to modern life, teaching that people must learn 

to stop working, stop wanting, and stop worrying. Doriani teaches that the Sabbath is 

about stopping but also has room for playing, visiting the sick, telling stories, walking in 

the woods, reading, engaging in athletics, worshiping, and inviting over the lonely.306  
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The Sabbath is a means of grace — a channel for God to impart something 

important to us, teach Barton and Haanen.307 Like all spiritual disciplines, Sabbath-

keeping opens one up to the transforming power of God through the power of the Holy 

Spirit. Crouch reminds that spiritual disciplines require patience, and only those who 

repeat them over long periods of time will reap rewards.308 

 

Command  

Keeping the Sabbath was a command given to God’s chosen people in Exodus but 

was also tied to the story of creation.309 Exodus 31:13 reads, “It is a sign forever between 

me and the people of Israel that in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, and on the 

seventh day he rested and was refreshed.” God deliberately established a rhythm of work 

and rest for humanity, modeled after his own pattern of work and rest. This cycle is a part 

of the created order. And it is a rhythm, not only for God’s people, but for all people.  

In the book of Exodus, writes Barton, God taught his people to trust his provision 

through the Sabbath.310 They were instructed to gather a double portion of manna on the 

day before the Sabbath and to cease all work on the seventh day, trusting that God would 

give them all that they needed. Keller agrees that the Sabbath is an act of trust. Humans 

are not the ones keeping the world running; God is present and active.311 Wayne Muller is 
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a graduate of Harvard Divinity School and an ordained minister and therapist. Muller 

writes that honoring the Sabbath must also include honoring the Sabbath year.312 The 

people of Israel were instructed by God to refrain from planting, sowing seed, or 

harvesting crops every seventh year. The community was to rely on whatever food sprang 

up in the field unassisted, reminding the people that God himself fed them. In addition to 

a Sabbath year every seven years, the Year of Jubilee was every fiftieth year. All parcels 

of land needed to be returned to original owners, debts canceled, and prisoners freed. 

Muller believes this was God’s way of communicating that everything belongs to him 

and is on loan from him.  

In Deuteronomy 5, the command to keep the Sabbath changes in emphasis, away 

from a posture of rest to a posture of remembrance, writes Barton and Comer.313 The act 

of sabbathing, of remembering God’s goodness, faithfulness, and liberating power 

becomes worship. Comer highlights that slaves did not get a Sabbath. The people of 

Israel were slaves in the land of Egypt, and while in Egypt, did not get a Sabbath.314 God 

uses the Sabbath as a weekly reminder, writes Comer, that his people are no longer 

slaves. They have been freed by the mighty hand of God. Barton, Comer, Keller, and 

Sobolik liken the practice of the Sabbath to a declaration of freedom.315 God delivered his 

people from a place where they were not treated as humans. The practice of the Sabbath 
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teaches people how to be fully human. Speaking to modern readers of the Bible, Meyer 

writes, “Anyone who cannot rest from work is a slave.” 316 They need the Sabbath 

practices to remind them of God’s redemption. 

Dan B. Allender is a co-founder of The Allender Center and has specialized as a 

trauma and abuse counselor for over thirty years. He states that the Sabbath is not only a 

good idea but a command that must be obeyed – nothing about it is optional.317 Allender 

teaches it is as wrong to violate the Sabbath as it is to kill or steal. Connolly and Ryken 

concur, stating God has commanded people to rest and honor the Sabbath.318 

 

Gift  

The Sabbath holds a special designation as the first thing God labels holy, remind 

Meyer and Comer.319 Keller refers to the Sabbath as a celebration of human design.320 

Barton and Connolly call the Sabbath one of the best gifts God has given humans.321 

Nelson emphasizes the goodness of God’s design saying that God made the Sabbath for 

his people to flourish.322 Warren says, “The holiness of rest and the blessedness of 

unproductivity is a foreign idea to many of us.”323  
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Pattern  

In speaking of the pattern of weekly Sabbath in Exodus 20:9-10 and the Sabbath 

year in Exodus 23:10-11, Crouch teaches that God’s people, then and now, and anyone 

dependent on them, should continue to participate in ongoing cycles of ceasing and 

feasting.324 Comer and Connolly agree that the Sabbath is not only a day of each week; it 

is a way of being.325 This organizing principle, which Crouch refers to as a "Sabbath 

ladder," formed a foundational pattern of life for the Jewish people around human 

flourishing.326 It encompassed daily rhythms of sleep327 and gleaning laws,328 weekly 

Sabbath,329 seventh-year sabbath rest for the land,330 and the Jubilee celebrated every 

fiftieth year.331 Muller believes all of life requires a rhythm and people have lost the 

rhythm of resting because they assume action and accomplishment are better than rest.332 

The people of God should implement both short- and long-term cycles of rest and 

feasting.   
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Work and Rest Gone Wrong 

The Bible presents a high view of both work and rest, woven together as an 

essential part of God’s design for human flourishing. Yet this divine rhythm was 

disrupted when sin entered the world. What was once joyful labor and restorative rest 

became marked by frustration. For working mothers, this tension is acutely felt as they 

navigate a multitude of demands.   

In Genesis 3:17-18, humanity's experience of work was permanently altered.333 

Through Adam and Eve’s disobedience (eating the fruit of the tree they were told not to 

eat), sin entered the world with devastating effects. They were expelled from the Garden. 

Their work and the earth were cursed. “Cursed is the ground because of you; in pain you 

shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and 

you shall eat the plants of the field.”334 Some fruit will still come from work, but the fruit 

will not be everything it could have been. Chapman, James, and Keller agree that work is 

still necessary. Although it became frustrating and exhausting, work could not, and 

should not, be avoided.335 Comer instructs that the labor of work is not the curse God 

handed down to Adam and Eve.336 Work is cursed, just as childbearing is cursed, but 
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work and children are still gifts. Nelson calls work a gift and a curse: “Work greets us 

with both frustration and exhilaration.”337  

Chapman notes five key relationships tainted from the Fall: relationships with 

ourselves, one another, systems and structures, created order, and God.338 Human sin 

produced many miseries at work, including human laziness, lust for profit, design flaws, 

work with difficult people, lawsuits, less desirable jobs, and fierce competition, teach 

Doriani and Nelson.339 Willard believes that another form of workplace misery is 

sacrificing family for career.340 Comer and Keller believe unemployment and retirement 

can be emotionally challenging because work is a core human need.341 On the other hand, 

people are limited with what can be accomplished. They make goals for far more than 

they can complete, teaches Keller.342 Comer shares that another workplace misery is that 

some people might not be able to earn a wage doing what they love to do.343  

The good gift of work has been marred by the Fall, teach Doriani, Keller, and 

Nelson.344 People can become workaholics: people who worship work. Comer and Ryken 

agree that workaholics turn their work into their religion, searching for meaning and 
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purpose outside of God and causing huge problems for themselves and their families.345 

Some causes for overwork, instruct Doriani and Ryken, are the fear of failure, avoidance 

of boredom, overconfidence, or the use of work as a distraction.346 Meyer sees 

perfectionism as a cause of work burnout.347 People overwork to the point of exhaustion 

even though, on this side of heaven, perfection is not achievable. Chelsea Patterson 

Sobolik, Director of Government Relations at World Relief, believes workaholism stems 

from culture’s glorification of busyness.348 Workaholics, states Ryken, never leave the 

job behind at home or on vacation.349 They have a compulsive drive and feel guilty if 

they relax.  

Just as work is twisted by the Fall, so are leisure and rest, teach Doriani and 

Ryken.350 People who do not want to work or have extreme wealth may become 

sluggards, writes Doriani, making all of life leisure.351 As a result, skills atrophy and 

people no longer seek to serve one another. Ryken adds that people can become “lovers 

of pleasure rather than lovers of God,” after 2 Timothy 3:4.352 Both overwork and 
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underwork are extremes that violate humans’ created nature and grieve the Creator, teach 

Chapman, Keller, and Swoboda.353  

Jesus’ Invitation to Rest 

Jesus modeled a life without hurry, a life filled with deep rest, and he invites his 

followers to imitate his ways, teaches Comer.354 He declares that salvation in the New 

Testament includes a deep soul and body healing. By responding to Jesus’ call to follow 

him, his followers will receive a life of rest as promised in Matthew 11:28-30: “Come to 

me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, 

and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your 

souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” Following Jesus, Comer proposes, is 

not just a set of theological or ethical beliefs, but a way of living.  

Kapic states that the incarnation of Jesus represents “God’s great yes to his 

creation stating that limits are good.”355 Rather than apologizing for finite creaturely 

boundaries, Jesus takes on human form with all its limits and validates the human 

experience of limitation as part of God’s design.356 Warren agrees and writes, 

“Christianity is a thoroughly embodied faith.”357 Jesus had to do all the typical daily 

maintenance: sleeping, eating, napping, and grooming. 
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Barton argues that Jesus did not have to teach his followers that they must follow 

the Sabbath because it was an assumed part of the culture.358 She shows that in Mark 2:27 

Jesus and his disciples practiced the Sabbath along with everyone else. However, his 

practice of the Sabbath was different from that of the surrounding culture. Jesus taught 

that the Sabbath was created to benefit people, not God, and that he was Lord of the 

Sabbath. Barton believes that Jesus was teaching a restorative and less restrictive law. 

Doriani and Comer agree that Jesus ignored all man-made rules about the Sabbath.359  

Connolly and Muller report forty-one instances of Jesus cycling through work and 

rest: retreating for prayer, worship, sleep, or to share a meal and then going out again.360 

A few examples of these include Matthew 14:23, Luke 5:15-16, and Mark 1:32-36. 

Doriani teaches that Jesus loved to work, as seen in John 4:34, and yet had a pattern of 

working and withdrawing, a pattern that all followers of Jesus should emulate.361 Jesus 

did not wait until all his work was completed to rest, notes Muller.362 In building an 

argument in favor of rest, Ryken shows that Jesus was not endlessly evangelizing.363 

Jesus established boundaries around work, even around the most important work of 

proclaiming the gospel and ministering to needy people. 
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The Experience of Work and Rest 

Scripture can be separated into four acts: Creation, Fall, Redemption, and New 

Creation. In the second act, work unraveled and resulted in toil and frustration.364 As it 

relates to work, Fitzpatrick labels these same four acts as eras: Work is good. Work is 

fallen. Work is redeemed. Work is eternal.365 “Work exists now in a world sustained by 

God but disordered by sin,” writes Keller.366 Sin permeates every aspect of work, 

instructs Sherman. “In place of harmony and delight with the created order, there is now 

decay, corruption, brokenness, and death.”367 Fitzpatrick and Nelson note that the entire 

universe is longing with humankind for redemption and rest by referencing Romans 8:22-

23: “For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of 

childbirth until now.”368  

The most profound manifestation of peace is what the Old Testament calls 

shalom, writes Ryken.369 Shalom is the peace and fulfillment God offers to people who 

trust in him. Beaty, Nelson, and Swoboda teach that shalom means universal flourishing, 
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wholeness, and delight.370 Sherman describes flourishing in much the same way, as 

having peace in all areas of life: God, oneself, others, and creation.371  

People live in the now and not yet, explains Connolly, because they have 

experienced the Creation, Fall, and Redemption that Jesus bought, but they are not yet in 

the New Creation.372  Steven Garber is the Senior Fellow for Vocation and the Common 

Good for the M. J. Murdock Charitable Trust, and he puts it this way: “Living our lives 

between the times is the human experience.”373 Sherman calls it the “time in-between,” a 

time when human flourishing is possible but not universal or complete.374 Keller writes, 

“You should expect to be regularly frustrated in your work even though you may be in 

exactly the right vocation,” because no one can fully realize all of life’s aspirations while 

living between the eras of Redemption and New Creation.375 In the affluent West, notes 

Sherman, those with money can forget these truths as “the culture around us promises 

youth, beauty, romance, and pleasure [so] we feel entitled to toil-less jobs, stress-free 

relationships, and age-defying bodies.”376 
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Work was created to be “a source of blessedness, abundance, and joy that ripples 

through all eternity,” writes Warren.377 People should anticipate God restoring all things, 

including work, agree Meyers, Nelson, and Sobolik.378 Meyer writes, “The scope of the 

gospel is as broad as the needs of the world.”379 Sherman uses the language of the 

“kingdom of God” when teaching about Jesus’ work because it is a foretaste of kingdom 

realities.380 Sherman quotes Luke 4:16-21, where Jesus declares his mission to make all 

things new and invites his followers to accomplish that work with him. Through miracles 

and healings Jesus demonstrated this coming kingdom. Today, his followers are likewise 

called to join in the ongoing mission of renewal, including fostering environments where 

people can flourish, such as the workplaces where people spend their days. 

As Christians strive for renewal, they will experience a tension between bringing 

light into the world and facing the reality of darkness in the world. People may “bump up 

against the wrecked state of the world,” explains Warren.381 Amid this tension, she 

suggests that Christians draw near to God in prayer as they work from a posture of 

dependence on God. 

Warren encourages Christians to challenge the cultural narrative of non-stop hard 

work and instead become known as a “community of the well-rested – people who 
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embrace our limits with zest and even joy.”382 Taking time to rest, teaches Kapic, 

necessitates stepping away from work.383 This act imposes limitations on individuals —

something Americans struggle with, yet, Kapic argues, embracing these boundaries 

cultivates healthy rhythms of life. Warren teaches that rest is learned over time with 

much repetition.384 

Daily Rhythm  

People must embrace non-productive rest, including sufficient nightly sleep, 

teaches Doriani.385 It is essential for human flourishing, acknowledges Crouch.386 While 

sleeping, the heart, mind, soul, and strength are all nurtured. Swoboda echoes this 

sentiment. Sleep originated before the Fall and is part of all that God calls good at 

creation.387 Ryken states that most Americans are living with a sleep deficit, getting 

almost an hour and a half less sleep than recommended.388 Fatigue has become part of the 

American way of life. Connolly indicates that people have grown used to pushing their 

bodies past their intended limits. Lack of sleep can affect every part life.389  
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Sleep serves as a daily reminder of human creatureliness, emphasizing that people 

are not God and instead depend on a strong and loving Creator, teach Kapic and 

Warren.390 Kapic critiques the typical American view that equates the need for sleep with 

weakness, contrasting it with the life of Jesus, who—though never viewed as weak—

slept.391  Sleep, like other bodily functions, is also implicitly understood as part of Jesus’ 

human experience. Crouch teaches that God reassures his people that he delights to give 

them sleep in Psalm 127:2. He reassures them that he himself never sleeps and will watch 

over them as they sleep in Psalm 121:4.392 Sobolik cites many additional verses to 

support that God gives his beloved children sleep including Psalm 4:8, 23:1-3, 62:1-2, 

127:2, and 130:5-6.393 Warren believes that the act of sleep embodies the truth that God 

does not depend on human labor.394 

Weekly Rhythms 

For individuals to flourish wholistically, including working mothers, rest cannot 

be reserved for annual vacations or postponed until the children leave home for college. 

Rest must be woven into the weekly rhythm of work and rest.  

Meyer speculates that God knew people’s tendency to overwork, took compassion 

on them, and preemptively created the Sabbath as a solution.395 Muller believes the 
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Sabbath proves that God does not desire for people to live in exhaustion.396 Meyer agrees 

that in keeping the Sabbath, the Israelites modeled “a flourishing way of life to a 

watching world.”397 Connolly enumerates the gifts of the Sabbath, asserting that it is 

perfectly structured to address the physical, spiritual, mental, and emotional fatigue of the 

American experience.398 

The pursuit of delight should be a primary goal of the Sabbath.399 Chapman and 

Comer see the Sabbath as a day to delight in God himself and the work of one’s hands.400 

They teach that the Sabbath is not only a time to stop but also to celebrate — a restful 

celebration. Sobolik cites James 1:17, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from 

above” and teaches that God created some things simply for enjoyment, wonder, and 

delight. When God created the world, writes Swoboda, he entrusted Adam and Eve with 

a world of potential they could explore, discover, play, eat, and enjoy.401 Barton teaches 

that some activities (like gardening or cooking) might be so enjoyable for some that they 

should save it for the Sabbath.402 The things that bring people joy are not accidental or 

incidental, she writes; they are part of a person’s identity and should be pursued as part of 

God purpose for one’s life. 
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Allender teaches that the Sabbath is primarily a day delight for humans, animal, 

and the Earth.403 He derives this from the fact that God was not tired after 

creating/working after the six days of creation. God did not need rest, but he did take time 

to delight. Allender believes that some people misunderstand the word rest (menuha) in 

Gen 2:1-3. He argues that a better translation of the Hebrew word menuha is “repose, 

tranquility, or delight.” God entered the joy of his creation. Muller, on the other hand, 

writes, “If we believe life is fundamentally good, we will seek out rest as a taste of that 

goodness.” 404 The two concepts are intertwined. Rest is an act of delight, an intentional 

pause to rejoice in the goodness of God’s creation.  

 To uncover their truest delights, Allender has people ask themselves, “What 

would I do for a twenty-four-hour period of time if the only criteria was to pursue my 

deepest joy?”405 Comer encourages people to ask a similar question, “What could I do for 

twenty-four hours that would fill my soul with a deep, throbbing joy? That would make 

me spontaneously combust with wonder, awe, gratitude, and praise?”406 Allender and 

Comer believe the answers to these questions should shape a person’s Sabbath day habits.  

The discipline of solitude and silence is another category of non-productive rest 

that all Christians should practice on a regular basis, teach Allender, Connolly, Crouch, 

Muller, and Nouwen.407 Henri J. M. Nouwen was a Dutch Catholic priest. After two 
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decades of teaching at academic institutions, including the University of Notre Dame, 

Yale Divinity School, and Harvard Divinity School, Nouwen moved on to work with 

people with intellectual and developmental disabilities at the L'Arche Daybreak, a 

community in Ontario. Nouwen writes, “Solitude is the furnace of transformation.”408 He 

believes that times of solitude allow Christians to experience gospel transformation. 

Muller teaches that silence changes people because it can alter their perception of events 

and relationships.409 Allender writes that silence is where God most often shows up in 

life. “The drama of silence is that it is the state where God shows up more frequently than 

in the bustle of our busyness.”410 Foster believes that the main purpose of silence and 

solitude is to hear and see from God.411 

As modern technology inundates society with inputs and constant stimuli that 

require ongoing attention, Comer and Connolly assert that no other practice offers 

healing from the pervasive mental exhaustion as effectively as engaging in solitude and 

silence.412 Crouch agrees, suggesting that solitude and silence foster spiritual growth by 

building spiritual resources for everyday life.413 Foster teaches that if someone cannot 
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free up large amounts of time for these practices, then they can focus on small moments 

in ordinary life (early mornings before anyone else opens their eyes.)414 

The noise of the modern world, with all its digital distractions, makes it hard to 

hear God’s voice and be connected to him, says Comer.415 He offers that Christians 

should follow Jesus’ example by visiting quiet, solitary places, thereby replicating Jesus’ 

rhythm of work/ministry and retreat/silence. In times of busyness, Comer argues that 

individuals require more silence and solitude, not less.  

Long Term Rhythms 

If individuals want to flourish wholistically, including working mothers, then rest 

must be a lifestyle. Each author takes a slightly different approach. Crouch believes 

people should craft a modern-day pattern of Sabbath where they rest at least one hour a 

day, one day a week, and one week a year.416  

Comer believes extended vacations achieve true mental and soul rest. He 

considers his long summer vacations one of his most important spiritual disciplines. 

Comer recalls that under the Torah, the people of Israel were commanded to observe 

three feasts annually, during which they were instructed to set aside their work.417 These 

periods of rest typically lasted eight days, with a Sabbath framing both sides of the week-
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long feast. He does not list the feasts’ names, nor does he give a biblical reference, but he 

uses these feasts as biblical support for long vacations.  

Foster recommends people take three- to four-hour retreats several times a year to 

pray and hear God’s goals for their lives, as well as a longer once-a-year silent retreat.418  

Vacations can be a source of rest and pleasure, but Barton warns that some people 

stay incredibly busy on vacation and therefore do not feel rested when they return 

home.419 People must purposely plan their time to ensure they get rest while on vacation.   

Swoboda notes that the Bible is silent on vacations and that vacations are a poor 

substitute for a weekly Sabbath.420 She suggests that if people took the Sabbath seriously, 

vacations might not be needed as human bodies are not designed to live off a yearly 

vacation while ignoring a regular Sabbath practice.421 

Barton believes that the unique stress of ministry life – being on call 24/7, 

weekends consumed with preaching and church activities, rarely enjoying two days off in 

row, chronic understaffing, and blurred boundaries between work and life – necessitate 

regularly scheduled sabbaticals for those in ministry.422 Kapic writes that in a typical day, 

ministry leaders spend much of their time listening and counseling people. “Often what 

they hear is highly emotionally charged, stressful, and relationally complicated. They 

listen to confessions, absorb angry outbursts, witness debilitating fears, and encounter 
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hardened hearts, all in the course of one day.”423 The pressure faced by ministry leaders 

to prioritize the needs of others over their own often leads to personal strain. Kapic states 

that the human body has limited capacity to absorb pain and stress, warning that ministry 

leaders who fail to step away from their work and take time for rest are at risk of burnout. 

Without intentional breaks, the relentless demands of ministry can lead to exhaustion.  

Barton argues there is no perfect time for a sabbatical because life and ministry 

will always have emergencies.424 Therefore, sabbaticals must be prioritized and defended. 

A sabbatical is needed when the regular cycle of Sabbath rest is no longer sufficient to 

combat exhaustion. Connolly teaches that the idea of sabbatical comes from Leviticus 

25.425 Every six years of work, the Israelites were commanded to let the agricultural land 

rest for an entire year and eat only the food that sprouted without cultivation. If land 

needs a rest from productivity, teaches Connolly, then it follows that people’s minds and 

bodies also need rest. Crouch also believes that a periodic sabbath year would be the 

perfect time for people to plan a pilgrimage, learn a new sport, write songs, and have time 

for creativity that typical life does not allow.426 Sabbaticals need not only be for pastors 

or professors. Crouch writes that this practice could be transformative for women who 

have devoted their early or middle years to raising young children. The older children and 

the father could grant her a sabbatical leave from most household responsibilities for a 

season, giving her freedom to pursue other interests that were neglected while their 
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children were young. Perhaps she might pursue a course of study, a new hobby, or simply 

rebuild healthy habits and community after the long, intensive season of raising children.  

For many years the term “sabbatical” was confined to the academic environment, 

where professors take time off teaching responsibilities to pursue research and 

publication, writes Barton.427 Academics are expected to be productive during their 

sabbaticals. Thus, Barton prefers to use the term “renewal leave” rather than sabbatical 

for those in ministry, emphasizing the priority of rest and replenishment of the emotional, 

physical, and spiritual life. Barton believes that a renewal leave should follow the pattern 

found in Exodus 23:10-11, including times of rest, renewal, and delight, just like a 

Sabbath, but for a longer time. Barton argues there needs to be enough time on the 

renewal leave to allow the body’s hormones to settle into a restful state. She proposes that 

at least three months are required to reap physical benefits. People must be able to sleep 

well (rest for body), let go of work concerns (rest for mind), let go of the work persona 

(rest for soul), and simply be a child in God’s presence. Barton observes that most people 

benefit from a spiritual director guiding the formation of a comprehensive plan for rest. 

Getting Started 

No one accidentally keeps the Sabbath.428 Intention and planning are required as 

Sabbath rhythms oppose the habits of this world. The other six days must be spent well to 

make a Sabbath happen. Comer teaches that it takes discipline to follow a routine 
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Sabbath.429 He references the words in Hebrews 4:11 that Christians “make every effort 

to enter that rest.” Muller and Swoboda concur that people must be intentional with rest 

because it is the nature of work to feel like it is never completed.430 Muller writes, “If we 

refuse to rest until we are finished, we will never rest until we die. Sabbath dissolves the 

artificial urgency of our days, because it liberates us from the need to be finished.”431  

Connolly notes that people can prepare for a successful Sabbath by establishing 

rhythms in their day, week, and month but warns that rigid schedules set people up for 

failure, while rhythms give people space to breathe and are more fluid.432 Sobolik 

encourages individuals to experiment and offer themselves gentleness when determining 

what rhythms work in their particular life.433 Allender and Muller similarly believe that to 

protect the joy of the Sabbath, one must guard against legalism.434 Barton and Connolly 

emphasize that the heart of Sabbath is about ceasing one's “usual labors,” rather than 

focusing on a long list of prohibitions.435 Connolly teaches that the Sabbath should not 

stir up anxiety that demands righteous obedience but should instead remind people of 

God’s generosity and care for their wellbeing.436  
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Swoboda offers several practical suggestions to help people fully embrace a day 

of rest.437 She recommends using the days leading up to the Sabbath to complete tasks 

such as paying bills, caring for animals, going to the store, preparing extra food, and 

cleaning the house. Accomplishing these tasks in advance will allow the Sabbath day to 

be an uninterrupted and peaceful day dedicated to rest.  

 Connolly argues that, since few cultures encourage rest, individuals should 

prepare for misunderstandings as they reorganize their lives to prioritize rest.438 Choosing 

to rest may cost the approval of others, higher salaries, or job promotions. 

Barton warns that a person must not overhaul their entire life in one day.439 She 

encourages people to begin with small steps, such as choosing one day to set aside as a 

Sabbath and gradually building from there.  

Connolly stresses that women must resist cultural pressure to be over-responsible 

for everything and should guard their mental load and not just their physical load.440 “Is 

there work you are doing that someone else can do?”, asks Nelson when encouraging 

individuals to wisely delegate tasks and do fewer things themselves.441 Barton expresses 

concern that most of the preparation for Sabbath falls on women, making what should be 

a day of rest and delight into a burden.442 She encourages families to share the 
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preparations rather than divide it based on gender. Warren references Matthew 11:28-30, 

recalling the words of Jesus calling everyone who is exhausted and weary, regardless of 

age, gender, and social status, to come to him for rest.443 

Swoboda indicates that much of the work Americans engage in is mind-work, 

leading to tiredness that manifests as mental exhaustion rather than physical fatigue.444 

He explains that people’s brains also need a Sabbath from constant planning and insists 

that people should completely cease thinking about work on the Sabbath. He advocates 

developing counterrhythms on the Sabbath. Meyer also believes that the Sabbath should 

be known as a day of contrast.445 If one’s work is primarily sedentary, then the Sabbath 

can be a time for physical activity and joy.  

Summary of the Biblical Theology and Orthopraxy of Work and Rest 

 God both works and rests. He created humans in his image to reflect him, by 

imitating his cycles of work and rest, thereby enabling them to flourish. Both work and 

rest are gifts to be cultivated over a lifetime. Work encompasses the total amount of 

lasting good completed in a lifetime, paid or unpaid. For working mothers, this includes 

professional labor in their career and the often unseen work of nurturing and managing 

the home. Rest involves ceasing physical and mental labor while enjoying God’s creation 

and nurturing important relationships. Yet for working mothers rest can feel elusive. Sin 

can twist and impact both work and rest. Jesus came to redeem all aspects of life, 
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including one’s relationship with work and rest. Resisting rest (or being prevented from 

rest) constitutes a struggle against God’s design. The Bible presents commands and 

patterns for daily, weekly, yearly, and extended periods of rest. Individuals must guard 

against a legalistic approach to rest, instead embracing it as a divine gift that restores 

some of the flourishing life God always had planned for humanity. When working 

mothers can view rest as part of God’s blessed design for them as people, rather than a 

privilege for the few, they are better able to experience the wholistic flourishing God 

desires for his people.  

Psychology and Counseling on Preventing Burnout 

Defining Burnout 

In recent years, burnout has become a recognized and pressing concern, 

particularly for those balancing multiple demands at work and at home. In 2019 the 

World Health Organization (WHO) officially placed burnout in its International 

Classification of Diseases (ICD).446 The WHO describes burnout as chronic workplace 

stress that has not been successfully managed. A triad of symptoms is used to identify 

burnout syndrome – chronic exhaustion, cynicism, and a sense of ineffectiveness.447 In 
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other words, individuals experiencing burnout are fatigued from working in a high stress 

and a hostile job environment and are pessimistic of their ability to do the job required. 

M. Joseph Sirgy, Professor Emeritus of Marketing, Virginia Tech, and Dong-Jin Lee, 

Professor Emeritus of Marketing, Yonsei University, understand burnout to be an 

emotional condition that occurs when a person cannot cope with work and life pressures. 

Their definition underscores that burnout is not confined to the paid workplace; it 

encompasses the whole of life.448 For working mothers, whose responsibilities extend far 

beyond their professional roles, recognizing the signs of burnout and prioritizing their 

emotional, physical, and spiritual flourishing are therefore essential.  

Causes of Burnout 

While the US has normalized long work hours and low vacation rates contributing 

to burnout, these are not the only contributing factors, explains Christina Maslach, a 

leading expert on burnout. She and her co-authors, Susan Jackson and Michael Leiter, 

state that job commute times may contribute to burnout, as can the emotional labor for 

workers in healthcare, teaching, and human services. When workers are not given 

adequate recovery time following periods of high stress, they “become increasingly tired, 

worn out, and unenthusiastic about going back to the job the next day.”449  

Duane P. Schultz, a professor of psychology at the University of South Florida, 

and his wife Sydney Ellen Schultz, a researcher and editor, state that many people burn 
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out because they put in long hours and yet cannot afford the basic necessities of life.450 

They offer that there is no county in the entirety of the US where someone working a 

full-time minimum wage job is able to rent a two-bedroom apartment. Biola professor of 

communication studies, Arianna Molloy teaches that burnout also hits those who are 

passionate about their jobs.451 Their passion makes them susceptible to workaholism. 

Workplace well-being expert Jennifer Moss writes that burnout can also happen when 

people feel unsupported and mistreated at work, resulting in people ignoring their own 

body, time, and energy boundaries to appease a difficult boss.452  

Ziegler primarily works with mothers and has identified mommy burnout as a 

major problem for American women because they rarely get time free from work or 

caring for children. She describes mommy burnout as a “chronic stress, which impacts 

you both physically and emotionally and wears you down. You just never get a break; 

there are no pauses to your discomfort, which is exhausting.”453 

Summarizing the bulk of burnout research, Maslach and Moss state that burnout 

is caused by overwork (which leads to chronic stress), lack of control, lack of reward, 

poor relationships, lack of fairness, and values mismatch.454 In workplaces that produce 

burnout, workers can feel ignored, manipulated, distrusted, micromanaged, second-
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guessed, or overruled. Maslach and Moss believe that leaders need to provide conditions 

that support workers happiness rather than detract from it. Maslach, Moss, and Rucker 

warn that burnout is not an individual’s fault, but rather a systemic problem in the 

workplace. Most workplaces are designed for the economic bottom line, wanting to get as 

much money out of the worker’s time as they can, and can be bad for the people who 

work in them.455 

Burnout Inventories 

Maslach is credited with developing the first diagnostic tool for burnout 

syndrome. The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) was published in 1981 and lists 

questions that psychologists use to assess burnout.456 

Using an informal set of criteria based on her years of treating mothers, Ziegler 

has created a motherhood burnout inventory grounded in the MBI.457 This tool allows her 

to assess if women are struggling with typical life stressors or actual burnout. During a 

new mother evaluation, she listens for the women’s “level of emotional and physical 

exhaustion, resentment toward her children and spouse, feelings of failure, whether she 

still has hobbies and passions of her own, and whether she can ever turn her stress off.” 

For example, one question probes for a mother’s feelings towards her children after she 

returns home from a long day at work. If she is feeling dread as she approaches the 

house, knowing the long list of work that sits in front of her, instead of feeling 
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anticipatory joy at being reunited with her children, then Ziegler will ask follow-up 

questions to see how persistent this resentment and exhaustion is.  

Kate Sustersic Gawlik, a professor of nursing at the Ohio State University, led a 

team of researchers who evaluated the new Working Parent Burnout Scale. 458 Gawlik 

mentions two widely used and valid parental burnout scales (Parental Burnout Inventory 

and the Parental Burnout Assessment), but neither of them is specifically for working 

parents. Working Parent Burnout Scale fills that gap.  

 

Consequences of Burnout 

Though there may be short-term benefits from overworking and neglecting 

vacations, they come with destructive long-term costs. Malach shows that that working 

longer hours leads to illness and lower productivity.459 Employee loss and absenteeism is 

a huge financial penalty in any industry and only increase when burnout is present. 

Alex Soojung-Kim Pang is the founder of The Restful Company, a nonprofit 

devoted to advancing the four-day week, and a visiting scholar at Stanford. Pang and 

Sirgy report that it is often the most talented, dedicated, and experienced people who burn 

out, and those very people are the hardest to replace.460 Pang summarizes the workplace 
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consequences of burnout for the individual: “emotional exhaustion, a decline in 

performance, poorer decision-making, lower empathy, and higher rates of errors.”461  

Workers who burn out also suffer personally, as do their families. They suffer 

from marriage problems, depression, and higher rates of suicide. Moss, Daniel Goleman, 

a Harvard-trained psychologist best known for popularizing the concept of emotional 

intelligence, and Cary Cherniss, an emeritus professor of Applied Psychology at Rutgers 

University, write that heart attacks, strokes, hypertension, immune deficiencies, 

overeating, overdrinking, and chronic joint pain all occur at higher rates in people 

suffering from burnout.462  

Solutions for Burnout 

Corporate 

The responsibility for employee burnout lies with the workplaces, teaches 

Rucker.463 Suffering from burnout is not a personality weakness, and preventing burnout 

is more than a personal wellness strategy. Maslach and Moss report that most people 

wrongly believe employees are at fault for their own burnout experience.464 Most 

American businesses squeeze as much work from employees as possible rather than 

caring for them as humans, states Rucker. These authors agree that burnout prevention is 

mostly an organizational problem. Moss details a multitude of methods for ensuring 
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employees do not burn out.465 This study will not examine corporate organizational 

methods of burnout prevention. Instead, the remainder of the literature review will 

explore how individuals can build resilience against burnout and sustain well-being 

within systems that may not support them. 

 

Individual 

Emily Nagoski, health behaviorist and researcher at the Kinsey Institute at Indiana 

University, and her sister Amelia Nagoski, who has a doctorate in musical arts, teach that 

most people spend their lives pushing themselves to be productive by working harder.466 

They strive to be tough, self-motivated people who can get through any challenge. 

Molloy agrees and identifies that many healthy, productive workers can have similar 

behaviors to those suffering burnout, while experiencing vastly different things 

internally.467 Goleman and Sirgy observe that since humans are built to handle short 

spurts of stress followed with periods of recovery and leisure, burnout can occur when 

stress is not followed by recovery practices. 468  

Clinical psychologist and professor at Brown University, Yael Schonbrun labels 

two forms of psychological toughness as grit and resiliency.469 She defines grit as 
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pushing oneself with great passion for future results. Gritty people, she explains, have a 

specific purpose they are working towards. Their clarity helps overcome stressors and 

challenging circumstances. Resiliency, on the other hand, as defined by Goleman, is 

bouncing back from stress.470 Schonbrun warns that if gritty people who are focused on 

long-term results are not aware of their limitations, they will burn out, ultimately limiting 

their long-term gains. Similarly, Molloy cautions that if people pursue grit without 

building their resiliency, they will be in danger of experiencing burnout.471  

To avoid burnout while pushing through a stressful situation, people must heed 

the body’s communication. People who respond to their bodies’ cues and practice self-

compassion have improved moods and lower stress hormones, teach Nagoski and 

Molloy. Schonbrun writes that simply pushing through tough seasons is not enough; 

people must also pursue pleasure and meaning if they want to build resiliency. She 

writes, “Working parenthood isn’t always fun, and it’s rarely easy. But thanks to what 

I’ve learned about balancing pleasure and meaning, I’ve discovered that working 

parenthood can be profoundly happy.”472  

There are a multitude of methods available to prevent burnout, writes Gawlik.473 

Some methods include: resting, sleeping, playing, bodily care, psychological detachment, 

managing energy, establishing boundaries, building supportive relationships, building a 
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growth mindset, cultivating gratitude, and practicing mindfulness. The following section 

will look at some of these specific skills.  

Rest 

Pang views deliberate rest as an essential component of good work and a good life 

for all humans.474 Rest creates calm, keeps minds sharp, and bodies at their peak. 

Attempting to define rest, Nagoski writes, “Rest is, quite simply, when you stop using the 

part of you that’s used up, worn out, damaged, or inflamed, so that it has a chance to 

renew itself.”475 Rest, writes Pang, leads people to turn down nonessential tasks, deepens 

emotional reserves, and builds resilience to stress.  

Relaxation is the antidote to stress, teaches Goleman.476 Humans need about ten 

hours of rest a day, explains Nagoski. This amount of rest can be averaged over a month, 

but, if skipped, it will catch up with a person. The body may yawn uncontrollably or get 

sick, and the mind may become foggy or anxious. These ten hours a day, she explains, 

may include sleep, stress-reducing conversation, physical activity, relaxed eating, 

reading, games, play, and anything that will allow the mind to wander.477  
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Pang notes that throughout most of history, leaders were expected to appear calm 

and unhurried, or in other words, well-rested.478 This expectation is countercultural in 

modern times, where being stressed and exhausted is a sign of talent and dedication.  

Brown, writing on the importance of rest and play in preventing burnout, writes, 

“If we want to live a life of meaning and contribution, we have to become intentional 

about cultivating sleep and play. We have to let go of exhaustion, busyness, and 

productivity as status symbols and measures of self-worth. We are impressing no one.”479 

Rest can take many forms, but an unexpected one is switching from one activity 

to another, teach Nagoski and Schonbrun.480 People can operate at peak capacity doing 

one thing for a limited time. Switching from one task that primarily uses the brain to 

another that uses the body can be restful, even if both appear to be work. Switching 

activities can also trigger the psychological detachment needed to rest and recover one’s 

capacity, teaches Schonbrun. When a mother chooses to not think about her children 

while at work, she may experience a type of detachment from her children that allows her 

to recover her ability to connect with them once they meet up again.  

Amy Jen Su, cofounder and managing partner of the Mariswood Group, a 

leadership development firm, encourages people to take small restoration breaks where 

they can eat lunch away from their desk or plan ahead a few nights a week to get extra 

 

478 Pang, Rest, 2–14, 242–45. 

479 Brené Brown, Dare to Lead: Brave Work. Tough Conversations. Whole Hearts. (New York, NY: 
Random House, 2018), 106. 

480 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 161; Schonbrun, Work, Parent, Thrive, 108–11. 



 

100 
 

sleep.481 Newport suggests building in recovery time at work after intensive projects by 

scheduling leisurely projects or days to fix small issues after intensive ones, providing a 

buffer. 482 Thus, hard work days alternate with lighter work days. He also advises people 

to restrain from volunteering for extra work and to be diligent to shut down their work at 

quitting time. Rucker also recommends exercising total autonomy during lunch breaks. 

Having the freedom of choice is more important than the activity itself, he writes.483 

Schonbrun also encourages people to find a way to institute a midday rest as well, 

perhaps a nap or time to sketch.484 Midday daydreaming, solo walks, long showers, or 

tech-free time restores people and prepares them for more focused work in the second 

half of their day. Schonbrun also suggests taking the extra time to savor moments and 

experiences to amplify the positive sensory experience and stretch it out. People can 

create micro-rituals before they begin work. A hug, short meditation, hot tea, or coffee 

can cue the brain to step from one role to another. Newport uses the idea of “no meeting 

Monday” to make the transition back to work easier.485  

Elizabeth Grace Saunders, the founder of Real Life E, a time coaching and 

training company, writes that micro-vacations of a few hours may refuel people if taken 
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on a regular basis.486 These vacations do not have to be expensive or lengthy, she writes. 

Planning a three-day road trip requires less effort than a week-long trip and will not 

burden others with a build-up of work. Saunders and Newport agree that even very short 

periods can be beneficial. Taking off a few hours every other week to get a long lunch 

with a friend, see a matinee, go on a hike, or take a day-date with a spouse while the 

children are occupied at school can make a single vacation day into the opportunity to 

connect with four separate friends or do something enjoyable over multiple weeks.487 

Pang agrees that taking shorter vacations frequently, every two months or so, can boost 

recovery. He states the psychological benefits of a vacation last only a few months, and 

therefore, planning a vacation every few months will maximize the benefits.488  

Rest is a skill that can be developed, teach Pang and Schonbrun, and parents need 

to practice rest in their parenting.489 One suggestion they offer is to write a stop-doing list 

for parenting. Schonbrun writes, “Always adding without ever subtracting leads to 

exhaustion, overwhelm, and ineffectiveness.”490  

Restoration and renewal happen through passive rest, and they can also be 

accessed through active means. Play is a form of active rest, writes Golman, where the 

parasympathetic nervous system is activated and the body can recover from stress.491 In 
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the literature, play and fun are used interchangeably. Rucker agrees that fun is essential 

and another skill which can be learned. “Fun is a direct neurological route to improving 

our well-being – and yet, as I would find, it is also a skill that requires some training, at 

least for anyone deeply engaged in the serious business of adulting.”492 He names fun as a 

fundamental good that should be available to all people because it develops the human 

brain. Children learn how to make sense of the world around them with fun games like 

“peekaboo.” Older children and adults need fun to encourage them to be curious. Fun 

also reduces anxiety, decreases stress, enhances self-esteem, and increases motivation 

while also relieving boredom and loneliness, writes Rucker.  

Fun can establish healthy habits, teaches Rucker.493 People are more likely to 

change an unhealthy habit if they replace it with an enjoyable habit. He suggests activity 

bundling, where people reward themselves with something pleasurable for completing an 

activity they do not want to do. Fun can be a strong motivator. The release of oxytocin 

when people are having fun does more than feel good, teaches Rucker. It protects people 

from negative impulses and increases self-restraint. Fun empowers people to make better 

choices in how to invest their time and attention.  

A specific type of play Pang discusses is “deep play.”494 This level of play is more 

than fun; it is mentally absorbing yet not overly effortful. Some people call them hobbies, 

but deep play includes only those hobbies that bring deep satisfaction. Pang labels them 

as mastery experiences. Some examples include sailing, billiards, painting, and hiking tall 
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mountains. Deep play requires psychological detachment — something so absorbing that 

a person’s work life is completely forgotten as the person is absorbed in play.  

In summarizing the importance of rest, Pang insists people make time for it. “Rest 

doesn’t just magically appear when we need it, specifically in today’s busy world. Taking 

rest seriously requires recognizing its importance, claiming our right to rest, and carving 

out and defending space for rest in our daily lives.”495  

Psychological Detachment 

To rest, feel calm, and avoid burnout, most people need to psychologically detach 

themselves from their typical work, teaches Pang.496 Elisa Clauss led a team of 

researchers from Germany to understand how to mitigate the high work load for teachers 

and encourage psychological detachment – that is, the ability to mentally disconnect from 

work.497 They found that taking short micro-breaks during the workday and cultivating a 

positive sense of self-efficacy, believing that one can successfully do the work, enhanced 

an employee’s psychological detachment from work and guarded against burnout. 

Similarly, Mehrzad B. Baktash and Lisa Putz are two professors in German universities 

who found that detachment from work improves employee wellbeing.498 They planned 

workplace trainings (end of day planning or positive work reflections) that can assist 

 

495 Pang, Rest, 240–41. 

496 Pang, Rest, 8, 160–68. 

497 Clauss et al., “Occupational Self-Efficacy and Work Engagement as Moderators in the Stressor-
Detachment Model.” 

498 Mehrzad B. Baktash and Lisa Pütz, “Detach to Thrive: Psychological Detachment from Work and 
Employee Well-Being,” Journal of Happiness Studies 26, no. 4 (March 2025): 54, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-025-00883-7. 



 

104 
 

employees with detachment. Ironically, if someone passionately refuses to detach from 

work, that person runs the risk of burning out, and part of burnout is detachment from 

work. Psychological detachment, instructs Sirgy, is essential for people who are 

passionate about their work and are perfectionistic.499 These people are most likely to 

burn out. The goal is to prevent negative spillover from one domain to another. Some 

suggestions include time controls on when work happens, physical separation between 

work and non-work, separate phones and computers for work and non-work times, as 

well as communication boundaries around people from work reaching out during non-

work hours. Technology, reminds Pang, gives co-workers the impression that everyone is 

always accessible. People must communicate strong boundaries to practice detachment. 

One recommended way to achieve psychological detachment is to reduce the 

number of hours spent at work, writes Maslach and Schonbrun.500 Goleman agrees and 

suggests alternating a series of longer or harder workdays with a few days that contain 

shorter work hours and a few renewal activities.501 This pattern will help the 

parasympathetic nervous system recalibrate and reach a new equilibrium. Regular 

vacation, a specific type of work hour reduction, is highly recommended. Americans are 

poor at vacationing, declares Pang.502 They tend to not use their vacation time and even 

while on vacation they do not put work out of mind. Moss and Pang explain that by not 

taking vacations, both men and women have worse health outcomes, including an 
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increase in heart attacks. When vacations are prioritized, people are restored, happier, and 

healthier.503 Rucker agrees and believes that under no circumstances should people work 

on vacation, because “doing work in a more beautiful backyard is not an escape.”504  

Maslach recommends sabbaticals as another way to psychologically detach, 

admitting that not as many people can use this method.505 Sabbaticals are most common 

for professors in higher education, writes Ruckers.506 They typically last about six months 

and are a dedicated time to learn a new skill, publish research, or travel. Ruckers 

mentions that many people fall into a sabbatical of sorts when between jobs. Between 

interviews for new positions, they can take small trips with family or do other enjoyable 

tasks. Pang lists pastors as another occupation commonly granted sabbaticals, usually 

three to six months in length.507 He believes that anyone whose job includes thinking can 

benefit from a sabbatical; they do not have to be long to be life-changing. “A well-

designed break from your normal working routine can recharge your creativity, help you 

discover new ideas, or lead you to achieve a breakthrough in your current work.”508  

Mothers who have spent years caring for young children are encouraged by Neha 

Ruch to take a sabbatical. Ruch is a former brand strategist and Stanford MBA graduate 

who went on to found Mother Untitled, a platform for ambitious women leaning into 
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family life. Most mothers feel societal pressure to go back to work immediately, Rush 

writes, but taking six to twelve months off after children start kindergarten is reasonable. 

For mothers who do not have to jump back into work immediately for financial reasons, 

Rush recommends taking a sabbatical pause, giving them time to replenish after a 

strenuous season of mothering.509  

Bodily Care  

Maslach insists that everyone who wants to avoid burnout must get enough sleep 

to awaken restored. Rucker teaches that life cannot be enjoyable when sleep-deprived.510 

While sleeping, people’s brains shuffle memories and information, sorting and storing it 

away for long-term recall.511 Toxins are also being eliminated from digestive systems, 

brains, and other tissues as people sleep. Bodies are not fully functional without sufficient 

sleep. Pang reminds people that living in a sleep deficit lowers a body’s ability to fight 

off infectious diseases and increases the likelihood of making mistakes. A regular habit of 

fewer than seven hours of sleep a night will reduce quality of life. No number of fun 

activities will improve things if one is exhausted. 

True humility, instructs Molloy, is knowing when one needs to take a break and 

care for the body.512 Maslach writes that people must stay healthy by eating nutritious 
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food, moving their bodies, playing a sport, and keeping hydrated to weather the stressors 

of life.513 Burns agrees and writes that it requires a selfless attitude to care for one’s body 

and health. This can include regular doctor’s visits, good nutrition, frequent exercise, and 

other positive health activities that develop the whole person.514  

The reality is, writes Nagoski, being well rested is countercultural.515 In the US 

today, people are labeled lazy if they have enough time to be well rested and admired if 

they are busy and exhausted. Mothers must fight hard against this cultural message if 

they want to increase their chances of thriving long term. Even small gains can be 

impactful, writes Schonbrun. A nap in the middle of the day for ten to twenty minutes can 

improve self-control, emotional regulation, memory, and task performance.516  

Time Management 

Another strategy suggested by experts to fend off burnout is time management. 

Pang, Schonbrun, and Ziegler say that people should problem solve ways to improve 

their schedule, tweaking time management strategies and becoming more organized.517 

People who prioritize time over money are usually happier, teaches Rucker. He 

encourages people to build time affluence into their life rather than monetary riches. If 
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someone cannot subtract an agonizing task from their to-do list, he suggests outsourcing 

the unfavored task to a family member or paying someone to do it.518 

Cal Newport is a professor of computer science at Georgetown University. He 

writes about the intersections of culture and technology and is a founding faculty member 

of Georgetown’s Center for Digital Ethics. Instead of turning away tasks and assignments 

when feeling overwhelmed, Newport suggests a proactive approach which he calls “slow 

productivity.”519 He advocates for doing fewer things and working at a natural pace. He 

advises people to turn down new tasks unless they have double the estimated worktime 

available on their calendar to complete the task. Newport and Schulte agree that most 

people underestimate task length.520 They need to build a buffer, giving the most 

important things on the schedule breathing room.  

TED Conferences named Neil Pasricha one of the world's leading authorities on 

intentional living.521 He holds an MBA from Harvard Business School, and his work 

focuses on themes of gratitude, happiness, failure, and resilience. Pasricha shares 

Newport’s view and offers a similar strategy with what he calls “untouchable days.” 

These days are set aside months in advance to work alone without interruption on 

creative work. Most creative work requires people to get in the flow. He purposely plans 

things during the day that give him a boost of energy for creative work: a quick gym 
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time, almonds, a nature walk, a ten-minute meditation, and new workspaces. 

Interruptions interfere with flow. Thus, he suggests blocking off entire days, putting cell 

phones on airplane mode, and notifying people to not reach out. Pasricha insists that these 

days must not be skipped but rather rescheduled immediately for another time in the same 

week. Pang labels these untouchable days at work as a type of detachment.522 Rather than 

a detachment from work, it is a detachment from the interruptions that make creative 

work difficult.  

Another aspect of time management the experts discuss is boundary negotiation at 

work. Maslach teaches that some of the deepest stress recovery happens when people are 

not thinking of their jobs.523 But technology makes it difficult to stop thinking of work. 

Maslach encourages people to draw a firm boundary line around technology and believes 

that people ought to consider a technology shabbat, or Sabbath, each week. Ziegler 

encourages mothers to carve out phone-free and kid-free time.524 Pang combines 

boundary negotiation with his untouchable days.525 Moss and Rucker tell people to 

prepare before a trip by setting up an auto responder, delegating tasks, and setting up 

contingency plans.526 Schulte argues that planning vacations six months in advance will 

ensure calendars are open and all work projects can be scheduled around vacations.527 He 
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suggests adding a transition day on either side of the vacation to prepare to leave and 

slowly reenter.  

To gain flexibility and avoid burnout at work, Daisy Dowling, a leading expert on 

working parenthood, suggests using the time management strategy of the “five percent 

solution.”528 She teaches that making small changes (about five percent of the time) to a 

weekly schedule will not be noticed by a boss, should not affect performance, and yet 

will make a difference in their ability to accomplish what they want in their non-work 

life. Some of Dowling’s fiver percent suggestions include going straight home after any 

work flight that lands after two in the afternoon, leaving work early for an occasional 

soccer game, and “No Meetings Mondays.”  

Social Support 

The absence of close friendships, explains Ziegler, is the biggest contributor to 

mommy burnout.529 Maslach, Moss, and Rucker agree that people must have social 

support.530 Real confidants with whom one can be honest about the hardest parts of life 

and parenting build resiliency. These friendships require consistent connection to seal the 

emotional bond, so it is best for mothers if their friends live nearby. Rucker agrees and 

states that proximity and repetition are key to developing depth and trust. People need 

friends in close proximity, not childhood friends on the other side of the country. 
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Schonbrun agrees and writes that strong relationships are a sign of resiliency. 

“Connection with someone we care about helps us manage stressful experiences 

better.”531 Ziegler states that unless women have someone to talk to, they have no gauge 

on how difficult parenting can be and if their child’s issue is typical. Rucker insists that 

friendships are not just “extras” in life. Supportive relationships with people outside of 

one’s family are a necessity, and a lack of supportive relationships is bad for one’s 

wellbeing. Connecting with others, teaches Nagoski, is a basic biological need and 

“loneliness is a form of starvation.”532 People are to oscillate, she writes, between 

connection and autonomy much like they oscillate between work and rest.  

Completing the Stress Cycle 

Stress, writes Nagoski, is a “neurological and physiological shift” that happens in 

the body when dealing with a stressful circumstance.533 Not only do most mothers need 

to reduce some of the stressors in their life, but they must also deal with the physical 

repercussions of that stress. Physiological stress, writes Goleman, blocks people from 

their optimal state.534 Human bodies were designed to respond to stressors in a specific 

rhythm, explain Nagoski and Ziegler.535 First, the body responds to a stressor by going 

into protection mode, interpreting the stressor as a threat, and producing the hormone 
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epinephrine (also known as adrenaline). This hormone rapidly prepares the body for 

action with increased heart rate, breathing, and muscle tension. Goleman identifies 

cortisol as contributing to the physical signs of stress by increasing blood sugar and blood 

pressure and suppressing non-essential functions such as digestion or immune response. 

Emotional responses of fear, anxiety, irritability, and sadness often appear. If the body 

does not complete the stress cycle and get the signal that it is safe, it cannot come out of 

protection mode, teaches Nagoski. The person cannot relax, even if the stressful event is 

over. It takes twenty to sixty minutes for the body to process its stress and return to a state 

of calm. Activities such as swimming, dancing, biking, and other movements that cause 

deep breathing are the most efficient ways to complete the cycle, but movement is not the 

only way. Deep breathing, positive social interactions, laughter, affection from a human 

or a pet, and creative expression also allow a body to experience the world as a safe place 

and move the stress out of the body. This process is not an intellectual decision of the 

mind; it is a physiological shift that must take place in the body, teaches Nagoski. A six-

second kiss, petting a cat, writing a story, painting flowers, belly laughing with a friend, 

having a hard cry, or telling a child a bedtime story are all ways to avoid the negative 

physical and psychological repercussions of chronic stress. Everyone experiences some 

form of stress every day and therefore must complete the stress cycle every day.  

Growth Mindset 

To prevent burnout people may be tempted to structure their work and life 

commitments in a perfect balance, but it can be nearly impossible to equally balance all 

life’s commitments evenly. There will be times when family needs more attention and 
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other times that work takes priority.536 Therefore, it is no longer common in academic 

circles to talk about work-family balance but rather conflict and enhancement between 

work and non-work life. Business professors Brianna Barker Caza, Lakshmi Ramarajan, 

Erin M. Reid, and Stephanie Creary mention that getting everything equally aligned and 

in balance is not the goal. During some seasons, people will focus just enough time in one 

domain to get by while focusing most of their time and efforts in another domain. The 

Harvard Business Review editors summarize this viewpoint by saying, “Having a full life 

isn’t a bad thing, and it doesn’t have to be a constant source of stress. You’ll never divide 

your time or attention evenly, but you can discover ways to set priorities and make trade-

offs, so that you feel less stressed about them.”537 

Rather than discussing how work and life should be in balance, experts suggest 

that people think in terms of enhancement and conflict. Work-nonwork enhancement, or 

positive spillover, teach Schonbrun and Sirgy, is the positive interaction between two 

domains.538 When things are going well in one domain of life (say family) then those 

positive feelings can spill over into another domain of life (say work). The same is true 

for the negative effects between domains. There are times when work pressures can spill 

over and make family life difficult. This is called work-nonwork conflict or negative 

spillover. While work-nonwork conflict can be challenging, a life fully devoted to only 
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one domain will be unsatisfying and therefore cannot be the goal. Sirgy puts it this way: 

“Individuals with a balanced life tend to be fully engaged in multiple roles...the amount 

of satisfaction that we can extract from a single life domain is limited.”539 Sirgy suggests 

multiple ways to minimize domain conflicts, which include reducing work-load at work 

or at home, time management strategies, and stress management through activities like 

exercise, mediation, prayer, social support, and quality sleep, while Maslach encourages 

people to pursue self-understanding — personality, needs, and motives — to decrease 

domain conflicts.540 Schonbrun suggests that it is impossible to eliminate all work-non-

work conflict, but the positives can outweigh the negatives. This positive mindset about 

work-nonwork enhancement is a growth mindset, declares Schonbrun, where effort, 

experience, and interest can create growth.541 Believing that one can become better at 

work and believing that things can work out well are also parts of a growth mindset. 

Gratitude 

According to Goleman, Moss, and Nagoski, habits that foster gratitude aid in 

processing stress and guard against burnout.542 Gratitude can shift negative thinking into 

a positive direction. Schonbrun talks about how gratitude helps people bounce back faster 

from disappointment.543 Moss mentions that gratitude is closely linked to happiness as it 
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rewires brains to focus on what they have instead of what they lack. Nagoski agrees with 

the benefits and encourages people to focus on two types of gratitude. The first is 

gratitude reflects on specific people and their impact on one’s life. The second way 

expresses gratitude for how things happen. Nagoski has people write down events they 

are grateful for, which can remind the body that it is safe, and things will work out well.  

Mindfulness 

Tarissa J. Hidajat leads a team of professors at the University of Queensland 

studying mindfulness-based interventions for teachers to prevent burnout.544 They studied 

Mindfulness Based Interventions (MBI) because they believe, along with Goleman and 

Maslach, that mindfulness can make people less reactive to stress.545 In other words, 

learning MBIs can make a person more resilient. Hidajat defines mindfulness as an act of 

attention to the present moment in which one sustains awareness to thoughts, feelings, 

and sensations. One MBI Maslach suggests is “savoring” the present moment to extend 

and deepen the enjoyment of pleasurable experiences. He also recommends meditation 

and peaceful music as methods to reduce stress by calming the body and bringing 

someone out of high stress arousal. Just as quick and shallow breathing triggers the 

sympathetic nervous system (stress response), slow and deep breathing calms the body, 

switching it to the parasympathetic nervous system, describe Goleman and Moss.546 Deep 
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breathing guides the body from flight or fight mode and into recovery. Hidajat agrees 

breath training is a helpful MBI and further encouraged people to also practice guided 

reflections, body scans, meditation, yoga, journaling, and creative expression. 

Autonomy  

All humans crave autonomy, declares Rucker.547 When given greater control, they 

are happier, healthier, and feel less drained. Autonomy is a core psychological need, 

teaches Goleman.548 Pang agrees that autonomy is part of resiliency because having the 

ability decide how to spend one’s time, energy, and attention lowers stress levels.549 Jen 

Su encourages people to figure out what they need to be their most constructive and 

effective in their workspace because physical environments can affect people’s moods 

and productivity. She tells people to exercise their autonomy by investing in pictures, 

plants, candles, or whatever makes them feel like themselves for their workspace.550 If 

they cannot exercise autonomy while at work, declares Pang, then they should do so on 

lunch breaks or after work hours end. Lunch breaks, writes Rucker, are one place to take 

back autonomy. He encourages people to craft the lunch hour exactly as they prefer — a 

walk, eating with a friend, or running an errand.  
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Summary of Psychology and Counseling on Preventing Burnout 

Burnout is a psychological condition affecting individuals worldwide. It is rooted 

in chronic workplace stress, and it is characterized by extreme fatigue, cynicism, and a 

sense of ineffectiveness. It negatively impacts organizations through absenteeism, low 

productivity, and high turnover. For individuals, the consequences are more profound, 

contributing to poor decision-making, diminished empathy, increased error rates, and a 

host of health issues (such as heart disease, immune dysfunction, and chronic pain), all of 

which hinder flourishing.  

Research identifies numerous strategies to prevent and treat burnout. Completing 

the physiological stress cycle daily through physical activity, deep breathing, creative 

expression, relational connection, laughter, or affection can prevent burnout by removing 

the harmful physiological effects of stress in the body. Time away from work, whether 

through reduced hours, long lunches away from the desk, vacations, or sabbaticals, 

provides important time for psychological detachment and rest. Engaging in hobbies, 

making space for play, and prioritizing basic bodily self-care, such as adequate sleep, are 

likewise crucial. Effective time management practices like slow productivity, 

untouchable days, communication boundaries, and micro-flexibility can create a more 

sustainable rhythm of work. Deep supportive relationships in which to process life’s 

challenges serve as a significant buffer against stress. While conflict between work and 

nonwork roles is inevitable, research shows these roles can also mutually enrich one 

another. Developing a growth mindset fosters resilience and emotional regulation, further 

protecting again burnout. Finally, individuals who experience greater autonomy over 

their lives tend to be healthier, more energized, and less susceptible to burn out. 
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Summary of Literature Review 

Women have worked long, hard hours throughout human history. They have 

baked bread, tended animals, raised children, made clothing, cared for the sick, started 

businesses, planted trees, created new inventions, fought fires, and more. The 

combination of work and home life has taken many forms over the centuries, but the most 

common household arrangement in today’s American economy has both parents 

contributing to the family's income. This is a challenge for mothers given the rise of 

intensive mothering, which expects mothers to devote all their waking hours to crafting 

the ideal educational and emotional environment for their children. Most US women are 

working full-time jobs, intensive mothering, and working the second shift at home to care 

for the home and the family’s needs. For mothers to flourish, they need family leave and 

affordable childcare, partners at home who share the household tasks more equitably, and 

time to prioritize their own emotional, physical, relational, and spiritual needs, including 

rest, play, hobbies, sleep, and adult friendships.  

Both work and rest are gifts to be cultivated over a lifetime. When people seek to 

imitate God’s example and commands of working and resting, they are more likely to 

experience a life of flourishing. God works and rests, and he created humans in his image 

to reflect him, by imitating his cycles of work and rest, thereby enabling them to flourish. 

The Bible is clear that humans are to rest in daily, weekly, yearly, and extended rhythms. 

The work and rest in this life are only a glimmer of what awaits in the new heavens and 

new earth for those who place their hope in Jesus. 

The consequences for people who refuse to rest or complete the stress cycle can 

be severe, putting their health and relationships at risk. Those who are most passionate 
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about their work are the most vulnerable to experiencing burnout. It is common 

knowledge that mothers are passionate caregivers for their children and that maternal 

burnout is a problematic phenomenon in American culture. Research offers numerous 

strategies to prevent and treat burnout. At the top of the list are physical activity, creative 

expression, meaningful and deep relationships with other women, autonomy to make 

choices about how they spend their time, exploration of hobbies, time away from work 

with the ability to psychologically detach from work’s demands, and basic self-care in the 

form of sleep, good food, quiet reflection, and movement.  

Sherman teaches that as people thrive in their relationships to God, themselves, 

others, and the world, they participate in the glory of God. 551 Crouch similarly asserts 

that everyone is meant to feel fully alive. 552 Yet a lot works against American mothers as 

they pursue flourishing lives of purpose, joy, and rest. Still the research is clear: burnout 

is not inevitable. With the right support and practices, flourishing is possible.  
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Chapter 3 
 

Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to explore how Christian women with professional 

careers and young children flourish despite the challenges of maternal stress in their dual 

roles. Its desired outcome was to gather best practices to mitigate maternal stress and 

avoid burnout. This study assumes that God calls all people to work, and this work may 

occur in multiple spheres, causing tension between dual roles. It also assumes that 

Christian women with professional careers and young children can have significant 

experiences and knowledge towards best practices in navigating maternal stress. 

Therefore, qualitative research was proposed to identify how Christian women overcome 

this tension and flourish in all their workplaces. After having been informed by the 

literature review, the researcher pursued a basic qualitative research study. 

To address the stated purpose, the following questions guided the research:  

1. How do professional working mothers describe the challenges of maternal 

stress in their dual roles? 

2. How do professional working mothers navigate the challenges of maternal 

stress in their dual roles?  

3. In what ways not currently experienced do professional working mothers 

desire to flourish while navigating maternal stress in their dual roles? 

Design of the Study 

A basic qualitative research design was used for this study. Qualitative research 

expert, Sharan B. Merriam, defines qualitative research as being “interested in how 
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people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and the meaning they 

attribute to their experiences.” 553 Brown uses qualitative research methods in her studies 

and describes the method this way: “I proudly call myself a researcher-storyteller because 

I believe the most useful knowledge about human behavior is based on people’s lived 

experiences.”554 

This qualitative research design allowed the researcher to gather information 

regarding the lived reality of women living in the tension between to roles. Qualitative 

research is “discovery-oriented research where the findings are not predetermined.”555 

One benefit of qualitative research is that the researcher may obtain a “richly descriptive” 

product that includes not only facts but also thoughts, feelings, and meaning-making 

providing valuable data for analysis.556 These internal processes are understood through 

oral communication and depend on the interviewer’s ability to create a safe environment 

for sharing things that may not have been previously communicated.557 With this research 

design, the researcher is the “primary instrument for data collection and analysis.” 

Therefore, Merriam cautions researchers to examine their biases so that the data collected 

is strictly from the interviewee’s perspective. The researcher acts as an empathetic 

listener, not a counselor or coach.558 Rather than coming to the data with a predetermined 
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hypothesis, the researcher in this study first transcribed the interviews, then coded the 

data, revealing patterns and recurring themes, and derived conclusions from participants' 

experiences through an inductive process and ultimately drawing conclusions from 

participant experiences of overcoming maternal stress.559 

Participant Sample Selection 

Purposeful sampling was used in this study. Merriam explains, “Purposeful 

sampling is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, 

and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be 

learned.”560 This research required participants who could communicate in depth about 

the tension involved in navigating dual roles as a mother and a professional and how they 

overcame this tension, or navigated this stress, to experience flourishing in their Christian 

life. The study was conducted through in-person interviews with eight working mothers. 

They were invited to participate via an introductory email. To select participants, 

prospective interviewees completed a one-page a brief demographic questionnaire 

providing information concerning the selection criteria.561  Twenty-seven women filled 

out the form and eight were chosen for in-person interviews. 

A job primarily provides basic needs of food and housing security, health and 

safety. In contrast, a career is oriented toward flourishing. It offers the opportunity to set 

goals and pursue them, fostering a sense of pride, meaning, purpose, and competence. 

 

559 Merriam, Qualitative Research, 23. 

560 Merriam, Qualitative Research, 77. 

561 See Appendix. 
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Careers ideally create deeper satisfaction than a job, and hopefully thereby allowing 

space for working mothers to more readily experience flourishing. Therefore, participants 

were chosen who worked in a professional career, indicated by having obtained at least a 

master’s degree. 562  Believing that the richest insights leading to best practices could be 

gained from working mothers who both loved their work and regularly experienced 

flourishing, the researcher chose participants who indicated they worked primarily out of 

delight and a sense of calling to their field, rather than obligation. All but one participant 

indicated that that they experienced flourishing “a great deal” of the time. The one 

participant who indicated that they experienced flourishing “a moderate amount” clarified 

that this was only because she has four young children, and that caring for so many 

children left her less time to seek flourishing in her own life. Parenting young children is 

time-intensive, and the specific details of that season can be easily forgotten. To gain 

story telling of recent memories, mothers were chosen who had two or more children 

between the ages of zero and thirteen years of age living full-time in their homes. 

Snowball sampling was used. After identifying a few participants who met the criteria, 

the researcher asked them to refer other people who also fit the criteria.563  

To minimize variables not a focus of this study, women were selected who were 

part of a heterosexual marriage five plus years, worked thirty plus hours a week, whose 

husbands also worked thirty plus hours a week, were members or regular attenders of a 

 

562 HarperCollins Publishers, “The American Heritage Dictionary,” accessed September 24, 2025, 
https://ahdictionary.com/word/search.html?q=profession“An occupation, such as law, medicine, or 
engineering, that requires considerable training and specialized study.” 

563 Merriam, Qualitative Research, 79. 
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church, described themselves as a follower of Christ, and indicated that their faith 

influenced their decisions about family, work, or relationships “a great deal.” 

Due to travel limitations, the women do not represent a cross-section of all 

regions in the United States (US). The participants of this study are from the South, 

Southeast, and the West.  

Also, due to limited time and resources, this study focused on a narrow participant 

group: women in professional careers with at least a master’s degree. All participants 

self-identified as Caucasian, had at least two children, and approach life with a 

commitment to Christ and the church. This study did not include women pursing work 

because of family pressures, societal expectations, or financial need, nor was it 

researching women in blue collar careers. Consequently, further research is needed to 

broaden the participant pool to include mothers from diverse racial and ethnic 

backgrounds – such as in Latino, African American, and Middle Eastern homes – as well 

as women in different careers, single mothers, mothers of only one child, blended 

families, those with adopted children, those in homosexual partnerships, those in 

heterosexual non-married partnerships, and those with varied motivations for work.  

Readers who desire to generalize aspects of these conclusions on the basis of 

similarity to their own work and home environments should test those aspects in their 

particular context. As with all qualitative studies, readers bear the responsibility to 

determine what can be appropriately applied to their context. There are those in the 

Christian church, like the famous missionary Elizabeth Elliot, who argue that the ideal 

vocation for a Christian woman is to be a committed mother, fully dedicating herself to 
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her family's wellbeing.564 Other leaders advocate that a mother should choose the most 

suitable home and work arrangement for both their family's needs and their own 

aspirations. The scope of this dissertation is limited and will not address this debate.  

Because participants were asked to reveal personal information and reflect on 

their behavior, relationships, and values, the Human Rights Risk Level Assessment is 

“minimal” per Covenant Theological Seminary IRB Guidelines. In addition, each 

participant signed a “Research Participant Consent Form” to respect and to protect the 

human rights of the participants. The following is a sample of this consent form. 

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

 
I agree to participate in the research which is being conducted by C. JoAnna Schlecht to 
investigate maternal stress in working Christian women for the Doctor of Ministry degree 
program at Covenant Theological Seminary. I understand that my participation is entirely 
voluntary. I can withdraw my consent at any time without penalty and have the results of 
the participation, to the extent that they can be identified as mine, returned to me, 
removed from the research records, and/or destroyed. 
 
The following points have been explained to me: 
1)  The purpose of the research is to investigate maternal stress in Christian women 

working in professional careers. 
2)  Potential benefits of the research may include best practices to mitigate maternal 

stress. Though there are no direct benefits for participants, the hope is that they are 
encouraged by sharing their experiences with an eager listener.  

3)  The research process will include audio recordings of interviews with seven women 
working in professional careers who have young children living in their home. The 
interviews will be transcribed following the interview and names will be changed to 
protect the identities of individuals involved. 

4)  Participants in this research will answer questions during a ninety-minute interview.  
5)  Potential discomforts or stresses: These might include feelings of anxiety or regret 

that arise from reflecting on relationships, values, or behaviors brought up during the 
interview. 

6)  Potential risks: There is minimal risk level to human participants. The participants 
will be asked to give their viewpoints, attitudes, and beliefs on previous lived 
experiences and as a result participants may experience some mild discomfort. 

 

564 Elisabeth Elliot, Let Me Be a Woman: Notes to My Daughter on the Meaning of Womanhood (Wheaton, 
IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 1976), 112–17. 
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7)  Any information that I provide will be held in strict confidence. At no time will my 
name be reported along with my responses. The data gathered for this research is 
confidential, and will not be released in any individually identifiable form without my 
prior consent, unless otherwise required by law. Audiotapes or videotapes of 
interviews will be erased following the completion of the dissertation. By my 
signature, I am giving informed consent for the use of my responses in this research 
project. 

8)  Limits of Privacy: I understand that, by law, the researcher cannot keep information 
confidential if it involves abuse of a child or vulnerable adult, or plans for a person to 
harm themselves or to hurt someone else. 

9)  The researcher will answer any further questions about the research, now or during 
the study. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
Printed Name and Signature of Researcher      Date 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Printed Name and Signature of Participant      Date 
Please sign both copies. Keep one. Return the other to the researcher. Thank you. 

 

Data Collection 

The primary instrument for gathering data was open-ended, semi-structured 

interviews with women that lasted ninety minutes, in locations suitable for focused 

conversation and digital recording. The researcher performed a pilot test of the interview 

protocol on two people to evaluate the questions for clarity and usefulness. After the pilot 

interviews, questions were reworded and structured in such a way that the RQs were 

adequately addressed. 

The open-ended nature of the interview questions allowed the researcher to be 

flexible in the wording and allowed participants to speak openly. This approach 

encouraged participants to expand on their responses, providing data regarding not only 

factual details but emotions as well, allowing for opportunities of self-reflection. When 

Research at Covenant Theological Seminary which involves human participants is overseen by the 
Institutional Review Board. Questions or problems regarding your rights as a participant should be 

addressed to: Director, Doctor of Ministry; Covenant Theological Seminary; 
12330 Conway Road; St. Louis, MO 63141; Phone (314) 434-4044. 
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clarification or further description was needed, the researcher asked probing questions, 

such as “tell me more about that” or “walk me through that experience.” Merriam 

teaches, “This is where being the primary instrument of data collection has its 

advantages, especially if you are a highly sensitive instrument.”565  

To accommodate both the researcher’s and participants’ schedules across many 

states, the eight interviews were completed over two months. The audio of each interview 

was digitally recorded with the online software Otter. The researcher made field notes 

and observations during and after the interview. Transcriptions were produced within one 

week of each interview using the online transcription software Atlas.ti and were checked 

by the researcher for accuracy. During the transcription check for one participant, it 

became apparent that the recording cut off fifteen minutes before the interview’s 

conclusion. A date was quickly rescheduled for a mutually satisfying time to re-do the 

missing fifteen minutes.  

The interview protocol contained the following questions. 

1. Boundaries: Imagine your professional role and parental role as two backpacks 

you are carrying, what have you done to make wearing both backpacks 

possible? 

a. What rhythms have you discovered that make it easier to focus on work? 

b. What practices help you mentally 'switch off' work to engage with your 

kids or home life? 

c. When you're trying to rest or spend time with your kids, how do you 

manage things like email or phone notifications? 

 

565 Merriam, Qualitative Research, 100–101. 
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d. What personal expectations of motherhood impact your experience as a 

working mother? 

e. What external expectations (from others) of motherhood that impact 

your experience as a working mother? 

2. Rest: Looking back on the last few months, how did you make time for rest? 

a. Describe a moment you were able prioritize your own needs and put 

down the work and parenting backpacks at the same time. 

b. What kinds of experiences feel truly restful to you? 

c. What activities make you feel most like yourself? 

d. What are some things you love to do just for fun? 

e. Tell me about the types of rhythms you have created to cultivate rest in 

your life? (daily/weekly/monthly/yearly) 

f. What kind of things do you do in your spiritual life that bring you rest?  

g. Describe an average Sunday in your life. 

h. Are there physical activities that help you release stress? 

3. Adult Friendships: What do your closest friendships look like in this season of 

life? 

a. What makes a friendship feel life giving to you? 

b. Talk about any difference in your experience of friendship if your friend 

lives close by verses far away?  

4. Support: Using the backpack analogy, when life feels heavy, who steps in to 

help carry the backpacks? 
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a. Are there ways you’ve shared parenting responsibilities with others that 

have been helpful? 

b. How do you and your husband share responsibilities at home? 

(childcare, groceries, meals, yard, pet care, celebrations, cleaning) 

c. Tell me about a time when flexibility at work has supported your role as 

parent. 

d. What has your place of work done to help you thrive as a whole person? 

5. Advice: What advice would you give to another woman who is navigating the 

tension between professional role and parental role?  

6. Future: In a perfect world, if resources were unlimited, what else would you like 

to see happen as you pursue flourishing? 

Data Analysis 

Following each interview, the questions and answers were instantly transcribed by 

Otter. Within days of receiving the transcription the researcher read and then reread the 

transcript, comparing it to the recorded interviews, making corrections where necessary. 

Notes and codes were written in the margins. The researcher did not wait until all the data 

was collected to start processing the information. The constant comparative method was 

used to analyze the data, enabling the researcher to look for common themes, patterns, 

concerns, and contrasting views across the variation of participants. This is the constant 

comparative method “…comparing one segment of data to another to determine 
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similarities and differences…”566 Research questions formed the basis for data coding, 

and the researcher found patterns and categories which answered the research questions.  

The first interview was conducted, transcribed, read, and coded. Then the second 

interview was conducted, transcribed, read, coded, and compared to the first interview. 

Each interview was analyzed and coded in order, and as things progressed, new codes 

were created. The researcher then returned to the previous transcript and processed them 

for those new codes. As Merriam explains, data from both interviews was, “grouped 

together on a similar dimension. The dimension is tentatively given a name; it then 

becomes a category.”567 Emic words and phrases were taken directly from the subject’s 

answers to identify categories and patterns after each interview. This is called “open 

coding” as the researcher does not come to the data with preconceived themes.568 This 

constant analysis allowed the researcher to improve each interview and refine probing 

questions. This was repeated with a total of eight interviews.   

Due to the nature of this study, three participants were known to the researcher 

prior to the data collection: Gretta is a long-time friend in another state, Harbor was a 

member of the researcher’s former church in another state, and River is a member of the 

researcher’s current church. Prior acquaintance with participants may potentially create 

ethical challenges in qualitative research because the relationship may influence the 

interview dynamics if unaddressed.569 The researcher took deliberate steps to mitigate 

 

566 Merriam, Qualitative Research, 30. 

567 Merriam, Qualitative Research, 32. 

568 Merriam, Qualitative Research, 178. 

569 Alan Peshkin, “In Search of Subjectivity - One’s Own,” Educational Researcher 17, no. 7 (1988): 17–
21, https://doi.org/10.2307/1174381. 
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these risks and ensure objectivity during the interview and analysis: engaging in ongoing 

reflexivity, treating all participants equally and maintaining a standardized interview 

protocol for all participants ensuring personal knowledge did not guide questioning or 

interpretation. 

Researcher Position 

The researcher is the primary instrument for data collection, analysis, and 

reporting in qualitative research. All researchers are human and come to the interviews, 

data coding, and analysis with unique positions, experiences, and giftings. Therefore, 

researchers must note their own biographical information, experience, and biases.570 

The researcher is in her 40s and a mother of four young children. She has been 

married for nineteen years, has a Master’s of Divinity degree, and has worked both part-

time and full-time in church and other non-profit settings. For most of her adult years, the 

researcher has been a part of the Presbyterian Church of America (PCA) but recently 

transitioned to the Anglican Church of North American (ACNA). She is navigating the 

complexities of a calling to vocational ministry and motherhood. She is a committed 

follower of Jesus and member of her local church. The researcher looks to the Bible as 

the ultimate authority and truth but agrees with Saint Augustine that “wherever truth may 

be found, it belongs to the Master.”571 Or to put it another way, “all truth is God’s truth.” 

Therefore, the researcher values scholarship in psychology, sociology, business, and 

other areas of study and sees it as useful in the Christian’s life and calling. However, if a 

 

570 Merriam, Qualitative Research, 14. 

571 Saint Augustine, On Christian Doctrine 2.18. 
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discrepancy appears between the teachings of the Bible and the academic scholarship of 

these areas of study, the truth of God found in the Bible takes precedence. The above 

forms the assumptions and worldview for the researcher. They are also common 

experiences to those of the participants, which provide an insider’s perspective and may 

heighten the researcher’s understanding of the data.  
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Chapter 4 
 

Findings 

The purpose of this study was to explore how Christian women with professional 

careers and young children flourish despite the challenges of maternal stress in their dual 

roles. This chapter provides the findings of the eight interviews and reports on common 

themes and relevant insights pertaining to the research questions. To address the purpose 

of this study, the following research questions guided the qualitative research: 

1. How do professional working mothers describe the challenges of maternal 

stress in their dual roles? 

2. How do professional working mothers navigate the challenges of maternal 

stress in their dual roles?  

3. In what ways not currently experienced do professional working mothers 

desire to flourish while navigating maternal stress in their dual roles? 

Introductions to Participants and Context 

The researcher selected eight working mothers to participate in this study. The 

findings of this qualitative study result from an analysis of the data collected during these 

interviews. At the time of the interviews, participants lived in Colorado, Georgia, 

Mississippi, North Carolina, and Tennessee. Each participant was a member or regular 

attender at the following church denominations: Anglican Church of North America, 

Episcopal Church in the United States, non-denominational, and Presbyterian Church in 

America. All participants held both bachelor’s and master’s degrees, with one holding a 

doctorate degree. Each women reported being currently in a committed heterosexual 
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marriage for thirteen to eighteen years. Six of the women work thirty to forty-five hours a 

week year-round, with the remaining two woman working a seasonal schedule (more 

than thirty hours a week average per year). The same working hours are true for the 

husbands, with six working thirty-five to forty-five hours a week and the remaining two 

working a seasonal schedule (more than thirty hours a week average per year). All names 

and identifiable participant information have been changed to protect their identities. 

Listed below are the participants, their professions, their husbands’ professions, and the 

number and general age of their children. 

Drew is a physician assistant. Her husband is a nurse. They have two young 

children – both in preschool. 

Gretta is a serial entrepreneur, involved in philanthropy, and a political candidate. 

Her husband holds a C-suite position in a second-generation family business. They have 

four children — one in preschool, two in elementary school, and one in middle school. 

Harbor is a former teacher who is now the CEO of a small business. Her husband 

also holds a C-suite position in a small business. They have four children — three in 

elementary school and one in middle school. 

Eliza is an elementary public-school principal. Her husband works as a pastor. 

They have two young children — one in preschool and one in elementary school. 

Piper is a pastor, writer, and speaker. Her husband is also a pastor. They have two 

children — both in elementary school. 

Felicity is a professor and a teacher. Her husband works in sports. They have four 

children — one in preschool and three in elementary school. 
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River is a business consultant. Her husband is a teacher. They have three children 

— two are in elementary school and one in middle school.  

Cate is a research director for a university. Her husband is a small business owner. 

They have two children — both in elementary school. 

Challenges of Maternal Stress Withing Two Distinct Roles 

The first research question examined how working mothers describe the 

challenges of maternal stress and the tension of living within two distinct roles — 

professional and mother. The researcher sought rich descriptive narratives of the 

participants’ experiences. These challenges included work interfering with family life, 

seasons of unusually heavy work loads, unending chores, pregnancy-related distress, 

difficulty securing reliable childcare, fears of missing their children’s childhoods, the 

longing to be in two places at once, cultural expectations, and the struggle to live as 

authentically whole individuals.  

Hijacked 

Participants acknowledged work could creep into dedicated family time and vice-

a-versa. For some, work creep was an unavoidable distraction. Other participants found 

balance once they settled into their roles as mothers and professionals. 

Piper lamented that strained relationships at work often led to shortened tempers 

or a distracted mind at home. “When there's something really heavy happening, it can 

kind of hijack your thought life. It can hijack your emotions.”  

Gretta remembered a time she was expected to attend a homeowners’ association 

meeting during her campaign. She chose to send her assistant to the meeting on her 



 

136 
 

behalf because her daughter was in a one-night-only performance in a school play. Gretta 

received significant pushback from a constituent who felt she should have prioritized the 

neighborhood meeting. In the end, Gretta knew she made the right decision prioritizing 

her daughter’s needs even though she had to navigate an angry constituent as a result. 

Was family life creeping into work life? Or was it the other way around? It was 

often hard to tell which one was interrupting the other. Gretta recalled a stressful 

interview with an award-winning podcast host. She was telling a story to the host about 

her community work registering people to vote when a message appeared on her 

computer screen. Distraction! Gretta thought she had turned off all notifications. She 

wondered how this one got through. The message was from her babysitter announcing 

that she would be late picking Gretta’s daughter from school. Gretta struggled to ignore 

the message and stay on her talking point. She said, “I think it's hard as a mom to fully 

turn off your parenting mode…if there's a problem, I need to go get them. If they're sick, 

if they throw up, if there's a weather alert, and they dismiss the school early, I can't fully 

check out.”  

Drew struggled to fully be at work during her first year as a mother. She wanted 

to do a good job, but she was pumping three times a day and constantly thinking about 

her son. “It's such a big transition having kids,” she said. “I think it took me at least a 

year to feel like my brain was checked into my work…. My brain was constantly 

elsewhere.” But as things progressed, she felt herself change. No longer distracted by her 

tiny baby, Drew did not feel like her career invaded her family time. She explained how 

her experience was different than many of the participants: “I'm really fortunate that I 

don't feel like my work life invades my home time very much, and that's one of the 
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reasons that I chose my career. It's one of those jobs where I can keep work at work, and 

you know, this job allows me to do that, which is great…when I'm home, I'm not worried 

about work, so that is a blessing.” 

Intense Seasons  

Many participants talked about the challenge to fulfill their roles as mother and 

professional during busy seasons at work. The start of a new school year was an 

especially busy time of year for Eliza and her husband. Piper’s speaking engagements 

tend to cluster together, she said, and at times she might be away from home for a longer 

stretch of time then she would prefer. The closer she was to election night, the busier 

things got for Gretta. She explained to her children that she was going to be canvasing 

and speaking at gatherings most evenings and weekends, but when the election was over, 

she would be home a lot more. She said, “That level of intensity…the amount of work it 

took was hard because I could tell my kids missed me and wanted me around…I was not 

able to be home and to run my campaign well.”  

River explained that she does not strive for a work-life balance, where everything 

is equal in terms of time, but instead works for work-life harmony. “There are going to be 

some seasons of life where work is more intense and I'm spending more time at night and 

on the weekends, but I am okay with that, because I know it's not the norm, and on the 

reverse, some seasons my family is going to need more attention…” Drew remembered 

advice from a friend who encouraged her to stop striving so hard for balance and instead 

order things in a manner that allowed her to do good work and be there for her children, 

no matter the exact division of hours since things would never be perfectly balanced.  
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The busy seasons come from work but also from the children’s commitments. 

River discussed the winter holiday season being especially hard for working mothers with 

special recitals, awards shows, mystery readers, class parties, spirit days, and more. 

“You're supposed to be working full-time, and yet school has a full-time expectation of 

parents to be present, and that is infuriating. …You are setting up those working parents 

to feel like failures.” 

Getting It All Done 

All the participants spoke about how difficult it was to complete everything 

required of them in a week. There did not seem to be enough hours. They worried about 

putting the laundry away, how to get dinner on the table, and what chores the children 

needed to do. Cate admitted she often asked herself, “How do I get it all done?” Gretta 

talked about how something that worked last year for her family may not work well the 

next year and that she had to be “always adapting.” Adding a child to the family, she said, 

can be especially difficult. For months it is just “survival mode” as the household 

rhythms must be adjusted repeatedly. 

Pregnancy Darkness  

A few of the mothers recalled pregnancy as a time they struggled with maternal 

stress. They described being filled with fear on the day they found out they were pregnant 

with their first child. These participants had reached an exciting point in their careers, and 

it took so much sacrificing to get there. They were excited about their professional 

futures when motherhood arrived sooner than planned. They couldn’t imagine how to 
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combine the two roles, and then the physical and emotional demands of becoming a 

mother hit.  

Harbor, in particular, looked back at that time as being dark: “I was devastated. … 

I'm gonna do this cool career thing to show that I could do it, yeah, and then I'll have 

kids. [Pregnancy] totally interrupted it.” And even though Harbor had a supportive boss, 

the first year as a mother and a teacher felt hard. “It just felt kind of intense…that year 

feels a little dark in my mind, like it was heavy.” Felicity remembered being surprised by 

a pregnancy in the early years of their marriage. For a time, she stayed at home with the 

baby and spent time with other stay-at-home mothers. One of her friends confided that 

when mothering felt hard, she reminded herself, “This is the life I prayed for.” Felicity 

realized in that moment she did not share that sentiment; being a stay-at-home mom was 

not what she wanted. “Oh! this is not the life I prayed for, and perhaps I should try to 

change something,” she thought. 

Making Childcare Work  

Another theme the participants shared was the struggle to find affordable and 

reliable childcare. Felicity was disappointed by the significant cost for childcare. “I 

started looking at daycare costs, and I thought, based on how much I'm making as a 

teacher that doesn't make any sense. So that spring, I went very part-time at school, and 

so had our son in very part-time care, and still, the amount of money I was making just 

didn't make sense for what we were doing.” Eventually, Felicity quit her job and then 

immediately questioned her decision because she loved her job and knew that her career 

was more than a financial decision. Felicity said, “Man, I really loved that job, and I love 

my child too, but I couldn't figure out how to make it all work. I was not well suited for 
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stay-at-home mom life.…I remember thinking, why can't I just be happy with this?” She 

tried other part-time jobs, but Felicity expressed that she was “not feeling energized by 

what I was doing.”  

Both Drew and her husband work in healthcare. If one of her children was ill and 

needed to stay home from school to recuperate, it was difficult to decide which parent 

would stay with them. “If I don't show up to work, there are fifteen people who had 

rescheduled their lives to come in and see me, found care for their children, or took time 

off work. And so, that carries a lot of weight for me.” It was hard for Drew to find a 

suitable solution when there is the potential to hurt or inconvenience so many people, she 

said. "That is definitely an area that I carry guilt.” For now, Drew said that her best and 

only solution is alternating with her husband who stays home and cares for sick children 

and upends their work life.  

Many participants shared a childcare hack for evenings and weekends, when they 

had no other childcare option, but they needed to get some work completed. They said 

they take their children to fast-food indoor playgrounds and let the children play while 

they worked on a laptop at a nearby table. Piper took her children to the childcare room at 

the YMCA and used the time to write one of her books. She said, “When my kids were 

little, that's how I wrote books. I would go to the YMCA, which had two hours of 

childcare, I would work out for an hour, and I would work for an hour.”  

Never Have This Time Back  

Several participants labeled “missing stuff with the family” and “you can never 

really have this time back” as two fears they had to manage internally. Drew was 

concerned she was missing out on some of her boys’ childhood when she said, “It is just 
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the time, and how do I make my kids feel seen and valued and like they're not just being 

raised by their daycare?” Eliza regretted the time she spent getting her newborn on a 

perfect schedule to ease his transition to childcare. She wished she had simply enjoyed 

the newborn stage without putting pressure on herself to get him ready. She said, “I think 

I missed out on a lot of the things I should have been soaking up. At the time I was just 

more worried about regimented naps and feedings and stuff. And I would go back and 

release myself of that pressure and…enjoy it a little more, because that is something I 

live with a little bit of loss around.” 

Two Places at Once  

Many participants noted the challenge of wanting to be in two places at once. 

Eliza described spreading out the nights she worked away from home. Reflecting on how 

many church meetings happen in the evenings, she said, “I’ve got something Monday 

night and I'm going have something Wednesday night, so I'm going try not leave them 

again on Thursday night.” Eliza said that she loves her career, but she also values being 

home with her children in the evenings.  

Drew described an incident when her son was moving rooms at daycare, and he 

was having a tough time. The teacher called to ask Drew for advice on how to calm her 

son, and she grieved that she could not be there with him. She knew if she left her work 

and rescued her son, she could make everything temporarily better; however, the next day 

he would again need to go to daycare, and she would have to go to work. She said, “I 

decided to take a deep breath and be like, okay, he's going to figure this out. It was really 

very hard.” The teachers stepped in and comforted him, and he got through the transition, 
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but the experience of being needed in two places stayed with Drew.  Drew expressed, “I 

feel like my brain is in two places at once a lot of the time.” 

Soaring Expectations  

Most participants reported receiving similar messages regarding what the culture 

and the church expects of mothers. Gretta felt pressured to homeschool her children and 

to be home with them full-time, neither of which she nor her husband desired for their 

family. Gretta said, “There were some of these expectations about [how] a good Christian 

family would homeschool their kids…” She took a lot of time to reflect on these 

expectations and realized she was a better parent when she had dedicated time away from 

her children to complete her work. Then, when her children are with her, she can focus 

her attention on them. She said, “I’m realizing that I'm a better parent when I send my 

kids to school. I'm also a better parent when I send them to a day camp in the summer to 

let me get some work done in the morning.” Gretta found that when she tried doing both, 

she ended feeling like, “I'm not doing either of them very well.”  

Eliza expected that she would always make meals from scratch. River shared that 

early motherhood brought a ton of expectations of what “good” motherhood should look 

like, but thirteen years of motherhood resulted in letting go of most of them. 

 Cate’s mother did not work outside the home, and as a result Cate internalized 

the idea that she ought to do the same, even though her mother never expressed it as an 

expectation. “I felt like I was disappointing her,” said Cate.  

Piper shared she did not struggle with mom guilt or external expectations 

regarding her mothering, noting, “I've not wrestled with a lot of mom guilt in that 

regard.” Instead, Piper focused on ensuring her children understood they were loved and 
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their needs were met, even if that was accomplished by coordinating other loving adults 

to meet their needs. “I have never wrestled with these like soaring expectations of what it 

means to be a good mom,” said Piper. “I primarily think that as long as my kids know 

that they are unconditionally loved and I am doing my best to be present to them when 

I'm with them, and that they're not necessarily competing with my work for time with 

me.” In fact, Piper said that she believes parents should not let their lives revolve around 

their children. “I think it's unhealthy to just orbit around your kids.”  

One external pressure Piper did identify was her father’s opinion about her 

speaking schedule. He would occasionally mention that the children missed her and she 

needed to travel less for work. Piper, however, felt comfortable with the boundaries she 

placed around work travel. Rather than panicking at her father’s comments, she reminded 

him of the larger purpose of her work and that it was appropriate for the children to miss 

her while she was gone and that she would return quickly. “It is developmentally 

appropriate for them that I'm gone sometimes, especially if I'm telling them I'm gone 

because our family exists for a purpose that is larger than ourselves.”  

Felicity never felt well-suited for stay-at-home mom life. During her short stint as 

one, she remembered asking herself, “Why can't I just be happy with this?” She admired 

so many of the mothers in her own life and said, “I've had beautiful examples of 

motherhood set for me. I have two grandmas that I respect, and my own mother is a 

delight, and my husband's mother is amazing.” And while she said she would love to 

“embody the very best things about all of them,” she acknowledged it was not a realistic 

goal. Yet Felicity developed a list of internal expectations for herself: she would make all 

meals from scratch, she would curate time to make “meals a lovely, magical time,” keep 
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the home clean, be a gracious hostess, and teach her children to host and cook as well. 

Felicity stated that she expected way too much of herself, and her husband “who knows 

me so well” lovingly said, “You've decided these things for yourself.… None of us are 

asking you to do these things. You can do them as long as they bring you joy, but as soon 

as it's burdensome, you need to just let some of that stuff go.”  

River also felt cultural expectations to be everything for her family. She thought a 

mother should be “making homemade meals every night, and the primary caretaker, and 

the cleaner, and the programmer, and mental load carrier of the house.” River knew she 

could not be all those things and pursue a career too. 

 Drew felt the expectation that she should quit her career and stay home full-time 

with her children. “I never had anybody come out to me and say…why aren't you staying 

home, or why are you still working? It’s just what you see a lot. Women have babies and 

then they quit their jobs and they stay home.” During a time of prophesy, a church leader 

spoke a word over Drew saying that God was going to bless Drew’s husband with a high 

paying job, and as a result Drew was going to have many babies and stay home with 

them. She felt traumatized by the experience. Drew loved her career. She did not think 

having a small family was ungodly. But here was a church leader, on behalf of God, 

asking her to give up her beloved career and be a stay-at-home mother.  

Harbor remembered feeling it was “a given” that she would stay home with her 

children when she became a mother. Her mother had set that as an example, and Harbor 

assumed she would do the same. Her youth pastor even remarked to her, “You are going 

to make a great mom one day.” While she was excited to eventually have children as a 

young woman, Harbor was attempting to achieve a lot in her career before having them. 
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“In my mind, it was probably, like, I'll see how much I could cram in before I have my 

first kid.” But then her first child came sooner than expected, and she found herself not 

wanting to quit her career.  

In contrast to the others, Piper did not feel cultural pressure to stay at home full-

time with her children. In the area of the country where she lives, Piper reported that 

women are expected to continue working as mothers. “This is one of the most highly 

educated areas of the country.…It is pretty normal for women to be working here.”  

Finding Flexibility  

One of the difficulties participants noted in navigating their dual roles of mother 

and professional was finding employment that allowed them the flexibility to meet their 

family’s needs. Harbor, mother to four, talked about how her previous career in teaching 

was not sustainable with a large family. Drafting substitute notes and finding a substitute 

every time one of her children needed to go to the doctor or stay home sick was daunting. 

And she was surrounded by children at work and at home. She missed adult interactions. 

“I stepped away from full-time teaching because it just felt like it's a lot of kids, and 

teaching is not wildly flexible.” She made a conscious decision to switch career paths so 

that she could be more available to her children during the day.  

Drew specifically chose to be a physician assistant because she wanted a flexible 

career. “I always knew that I wanted to keep working even once we had kids. I had spent 

a lot of time getting my degree and had planned for a long time and actually chose to 

become a physician assistant.” But even within the profession, she had to make 

concessions. She said she prefers to work in the more exciting and engaging hospital 

setting, but for now she works primarily from an office. The hospital was too 
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unpredictable and inflexible for her life as a mother. To gain flexibility, Drew has also 

chosen to work fewer hours. Two Fridays a month she spends one-on-one at home with 

her one of her children instead of sending them to daycare.  

More to Me Than Just Being Their Mom  

The desire to model strong womanhood and a healthy work ethic motivated 

several participants, even in the face of the tensions this lifestyle carried. Eliza said it this 

way: “It's been really important to me for my boys to see their mom doing something that 

she's called and gifted in. And I think that every boy should see that in their mom.” Drew 

agreed and shared, “That's something that has influenced how I approach work.…I think 

that it's really valuable for my two boys to see a woman hold a career….to have 

something that's important and valuable and contributing to society outside of the home.” 

Drew continued that it is also “valuable for them to see that there is more to me than just 

being their mom.”  

River expressed that work gave her a place to develop giftings that might have 

remained dormant had she not been a working professional. “I have outlets for 

intellectual, competitive, performance-based drive.” When asked about her work, Cate 

replied enthusiastically, “It is amazing. I really love my job…. I can be really authentic at 

work.” She listed everything she loves about her job: mentoring people, leadership 

strategy, encouraging supervisees, and finding ways to systematize things. She noted that 

many of her administrative skills may have gone unnoticed without investment in a 

career.  

Gretta expressed she has felt tension over being her own person and meeting her 

children’s needs. On one hand, Gretta said, it is “good for them to see me as an 
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independent person that has my own interests and my own things, and not just like their 

little like servant and chauffeur…for them to see me doing these other things and 

accomplishing other things.” She said that while she wants to be available and accessible 

to them and build strong relationships, Gretta wants her children to see her as more than a 

mom. She wants them to see her as a whole person.  

Integrated and Authentic People  

A frequently stated belief for the participants was that they were more integrated 

and fulfilled people when they were working in a professional capacity. They felt like 

better people and better mothers.  

Harbor shared, “I genuinely always felt like I'm a better mom when I have 

something else that I'm thinking about.” Felicity said that after she and her husband both 

tried to be the primary parent at home without full-time employment, “We found that for 

each of us to be doing things that energize us and excite us, outside of our parenting 

roles, actually makes us better parents than when we're in those roles.” Gretta stated that 

at times she felt bored in the mundane aspects of homemaking and mothering. Having a 

career gave her an outlet for her skills in ways mothering did not. She said, “I feel like 

I'm a much better mother when I have a creative outlet.” River agreed and said that she 

felt “like my job is actually a resource that gives me energy to be a better parent and a 

better, more integrated individual.” 

Summary of Challenges of Maternal Stress 

Working mothers used many phrases to describe the challenges of living with the 

tension between their roles of professional and mother. They described “hijackings,” 
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where either family life would interrupt work life or work life would negatively impact 

family life. They recounted stories of intense work seasons that limited their ability to be 

with their families. They reflected on how they were always adapting their schedules, 

priorities, and processes to meet the needs of work and home. Some participants shared 

stories of pregnancy darkness and distress when they worried about how they would 

manage their feelings, roles, and childcare while pursuing their careers. Participants 

shared their grief over the challenge of making childcare work and their fears that they 

would never have this time (children’s childhoods) back. Participants often longed to be 

in two places at once. They sometimes lamented, “Why can't I just be happy with this?” 

All but one participant shared that they encountered soaring expectations regarding 

motherhood, whether from internal pressures or external influences. They talked about 

choosing flexibility in their careers and that one motivating factor in pursuing a career 

was modeling to their children how to be whole, integrated, and authentic people who 

had gifts and interests outside of parenting. Participants described several strategies they 

used to navigate these ongoing challenges; these will be discussed in the next section. 

Navigating Maternal Stress 

While the first research question focused on describing the tensions of working 

mothers, this question sought to understand how working mothers responded to those 

pressures in life-giving ways. Their responses revealed strategies for managing stress and 

insights into how they sustained joy amid competing demands. Their methods fell into 

three broad categories: establishing boundaries, pursuing rest, and cultivating support. 
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Boundaries – Clear Expectations 

Technology 

Boundaries can take shape in many ways, including personal habits around 

technology. Felicity designated her laptop for work purposes and phone for socializing. 

She said her children know “if I have my computer out, I’m probably doing work. And if 

I have my phone out, they can interrupt me at any point.”  

Some participants communicated to their co-workers, bosses, and employees how 

and when they prefer to be contacted. Eliza said that because she manages over 100 

school employees, she had to be clear about her boundaries. In the evenings and early 

morning hours her employees must email her rather than call or text “because it is really 

annoying to be getting ready for work and getting texts about this person’s diarrhea and 

this person’s dog.” With this boundary in place, she could choose when to read the emails 

and be prepared emotionally for whatever they contain.  

At River’s consulting firm, it is part of their work culture to use email for all work 

communication, she said, so she turned off email notifications on her phone so she can be 

present when she is with her children. She has told her co-workers they must text her if 

they need her to respond quickly to work-related issues. “I think communicating 

expectations has been huge,” she explained. Sophie phrased her strategy as “reframing 

expectations.” Harbor agreed and stated she often tells her team ahead of time if she is 

not going to be online for the day and then adds the caveat that if they need her, they can 

text or call. “[B]ut people almost never do that,” she said. “I just put up that barrier and 

that feels really good.”  
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Many participants discussed disconnecting entirely from technology while on 

vacation. Piper said, “We are totally off grid when we go on vacation.” Her staff’s culture 

respects the need to disconnect. Sophia said she often spends time at her parent’s 

mountain cabin where there is no cell phone or internet service, and considers that fact a 

benefit. 

Gretta said she has a side gig reselling things on Posh Market. She described it as 

“a blessing and a curse that I can do it from anywhere and take it anywhere. It’s always 

available.” Recently she began using the vacation mode for her online shop so work does 

not pile up when she is out of town with her family. She also found the Brick™ a useful 

tool, as it allowed her to block applications on her smart phone that were distracting. The 

Brick™ is a small, square device equipped with Near Field Communication (NFC) 

technology to initiate or disable “Brick™ Mode,” a feature that renders selected 

applications unusable until the user reactivates them by tapping the device again.  

Harbor talked about a season when she turned her phone into a “dumb phone” and 

how beneficial it was for her. She said she would like to repeat the experiment because 

she has found herself once again being distracted by her phone. 

Gretta also mentioned being overwhelmed by the volume of communication 

needed to navigate on behalf of her children. Power School, GroupMe, and email are all 

used to check grades, plan class parties, and schedule parent-teacher conferences. The 

excessive school communication was overwhelming. To manage the intrusions into her 

work life, she and many others removed the dings and screen notifications. Eliza 

recounts, “I took email notifications off my phone a long time ago.”  
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Drew and Felicity have not struggled with technology interrupting key work or 

family moments and do not typically receive phone calls or check email after work hours. 

No Carrying Work Home 

Because technology allows people to work from home, or anywhere for that 

matter, participants repeatedly talked about creating boundaries around work. Many have 

rules about not working after hours once they get home and not allowing themselves to 

multitask. River said that while she can multitask, it does not produce excellent results. “I 

can multitask…. When work is over, it has been part of the rhythm [of having an office] 

to come home and it is just home.”  

Piper said that she travels away from home only twice a month for speaking 

engagements and it is extremely important to her that she be home on Sundays to attend 

their church, so she structures her travel to make that a priority, even if it is an 11 p.m. 

Saturday night flight.  

In Drew’s deliberately chosen profession, where she has worked for nine years, 

fellows and nurses must provide on-call services, not physician assistants, thus protecting 

Drew’s time at home and eliminating work distractions. Drew shared, “I’m fortunate that 

I don’t feel like my work life invades my home time very much. And that is one of the 

reasons that I chose my career.” Drew also “prioritizes efficiency” at work, having 

learned to complete all her notes at work and not take them home.  

Felicity noted that when she was a freshman teacher, she would work on lesson 

plans and grading during any free time she could find. But now that she is more 

experienced, she found, “I might not think about work the whole afternoon or 

evening.…I have learned to just say, I can’t. I can’t carry it home with me. I just can’t.” 
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A few participants mentioned they tried working from a home office, but 

struggled, and found things improved when they rented office space. When first planting 

the church, Piper worked out of nearby coffee shops and felt constantly distracted. The 

same thing happened if she worked from home, as she found it hard to concentrate if it 

was dirty or messy. Others confessed they too struggled to ignore household chores when 

working from home. Harbor recounted, “It is really hard for me to not do laundry and 

think about kid stuff and all that when I’m at home.” At the same time, she expressed 

gratitude for the flexibility afforded by remote work, which enables her to attend to her 

children’s needs. As a compromise, she said she maintains a schedule of four days in the 

office and one day working from home.  

Piper and her husband have a unique situation in which they both work at the 

same church. To protect family time, they decided to not discuss work at home, calling it 

an intentional “discipline” to keep this boundary. “With being married and leading 

together, work and life just bleed into one another. And it has been helpful when we are 

home, we are not working, we are not talking about it…we just have boundaries around 

the home.” They established weekly meetings and Slack, a professional messaging 

platform used for workplace communication, as structured spaces for work-related 

discussions, which she noted, “has helped me a lot.” When topics arise in the evenings or 

weekends, she said they record notes for themselves to discuss those topics at the office 

during their pre-arranged meetings.   

Many participants stated their willingness to work from home, but only after the 

children went to bed or were otherwise distracted. River said her children are of an age 

where she can settle them into an after-school routine (completing homework and 
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practicing sports) and then return to work. She blocked time on her work calendar for 

these transitions. “I spend thirty minutes, that is on my calendar, welcoming them home 

from school, getting them set up into their routines, and then they are old enough now I 

can do back to work...I just block off the time.”  

The COVID-19 pandemic came up in interviews with a couple participants 

because the stay-at-home order blurred the lines between home and work. Piper said, “It 

was impossible to have boundaries between work and family life, and so I ended up 

feeling frustrated all the time. I remember feeling this kind of low-grade anger, honestly.” 

She felt like she was never really “off” because everyone was working from home. She 

described it as “a disaster.”  

Even those participants who typically left work at work received the occasional 

emergency work call. Felicity admitted she does not love the interruptions and felt 

flustered when they happen. “I have a job that is easily contained.…I’m not a work all-

the-time person.” She recognized that while she is not gifted at creating boundaries, she is 

grateful to have a career where they are built in. “There are clear expectations.…I really 

enjoy that about teaching.…I like the boundaries.…I’m not always good at setting my 

own boundaries, but I like that I’m working in a place that has them for me.” 

Letting Yourself Off the Hook 

In other circumstances, boundaries took the form of intentionally accepting fewer 

commitments. Drew stated that to prioritize time with her children and be a faithful at 

work, her family has to limit their other activities: “We say no a lot more,” including 

“no” to community groups at church or even social events with friends that require a 
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babysitter. She said she wants to be with her children in the evenings rather than leave 

them with a babysitter because she already spent so much time apart from them.  

Gretta admitted that while she loves to cook and wants to expose her children to 

great food, it is one of the things she had to let go. “I’m letting myself off the hook.” She 

said she is learning to be okay with a regular rhythm of breakfast for dinner and eating 

spaghetti fifty times a year. To cope with her disappointment in menu choices, Gretta said 

she reminds herself that a fancy meal is not the most important thing during this stage of 

life and prompts herself “to stop stressing about this.”  

Gretta was one of many to mention meal preparation. Many participants listed it 

as enjoyable but felt that this season of life required them to cut back on complicated 

meal preparations and find conveniences. Harbor said she simplified life and shops only 

at the two grocery stores closest to her house. It cost her more money, but it also reduced 

the number of stores she needs to visit. Sophia said she pays extra for pre-sliced fruit 

saying, “That’s just what I have to do in this season. And I know I’m very privileged and 

blessed to be able to do that. I know that is not everyone’s story.” 

Proximity and flexibility are values River mentioned, “I have learned to just take 

some stuff off my plate.” She avoided committing to social invitations to simplify her 

life. “I’m really avoiding that right now, so I don’t feel overcommitted.” Drew spoke of 

the many years where her family also had to say no to social gatherings. They did not 

have extended family in town to watch the children, and their small group at church did 

not provide childcare. They let themselves off the hook saying, “We don’t have the 

finances to pay for a babysitter every week. We don’t want to spend a weeknight away 

from our kids, that time is so short and valuable.” 
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When Felicity’s children were young, she decided to say no to extra 

responsibilities at work. The school would ask staff to volunteer to chaperone the school 

dance or host “meet and greets” with prospective parents. She said, “There have been 

years where I don’t do it at all…I say, Okay, not everybody I work with has three kids 

under 10, and I’m just going to say I can’t do it right now.’” 

Rest – Mental and Physical Breaks 

Participants also navigated the challenges of maternal stress by pursing rest. 

While describing how important rest was to her, Harbor said, “I can feel it when it’s not 

happening.” She said she carved out twelve hours of alone time “to be really intentional” 

about rest between a work trip and a friend trip.  

Gretta described rest as activities that “pour back into your soul so you’re just not 

fully depleted.” She noted that she constantly reminds herself that she will be a better 

mom “if I can refill my cup.” She declared, “Mental breaks are huge.” She said she loves 

anything where she can “sort of turn my brain off.” Drew agreed and described times 

when she was occupied by another task but could still “be with my thoughts” as rest.   

Several participants stated they were just as motivated to work as they were to 

have fun. They organized their work lives to free up time to pursue fun. They prided 

themselves on their work ethic, but, as Piper stated, “It just means planning well and 

being organized. I’m highly motivated to have fun.”  

Others identified as workaholics and had to be intentional about remembering to 

rest. One participant, Eliza, uncovered a formula to help her plan free time and maximize 

it for relaxation. The formula included the following three ingredients: a small indulgence 

(a coffee shop latte), a small productive task (clean out the closet), and downtime (watch 
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a movie). She named one combination of these three elements “Suburban Mom 

Saturday.” On those days, Eliza and a friend take their children to the YMCA childcare 

and walk on treadmills while chatting. The children love the childcare room and being 

together. The moms love getting exercise checked off their to-do list while they connect 

over conversation. Then they gather the children and head to the library. They get books, 

a smoothie, and take the children home in time to nap. Arriving home they read a favorite 

book while the children sleep. 

Rest was identified as an important way participants mitigated maternal stress. 

This next section will look at the many ways participants prioritized rest by ensuring 

sleep, changing rhythms, developing hobbies, travelling, engaging in enjoyable physical 

activities, accomplishing discrete tasks with a clear beginning and end, spending time 

with others, spending time alone, and maintaining healthy spiritual practices. 

Sleep 

Most participants mentioned that sleep is important. “Sleep is pretty easy,” said 

River. She said that over the years her family has developed “consistent sleep hygiene” to 

foster deep sleep for all family members. It is a family priority. Piper also stated that she 

does not struggle with sleep, and she falls asleep as soon as her head hits the pillow. Cate 

highlighted her love of slow morning lounging in bed after a long restful sleep. “It just 

feels restful and a good way to start the day.” 

Change of Pace 

Rest can be experienced as a departure from one’s ordinary routine. Several 

participants emphasized that rest did not always feel like doing nothing but rather was a 
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“change of pace,” as Drew described. Some lamented they never felt completely free of 

their parental and professional duties at the same time, but others mentioned that simply 

switching back and forth between the two different roles felt restful. Harbor recognized 

adventure as being a key component of rest for her, as it brings something that is “outside 

of the normal day to day. It kind of gets me alive in a different way.”  

Piper recalled a friend telling her that since she primarily used her mind for work, 

she should move her body to encourage rest. “The idea that is you work with your mind, 

you should rest with your hands, and if you work with your hands you should rest with 

your mind.” Piper admitted she loves doing yard work on a day off for this reason. Cate 

recalled that she enjoys watching HGTV at her parent’s mountain house because the 

channel is not available at her home, and the novelty of a new channel was relaxing.   

Hobbies 

Participants also identified play and hobbies to be restful. All but two mentioned 

conventional hobbies as a way to replenish themselves. With further follow-up questions, 

both participants who did not initially identify a hobby mentioned one or two without 

labeling them as such. Reading, hiking, and cooking were all popular. Cate stated that she 

no longer has hobbies since having children but then described making a live edge 

countertop in her free time. She also said she enjoys meandering around farmer’s markets 

and reading, as long as she is caught up on sleep.  

River mentioned her love of mountain biking, and Eliza listed watching movies 

and hosting people in her home. Piper, a self-described lifelong learner, mentioned the 

podcast How I Built This by NPR.  
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Felicity spoke of her love of baking and sourdough. “You are making a thing with 

your hands, and there is a specific result, and it feels really rewarding and finish-able.” 

Few things in Felicity’s life have an ending point. “I think with parenting and teaching, it 

feels like there is really no end. You are just kind of doing your best to nurture what is in 

front of you, but you are not going to be like – here is my finished product. I’m done. 

And that is what I like about baking.…. Now it’s done, and we get to eat it. That’s so 

great!” 

Most hobbies that participants spoke of were solitary activities like Harbor’s 

cross-stitching or Drew’s love of cooking. But there were also communal activities: 

Gretta and Harbor taking their children on hikes, Felicity teaching others baking, and 

Harbor participating in a fantasy football league with her nieces and nephews. Most of 

River’s hobbies were communal and playful. She spoke of her love of mountain biking 

with her children, working out at the CrossFit gym with her set of gym friends, and 

playing on a community soccer team every Sunday. “Play, I think for me, is 

restful.…Movement makes me feel grounded and in my body. It is usually with others, so 

I feel connected as well. It’s just a time where I get to really have joy!” 

Travel 

Travel provided additional opportunities for participants to rest. Gretta noted that 

one of the reasons vacations were crucial to her recovery as a young mother was that 

when she was at home with all the children, she rarely slept through the night. The 

constant waking and feeding and comforting were taxing. Having time away by herself or 

with other adults was a way to get good sleep, among other things.  
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Piper mentioned her love of vacations. “It’s not hard for me to be on vacation like 

it is for my husband.” She described how his love of working often got in the way of 

having fun, but she did not experience the same tension. Dollywood is her location of 

choice, she said. She goes with friends, co-workers, her husband, and her children on all 

sorts of combinations of people. She recalled it as a source of precious childhood 

memories and returning there as an adult with her own children is special. Piper also 

admired Dollywood’s excellence. “I think the level of excellence, the level of 

imagination, vision, execution, all of it is like, deeply inspiring.…I’m a creative.” 

Drew talked about how challenging it can be for her to leave town without her 

children. She said her anxiety rises when she is far away from them. Yet she values travel 

and wants to find a way to once again enjoy a favorite hobby. Drew experimented with 

an overnight trip, forty-five minutes from home, with her husband. She reminded herself 

that the children were going to be fine. “I knew my kids were safe, and we were not far 

away.” She recalled how she and her husband had a lot of fun — going to a yoga class, 

walking around an art fair, and stopping by shops she cannot take small children into. It 

went so well that she planned another trip with a friend. Her friend has breast cancer, she 

explained, and as part of her treatment, she will be getting a tattoo. “I’m going to go with 

her to get this tattoo. That is so special, really fun. I feel like it will be a chance for me to 

relax.” And since her husband and her parents would be with the children, she felt calmer 

about leaving them and trusting they will be okay.   

Several participants mentioned traveling to visit family as relaxing. Drew 

recounted that her parents have a vacation home in Michigan that they love to visit, in 

part because there are more hands to help with the children.  



 

160 
 

For one summer Felicity spent six weeks apart from her husband and children in 

an immersive language program. She remembered feeling taken care of, having all her 

meals prepared for her and getting to do something every day that she loved. “[I]t was 

kind of like a retreat, and then it also made me, when I came back, so thankful…. I would 

be driving from here to the daycare to pick kids up, and I thought, it's so beautiful here. I 

love our life…. [T]he smallest things about being with the kids felt so much more 

meaningful because I had missed it for six weeks.” She had a hard time being away from 

her family for so long, and would never do it again, but it taught her to savor the small 

moments of alone time at home as a part of normal daily life. Felicity also regularly 

accompanied students on summer trips to Europe. Though she missed her children and 

worried about them, she was energized by watching her students experience the culture 

and improve their language skills. On one two-week immersion trip, she brought her 

husband, and they enjoyed much needed time together, even though they had high school 

students with them. “It does feel like we are just on a big date.”  

As a baseball mom, Cate spends many weekends in other cities with her family. 

Recently, they tacked on a trip to the Grand Canyon during a series of games in Arizona. 

“It’s just super fun. You are with the other families, and they are having fun. There are 

hotels. It is just exciting for the boys.” She sees these trips as an adventure for the family.  

River and Harbor both had standing trips with college friends to look forward to. 

River said that she and her friends go away on either MLK or President’s Day weekend 

to a lake house. “It is a sweet time to recharge, no parenting responsibilities, there is not 

great WIFI there, and it is kind of out in the middle of nowhere on a lake.” Harbor said 

that her trips are one big adventure. She and her two college friends take turns planning 
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mystery trips for the past fifteen years. Only the person planning the trip knows any 

details of the location or activities. All of it is coordinated with the husbands’ assistance, 

and all expenses are split. She said one of the best parts is having no responsibilities 

when you are not the one planning the trip. She does not have to make any decisions. 

“You're connecting to that part of yourself that's not responsible so you can just have 

fun.” The yearly trips help her feel alive, she said, and they end up doing “ridiculous 

things that you never do in normal life,” like stumbling upon a “Neil Diamond tribute 

band concert.” She spoke about why this tradition is meaningful. “I think having fun is 

really important to me.…Maybe it really lightens all of motherhood, work stuff, that you 

can get bogged down by.” She said the trips lead her to a place of gratitude to God and 

connection with her friends. “There is such fruit from this time.…God gives us so much 

to delight in nature, in moments, and friendships.” 

While Cate did not have a standing trip with her college friends, she did take a 

trip with them for everyone’s fortieth birthday to Waco, TX, to visit the Silos. A side 

benefit of taking a trip together was reinvigorating an old text thread. They now send 

each other weekly prayer requests, book recommendations, skin care product reviews, 

and praises for answered prayers.  

Harbor described some of the trips she takes as retreats. She has retreats with her 

mentoring group and a silent retreat with a spiritual direction group. Harbor also spoke 

about three ski weekends with several girlfriends and their families that she looks 

forward to each winter. They use a family cabin in the mountains. Everyone takes turns 

skiing with different people, playing games, and sharing cooking responsibilities. “It’s a 
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really fun and special time away, which is only possible because they have this big, old 

ski house.” 

Piper and her husband were slated for a joint summer sabbatical next year; she 

said she dreams of spending most of it in Europe as a family.  

Once a month, River and her husband separately plan a weekend day off for 

themselves. They add it to the calendar as “River’s Day” or the equivalent for her 

husband. Each person has total control over how they spend the time. A few times, River 

drove to see a friend who lives a few hours away. She said, “There are no expectations 

that I would come home to cook dinner…. We would plan three months at a time… It 

gives us space with no expectations or responsibilities.” 

Eliza works in a school, and yet she does not get her summers off. As a result, she 

noticed that she could feel jealous of others who had a long summer break. To combat 

this, she planned a trip with her girlfriends at the end of each July. “One last hurrah when 

everyone is starting to come back so that I don’t feel like the summer is gone, and I have 

just been here all summer.” She said it is important to have things like little trips to look 

forward to. While not a fancy trip, she said she also tries to find days to work out of a 

coffee shop during school break to feel like she is not a “ball and chain to the school.” 

Eliza and Gretta specifically mentioned trips they took with their husbands as 

being rejuvenating. Gretta and her husband took a trip to Europe for just over a week; 

Eliza spent half of spring break away with her spouse. Eliza explained these types of 

indulgences are possible because of the financial stability provided by her full-time 

professional career. “I’m at a place in my career where I am compensated a little more, 

and it helps us do these things.” She recalled that a friend had encouraged her to read 



 

163 
 

Lean In during pregnancy, and she attributed much of the flexibility, childcare options, 

and ability to take vacations to her decision to continue her professional ambitions. 

Physical Activity 

All but one of the participants listed some type of physical movement as a favorite 

way to rest and relax. River described one of her days off that included mountain biking 

and hiking. “I ran the trails, brought my bike, and then mountain biked on the trails and 

had my notebook and podcasts and music. And then afterwards, I met a friend for lunch,” 

Drew shared her enjoyment of working-out. “I really like to make time to work out. It 

makes me feel good. Energized!” Eliza highlighted her time walking with a friend. Both 

Harbor and Felicity reported taking a lot of walks alone and loving yoga. Harbor 

especially enjoyed hot yoga at a studio near her house. Her children often teased her 

about her t-shirts that drip with sweat when she returns home.  

A few of the women, when remembering particularly hard times in their life, 

listed physical activity as a key component of their recovery. Eliza took out her 

frustrations on the rowing machine and sprinted on a treadmill. River did the same with a 

season of Muay Thia lessons.  

Gretta noted she finds the gym helpful for her active brain and it leaves her 

feeling energized for the rest of her workday. “Going to the gym has been really 

helpful.…It is a rest for my brain and the responsibilities, because I’m not having to think 

about those things while I’m doing other stuff.” Both Gretta and River attend a CrossFit 

gym. River summed up the benefits by saying, “I think it hits every facet that I know I 

need. It has intensity, it has structure, has reliability and community.…I know I’m going 

to get all those things that I need without having to put any additional mental energy into 
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the design, timing, coordination. There is so much mental energy done in parenting and 

work. I don’t want sports to be something that I have to do those things with.” Harbor 

stated this is the same reason exercise classes work so well for her, because she does not 

have to think about anything after she shows up. Exercise no longer feels like a 

punishment or a way to change the look of her body; she sees the benefits of exercise in 

improved sleep and reduced anxiety. 

Moving her body is part of River’s wholistic view of life. “Exercise absolutely fits 

into rest, being healthy wholistically, spiritually, socially…knowing I’m a whole person 

and I need to have all these facets supported.” She reported that she is integrating breath 

work and stretching into her routine, especially during times of stress and anxiety. “When 

I feel anxious, I think that is my trigger to breath and stretch, and that is not as fun for 

me.” She finds even five minutes of breathwork along with an app has big benefits.  

Deciding how to fit in things that are important to her, like exercise, was a lesson 

Cate reported learning when one of her colicky sons wouldn’t let her take a shower. She 

made a choice that he would be okay crying for ten minutes while she showered. “I just 

realized I have to do things small and be okay with small,” Cate said. Applying this 

lesson to exercise, she said she makes time most mornings to do a short, fifteen-minute 

YouTube exercise video, and she walks their dog around the block in the afternoon. She 

explained that if she tried to find an hour or two to go to the gym, it would never happen. 

However, making small goals for moving her body has had big benefits. Drew agreed 

that she can no longer find time to go to the gym as much as she used to before becoming 

a mother. Instead, she rides her Peloton at home. She and her husband also lift weights 

together thirty minutes each night after the children go to bed. “That has been really 
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good.…The dishes can wait; the kids are asleep. We are going to take this time and work 

out and laugh at each other, and that has been a good way to do it.” 

Piper said that exercise is not enjoyable for her. She stated that although she hates 

it, she works out five days a week and sees it as “a discipline” to cultivate a healthy body. 

She chose to work out at night, when she has uncommitted time, and use the TV or 

podcasts to distract herself. “It’s one of those things that I think as a mom, there is so 

much you end up doing in the cracks and crevices of your day.”   

Accomplishing a Task 

Completing a project or marking a task off a to do list was mentioned as a restful 

activity by several participants. None of the tasks had to do with work projects. Rather 

they were related to caring for the home or yard. Gretta said, “I love some kind of project, 

you know, like painting a room, hanging pictures, or even a deep clean, like organizing 

my closet.” Eliza agreed that organizing a closet felt restful. Piper mentioned power 

washing her driveway as a fun activity. “It’s very rewarding. I did our back porch too. 

Everything just is clean, it feels so good.” At the end of a “River’s Day,” River wanted to 

go grocery shopping, to make the next day easier. “If I get this done,” she said, “then I 

can really rest on the next day and be present with the family.”  
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Time Spent with Others 

Participants also fostered rest with others, including family and friends. 

Family 

Some participants communicated their love for slow family time at home as being 

restful. Drew stated it this way. “I really value that time. I’m fairly introverted, so not 

having to interact with people who don’t know me well allows me to be myself and to 

rest mentally.” 

Along with watching movies at home and eating good food, participants 

mentioned swimming at the pool, doing yard work, and spending time at the park with 

their families. Piper and Felicity in particular talked about loving unstructured family 

time. Eliza pointed out that it is not restful to take small children to a restaurant, but “I 

just enjoy being around my family.” She and her husband found a work-around. They 

bring take-out to a park and let the children play while they eat.  

Participants who have parents and siblings involved in their lives talked about 

how much they enjoyed spending time with them. They travel to see them, they take trips 

with them, they use them for babysitting, and they enjoy activities together, such as 

celebrating milestones, going to museums, cooking big meals, watching sporting events, 

and many other things. Drew mentioned how refreshing it was that her parents would 

volunteer to babysit the children every time they travel to visit them so she and her 

husband can have a date night while the grandparents handle the bedtime routine. Eliza 

spoke about her two sisters and their special bond when she said, “I’m the middle of three 

girls, and we all have similar age kids and are similar working moms and sort of career 

driven. Meaningful work is important to all of us.” Eliza stressed they share the same 
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values, are at similar life stages, and can understand home and work dynamics without 

any background explanation.  

Many participants spoke about trips and date nights with their husbands as points 

of rest and refreshment. Gretta said she gets away a few times a year for two to four days 

with her husband, and family and babysitters watch her children as she tags along on 

business trips. Piper also mentioned that she and her husband try to get away once or 

twice a year. She was also the only participant to mention a regular weekly, deliberately 

planned date with her husband. Felicity admitted that she and her spouse are not good at 

regular date nights but take advantage of any offer friends and family make to watch their 

children so they can go out. They have “former babysitters who moved away, and then 

when they come back to town they say, ‘I really want to hang out with your kids. Let me 

take them for the night.’ And we say, ‘OKAY, sure!’” Felicity explained to her husband 

that she does not even care what they do on a date night; they don’t need to spend a lot of 

money or even go out. She explained she wants to anticipate connecting with him. “It’s 

fun to say that on Thursday night we are going to look each other in the eyes and talk to 

each other for an hour.”  

Drew and her husband created a unique approach to dating. They both call out of 

work, but take the boys to daycare as usual, and then spend the day together. Drew said, 

“My birthday was a couple weeks ago, so that was a great opportunity.…This is just 

going to be our day.…We roamed around and went to the grocery store and saw a 

movie.” 

Two participants mentioned that date nights have become easier now that their 

children do not need a paid babysitter. Harbor said that she and her husband often walk to 
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a neighborhood restaurant for dinner while their oldest watches the younger children at 

home. Harbor shared about how they enjoy walks to Trader Joe’s. “I cannot believe we 

have the freedom to do this now.…We just walk to Trader Joe’s and get groceries.”  

Chloe stated that a side benefit of her boys being a part of sports teams is that 

there is often an hour or more of free time in between dropping them off at the field and 

the start of the game. “They are there an hour early, so we’ll go get coffee, or we will 

take the dog on a walk together.”  

Gretta and Eliza spoke about trips they took with one single child as being fun 

and restful. Gretta took her oldest daughter on a trip to New York to enjoy the shows and 

the sights. Eliza took her daughter to a “Moms on the Mountain” weekend at the YMCA 

Camp. Friends from out of town joined them, and the girls participated in activities while 

the moms hung out. “They have camp programing with campfires and skits, but then they 

let all the kids go do all the different archery and BB guns and rock climbing. And then 

for the moms they have yoga and arts and craft and extended coffee hours.” 

Friends 

Friendships proved to be a cornerstone for the long-term health of many 

participants. Some mentioned using apps like Marco Polo to stay in touch with friends 

who live far and near. Felicity said, “It’s funny. I feel like…so many of my friends stay in 

touch because of apps on our phone. Just as much as me and my friend in New 

York…even if they live close, we are not seeing each other in person anyway.”  

One the other hand, proximity helped other friendships to grow. Cate shared that 

most of her friends moved away after college, but she has one friend who works in the 
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building next to her, and they often get together for a coffee break. Felicity described 

blossoming friendships at work that developed because their paths regularly cross. 

Reoccurring themes emerged regarding the preferred activities participants 

enjoyed with their friends: shared meals, time with one another’s families, trips, and 

having fun together around games and sports. Shared meals, often accompanied by 

extended conversation, consistently topped the list as the most meaningful ways to rest 

together. Eliza phrased her need for friendship and connection this way. “Personally, I 

know I need to recharge to sort of stay afloat.” It might be “grabbing dinner with a friend 

and knowing my husband is fine with the kids that evening or…taking the kids to 

Memphis and seeing family and friends.” It could be a simple, unplanned weeknight 

dinner or a longer birthday celebration. What participants emphasized was the lingering 

conversations around the table. 

Another theme was the integration of families into friendship networks. Friends 

often spent time in each other’s homes (or on trips), allowing children to play while 

adults connected. Whether attending a football game, or cheering for a child’s sporting 

team, or surviving camp together, many participants wanted their friends to know and 

love their husbands and children. Eliza described some of her favorite things she and her 

friends have done together with their families when she said, “We to go to the Fall 

Festival…and we also always trick-or-treat together at their house.”  

Drew described a close group of friends who walked together through a difficult 

transition after a hard church season. The bonds among the couples were strong, she said, 

but they also wanted to foster the friendships among the children. In Drew’s words, 

“They are like our family here.” The group has made a deliberate effort prioritize these 
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friendships with restful, connective time together. Three or four times a year they jointly 

rent a vacation house and spend twenty-four hours in one another’s company. Drew said 

they were all friends before they added children to their families, and after kids they 

started to ask, “How do we find time for each other now?”  

Travel with friends also surfaced as a cherished form of bonding and rest. 

Participants described a range of experiences – from trips with college friends to Waco, 

TX, annual weekend “mystery trips,” holidays at a lake house, and even a once-in-a-

lifetime trip to Scotland. Each story was marked by joy as they recalled the adventure, 

play, and rest that travel provided.  

Gretta, for instance, had an opportunity to visit a friend in Scotland who was 

presenting an academic paper. The two expanded their trip by attending a Taylor Swift 

concert before heading home. In other seasons, Gretta joined friends for book release 

parties and prayer retreats. Piper, unsurprisingly, recalled going to Dollywood with her 

friends, where she could share the wonder and joy alongside those she loves.  

Finally, board games, card games, and sports often drew friends together for light-

hearted moments. Drew said, “Oftentimes just getting together at someone’s house, 

playing games, talking about life, talking about the kids was meaningful.” River said she 

treasures her weekly soccer game with her friend and protects it on the family calendar. 

She also derives deep satisfaction from her regular gym attendance and noted the 

relationships there as most meaningful. Reflecting on this community, River highlighted 

that many dimensions come together in the gym. “I just feel like I can be super silly but 

also super ambitious. Again, it is another sphere where I can integrate seemingly 
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disparate parts of myself in a cohesive place. Like I can be strong and aggressive but also 

hug all my friends and be tender and empathetic and laugh.” 

When asked to describe her current friendships, Felicity shared that what she 

valued was having “dear friends that feel like home.”  

More than one participant admitted they felt it was challenging to make 

intentional space for friendships. Felicity, who described herself as more of an introvert, 

confessed that she reminds herself to reach out to her friends when she has unstructured 

time. “Sometimes I think, ‘You should think about asking someone to hang out with you 

because that could be really good for you.’” Cate admitted she ached, missing her college 

friends. “After college things change as people move. And I think (we had) different 

expectations. A lot of them all moved away, and their families were here so their time 

back here was really challenging.” After a time of distance and healing, Cate reached out 

to mend the relationships. “I finally feel like I kind of healed from having too high of 

expectations.” 

Time Spent Alone 

Time without anyone around was hard to come by for all the participants, but 

most of them stated alone time as helpful for achieving rest. Felicity’s drive to and from 

her second job is a 12-minute car ride, alone, twice a week. She finds the time peaceful. 

“Even just the small windows [of time alone] become so much more special.” Every time 

she makes space for time alone, Felicity thinks, “Oh, yes, this is a necessity.” She 

admitted she was not good making time for it during early motherhood but recognizes she 

must cultivate space to be on her own. Felicity talked about taking advantage of the back 

deck on her townhouse. She said she has trained her children to come get her only if there 
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is an emergency and uses the time to read and write in a journal. Cate said she also loves 

to read a book on her deck and finds the time alone to be beneficial.  

Harbor pops into a tiny chapel near her house that is open 24/7 for a short spell to 

gather her thoughts and have some time to herself. “I have found rest and silence to be 

critical,” she said. Harbor also spoke about walking alone — mostly silently. She calls 

them her “crunchy walks,” because she walks on a gravel trail and said that when she 

announces to the children that it is time for her “crunchy walk,” they know she needs 

alone time. Felicity also loves walking and yoga. “I feel like I’m doing something that’s 

just for me.…It’s become a real respite for me.” Eliza shared that she finds solitude to be 

challenging because she cannot turn her brain off.  Reading a book, she said, can help. “I 

do find that I can sort of escape into a world for a book and turn my brain off…. If it’s 

quiet and still my brain is just going to be going.” 

Spiritual Practices 

Maintaining healthy spiritual practices, including Sabbath, church attendance, 

Bible reading, and silence, helped many participants pursue rest. In the past, when her 

husband served as a college pastor on a church staff, Eliza remembered Sundays being a 

struggle. It was not a day of rest for her family with young children in tow. Now that he 

works for a parachurch ministry, Sundays feel more like a family day, she said. Felicity 

said that she has struggled with the fact that her husband must work a lot of weekends, 

but they still need that income. Switching to a Saturday night church service has helped, 

she explained, and the family can sleep in on Sundays and make a slow breakfast 

together. Felicity said, “Sunday mornings used to feel really hectic and like everyone 

needs to be clean and dressed.…It felt more like just a regular day.” But with the change 
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to a Saturday service, they can relax on Sundays, and even though her husband must 

work on the weekend, he can usually attend church with them.  

Piper said that she and her husband, both pastors, work on Sundays, but they take 

another day off during the week for rest. For Piper, that day is Saturday, and they 

designate it as family time. She said she prefers following the Jewish Sabbath tradition, 

where the time of rest begins on Friday evening, “like a traditional Sabbath, where in 

Jewish tradition, it starts on Friday night.” Because her parents live in town, she said that 

she drops the children off at their house, where they spend the night, giving Piper and her 

husband the evening alone. After a family day together on Saturday, they feel energized 

and ready to give their best on Sunday with their church.  

River reported that they were “not strict Sabbath keepers” but that they emphasize 

church attendance on Sundays, not working, and an absence of striving. “I try to be 

mindful of that so I’m not trying to get ahead on work.…I don’t typically work on 

Sundays unless it is absolutely necessary.” She said that they spend the rest of their 

Sundays watching tv, playing games, or grocery shopping.  

Although she loves working, Cate said that she is committed to not working on 

the Sabbath. She said it is an opportunity to trust in God. “Sabbath for me is about 

trust…that I’ll be fine on Monday.”  

Gretta said that she recently switched denominations to one with more liturgical 

elements and a children’s church during the service. She noted how lifegiving this has 

been for her family of four. “The repeating of the prayers, the physicality of going up and 

taking communion…the predictability of the service…have felt very restful.” She said 

they put her youngest in nursery and the two middle ones in children’s church, while her 
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eldest stays in the service with them. In her old church they had to try to wrangle all the 

children in a pew during church, she said, and Gretta found herself unable to participate. 

She noted how life-giving church is now when she said, “We are actually able to sit and 

listen to the sermon and scripture readings.…it pours back into our souls.” 

Many of the participants listed Bible reading as a way to renew themselves 

spiritually. Cate reported that she is in her second year of reading through the Bible in a 

year. Harbor and Felicity said they find time in the mornings to read. And even though 

she is a preacher and Bible teacher, Piper stated that she finds a lot of enjoyment from 

studying the Bible. “I really experience him through studying his word.” 

Eliza spoke about a set of reflective questions she asks herself and the prayers that 

follow) as rest in her spiritual life. She asks herself, “What am I actually feeling right 

now? What is it that has stolen my peace? How do I give it to God and work through it?” 

River also noted prayer as renewing. She said she begins her workdays asking God to be 

present and to guide her in her work. “I pray for the day, for the Lord to guide my 

direction, my energy, my intentions, that would be faithful to whatever he has for me that 

day.” Drew spoke about how praying with her friends felt refreshing. “We've tried to be 

pretty intentional, too, about praying for each other, creating time and space for that.” 

Drew said she finds a lot of joy from serving others, such as doubling a meal for 

her family and taking the second one to another family. Gretta mentioned that they 

switched churches for better children’s programs during the worship service but also to 

be in a church where women were encouraged to use all their gifts. She said their new 

church is somewhere “women use their voices and exercise their gifts and that is one of 

the biggest things that has helped me to thrive.” She credits her volunteer work teaching a 
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Bible study in a local prison as something that has also helped her flourish. “The act of 

giving back to other people is lifegiving.” She said, “It has been so good for my faith.”  

A few participants spoke about the spiritual practice of solitude bringing them 

peace and rest. Piper learned a new appreciation of this practice when her church did a 

study on it. She recognized that in turning to podcasts or audiobooks, she was running 

from silence. “I can make the choice to not turn on music or podcasts in the car and just 

sit in the silent and bring my thoughts to God.” She realized that the noise in her life was 

keeping her from “processing things with the Lord,” said Piper. “I’m just making sure I 

now have spaces to be present and to make myself present to the presence of God.” 

Support - Not Meant to Do Life Alone 

It is widely recognized that no child can be raised without a village. All 

participants identified members of their community who supported them in raising their 

children and managing their households and enabled them to succeed in their professional 

work and thrive as individuals.  

Bosses 

Multiple participants identified their boss as instrumental in navigating the 

demands of work and motherhood. Harbor and River stressed that their bosses have 

insisted on open communication regarding their needs. The bosses have cultivated a 

culture of trust and wellbeing. River said, “My boss is great…[S]he makes space for us to 

be human.” River said that her boss gives her freedom to set her own schedule as long as 

her work is getting done, and so she blocks off time for herself or the family. “She 

absolutely creates the environment and the freedom to do what I need to do,” said River. 
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She continued, noting that her boss also encourages her to book more expensive flights 

home rather than sitting in a long layover and missing family time. Often, after a long 

project, her boss checks in to encourage her to take more time off. Things like this, said 

River, “make life more sustainable.”  

Felicity said that she knows she has a supportive boss and feels safe to brainstorm 

ideas to help her flourish because her boss asks her during every meeting, “What can I do 

to help you flourish? Do you have all the tools you need for your professional 

flourishing? What can I help you with? How can I support you?” Felicity said she also 

feels supported by the human resources department at the school. When she was feeling 

overwhelmed about maternity leave, the lead human resource officer sent Felicity a 

spread sheet to consider all her options. “She sent me all these different scenarios and 

came to meet with me to explain it.” Felicity said she is confident that if she or a loved 

one were ill and required a lot of time off work, everyone at work would "rush to my 

aid." She expressed feeling "very spoiled” by her supportive work environment when she 

said, “They don’t just care about what I do in the classroom, but they care about me as a 

whole person.”  

When Harbor was expecting her first baby, she felt like she was letting everyone 

in the district down because she needed to delay a new job role. Her program director 

said to her, “You don’t need to apologize for being pregnant.” Harbor felt cared for, and 

now that she is a boss herself, Harbor said she has communicated her desire to create a 

warm, supportive environment for working parents too. She reported that out of her 

twelve team members, ten are parents, and eleven are primary parents. When Harbor has 

taken time away from the office, she does not hide her vacation. She said she wants her 
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employees to see her setting a good example of prioritizing family life and also stated 

that the owner of the business also makes it public when he is unplugging. “[The boss] 

personifies this. He’s on a fishing trip, and you probably won’t get a hold of him.” 

Harbor clearly communicated to her team that they should not compare their work hours 

to others. “[W]e’re all on Slack, and we all work very different schedules, yes. And so 

just because someone sets a Slack at six in the morning doesn’t mean you need to be 

working at six. They might be signing off today at noon, right? And you’re working noon 

to three.” She stated that she is trying to cultivate a “high trust” environment.  

Similarly, Eliza has a team of over 100 teachers and staff in her care. She said she 

sees it as part of her calling to foster a flexible work environment that allows women to 

do well in their role as a professional and as a mother. She noted that two assistant 

principals are mothers with young children and two other school leaders have other older 

children. The school office is filled with people who encourage one another to soak up 

“the little years, as a mother with small children at home. They allow one another to take 

off early or come in late if there is a doctor’s appointment or if they have been working 

late multiple days in a row,” she said. Eliza has worked hard to cultivate a safe 

environment for working mothers. “We have had a lot of mothers come back after they 

have a baby, and not to toot my own horn, but I really like to believe that seeing other 

moms do it is part of what makes you more willing to even try it yourself.” 

Gretta said she is her own boss and purposely created jobs, as her children grew, 

that could flex around her family’s needs. “I’ve been able to say, they’re starting school 

in three weeks, so I can put this stuff on the back burner until they start school.  
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Cate highlighted the generous time off, holiday leave, and sick leave at her 

university as a contributing factor to her success as a working mother. She appreciated 

having time to care for herself and her children when they are ill and make family 

memories together over the summer and holidays. She also cited the collaborative, laid 

back culture as a bonus. She said she feels cared for by all the opportunities for deeper 

learning, noting, “You can do LinkedIn Learning; you can go Grand Rounds,” as ways 

the university develops their employees as whole people.  

Friends  

While living abroad for her husband’s career, River had international friends who 

encouraged her to pursue graduate school and a career. “They said, ‘Of course you should 

go to grad school. Absolutely!’” 

When answering the question of how her friends offered support, Harbor spoke 

about feeling no judgment around them. She said, “I feel like I have space to be a multi- 

faceted person, which is really key. I don’t feel like I have to justify or compensate or 

hide anything.” Harbor referred to her many roles in life (mother, worker bee, 

professional, and wife) and said she does not feel the need to hide the hard parts with her 

friends. “It just feels helpful to be fully known.”  

Both Grett and Eliza identified early motherhood as “isolating.” Gretta found 

adult conversation life-giving and an antidote to the isolation. “It just works a different 

part of your brain.” She said she appreciated the commiseration friends can provide. 

“Parenting can be so lonely. Talking to someone about it normalizes some of the things 

you’re going through…it gives perspective…and you don’t feel so alone.”  
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Through the years River saw a string of people who have supported her. “I’ve had 

a support group of people that have seen me and have believed in whatever that stretch 

was like… It is the power of bearing witness…to remember and to recall and to hope.” 

Proximity is important to River, she said, because coordinating time to see friends is 

stressful. She appreciated the “deep presence” Marco Polo provides with two friends she 

cannot see on a daily basis.  

Friendship was a paradoxical subject for a few participants. Some wished they 

had more friends, and others said they wish they were better at reaching out to friends. 

Felicity said, “I often feel like I’m messing [friendships] up, like I’m not doing them well 

enough.” Yet when reflecting on the support friends have provided her, she said, “I think 

it is a feeling of this person loves me and knows me as I am and doesn’t have 

expectations of me because of something they’ve heard… They are okay with me 

showing up as me.” Some of her friends recently moved to Birmingham. As a result, they 

have had to be deliberate about seeing one another. She said, “We were just laughing 

recently because I think we’ve seen them more since they [moved] to Birmingham than 

when they lived 5 minutes away. We just plan it better.”  

Piper identified her role in ministry as a unique complication for forming 

friendships. Some people are drawn to her perceived status, she said, which casts doubt 

on the authenticity of their interest. “You're meeting people who know you as this leader 

and that creates a weird friendship dynamic where people don't realize that they're 

wanting to be your friend because of what they can get from you.” In addition, Piper said 

she is aware of the power dynamics that exist when her friendships come from within the 

church or even on the church staff. For this reason, she intentionally confided in a friend 
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outside her church, expressing her need for that friend to be more active in her life. “I just 

had dinner last night with a friend of mine that I've known for twenty years, and I said to 

her… ‘Girl, I need you in my life. I need people who know me.’” Piper also identified 

another close friend from outside her church community as being a key support. “She is 

someone that if I’m struggling, I will text her and say, ‘Can you pray for me right now?’” 

She recalled this friend as a true support when friendships at church were tricky. “If I was 

going through a rough season in marriage where we aren’t really connecting, she was 

someone I could tell. Because I can’t tell our staff about that. That’s their boss, but I can 

tell her… She is someone I can tell literally anything to.”  

Mentors 

Mentors also provided support to participants. As a new mother, Harbor heard 

from someone close to her that she should not be working with a baby at home. She 

wrote to a college professor for advice. The professor wrote back and emphasized the 

freedom mothers have in choosing what is best for them their families. She told Harbor 

that there are a lot of good choices in life and to watch that she does not let others make 

decisions for her. She told Harbor, “The important thing is that you know you are making 

the decision, and you feel peace in that decision.”  

Later in life Harbor again sought out a mentor. She and another friend were 

lamenting that while their husbands had multiple opportunities to be mentored in their 

profession and their fatherhood, they as mothers had no opportunities for the same 

support. Together they formed a group of career-minded women and hand-selected a 

mentor. They have been meeting monthly for two years and find the time life-giving. She 

explained that they fill out a pre-survey before each meeting, which everyone can read. It 
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updates each other’s spiritual health, marital issues, family news, and physical health. 

When they gather, she said, they spend four hours sharing and praying for one another. 

The mentor also prepares a lesson based on something she thinks they need to hear.  

Husband 

All participants listed their husbands are a crucial support to them in managing 

the tension between their roles as a mother and a professional.  

While Eliza’s husband may not know all the hard details of a typical day as a 

principle, she said, he provides a listening and empathetic ear. Cate’s husband 

encouraged her to pursue a career rather than remaining at home full-time with the 

children. Harbor identified a weekly Sunday meeting with her husband as being central to 

thriving in both her roles. Weekly they gather with a cocktail and review the calendar of 

events for the next two weeks, she said, and they also ask each other a set of three 

questions: “One, how did you feel loved by me this week? Two, what do you need from 

me this week? And three, what can I pray for?” Harbor shared that her husband fully 

owns any task he commits to. They developed the term “point person” to identify which 

one of them will take the leadership on a task. For example, Harbor was the point person 

for one of her son’s birthday parties. She oversaw decorations, gifts, food, and overall 

planning. As part of their weekly meeting, when her husband asked, “What do you need 

from me this week?” she asked him to select and buy one gift for their son. This 

arrangement frees up the mental space for the person who is not the point person and also 

allows the point person to ask for assistance, if needed, she concluded. 

Several participants tried many iterations of part-time and full-time work along 

with their husbands. They switched who was the primary caretaker and who was the 
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primary income earner until they found what worked best for their family. In several 

families, the husband stayed home with children for a season. Harbor said she never 

would have imagined the “ebb and flow” that she has had with her husband but credits it 

as the reason they can both have careers that they love alongside parenting four children. 

Felicity shared that she and her husband have tried every combination of work they could 

imagine and, in the end, decided it was best with them both working full-time. “[W]e've 

tried lots of different options… I work part-time and he works full-time. He works part-

time and I work full-time. I work full-time, and he works no time. We've tried all the 

things. And I think we've landed on both of us working full-time, but we both have 

seasonal jobs.” Gretta also credits her husband as the man behind her ability to pursue a 

career. “I would not have been able to do all these other things if he were not helping me. 

I would not have been able to run for office had he not been able to step in.” All three 

women praise their husbands’ commitments to pursuing their wife’s flourishing despite 

cultural pressures to put their own needs and careers first. 

When Felicity was struggling with career frustration, her husband figured out a 

path to her flourishing. She said through grateful tears, “The only reason I’m flourishing 

as a working mom is because I’m married to a man who’s completely invested in my 

flourishing…He knows what it looks like when I’m flourishing, and he knows how to 

help me figure out what’s not working.” She said her husband was committed to this, 

even to the detriment of his own career: “He has a job that he is kind of mid about while I 

have a job I adore…. He especially loved me well into what I’m doing.” 
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Extended Family  

“I don’t think I could do this without our family and friends,” said Drew. She said 

that they do not live close to their families, but she speaks to her mother every day on the 

phone. “[We] actually both really value our parents’ advice and encouragement.” When 

her baby was 12 weeks old and needed to go to daycare for the first time, Drew had to 

drop him off at the door with a stranger because of COVID-19 precautions. She returned 

home sobbing and exclaimed she could not continue to take her baby to childcare, but her 

parents helped her get through the emotional first week. “I remember coming home, and I 

just cried every single day, and I told my mom who was with us to help with the 

transition, ‘I think I have to quit. I think I have to quit my job.’ And they said, ‘Hold your 

horses. You can get through this. Don’t make a decision like this the first week.’”  

Drew said that she and her husband rely on their parents’ emotional support to 

such a degree that every time they visit their family out of state, they wonder if they 

should move closer to home to have their daily involvement or stay where they have jobs 

and community they enjoy. Drew said they ask themselves, “Are we making a 

mistake…Do we need to move closer to home? It is hard to have kids without family 

around. We have a very good support system [where we live] and really good community 

of friends. We love our church, and it would be giving up a lot if we moved.” 

Eliza said that she counts her sisters as two of her closest friends. They talk 

regularly and offer guidance, advice, and support. After a job move, Eliza and her 

husband struggled to find childcare for their new baby, as most places would not take a 

child younger than 6 months old. Eliza felt “helpless” and so her mother stepped in and 

filled the gap. “My mom came initially when we moved, and she stayed with him the first 

week, because we legit didn’t have anywhere to send him.”  
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Gretta said she has taken many trips out of town with her husband, but she cannot 

think of a time when her children have spent the night with anyone other than her mom or 

her sister. It comforts her to know that they are safe in the care of people who love them 

deeply. Gretta said, “I feel like they are in really good hands. And that makes me be able 

to step away and rest.” 

Piper said she is grateful that both of her children’s grandparents live nearby. 

“They are a huge help,” she said. Piper recalled when she and her husband were feeling 

more stressed than normal, and her parents reached out to say, “What can we do? How 

can we help?” She added that her daughter loves spending time with her husband’s 

mother and will spend three or four days with her at a time. “We are very lucky to have 

so much help,” she said. 

Several participants with involved grandparents voiced concerns about their 

parents’ health and energy, noting a growing hesitation to ask for help from them as their 

parents age. Felicity was worried after a two-week work trip to Europe. She came back 

and said, “I was more concerned about the grandparents’ energy and wellness…. We 

really asked a lot of our parents this summer.” 

Household Chores 

Every participant described a unique arrangement for tending to the needs of the 

house, gathering and preparing food, building and executing holidays, paying bills, and 

caring for the yard. A few couples said they split things along traditional gender lines 

while the rest adopted more flexible approaches.  

“I definitely don’t think I could do this job,” said Cate, “if my husband did not 

participate, because he is very present.” She said that they “share duties” and that it is a 



 

185 
 

“pretty even split.” Some families have a paid house cleaner to lessen the load. Harbor 

mentioned, “I have a cleaner every other week. Very practical. Very helpful.” 

Eliza said she and her husband split up the school pick-up routine as well as trade-

off the bedtime routine. River said she and her husband alternate making meals, which 

includes buying all the ingredients. “Sharing chores, sharing the mental load, and 

delegating” are all important to River, she said, and she knows she does not have to carry 

the entire load of running the household. Felicity said that she washes the clothes, but her 

husband insists on folding them because he does not like how she does the folding, and 

she was not complaining about it one bit. 

Piper said she oversees buying groceries and cooking, though she doesn’t love 

cooking, and her husband is in charge of finances. Recently they considered switching 

things up so that her husband, who wants to trim expenses, would purchase the groceries. 

“He asked me, ‘How can we save [on groceries]? And I said, ‘If you want to help with 

grocery shopping and meal planning, that would be amazing.’” Piper noted that they are 

figuring out the distribution of labor and childcare in ways their parents never talked 

about. “We are sharing a lot of that, which my parents didn’t do.” She noted that he 

makes the children breakfast every morning and makes her coffee. “[He] really is 

incredibly servant hearted,” she said. 

Drew stated that she and her husband’s chores have shifted over time. “That has 

definitely shifted throughout our marriage, and we’ve been married fourteen years 

now…It’s different in different seasons, and that has been great that we’ve been able to 

kind of shift those roles and adjust based on where we’re at.” Felicity has also seen 

responsibilities shift over time. Her family was spending many hours taking care of the 
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yard, and no one was enjoying it. “We are not yard care people,” she said. They moved to 

a townhouse with no yard to keep up, and everyone is a lot happier. It took some creative 

thinking to remove that burden from their list of responsibilities.  

During the last few months of her political campaign, Gretta remembered telling 

her husband that she needed specific help with the laundry, which was typically her 

chore. “In the most intense time of the campaign, I told my husband… ‘I need you in 

charge of the laundry… I don’t care how that looks. I don’t care if it means you hire 

someone to come and do it. I don’t care if there is a laundry service or if you do it all… I 

just need to not be in charge of it for now.’” He willingly took over for a few weeks to 

give her time to focus on campaigning.  

Eliza said that her job as a school principal is so time-consuming that when she 

first accepted the position, she told her husband that they both needed to be ready for 

what saying “yes” to the offer would mean for their family. “I’ve been very clear from 

the start; I can’t do this job if I’m also running the household.” She said that she and her 

husband depend on their yearly “State of the Union” meeting where they work on 

“realigning goals and vision setting for [the] family.” They review their family mission 

statement and then take turns sharing their “three main goals for our children, three 

priorities for yourself, three weekdays ‘must do’ activities, and three ‘most do’ weekend 

activities.” For example, she said, if a weekday priority is more family meals at the table, 

they figure out how they will implement that goal. What nights of the week? What type 

of meal? How do they get dinner on the table when everyone is overly hungry? Eliza 

identified this meeting as a critical part of partnering together to set the values and goals 

for their family.   
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River said that she and her husband include their children in caring for the 

household. They have chore charts, and as they age, they increase their expectations of 

the children’s contributions. “We start small. As their capacity increases, we can increase 

responsibilities.” River stated that sharing the household labor with her husband and 

children greatly impacted her ability to work professionally. Reflecting on the possibility 

of not having the household support, she said, “It is not sustainable,” and that she 

wouldn’t “have joy in it. I get resentful… trying to work at a superhuman pace.”  

Childcare  

It is good and healthy for children to be cared for by multiple people, explained 

Gretta. “Letting [the children] see that there are other people… trustworthy adults in their 

life who can take care of them and who pour into them, that is a good thing.” It is also 

good for her as a mother, she explained, because after some time apart, she can be more 

focused when she is with the children. “Delegating some of the parenting is actually a 

way for me to be a better mother and more in tune with the kids when I have them.” 

Though overnight care is mostly performed by relatives, Gretta said she has several long-

term childcare providers who help throughout the day. One of the women has been 

working for them since she was 14 years old. She said, “I like having a long-term 

relationship with people…We are not meant to do life alone. We are not meant to raise 

kids alone.” 

Felicity agreed with Gretta. She believed that their reliance on their parents to 

provide childcare and love their children is “moving closer towards the community that 

God envisioned for us all. We should be relying on each other…. I think they enjoy it. 

Our children enjoy it. We love having them. It is such a huge gift all around.” Felicity’s 
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mother-in-law moved to their town when Felicity was pregnant with her third child 

specifically to help watch the baby during the workday. “My mother-in-law keeps him 

two days a week [now], and they moved here when we got pregnant with our third for the 

expressed purpose of helping with the kids, which has been amazing.” She said, “Neither 

my husband nor I would be able to do as much as we do professionally if we didn’t have 

the grandparents’ help… It helps us enormously.” She never imagined that she would 

enjoy her parents and in-laws living close-by, but she said she is grateful they do. “It 

makes parenting possible,” Felicity said. 

Drew appreciated the childcare their parents provide each time they visited them, 

especially getting a break from the bedtime routine and space to fit in a date or two. She 

said their parents want to relieve them of some of the parenting load. While Drew and her 

husband have great friends, she finds it hard to ask them for childcare. “Even with a 

community of really good friends, I feel like everyone also has their own lives. A lot of 

them don’t have family in the area. That feels like a big ask to say, ‘Hey, can you watch 

my kid? Can you do this thing?’” But she said she is not afraid to ask family for help. 

 Cate has experienced the blessings of community carpooling and giving and 

receiving help from her friends and neighbors. She said she is eager to ask for help and 

reciprocate it. They have a messaging app with the other baseball families and frequently 

text one another for a ride. She recalled how satisfying it is to help one of the other 

families. “We are helping each other a lot, which is really neat.”  

On days Eliza and her husband cannot get the children to t-ball on time, she said 

that they now have family in town to fall back on. Both her mother-in-law and sister-in-

law moved to town about two years ago. She reflected, “It has all been simpler when I 
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have that village.” Another part of their village is all the college students in their life, she 

added, since her husband works with college students, and they naturally love being 

around their children and often volunteer to babysit. “Working with college students is 

honestly a big part, because it is really easy to find sitters.” And if something happens 

where her husband must take one of his children to a meeting at the ministry center, she 

said, it is not big deal, because the students don’t mind the children being around. “We 

live a life where [the kids] can be part of in a way that is really nice.” In the first years of 

church planting, Piper also had a lot of college students in her community and found 

them to be a blessing to their family for similar reasons.  

River and her husband lived overseas for a time where they had a great support 

structure. They had students who lived with them and neighbors they interacted with 

multiple times a day. “They coparented with us and really loved on the kids,” she said. 

She stated it has been much harder to find a similar community since returning to the US. 

River appreciated that when they spend time with her sister and her brother-in-law, who 

live out of state, they “absolutely jump in” with the children and help parent them. River 

said she also has neighbors who are pseudo-grandparents and take great delight in the 

children. River shared that she has read research that says the best predictor of a child’s 

future success is “having an adult in your life that is invested and really sees you.” She 

concluded that she is trying to build that village of family, friends, and neighbors around 

her children.  

All participants indicated that their husbands were active and involved fathers 

who carried the burden of childcare. Gretta said, “My husband is very much a co-parent.” 
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This knowledge helped Gretta be confident that if something comes up at work or church 

or with her volunteer work, her husband would provide excellent care for the children.  

Felicity described how she and her husband both work seasonal jobs. She has off 

the summer, and he has off the winter. They can trade being the primary parent during the 

times they are not working. Felicity reported this seasonal approach works well for them. 

Harbor recalled a season when she carried a heavy mental load — worrying about a re-

infestation of lice. She said to her husband, “I’m feeling hyper-vigilant on the lice thing. 

I’m worried about [us] getting it again…but it is not even on your radar. I hate it because 

I’m carrying all of it.” Then Harbor’s husband suggested a creative solution. He 

volunteered to set a phone alarm and complete a lice check on each child every Sunday. 

In doing so Harbor could put down the mental load, knowing her husband was caring for 

the children’s wellbeing with her, even though he himself was bald.  

Summary of Navigating Maternal Stress 

The participants outlined three broad categories for navigating the tension 

between their dual roles: establishing boundaries, pursuing rest, and cultivating support. 

To establish boundaries, they reframed expectations around technology use and 

accessibility, set work hours that worked best for their family, and granted themselves 

permission to decline additional responsibilities. To pursue rest, they prioritized sleep and 

fun, developed hobbies, traveled, engaged in enjoyable physical activity, and completed 

tangible tasks that fostered a sense of accomplishment. They emphasized the restorative 

value of time spent in community and in solitude. They also maintained consistent 

spiritual practices that grounded their well-being. To cultivate support, they advocated for 

flexibility at work, shared household labor and childcare responsibilities with spouses and 
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extended family members, and accepted encouragement from bosses, family, and friends. 

Through these strategies, participants demonstrated resilience, developing rhythms of 

work and rest that allowed them to flourish amid ongoing demands. Many also expressed 

hopes for greater flourishing in the future, envisioning how additional resources or 

support might further enhance their capacity to thrive in both domains of life. 

Future Flourishing  

The final research question examined the many ways working mothers of young 

children envision greater flourishing for themselves. Their responses reflect a desire for 

minor adjustments to their professional workload and outsourcing certain household 

labor. They also identified a range of activities they would pursue if afforded additional 

discretionary time to nurture their well-being, creativity, and relational connections.  

Lightening the Load 

“If resources were unlimited,” Harbor and Felicity mentioned that they would like 

to work less than forty hours a week. Harbor said “I have this really small, little goal. I 

would reduce my hours slightly.” Felicity said that she would choose to teach “slightly 

fewer classes or maybe fewer different classes.” Both participants signaled that while 

their bosses would support this change, this was not the moment to make the transition. 

Felicity cited financial reasons, and Harbor noted the current needs of her company. 

Outsourcing household chores was a popular response. Harbor recalled a recent 

New Yorker article on the mental load on mothers regarding children’s clothing. In the 

article the author numerated the burden of buying, sorting by size and season, culling, 

donating, re-selling, and storing of children’s clothing on at least a biannual basis. Harbor 
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does not enjoy this monumental task and would happily pay someone else to manage her 

children’s clothing: “It’s a silly little thing but let someone else figure out if my kids need 

snow pants.”  

Eliza and River mentioned their desire to hire a house cleaner. Cost is a 

hinderance for them both, and Eliza also mentioned pride can get in the way. “There is 

some sort of pride element there about having to hand that off and not be able to keep up 

with it myself.” River felt like a messy house was a barrier to peace in the home because 

everyone is tired and has little energy for cleaning. “So instead of that being a barrier to 

peace, that could just be something that was outsourced.” 

Given endless resources, Eliza and River would also desire someone to prep 

meals, but not just any meals, ones that would nourish their families. “Nutritional meals 

without the prep work,” said Eliza. A hefty amount of time is spent on planning and 

executing a meal plan, stated River. She reflected on how she would love to have 

someone remove that mental load. She would like someone who would “cook healthy 

meals and make eating healthy more accessible.” 

Several participants identified “redistribution of household tasks,” as Gretta 

described it, as something that would contribute to their flourishing. Gretta has four 

children, and as they mature, she thought they should take on more household chores. 

Additionally, as each child joined the family, Gretta and her husband felt like they were 

making decisions moment by moment rather than in an organized fashion. She would like 

to “intentionally set up how we are going to do things” to keep the home in order. As a 

simple example, she noted, the children need to brush their teeth every morning, but there 

is no structure in place to make sure the task is accomplished.  
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Eliza stated that she and her husband use the Fair Play Card Deck by Eve Rodsky 

to divide chores. She said she would like to have a follow-up conversation with him 

about the “minimum standard of care” required for each task, so they have the same 

expectations of when a task is completed adequately. An example she gave was not 

starting laundry unless you have the time to finish the complete cycle. She said their 

communication has improved on task execution, and she knows they will keep tweaking 

their system moving forward. “I have gotten better at asking for what I need and, like, 

fully letting him do whatever the thing is and own it from start to finish.” 

Recovering the Moments That Bring Life 

Eliza said that if she outsourced a few things, then it would be as if “I’m gifting 

myself that time to do other things…things that would give me back my time.” She said 

she loves cooking and baking and ironically when asked what she would do with the 

extra time if she hired a cook, she responded that she would like to bake and make food 

for shared enjoyment, not for the thrice daily need to feed a child. She would love to host 

people but would have the house cleaned by someone else so that she could focus on 

connecting with the people they invite over. Felicity also shared the desire to carve out 

more time for baking. She would also like to spend more time with friends on walks and 

enjoy “slow moments with my children.” Harbor, as a former teacher, would like to 

volunteer in her children’s schools and have time at home to make a cake for someone’s 

birthday and “a little more homemaking.”  

Gretta identified a few ways she would like to care for her physical body: 

returning to a regular running routine and making time for naps. Drew identified a desire 

to spend more time with her husband, as their time alone together is limited. She said she 
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wants a strong relationship that will continue even after their children are grown and 

gone. “[O]ne day my kids are going to grow up and [he] is still going to be here. I want to 

still have things in common and have built memories with just him.” 

“I wish I could travel more with my kids…expose them to more of the world,” 

said Piper. Several participants shared this desire. While Piper stated that she wants to 

take her children to Europe, River did not mention a specific place. She desired the 

freedom to plan vacations with fewer financial constraints. “I would have a lot more 

capacity if I was not having to maximize everything.” 

Mission trips and volunteering were also a common theme. Before kids, Cate and 

Drew both volunteered much of their discretionary time to organizations they cared 

about. It became harder to do that while parenting small children. Drew said, “I think 

that’s been really hard because one of the reasons I was attracted to my job is because 

I’m working with people and trying to help them and trying to make them thrive in their 

own lives.” She described this season with small children as “inward focused,” but that 

her heart is still oriented outward towards others. She desired to teach her children to be 

servants of others. Cate desired to use her professional skills to serve young women in 

areas with less economic opportunity develop career skills and become leaders in their 

communities. She has been asking herself, “Where can I serve that is meaningful and 

impactful?”  

River wanted to be proactive about building a community of adults around her 

children who can support and model to them a life of faith and love. She desired for the 

relationships to be reciprocal and not inconvenience anyone too much. For example, a 

neighbor owns a bike repair shop and River’s son loves to tinker with his bike. River 
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watched the neighbor’s newborn so the mother could have a silent retreat and another day 

River’s son hung out in the shop to observe and learn. 

Advice for Other Working Mothers 

Asking participants to reflect on advice they had for other mothers provided 

insight into the strategies and practices that they viewed as most effective for flourishing.  

Gretta advised others to pick their battles and “don’t major on the minors.” She 

recalled a time she let one of her children wear something she didn’t prefer. “My 

daughter wanted to wear these Sunday shoes with these shorts, and it looked kind of 

ridiculous.” Then a few minutes later when her daughter refused to buckle her car seat 

buckle, Gretta was able to hold the boundary about something that important. “We are 

going to sit here, and you are going to do this because I didn’t fight you for twenty 

minutes about getting dressed. This [buckling] is not something I am going to 

compromise on.” Similarly, she would tell other moms to “stop stressing themselves” and 

instead “let yourself off the hook” for things like a fancy meal plan. She would tell them 

that their meals do not need to look like Pinterest or Instagram. Cate agreed and would 

remind working mothers that there is freedom in what parenting looks like. It is okay to 

bring store-bought cookies to a school event rather than making them from scratch. They 

should not be bound up in what “you should do.”  

Friendships will change after you have children, said Gretta. “That is normal… It 

is just going to look different.” She would encourage women to keep up with friends who 

can integrate into their new life but not expect everyone to remain close. Every mother is 

going to feel overwhelmed at points, she said, so “let go of the things that you can let go 

of and just hold onto to the things that are important.” 
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The annual “State of the Union” meeting is something Eliza advised all working 

mothers to try. She appreciated the way it brings her and her husband’s values to the front 

of the planning process. She said she would also let them know there are seasons in 

parenting where work will win out, and other times family will win out. “Everything is 

actually going take turns winning out… There are seasons to all of it.” She would also 

remind working mothers their children are watching them use their gifts in pursuit of a 

calling and that is a noble and worthwhile thing to teach them by example. 

A regular day off from work and parenting is something River strongly 

recommended. She understood that not everyone may be able to start with an entire day 

and therefore they could start with even a few hours. “If a day is too overwhelming, start 

with two hours. Or start with half a day.” Boldly, she said that working mothers should 

be advocating for themselves by “demanding support” from their workplaces and their 

husbands, if they are not already offering it. She would encourage them to speak up and 

say, “This is what I need in order to feel well,” and expect that others will want to meet 

those needs. “Ask for what you need,” she said. “Advocate for equitable pay, 

responsibilities, support structures, and don’t feel bad about it; both in the home and in 

your workplace.” 

Cate, Drew, Piper, and River would tell working mothers to go easy on 

themselves and recognize the life they are living is a short season. “Be gentle with 

yourself, know your limits, honor your limitations,” said River. “There are creative 

solutions for everything.” Embracing the limitations of having small children is 

something Piper echoed. “Embrace the natural limitations of the ages of your children. 

When your children are little, you can’t do as much…. Do not fight against it too much.” 
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She said that like other life stages, there are natural limitations to what anyone can 

accomplish. Life will be more pleasant for working mothers with young children if they 

can “operate within [the limitations] instead of treating them as an obstacle to overcome.” 

Drew said that she would remind others, as she reminds herself, children will not be little 

forever. “They grow up. They won’t always need us so intensely…One day I’m going to 

have some of that [rest] back.” Cate would encourage them that life is messy. “They are 

going to have really great days – celebrate those. You are going to have really crappy 

days — hang in there. It is so messy.” 

Giving themselves grace, in the form of outsourcing some of the workload, is 

something Drew recommended for working mothers. She also encouraged them to 

approach problems with creativity. “Be creative with how you spend your time.” One 

example was her decision to take off every other Friday to spend one-on-one time with 

each of her children. The reduction of work hours and pay was worth it for her.  

Cate and Felicity would remind other women that what works for your family 

might not work for a friends’ family. Felicity said, “I would say it doesn’t have to look 

like anyone else thinks it needs to look like. You can figure out with your partner what it 

looks like for your family, your rhythm, and your preferences, and your personalities, and 

your callings.” Along those lines, she would encourage them to “communicate about 

every single detail” with their spouse, so that no one is “resenting anything…or operating 

out of assumptions.”  

The choice of spouse is crucial for thriving as a working mother, said Felicity. 

And a good husband is a gift. She would advise women who have not yet chosen a life 

partner to choose one carefully, making sure that their future husband wants to be 
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partners in raising children, caring for the home, and that they care about their wife’s 

flourishing as much as they care about their own. “Make sure you choose the right 

spouse,” Felicity said. “Life is intense no matter whether you have children or don’t have 

children, whether you keep a full-time job and have children, or whether there is one full-

time job in the family and someone stays home… any scenario you will find into 

hardships.” She stated, “Having somebody to do that hard life with is a gift.” 

A final piece of advice was not directed at working mothers but rather at the 

church. Cate recalled with grateful tears a pastor’s wife who asked her to tell her what it 

is like to be a working mother. They had a church culture where most mothers were stay-

at-home mothers who were home-schooling, and Cate felt like an outsider. The pastor’s 

wife wanted to better understand her experience as most of the new families visiting the 

church also had working mothers. She said to Cate, “Would you tell me what it is like? I 

would love to hear what it is like for you.” Cate mentioned that no one had ever asked her 

to share her experience before and said, “It means a lot to be able to share your story.” 

She would encourage church leaders to ask working mothers what it is like and to take 

the time to listen to their story.  

Summary of Future Flourishing 

Participants described a variety of ways they envisioned flourishing in the future. 

Many expressed their desire to outsource responsibilities such as healthy meal 

preparation and household cleaning to have more meaningful time with their families. 

Others explained that if they could redistribute domestic tasks by assigning chores to 

spouses or children, it would lighten their load and foster shared responsibility. Family 

vacations and intentional slow time at home were also named as life-giving rhythms, 
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offering opportunities to rest, bake, plan celebrations, and enjoy one another’s company 

without the pressure of productivity, recovering the moments that bring life.  Several 

participants expressed a longing to reengage in volunteer work and community service, 

activities they had cherished prior to motherhood and hoped to reincorporate as their 

children grew more independent. Through their reflections and the advice offered to other 

mothers, participants indirectly revealed their own hopes for continued flourishing: to 

outsource some chores, release perfectionistic pressure, embrace limitations, advocate for 

their needs, prioritize rest, and seek mutual support in their marriages. They also 

underscored the importance of a compassionate church environment, desiring a 

community that listens to and values the experiences of working mothers. 

Summary of Findings 

The purpose of this study was to explore how Christian women with professional 

careers and young children flourish despite the challenges of maternal stress in their dual 

roles. This chapter presented the findings from eight participant interviews, organized 

around three research questions. Together, these findings offer an understanding of how 

mothers experience the tension of competing responsibilities, strategies they employ, and 

aspirations for future flourishing. Despite all the challenges, participants demonstrated 

resiliency by establishing boundaries, cultivating rest, and leaning on networks of 

relational and spiritual support. Their visions for greater flourishing centered on 

reclaiming time through a redistribution of household labor, recovering unhurried 

moments to pursue interests at home and connection with their family, and reengaging in 

meaningful service in their church and community. The next chapter will consider how 
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these findings align with and expand upon the existing literature, offering reflections on 

the theological and practical implications of this study. 
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Chapter 5 
 

Discussion and Recommendations 

 
The purpose of this study is to explore how Christian women with professional 

careers and young children flourish amid the challenges of maternal stress in their dual 

roles. As Lee Camp suggests, “the human calling is to be a human being fully alive,” yet 

for many working mothers, lived experience does not always align with this vision of 

being fully alive.572 This study examines resources and strategies that support working 

mothers in cultivating joy and fulfillment as humans, parents, and professionals.  

In Chapter 2, I summarized the available literature on three areas relevant to this 

study. First, I looked at the history of motherhood in America. Most women today work 

full-time jobs, parent intensely, and work the second shift at home to care for the home 

and the family’s needs. For mothers to flourish, they need family leave and affordable 

childcare, partners at home who equitably share the household tasks, and time to 

prioritize their own emotional, physical, relational, and spiritual needs, including rest, 

play, hobbies, sleep, and adult friendships. Next, I summarized biblical scholars’ 

literature on work and rest. The Bible clearly teaches that humans are to rest in daily, 

weekly, yearly, and other extended rhythms. Third, I analyzed the literature on burnout 

prevention and treatment from sociologist, physiologists, and other experts. The top 

recommendations were physical activity, creative expression, meaningful and deep 

relationships with other women, autonomy to make choices about how they spend their 

 

572 Camp, Subtext. 
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time, exploration of hobbies, time away from work with the ability to psychologically 

detach from work’s demands, and basic self-care in the form of sleep, good food, quiet 

reflection, and movement.  

In Chapter 4, I presented the data from eight in-depth interviews with working 

mothers. In answering the first research question, the data indicated that all eight 

participants struggled with maternal stress as they navigated their roles as mothers and 

professional women. They described three types of challenges: logistical challenges in 

managing overwhelming demands, emotional and relational challenges with longing to 

be fully present both at home and at work, and the cultural pressures and expectations of 

ideal motherhood.  

In answering the second research question, the findings demonstrated the various 

strategies working mothers use to flourish despite maternal stress. Their responses 

revealed approaches for managing stress and practices that sustained connection and joy 

amid daily demands, which included establishing boundaries, prioritizing rest, and 

cultivating support. 

In answering the final research question, the interviews revealed the many ways 

these professional working mothers envisioned greater flourishing for themselves. The 

participants desired to restore sustainable rhythms of work in their professions and in 

their homes, and they identified activities they hoped to prioritize if given more time.  

Everyone is meant to feel fully alive, and although much works against American 

mothers in this regard, burnout is not inevitable; with the right support and practices, 

flourishing is possible. 
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Discussion of Findings 

This section presents a dialogue between the findings of this study, the existing 

literature, and my own reflections as a researcher and practitioner. Through qualitative 

research consisting of eight in-depth interviews with working mothers several key themes 

emerged — resisting the demand of constant availability, lack of structural supports, 

intensive parenting expectations, psychological detachment, cycles of rest, spiritual 

practices of solitude and silence, unicorn space and deep play, time with friends and 

family, accepting help and cultivating support, bodily care, healthy limitations, and living 

as whole people. These themes provided insight into both the challenges and best 

practices professional working women can use to flourish wholistically.  

Resisting the Demand of Constant Availability 

Mothers in Colonial America worked alongside their husbands, children, 

extended family, and apprentices in a communal effort.573 Life in early America was 

beautifully integrated in a family-centered work culture.574 This is no longer true today. 

Most of today’s families have two working parents, with no other adults in the home, and 

everyone, including the children are divided in separate spaces for the workday. Despite 

this, mothers are still expected to be available for their children whenever they get sick, 

need tutoring, or bring a forgotten item to school. When describing the difficulties of 

navigating working motherhood, participants talked about the struggle to be in two places 

at the same time and wanting to give their best at their jobs without neglecting their 

 

573 Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, 10. 

574 Beaty, A Woman’s Place, 99. 
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children. Gretta shared how a rogue text message from her nanny interrupted an 

important podcast interview. In the middle of answering the podcaster’s question, she felt 

her mind wander to her young child, and she struggled to stay on topic. Piper similarly 

lamented that when something hard was happening at work, it could negatively affect her 

emotions around her family. River spoke about the challenge she faces with the school 

system. For example, their holiday expectations included attendance at special recitals, 

award shows, mystery readers, class parties, spirit days, and more. The school system 

should not assume that working parents can make all these special events, said River.   

Participants shared their preferred ways to contain work and prevent it from 

spilling over negatively into non-work life. Felicity noted that, as a seasoned teacher, she 

no longer spent nights and weekends grading and lesson planning. Piper and her husband 

are both on staff at the same church and put a boundary around the home; they do not 

discuss work. Others chose professions where there was not a lot of work spillover into 

non-work life, and they maintained this by refraining from checking work email while at 

home. 

Lack of Structural Supports 

People who are passionate about their work and have few supports, such as 

mothers, are more likely than the average person to burnout.575 One way participants 

experienced this lack of support was in their struggle to find reliable and affordable 

childcare. Felicity was disappointed by the significant cost for childcare when she was a 

new mother looking to return to teaching. In the end, after much experimentation, she and 

 

575 Molloy, Healthy Calling, 3. 
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her husband found a solution that worked. She said they had to realize that her career was 

more than simply a financial decision; it was something she loved to do and that, even if 

they broke even between her salary and childcare costs, it was worth it because it allowed 

her to do something she loved while building a career. Piper and Eliza used the YMCA 

and restaurant playgrounds when they couldn’t find or afford childcare that allowed them 

to complete their work. So, while all the participants could have benefited from 

community childcare, none of them identified larger societal supports as part of the 

equation. This omission likely resulted from Americans’ hyper-individualism and their 

inclination to approach solutions privately rather than corporately.576 

Intensive Parenting Expectations 

The participants frequently cited that they were falling short of their own 

expectations of what a “good mother” should be. Whether the ideals came from the 

surrounding culture or the church, they struggled with pressures to provide healthy meals, 

a nurturing home, a highly individualized educational environment, and to never miss an 

important moment in their children’s lives. For example, Gretta felt pressure to 

homeschool her children, Eliza felt like she had to make every meal from scratch, and 

Cate and Drew each felt pressure to be stay-at-home mothers. Consistent with the 

research on “intensive mothering,” mothers are the primary parent who must offer 

constant and never-ending nurturing that is expert-guided, child-centered, emotionally 

absorbing, labor intensive, and financially expensive.577 These standards are unrealistic, 

 

576 Warner, Perfect Madness, 262–263, 268. 

577 Hays, The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood, 8, 39, 46. 
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especially for working mothers.578 Studies have shown that women who embrace 

intensive mothering are more likely to burnout.579 

Psychological Detachment  

Willard defined work as “the total amount of lasting good that you accomplish in 

your lifetime,”580 and Beaty as our interaction with the created world, “laboring to make 

it fruitful and beneficial to ourselves and others.”581 While some work earns financial 

rewards, other work does not. To avoid burnout and build resistance to work stress, 

people must psychologically detach from both paid and unpaid work.582   

Technology ties people to their work; therefore, experts recommend placing 

strong boundaries on technology in and out of the office. Many participants 

communicated they disconnect entirely from work email and phone notifications while 

on vacation. For some, they purposely left behind their devices and turned on vacation 

settings, and others chose locations where WIFI was unavailable.  Harbor and Gretta used 

various methods, including the Brick™ and turning their smart phones into dumb phones, 

when they need undistracted hours. And others, like Eliza, permanently removed 

distractions on their phones by removing all notifications.  

 

578 Sandberg, Lean In, 136; Westervelt, Forget “Having It All,” 203. 

579 Meeussen and Van Laar, “Feeling Pressure to Be a Perfect Mother.” 

580 Willard, Life Without Lack, 59–60. 

581 Beaty, A Woman’s Place, 71, 89. 

582 Pang, Rest, 8, 160–68. 
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Psychological detachment occurs when work is absent and the mind is engaged in 

something other than work. Piper turned off the work conversations in her head while she 

power-washed their deck. Both she and Meyer said essentially the same thing: “If one’s 

work is primarily sedentary, then the Sabbath can be a time for physical activity and 

joy.”583 They employed the concept of a counterrhythm, an intentionally opposing 

pattern, to their pursuit of rest.584  

An unexpected form of physiological detachment was switching activities. Some 

participants described work being a place to rest their parenting self. They left at the end 

of a work day with a restored capacity to mother their children. People can operate at 

peak capacity for only a limited time, but switching from one activity to another can be 

an unexpected form of rest.585 For others, they needed time away from both forms of 

work, parenting and professional, in order to fully rest. In life, each woman will need to 

determine for themselves, along with mentors and other advisors, what combination of 

phycological detachment is right for them.  

Cycles of Rest  

God created work and rest and gifted both to humanity to rotate in a perpetual 

cycle.586 People are meant to handle short bursts of stress followed by rest and recovery. 

The stress cycle is a neurological and physiological shift in the body. The body feels 

 

583 Meyer, Women, Work, and Calling, 55. 

584 Swoboda, Subversive Sabbath, 53–57. 

585 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 161; Schonbrun, Work, Parent, Thrive, 108–11. 

586 Connolly, Tired of Being Tired, 67. 
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stress and sounds an alarm through a series of hormones; this stress cycle must be 

processed through our bodies every day.587 It can take between twenty to sixty minutes of 

absorption in the following activities for the body to return to a state of rest: swimming, 

dancing, biking, warm social interactions, laughter, affection from a pet, and creative 

expression.  

When rest is neglected for too long and the stress cycle stalls mid-cycle, burnout 

can occur.588 Nagoski defines rest as “when you stop using the part of you that’s used up, 

worn out, damaged, or inflamed, so that it has a chance to renew itself.”589 Gretta 

described rest as any activity that “pours back into your soul so you’re just not fully 

depleted.”  

To flourish, people must develop short- and long-term practices of rest. Crouch 

suggests organizing life around the principle of a Sabbath ladder, including daily sleep, 

weekly Sabbath, seventh year of Sabbath rest for the land, and a jubilee celebrated every 

fiftieth year.590 Part of honoring the Sabbath is honoring the Sabbath year.591 If land 

needs a rest, then it follows that people’s minds and bodies also need short-term and 

long-term cycles of rest.592 This rest does not need to follow Old Testament Sabbath law. 

I believe a modern Sabbath ladder could be divided into “Daily Rest,” with moments of 

 

587 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 4–5, 134–35. 

588 Goleman and Cherniss, Optimal, 63–64; Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 4–5, 134–35; Sirgy and Lee, 
Work-Life Balance, 32. 

589 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 156. 

590 Crouch, Playing God, 248–49. 

591 Muller, Sabbath, 205. 

592 Connolly, Tired of Being Tired, 124–25. 
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pause (see Solitude) and sleep (see Bodily Care); “Weekly Rest,” with a habitual sabbath 

rhythm and the possibility of a technology free day; “Seasonal Rest,” with longer pauses 

of many days or weeks, which provides time for vacations, holidays, travel, or retreats; 

and “Sabbatical Rest,” with many months off to recover from seasons of demanding work 

(see Mothering Sabbatical).  

One of the many ways God provides rest for his children and encourages their 

flourishing is through his required weekly sabbath rest.593 The Hebrew word “Shabbat” 

literally means “to stop.”594 The Sabbath is a time to stop working and to rest and pursue 

joy and delight. To imagine and plan the best possible sabbath experience, Allender and 

Comer encouraged people to ask themselves the following questions: What would bring 

me the deepest joy today? Or is this life-giving?595 Spiritual disciplines such as observing 

the Sabbath require patience and years of repetition, teaches Crouch, but the benefits are 

enormous.596  

Piper, a pastor, affirmed that Sunday is an impossible day to rest. She and her 

husband instead begin their full day of rest on Friday evening. By Sunday morning, she is 

well rested and prepared to give herself to her work of preaching and shepherding. A few 

other participants noted they do not work on Sundays. Most participants, while finding 

snippets of time to rest during their weeks, did not have a routine Sabbath practice, and it 

would benefit them greatly to make that gift a priority.  

 

593 Nelson, Work Matters, 170. 

594 Comer, The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, 148. 

595 Allender, Sabbath, 15; Comer, The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, 155; Comer, Garden City, 221–23. 

596 Crouch, Playing God, 239. 
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All participants identified purposeful restful practices, and several identified 

formulas to curate an amazing day of rest just for them. For Eliza, that formula included 

an indulgence, a small productive task, and downtime. One of these days may look like 

grabbing a coffee shop latte, cleaning out a closet at home, and watching a movie while 

her husband took the kids to a park. For River, her formulas typically included moving 

her body (mountain biking, soccer, hiking), time alone, and connecting with other people.  

Vacations are a type of Seasonal Rest. Comer and Connolly describe the Sabbath 

not merely as a day of the week but a “way of being,” suggesting that a vacation 

functions as an extended sabbath, akin to a week of feasting and celebrating.597 Comer 

considers his long summer vacations to be a spiritual discipline.598All participants 

described vacations as a delightful way to experience rest. Psychological detachment, or 

forgetting about work, was central to the relaxation they felt. Additional enhancements to 

the restorative nature of vacations include deep play, adventure, time in nature, spending 

long hours with people you care about, and having more time for bodily rest. Harbor’s 

mystery vacations embodied all these elements, while also offering deep connection with 

people who know every facet of her life.  

Spiritual Practices of Solitude and Silence 

Our world is full of constant stimulation via 24-hour news cycles, social media, 

and smartphones. We must cultivate the spiritual disciplines of solitude and silence to 

 

597 Comer, The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, 149; Connolly, Tired of Being Tired, 124–25. 
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quiet the noise and help us hear God’s voice.599 Crouch suggests turning off all 

technology for at least an hour a day as a small step towards practicing this discipline.600 

Several participants shared their practices for cultivating stillness. Felicity said she uses 

her short twelve-minute commute without technology as a time to savor the moment and 

practice gratefulness. Harbor visits a small, quiet chapel near her home to grab a few 

minutes alone. Piper makes a deliberate choice to turn off podcasts and practices listening 

for God’s voice. Others carve out time during children’s sports practices or on the back 

deck while children nap to read, journal, and spend time alone praying. Participants found 

deliberate ways to quiet the constant noise of our world and create space to enjoy 

contemplation.  

Unicorn Space and Deep Play 

Unicorn space and deep play are two vehicles for experiencing lifegiving rest. 

River said that she and her husband intentionally schedule one full Saturday each month 

as their unicorn space. It is a time with complete freedom to pursue activities they are 

passionate about, purely for the joy and delight they bring.601 When it is River’s turn, she 

said, they call it “River’s Day,” and there is no expectation that she will return to the 

house and need to clean up, cook dinner, or put the children to bed. Rodsky says that 

 

599 Comer, The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, 122–30; Connolly, Tired of Being Tired, 145. 

600 Crouch, The Tech-Wise Family, 98. 

601 Warner, Perfect Madness, 262–263, 268. 
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unicorn space reminds people who they are apart from family roles and 

responsibilities.602 

Deep play appeared in Felicity’s life in the form of baking. Each baking project 

has a beginning and an end, something not true in her teaching career or parenting. This 

type of rest offers mentally absorbing fun that is not intensive but brings tremendous 

satisfaction.603 Some call these hobbies or mastery experiences. A defining characteristic 

of deep play is the ability to completely forget about work while involved in the activity 

(psychological detachment). Piper and Harbor find deep play through their travels, while 

Gretta and River find theirs doing CrossFit.  

Time with Friends and Family 

The absence of close friendships, explains Ziegler and Faris, is the biggest 

contributor to mommy burnout.604 Women must spend time with a close friend every 

single week – preferably in nature, as it has shown to support a person’s mental health.605 

Participants continually referenced their friendships as contributing to their resiliency in 

mothering. They described motherhood as isolating and found adult conversation 

lifegiving, an antidote to loneliness. Nagoski agrees with the participants and called 

loneliness “a form of starvation.”606 

 

602 Rodsky, Find Your Unicorn Space, 8–21, 278–79. 

603 Pang, Rest, 167, 200–201. 

604 Faris, You Don’t Have to Carry It All, 214; Ziegler, Mommy Burnout, 39–41. 

605 Ziegler, Mommy Burnout, 32–33. 

606 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 134–35. 
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While participants mentioned Marco Polo and other technologies as helpful for 

staying connected with long-distance friends, most found proximity was needed for their 

friendships to thrive. Shared meals, travel, and group activities with their families were 

the preferred ways to spend time together. Cate said she enjoys her lunches with her 

friend who works in the office building next to hers. Harbor talked about ski trips with 

friends and their families in the mountains; Gretta highlighted a trip to Scottland to hear a 

friend present an academic paper and see Taylor Swift in concert.  

Participants spoke frequently of their love of family time, but a few specifically 

mentioned times with their immediate families as restorative. This finding surprised me 

and did not appear in the literature. Based on the literature and personal experience, I 

expected all the mothers to need time away from their children to rest. Drew, Felicity, 

and Piper in particular loved slow time at home with their families. Drew stated that, as 

an introvert, she found time with family restful because she can truly be herself. I wonder 

if this finding depends on the mothers’ personality, the personality of the children, special 

needs, mental health diagnosis, the number of children in the family, and their ages.  I 

know that in my family, two of my four children have been diagnosed with ADHD, and 

family time is precious, but I would not call it restful. For introverted mothers raising 

children without special needs, engagement with their immediate families may be a 

primary source of connection and safety rather than a drain on emotional resources.  

Some participants enjoyed trips with just one child. Gretta took her eldest 

daughter to New York City, and Eliza took her daughter to a YMCA camp for mothers 

and daughters. Having only one child on the trip prevented sibling conflicts, provided 

time to bond one-on-one, and created memories with their beloved child.  
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Participants spoke about trips and date nights with their husbands as points of 

refreshment. Drew said that she and her husband have a fun habit of taking day-dates on 

special occasions while their boys are in daycare. Gretta and Piper said they get out of 

town a few times a year with their husbands to rest and reconnect by themselves. Piper 

said she has a regular Friday date night with her husband while the kids stay overnight 

with the grandparents. The literature did not elaborate on this finding, but nearly all 

participants confirmed it.  

Accepting Help and Cultivating Support  

Bazelon believes no individual should shoulder the responsibility of raising a 

human alone.607 Children are the citizens, workers, and artists of the future, and the 

burden to build a world where they can thrive should be shared. Workplaces, bosses, 

extended family, neighbors, spouses, and many others can form a working mother’s 

support system. Many participants spoke of working in high trust environments with 

bosses who believed the best of them and understood they were whole people with many 

outside responsibilities. River described her boss as giving them all space “to be human” 

and providing an atmosphere where she could have “the freedom to do what I need to do” 

as long as she got the work completed. This freedom included taking earlier, more 

expensive flights home rather than spending more time away from family on a cheaper 

flight with a long layover. Felicity said her boss ends each meeting with a series of 

supportive questions, “What can I do to help you flourish?  How can I support you?” 

 

607 Lara Bazelon, “The End of Mom Guilt: Why a Mother’s Ambition Is Good for Her Family,” Atlantic 
329, no. 4 (May 2022): 110, https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/05/working-mom-career-
women-guilt/629364/. 
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Open communication with one’s boss about communication preferences and flexibility 

requirements were crucial for participants to flourish as working mothers. Pearcey 

recommends mothers and fathers push back against the private/public split between home 

and work life. She and Crouch believe that with all our technological advances, we 

should reintegrate work and family life, including work from home when possible.608 

Several participants were themselves bosses. Eliza shared that her leadership 

goals include creating a “working mom friendly” place of employment. Participants who 

could not find flexible jobs created their own. Gretta said she is a serial entrepreneur and 

flexes her work around family life.  

Drew said that while she lives hundreds of miles from her extended family, they 

have been an essential support to her in her work and mothering. Piper’s parents live 

nearby and are always helping. They care for the children, make them meals, and 

chauffeur them to activities. Felicity recognized the mutual benefit of her extended 

family caring for her children. She said her parents love the time they get with their 

grandchildren; she loves knowing her children are cared for by wise people, and her 

children are developing strong relationships with their older relatives. 

All participants spoke of their spouses as partners in household chores and 

childcare. They took time to divvy up chores based on each other’s career workloads, 

preferences, and individual health. Some couples took turns being the primary caregiver 

of the children over the years. They described an ebb and flow of who did what and how 

they creatively met their families’ needs. Many praised their husbands’ commitment to 

their wholistic flourishing despite cultural pressures to put their own needs and careers 

 

608 Crouch, The Tech-Wise Family, 91; Pearcey, Total Truth, 344. 
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first. Felicity said with grateful tears, “The only reason I’m flourishing as a working mom 

is because I’m married to a man who’s completely invested in my flourishing.” 

Bodily Care  

Nagoski writes that getting enough sleep is countercultural in the US, because 

well-rested people are often labeled as lazy, while exhausted people are admired for their 

work ethic.609 Maslach and Rucker shared that life cannot be enjoyed while chronically 

sleep-deprived.610 Most participants mentioned sleep came easily for them, and they 

made it a priority, suggesting that good sleep plays a part in a mother’s flourishing. River 

spoke about her family’s deliberate attempts for a consistent sleep hygiene. Gretta 

recognized that one reason she loved traveling with her husband or friends as a new 

mother is that it allowed her to catch up on missed sleep from years of tending to 

sleepless babies.  

To avoid burnout, people must recognize and respond to their body’s signals 

following a stressful event.611 Movement can improve moods and lower stress hormones. 

All participants exercised to strengthen their bodies, prolong their lives, process stress, 

and to feel more at peace. Only one mentioned she did not enjoy exercise yet does so 

every evening for her health. Several mentioned they no longer moved their bodies to 

change their appearance but to improve their mental health. The participants listed 

multiple forms of regular physical activity: Harbor’s “crunchy walks” on gravel roads, 

 

609 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 162. 

610 Christina Maslach, Burnout: The Cost of Caring (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1982), 48–50; 
Rucker, The Fun Habit, 45. 

611 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 97; Molloy, Healthy Calling, 35. 
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Cate’s fifteen-minute morning You Tube videos, Drew’s evening weight-lifting with her 

husband. Everyone’s choice of activity was different. There was also hot yoga, hiking, 

stretching, Peloton™ bikes, mountain biking, soccer games, and CrossFit workouts.  

Healthy Limitations  

Warren encourages Christians to be known as a “community of the well-rested – 

people who embrace our limits with zest and even joy.”612 God is not disappointed by our 

limitations; he made us limited creatures, said Kapic.613 Jesus’ life exemplified true 

human embodiment, embracing its inherent limitations.614 Despite his divine calling to 

usher in the kingdom of God and proclaim the Good News, Jesus modeled a life of deep 

rest.615 Jesus also reframed the Sabbath, teaching us to not worry about manmade rules 

and instead allow the Sabbath to return to its original intention, a restorative day of peace 

and delight.616 

When Eliza received the job offer to become a principal, she immediately 

recognized it would have significant repercussions for her family’s life. She told her 

husband that he would need to bear more of the household burden if she was to take on 

this larger leadership assignment. Together, they acknowledged her human limitations 

and determined what was sustainable given the demands of her new role. 

 

612 Warren, Liturgy of the Ordinary, 152. 

613 Kapic, You’re Only Human, 6. 

614 Comer, The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, 77–84; Kapic, You’re Only Human, 15. 

615 Muller, Sabbath, 24–25. 

616 Barton, Embracing Rhythms, 6. 
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When asked to advise other working mothers, Piper said she would remind them 

of their limitations during this season and live within those limitations. Most participants 

said they would encourage young mothers to be gentle with themselves and know that 

while their children are young, they have particular creaturely limitations.  

Whole People 

River explained, echoing the perspective of most participants, that her career 

provides an outlet to exercise gifts that may otherwise lay dormant. She described her 

work as a thing that gives her energy and makes her a better parent and a better, more 

integrated individual. Similarly, several participants described how professional 

fulfillment positively shaped their parenting, giving them more energy when present with 

their children. After many configurations, Felicity and her husband determined they both 

felt best working full-time in seasonal jobs. They alternate between months with one of 

them being home full-time while one works and then both of them working full-time. 

This arrangement works for their family because they found jobs that energize them and 

give them life.  

The desire to model strong womanhood motivated many participants. They 

wanted their children to see them as more than simply a mother. They did not want to 

lose themselves in one facet of their identity as they moved through matrescence, a life 

transition where a woman gives birth to a new identity as a mother, and to model an 

integrated whole life to their children.617 Eliza said it was important for her boys to see 

her doing work she was specifically gifted to do.  

 

617 Warren, Liturgy of the Ordinary, 152. 



 

219 
 

Ziegler supports this and encourages mothers to see themselves as a total of all 

their gifts and accomplishments throughout life so that they do not loose themselves in 

motherhood during their matrescence.618 Harbor described her friendships as where she 

feels most integrated and fully known across her various roles: mother, worker bee, 

professional, friend, and wife. Several participants identified acts of service as a key to 

feeling integrated and whole. Gretta, for instance, described finding deep fulfillment in 

leading a Bible study at her local prison.  

Recommendations for Practice 

Unlike the sleep-deprived women verging on burnout who C. Collins and Warner 

interviewed, the eight women in this study identified themselves as flourishing.619 The 

following recommended practices, grounded on expert advice from the literature, data 

from the participants I interviewed, and personal insights, aim to help working mothers 

live a more rest-filled, integrated, and flourishing life. 

Individuals 

Boundaries 

Working mothers need to be very careful with their time. It is a limited and 

precious resource. To protect their time, they must establish boundaries around 

technology, conversation about work, location of work, and relational and emotional 

availability. 

 

618 Ziegler, Mommy Burnout, 185. 

619 Collins, Making Motherhood Work, 100, 220; Warner, Perfect Madness, 13, 55. 
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Technology is a primary way the outside world interrupts our current reality; 

therefore, working mothers need to place limits on their use of technology. For some 

women, it may be wise to keep all work emails and documents on a dedicated work 

computer. The same can be applied to phones. Some women would benefit from having a 

separate work phone; when they take long vacations, they can leave the work phone 

turned off at home and dedicate all their attention to spending time with family and loved 

ones. Other women are comfortable using the same devices for work and personal life but 

must rely on disciplined practices, such as regularly using vacation settings and 

communicating their intentions to their co-workers to be “off the clock”. If a woman uses 

the same phone or computer for both work and personal life, I strongly suggest looking 

into tools, such as Brick™, that allow specific apps to be turned off during family time. 

Still others choose one day each week entirely free of email and phone, allowing their 

mind time to reset and focus on the present. The technology-free day would not have to 

happen on a weekend. It could be a workday set aside specifically to focus on deep or 

creative work. 

For women who work in a family business or a start-up, where work can follow 

them home even when devices are turned off, it can be wise to set boundaries with their 

partner about when and where work will be discussed. Some couples decide not to talk 

about work at the dining room table or in the bedroom, limiting work conversations to a 

home office or another designated space. Others determine that they will only discuss 

work matters at the office. Some women are friends with their co-workers and may 

benefit from establishing boundaries with their friends about appropriate places for 
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work/private conversation, allowing the time and space for both of them to fully engage 

in their personal life when not working.  

Working from home can significantly benefit parents in our modern society, but it 

can also intrude into one’s personal life. Because of WIFI and 5G, working from home 

has become possible and convenient. The type of embodied boundaries, physical or 

sensory limits, each person requires around the home can vary. Some women may feel 

comfortable working on their laptop from their dining room table, and others may not be 

able to focus on work if she can see an untidy mess and piles of laundry. Other women 

can find a quiet corner of the house to work in and are able to face their desk towards a 

window or sit outside on their patio with limited distractions. Each person must decide 

how “on call” they want to be with their place of employment. (Will they have protected 

hours around meal times or weekends? Will they allow work projects or conversations 

interfere with their home life?) I suggest each woman regularly survey her use of 

technology, evaluating whether each tool is benefiting or harming her relationships, 

interests, spiritual life, and other priorities, and discern whether she should limit the time, 

location, or manner of its use, especially in her domestic spaces. 

Part of the challenge for working mothers is transitioning between roles. They 

often do not get a generous transition period. I suggest establishing small, embodied 

rituals, that do not take a lot of time, to mark the transition from work time to home time, 

or vice versa. Here are a few easy practices that can protect their relational and emotional 

availability as they transition. Some women set goals for themselves during the first hour 

of the workday. They refrain from checking email at home and wait until they safely 

delivered their children to school and spent thirty minutes at their desk tackling a pressing 
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assignment. Others spend thirty minutes at the end of every work day reading a book on 

personal, professional, or spiritual development, taking time to develop themselves 

before the transition home. Others listen to a favorite podcast or take time to silently pray 

or meditate on their commute home. I have recommended to a few women who work 

from a home office that they could light a candle to embody and mark the transition. 

Other possibilities include putting on a favorite cozy sweater, making a cup of tea, 

turning on a seasonal playlist, completing two or three relaxing yoga stretches, or reciting 

a short liturgy of thanks to the Lord for the day’s work. All these activities mark in time 

the completion for that day of one type of work and the transition to something new. 

Rest 

Rest is definitely vegetating passively on a beach hammock in the glorious 

sunshine, listening to the calming waves, and it is binge-watching a favorite online series 

while cozied up under a weighted blanket - but it is also more than that. Researchers 

agree that our bodies and our minds need time off from work. They need to be recharged 

to be faithfully expended in our vocations. A friend of mine once put it this way: We 

have to store up grain in the storehouses to draw on them when we need fuel. If we are 

always withdrawing, then in stressful times - times of famine, crisis, or emergency - we 

will have nothing left to sustain us. The following sections are a compilation of restful 

pursuits I encourage all working mothers to make a priority in their lives.  

Bodily Renewal 

Working mothers must rest their bodies. We were created not only to work, but to 

live within regular rhythms of work and rest. Daily rest is essential, including adequate 
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sleep. Researchers agree that at least seven hours of sleep per night is required for human 

flourishing; the body cannot sustain long stretches where it receives less than seven hours 

of quality sleep.620 I encourage women who struggle to sleep to meet with their doctors 

and see what supplements, medication, or devices (such as a CPAP) are available to 

them. I also encourage them to learn about good sleep hygiene and make a practical plan 

with their spouse to craft a family schedule that allows for everyone to get the sleep they 

require. 

The body needs an average of not only seven hours of sleep a night, but also 

another three hours of additional a rest a day. This may be averaged over a week or a 

month, but if delayed too long, people burnout. Everyone needs time for restorative 

conversations, enjoyable and deliberate eating, reading for pleasure, walking, connecting 

with friends, and delighting in the world around them. Without these rhythms, sickness, 

mental illness, and broken relationships become an unfortunate reality. Women must 

make their own rest a priority or their body will break down and eventually burn out. At 

times, women must proactively collaborate and advocate for themselves with their 

spouses to arrange paid childcare or more equitably share childcare responsibilities 

between the two of them, so that both partners may claim guilt-free time to regulate their 

nervous systems and refresh their spirits. This is not selfish “me time.” This is living in 

alignment with the way the God of the universe created their bodies and spirits to 

function. 

 

620 Nagoski and Nagoski, Burnout, 157–60; Pang, Rest, 2–14, 242–45. 
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Moving the Body 

Every participant in this study emphasized the importance of moving her body. 

Not every participant enjoyed exercise, but all made time for it, knowing it would reduce 

stress and improve overall health. I suggest that working women, without guilt, take time 

to go to the gym, participate in an open swim at the YMCA, join a sports team, or engage 

in any other physical activity that encourages movement that is enjoyable to them. It is 

not selfish to make time for these practices. It is responsible. Exercise should not be 

motivated by shame or fear of how one’s body is perceived, but by the freedom that 

comes when bodies are healthy and strong, and the mental benefits that accompany 

physical movement. Exercise looks different for each individual. Women may choose to 

use this time alone—to think, pray, daydream, meditate, or listen to an audiobook or 

podcast—or they may prefer to move their bodies in community, whether with friends in 

a class or with their husband after the children are in bed. 

Travel and Vacations 

Travel emerged as a consistent theme among participants. Whether traveling with 

a spouse or a favorite friend, or to visit family, women found rest by spending time away 

from home. This could be due to a combination of factors. Many people crave novelty. 

New surroundings can spark joy and creativity boosting one’s sense of wellness. Others 

benefit from the removal of typical household chores, such as laundry, pet care, and 

washing the dishes. Oftentimes trips are a dedicated space to reconnect relationally, as all 

the daily habits are left behind. As able, I recommend women consider a variety of trips 

over the course of a year or two. A few hours at a silent retreat a couple of times a year 

can be deeply beneficial spiritually. A personal day or two with friends to journal, plan 
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for the future, and hold one another accountable to upcoming goals can be vocationally 

helpful. A weekend away to attend a concert, hear a speaker, hike, swim in the ocean, or 

any other enjoyable activity, can foster deep delight that might missing in the mundane 

daily chores that occupies most of life. Unstructured time with a spouse while a 

babysitter or family member watches the children for a week away can help people 

reconnect to their loved one in ways it is not possible over a short dinner in their 

hometown.  

A mentor once encouraged me to reframe my expectations regarding time off and 

travel with children. You either take a “memory-making trip” with your children or you 

take a “vacation” alone or with other adults. She observed something I have since found 

to be true for myself and many of those I coach: that trips with children are essentially 

parenting in a prettier location. While removing work distractions and silencing 

technology can assist us in deeper connection with our children and spouses during these 

trips, such experiences do not always provide genuine rest. For this reason, I encourage 

working mothers to distinguish between family trips and restorative vacations, 

intentionally prioritizing opportunities for true rest in their annual planning as often as 

possible.  

For those who do not have extended family around to help, there are creative 

solutions. If your children are in daycare or school, you can plan to take a trip during the 

week, limiting the hours you would need to find additional childcare. You can arrange to 

trade childcare with a close family friend. You watch their children in the Fall for a week 

while they travel and then they do the same for you in the Spring. If even that is not 

possible, you could have a stay-cation in your home town. Hire a babysitter to pick up 
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your children from school and watch them until bedtime while you and your spouse 

spend the entire day enjoying all the activities your city has to offer. Then at night, you 

return home, connect with your children, put them to bed and then do it all again the next 

day. If travel is a value and you miss having it as a part of your life, I encourage people to 

find ways to make it happen.   

I agree with Schultz, who advises people to start planning their vacations at least 

six months in advance.621 Securing its place on the calendar ensures that work projects 

can be scheduled around these important times of rest and recovery. I also suggest setting 

clear priorities (e.g., family connection, adventure, bodily rest, spiritual practices, 

technology break, or learning a new skill or hobby) for times of rest. Clarifying these 

priorities helps individuals discern what to say no to during their time away and how best 

to invest their time and resources. Career mothers should have multiple types of rest on 

their calendar over the course of six months: time to rest with the family on a fun trip, 

time to rest each night curling up with a good book, and time to rest totally on their own, 

doing whatever they want for an entire day. Every person needs short-term and long-term 

rhythms of rest.  

Unicorn Time 

Unicorn time moves beyond superficial self-care, like a massage or pedicure, and 

allows people to be authentically themselves. It is a time of sustained attention to engage 

in activities women are passionate about, purely for the joy they bring.622 These tend to 

 

621 Schultz and Schultz, Psychology and Work Today, 115. 

622 Rodsky, Find Your Unicorn Space, 8–21, 278–79. 



 

227 
 

be active pursuits, not passive rest, and serve to remind someone of the fullness of their 

identity beyond her family and professional roles.  

Many people struggle at the beginning to decide what do to with unicorn time. 

They are not accustomed to spending time in ways that bring them joy rather than just 

passive entertainment, distraction from the world, or productivity. I suggest participating 

in multiple mini experiments to figure out what is life-giving to you. Some suggestions 

include signing up for a four-week ceramics class, writing one haiku a day for a month, 

training for a Tough Mudder™ competition, enrolling for a graduate certificate course 

unconnected to one’s career, writing book reviews on Goodreads for your favorite books 

from last year, joining a hiking club in your area, or picking up a hobby you have always 

dreamed of trying but couldn’t justify the time or the cost. It can be anything. It is guilt-

free time to be curious about what brings you happiness, as you live into the beautiful and 

unique person that God created you to be. 

Mothering Sabbatical 

Extended rest is a wise component to the greater conversation regarding rest. 

When regular weekly rest or vacations no longer restore a mother, she may require a 

mothering sabbatical. When neglected for too long or unreachable because of difficult 

season of parenting, a weekly sabbath rest is no longer sufficient to reestablish 

equilibrium and avoid burnout. Experts argue that pastors need sabbaticals specifically 

because their calling uniquely combines emotionally draining and relationally 

complicated work. These pastors are always on call and need to be prepared to absorb 
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angry outbursts and emotionally charged situations while providing wise counsel. 

Because of this, many pastors are overworked and stretched thin.623  

These job stressors are also typical for mothers and high preforming 

professionals. While this study focuses on mothers of young children, the need for 

sabbatical is not exclusive to this population. Men and women alike, both those with and 

without children, may require extended periods of rest when they occupy roles 

characterized by sustained stress, high-stakes decision-making, emotional labor, and the 

ongoing responsibility of shaping organizational story and culture. 

Given the well-documented necessity of sabbaticals for sustaining long-term 

pastoral leadership, it is both inconsistent and unjust to deny comparable rhythms of 

extended rest to mothers who have borne years of taxing caregiving. Seasonal maternal 

sabbaticals should be understood not as optional luxuries, but as a vital practice for 

preserving maternal well-being.624 The human body has a limited capacity to absorb pain 

and strain. We are meant to handle short bursts of stress followed by periods of 

restoration. Crouch and Ruch specifically encouraged women to take advantage of 

mothering sabbaticals, proposing intentional seasons in which spouses and older children 

assume greater household responsibilities after the most sleep-deprived years of parenting 

have passed. These seasons, which may last from three to twelve months, create space for 

mothers to pursue other interests, restore their capacity, and reengage their callings with 

renewed energy.625  

 

623 Barton, Embracing Rhythms, 152; Kapic, You’re Only Human, 183–84; Maslach, Burnout, 50; Pang, 
Rest, 224–34; Rucker, The Fun Habit, 98–99. 

624 Barton, Embracing Rhythms, 141. 

625 Crouch, Playing God, 255–60; Ruch, The Power Pause, 246–47. 
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Many will understandably raise concerns that a mothering sabbatical is 

impractical. Who has the money or the time? And who could possibly take an intentional 

step back from their children, when they are the most precious gift in the world? I am not 

suggesting that mothers detach from their families for months on end, but that they 

curate, where possible, extra space in their lives for a season of replenishment and 

renewal. These same hinderances are present in the life of a pastor, yet it is accepted 

practice for them to prioritize their physical, emotional, and spiritual health so they can 

fully embody their calling as a shepherd to God’s sheep. The same principle should apply 

to mothers. They, too, must attend to their physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being if 

they are to live out their vocations with faithfulness and endurance. For the women who 

desire to flourish as whole-hearted integrated mothers and avoid burnout, sabbaticals are 

a life-giving practice. They take planning, monetary commitment, and the assistance of 

other caregivers in the children’s lives. The resulting vitality is worth all the effort a 

sabbatical requires. 

Practically, a mothering sabbatical could include hiring a weekly cleaning service, 

signing the children up for daily aftercare, preparing a large supply of frozen meals, and 

establishing a simple rotation of 7–14 favorite dishes—paired with a recurring grocery 

pickup service—to lighten the household load for a season. Children could be challenged 

to take on more responsibilities than usual, thereby gifting their mother with additional 

time. Laundry services or other household support could also be employed, and 

assistance from nearby family or friends could be enlisted to chauffeur children to sports 

practices or music lessons for a semester.  
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Time away gives space for mothers to disconnect from being the default parent 

and allows them to enjoy their own thoughts for more than thirty minutes at a time 

without interruption. A series of long weekends could be planned away from home at a 

borrowed cottage or inexpensive hotel to have extended and concentrated time for 

reading, writing, or an artistic craft. Day retreats could be planned in town at a local 

library or university.  

To ensure that a sabbatical yields its intended outcomes, it should be guided by a 

coach or mentor who can structure clear objectives, integrate evidence-based best 

practices, and lead a process of reflection and debriefing at its conclusion. Guided 

coaching increases the efficacy of the sabbatical and creates intentional space to discern 

and celebrate the ways God has worked through the season of rest. A skilled guide also 

helps participants avoid common misuses of sabbatical time—such as overinvesting in 

home renovation projects, launching new academic programs, or substituting one form of 

productivity for another—so the season remains oriented toward genuine rest, rather than 

merely a reconfiguration of labor. Many industries intentionally provide writing, 

research, or continuing-education leaves of absence; however, these should be carefully 

distinguished from a true sabbatical, whose primary aim is not productivity or 

professional advancement but the restoration of health and wholeness. 

Solitude 

Audio books, podcasts, vodcasts, playlists, streaming videos, game apps, news 

sites, WhatsApp, Voxer, and Marco Polo messages could fill our every waking moment. 

Experts agree we must carve out quiet moments in our lives, but omnipresent noise and 
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sensory overload is inescapable.626 Our city has a local non-profit which hosts half-day 

prayer retreats, and our church coordinates a yearly weekend silent retreat at a local 

monastery, but you don’t have to go without talking for days at a time to find moments of 

solitude with God. Nature walks without a phone, a quiet drive with the windows down, a 

silent lunch while watching a tree branch active with birds are just a few practical ways to 

embrace stillness and provide space to hear God’s voice. Mothers are surrounded 

technological noise and that which is emanating from their children. Electronic toys, 

videos, and the constant refrain, “watch me,” and “he hit me,” and “I need a snack.” Our 

brains can only process so much data each day. To bring a sense of rest to our brains, we 

have to limit the input we allow into our lives.  

Mothers are often culturally conditioned to remain perpetually “on call” for their 

children, a posture that places an unsustainable burden on a single person. Historically, 

childcare was distributed across a network of adults and older children; brief physical or 

emotional absence was a feature of communal life. When someone walked into town to 

purchase something from the general store, other adults or older children were left in 

charge of the younger children. By contrast, today’s motherhood is increasingly mediated 

through a digital tether. The ever-present smartphone keeps mothers in a state of 

continuous alertness, responding to texts, calls, and minor disruptions in real time, often 

at the cost of sustained internal attention. 

This fragmentation carries spiritual consequences. The Christian tradition has 

long recognized that God most often speaks in stillness and quiet. When a mother’s 

nervous system is perpetually oriented toward interruption, the conditions for listening to 

 

626 Maslach, Burnout, 95–97; Ziegler, Mommy Burnout, 208–9. 
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God are eroded. Intentional practices of temporary disconnection are not indulgent or 

neglectful, but spiritually formative. I suggest mothers experiment with leaving their 

phones at home while taking a quiet walk, trusting that those caring for their children can 

handle ordinary needs and that true emergencies will be addressed by calling emergency 

services and notifying her once she returns. This practice may feel uncomfortable at first, 

and people might find themselves unconsciously reaching for their phones. Yet, precisely 

because it is challenging, it is all the more necessary. Running an errand or going to the 

gym without a phone can become a meaningful act of cultivated stillness, retraining both 

the mother and the household to tolerate brief periods of absence. 

Like many practices that foster health, this discipline of cultivating stillness as a 

woman and a mother can feel uncomfortable, particularly in a relational context where 

children desire constant proximity. Yet, with thoughtful planning and shared household 

responsibility, children’s needs can be met while mothers are given the space necessary 

to pray, reflect, and meditate. Over time, such practices cultivate not only maternal well-

being, but a household culture that honors both relational interconnectedness and 

contemplative attentiveness. 

Support 

Deep Friendships 

Finding kindred souls is no simple task in a culture defined by constant mobility. 

Most adults do not live in the town they were raised. We move for college and jobs and 

to be in the best school district for our children. While technology has given us the ability 
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to stay in contact with long distance friends who have known us forever, nothing 

compares to seeing someone every week and sharing a hug or a cup of coffee and a walk.  

For many working women, they have memories of college days filled with abundant time 

spent with friends—eating together, studying, playing games, running errands, spending 

breaks with one another’s families, and building deep friendships through shared life.  

As adults living in a transient society, it can be difficult to build these same kinds 

of friendships in the cities where we settle and build our own homes. Friendships rarely 

happen overnight. In college we had endless hours to deepen relationships. As adults we 

don’t have as much time to invest in one another and friendships can be harder to 

cultivate. I experienced this personally when we welcomed our first child as new 

residents of Colorado. I spent many lonely hours pushing a stroller through the zoo or 

sitting in library story times wondering if anyone else was longing for friendship as much 

as I was.  

Women need friendships. They need deep friendships. While college friendships 

are precious and technology allows us to stay connected across distance, nothing can 

fully replace a close female friend who lives in the same city. It is one thing to run into 

someone at the grocery store and another to plan six months in advance for a short visit in 

a city equidistant between your homes. This does not mean long-distance friendships 

should be abandoned. They matter and deserve care. However, many women also need 

friendships that are local—women in the same stage of life, facing similar work and 

family tensions.  

While it has been relatively easy for me to maintain my college friendships and 

form sympathetic acquaintances, deep friendships with other working mothers did not 
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come quickly. Those relationships took years to form. I would tell my past self that deep 

friendships require perseverance and intentionality. Even in small increments, you must 

consistently show up for others and seek to connect. Attend the library events and 

women’s events at church even when you are tired and would rather rest. Continue 

initiating and inviting others along on errands, meals, community groups, or play dates. 

Remember people’s birthdays and celebrate their children’s successes. Seek out those 

who share your quirks, cheer for the same sports teams, or volunteer in similar places. 

These are often the shortcuts to transforming acquaintances into deep friendships. 

Another element is investing in rootedness. Relocating for a career opportunity or further 

education can be exciting, but each move resets the clock on developing deep meaningful 

in-person connections.  

Over time, through prayer, intentionality, and investment in a particular location, 

God brings the friendships that sustain us. I pray these relationships come quickly for 

you, and I hope to cultivate church cultures where women can connect more deeply and 

easily with one another. 

Reject Intensive Parenting by Accepting a Communal Mindset 

We are not meant to do life alone. Children thrive when cared for by multiple 

loving adults, and mothers flourish when supported by a robust support network. 

Research consistently shows that the absence of social support takes a serious toll on a 
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mother’s mental and emotional health.627 The prevailing cultural idea of intensive 

parenting must be rejected. It is isolating.  

Humanity was created for interdependence and communal nurturing. We are not 

called to raise our children within the protective bubble of our homes. Rather, we are 

invited into the rhythm of collective care, surrounding our families with the love and 

presence of others.  

Shared parenting with like-minded friends provides a framework for this kind of 

community. Some parents found such networks during the Covid-19 pandemic in the 

educational “bubbles” they created. Others cultivated them through neighbors with 

children similar ages, sharing responsibilities like meeting children when they walk home 

from school and keeping them entertained until the other adults finish their workday. 

Families may rotate hosting pizza and movie nights, allowing other parents to enjoy a 

free date night. Friends can also volunteer to teach a short class to their friends’ children, 

teaching them valuable skills like sourdough baking, fishing, or toddler music lessons, 

giving the children a chance to learn from additional adults without financial exchange. 

These practices remind us that human connection and support need not be purchased, but 

are shared gifts of time and care. Another idea is shared meal preparation. If three 

families double or triple one meal a week and share it with one another by dropping it off 

on the front porch, the labor and monotony of preparing dinner every evening are 

lightened.  

 

627 Gammage, Mouron, and Sultana, The Hidden Costs of Unpaid Childcare: The Public and Private 
Sectors Need to Work Together to Promote Gender Equality. 
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Rejecting intensive parenting can also look like accepting offers for free 

babysitting from people without guilt, or offering to provide transportation to youth 

group or other activities for other families. Many church traditions recognize this 

principle in vows taken during a baby baptism or dedication, pleading to assist parents 

with the nurturing of their children. This commitment must extend beyond teaching 

Sunday school and into the everyday life of families. In my own experience, dear friends 

have willingly become “aunties” to my children, trusted adults they can approach with 

questions or concerns they feel uncomfortable discussing with us as parents. This thrills 

my heart! My parenting role is not threatened; rather, I feel supported, knowing other 

adults who are not related to me care deeply enough to stand in as a loving adult presence 

in my children’s life. Another example of this are the older members of our community 

group who have contributed financially to group childcare costs, even though their 

children are already grown, as a way to support all the families in the group.  

Ask for What Is Needed 

Research shows that in spite of improvements; women still carry a 

disproportionate share of the second shift at home. One of the most practical ways 

women can free up time for unicorn space and intentional days of rest is to outsource 

unfavorable chores, either to a family member or paid help. People who prioritize time 

over money tend to be happier, making it worthwhile, whenever possible, to pay someone 

to handle tasks you would rather not do.628 In my experience, it is not helpful to simply 

ask husbands to “help more” at home. Rather, it is better to be bold and clear with what 

 

628 Rucker, The Fun Habit, 27–30. 
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the task entails and hand it over completely to them. Do not ask them to take care of the 

pile of laundry sometime this weekend. Instead, communicate your need to hand over the 

laundry chore entirely so that it no longer takes up mental space. Clearly communicate 

what it means for him to completely be in charge of the entire process: gather the 

laundry, stain treat, wash, dry, fold, and put it away. Instead of asking a 

parent/grandparent if they can occasionally watch the children, come to them with a 

proposal. Ask them to meet the children at the school bus once a week and oversee 

homework and put a frozen lasagna in the oven to get a start on dinner. Or maybe they 

can agree to pick up kids from school and transport them to their three different 

afterschool sports three afternoons a week and then join the rest of your family for a 

crockpot meal you set up before you left for work. Honest, gracious, and specific requests 

will accomplish a lot more than hoping and wishing you had more help.  

Another area where working mothers should ask for what they need is with their 

bosses. Most employers are deeply concerned about employee retention and morale, and 

many are far more willing to offer flexibility than mothers assume. When mothers 

advocate for themselves by requesting flexible hours, remote work options, or adjusted 

workloads during demanding seasons, they are not asking for special treatment. They are 

inviting their workplace to invest in their long-term health and effectiveness. Too often 

women fear appearing uncommitted, yet burnout and replacement costs are far more 

expensive to a company than accommodation. Honest conversations with bosses can 

open the door to fuller flourishing.  
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Churches 

  Every church, regardless of size or structure, can affirm the goodness and dignity 

of all forms of work, paid or unpaid, and the gift and necessity of rest in all its delight as 

meaningful participation in God’s redemptive purposes. Every church can proclaim that 

both women and men are designed by God to live within rhythms of work and rest, and 

that these rhythms will look different across seasons of life and across families. In doing 

so, the church offers a shared theological imagination in which flourishing becomes 

possible. 

I do not believe every local church must implement all of the recommendations 

that follow. Many of these ideas belong properly to the Church universal, alongside the 

particular work of individual congregations. Some churches have small staffs and limited 

resources and simply are not positioned to carry out every initiative described here. 

Others recommendations are better suited to be implemented through city-wide nonprofit 

ministries such as Chattanooga Faith Co-Op or the Denver Institute for Faith and Work, 

which exist to bridge gaps between faith, work, and community. 

Listen to Women’s Stories  

Pastors and staff should not assume they fully understand the lived experiences of 

working mothers. To love and serve all women well, churches must listen before leading. 

One way to do this is forming sermon study teams that include women in the study and 

preparation of the message for the church, allowing a broader perspective and range of 

experiences to shape how Scripture is interpreted and communicated to the congregation. 

Churches can also implement mixed-gender study groups to help leaders think carefully 
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how programs and discipleship structures can better integrate faith, work, and family life. 

In addition, leaders can take the powerful step of visiting working mothers at their place 

of employment - hospitals, schools, home, restaurants, offices, jails - seeking to 

understand the burdens and joys of their callings. This embodied listening affirms their 

daily work and provides further understanding into their lived realities in the primary 

places their faith is expressed.  

Offer Training 

Seminars on burnout prevention for all working adults, but especially working 

women, could be deeply formative. These gatherings can normalize the God-given limits 

of the human body and the cost of overwork, while offering practical tools for sustaining 

meaningful work over a lifetime. Including a breakout section for husbands of working 

women would further underscore the centrality of their support for their wife’s 

flourishing.  

Likewise, premarital classes should include working mothers as mentors and 

integrate teaching that supports a collaborate, team-based approach to both parenting and 

household responsibilities. Preparing couples for marriage without acknowledging the 

reality of shared responsibilities of domestic labor leaves them ill-equipped for marriage.  

Finally, all teaching on vocation must also include a larger biblical vision of the 

rhythms of sabbath and rest as part of God’s good design for creation. Rest is not 

indulgent; it is a necessary practice for living faithfully within our God-given human 

limitations. 
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Childcare and Practical Support 

 Many mothers function as the default parent for most of the week, even when 

they are also working full-time. This means that, on Sunday mornings, they are often the 

person most frequently leaving the service to escort children to the bathroom, mediate 

sibling conflicts, and distribute snacks. These small but constant interruptions make it 

difficult to be attentive to Scripture readings, prayer, and preaching. For women who 

arrive already exhausted and in need of spiritual renewal, the simple ability to sit, listen, 

and be formed by the Word of God is essential. 

Well-staffed, developmentally appropriate nurseries and children’s churches are 

therefore necessary for congregational worship. Clear safety procedures, along with 

warm and joyful environments, help parents and children feel secure and comfortable. In 

this way, the church communicates that the spiritual formation of children and their 

parents are shared priorities rather than competing ones. 

The same is true beyond Sunday mornings. Regular and affordable parents’ nights 

out hosted by the church give couples space to tend their marriages, whether through a 

quiet dinner or the simple freedom to run errands together without children in tow. 

Providing childcare for new members’ classes, community groups, and other discipleship 

opportunities enables mothers to participate without the added mental and logistical 

burden of finding a sitter.  

Ideally, the cost of this childcare would be shared across the congregation. In 

most churches, members vow to nurture one another’s children in the faith. Treating 

childcare as a collective responsibility embodies that promise. This approach differs from 

offering scholarships for those in financial crisis, which many families are reluctant to 

use unless their need is extreme. Childcare which is built into the church’s common life 
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becomes a gracious gift of mutual belonging. For these reasons, mothers should be 

released from the unspoken expectation and resulting guilt of volunteering in the 

children’s ministry. This is a chance for the college students, childless adults, parents of 

older children, and empty nesters to love and serve the parents of young children, 

supporting their round the clock work of raising the next generation of the church. In 

doing so, the church lives out a deep truth - parenting is not an individualistic vocation 

but a communal one carried by the whole body. 

Many working mothers experience extremely busy weekday evenings. 

Homework, meal preparation, cleanup, bedtime routines, and story time can easily 

consume an entire evening, only to be followed by another hour or more of unfinished 

emails, school permission slips, or work projects before the whole cycle begins again the 

next morning. By the time a Tuesday evening Bible study comes, many working mothers 

are out of margin. For this reason, a monthly Saturday morning women’s bible study 

could be a gift to the women. For mothers with older children, scheduling a group during 

youth group hours provides a thoughtful alternative. When churches struggle to get 

working moms with young children to engage in Bible studies, the obstacle is hardly a 

lack of interest, rather it is logistics.  

 Anytime a meal is offered as part of a church event, it creates space for deeper 

connection over shared food and can relieve some of a mother’s mental load. Removing 

the burden of planning and executing another family meal, a responsibility that though 

not always, often, falls upon them. Meals can be a deeply hospitable way we minister to 

all people, especially to working mothers.  
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Meal trains following the arrival of a new baby, welcoming a foster care child, 

experiencing a medical injury or death in the family is a long tradition in many churches. 

These meals are tangible acts of love and service to families in times of vulnerability. It is 

a kindness when these meals are planned by a church staff member, officers, community 

group leaders, rather than defaulting to mothers who are already overextended in their 

care of others. Some churches have gone even further by inviting people to not only 

provide a meal, but also fold laundry, empty the dishwasher, vacuum, doing a light 

dusting, or take the children to the park for a few hours. These small acts of service 

remind each other that we are not alone; it and is a beautiful expression of the body of 

Christ working together to carry one another’s heavy loads.   

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study focused on the lived experiences of married Christian women with 

young children at home who worked in professional careers. As with any study, the 

extent of research is limited. Therefore, the following variations could be highly valuable: 

participants from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds – such as in Latino, African 

American, and Middle Eastern homes – as well as single mothers, blended families, those 

in homosexual partnerships, those in heterosexual non-married partnerships, mothers of 

only one child, those with adopted children, those with special needs children, mothers of 

teenagers, and mothers with more five or more children. This study did not include 

women pursing work because of family pressures or financial need, nor was it 

researching women in blue collar careers. Due to travel limitations, the women do not 

represent a cross-section of all regions in the US. The participants of this study are from 

the South, Southeast, and the West. Consequently, a study in other regions could be 
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helpful. During this study, it became clear that the husbands played a significant role in 

supporting their wives’ flourishing. Investigating the experiences and practices of such 

husbands would be a valuable complement to this research. Several authors 

recommended motherhood sabbaticals, and, as a relatively unexplored idea, qualitative 

research on that topic would be beneficial.  
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Appendix 

 

Email to Possible Research Participants 

 

Dear _________, 

I'm C. JoAnna Schlecht, a doctoral student at Covenant Theological Seminary. 

My research examines working American motherhood, with a focus on how working 

mothers can achieve joy, fulfillment, and flourishing in their various roles. I’ll be in 

Denver Sept 10th and 11th to interview working mothers. If you have ever read Brené 

Brown, you’re familiar with the kind of work I’m doing, qualitative research. This 

research involves listening deeply to people's stories in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of their lived experiences.   

I’m looking to interview professional working women in Denver who are thriving 

as married Christian mothers of two or more children ages 0-13. The interviews are 

conducted in person, last approximately 90 minutes, and will be recorded and transcribed 

for research purposes. All identifying information will remain confidential, and both 

recordings and transcripts will be securely destroyed upon completion of my dissertation. 

Participation is wholly voluntary, and participants are free to withdraw at any time.  

We will need a private, distraction-free room for the interview. I will be recording 

it using my laptop. I'm happy to come to your office at work, or I can arrange for us to 

use a room at a local church, whatever is most convenient for you.  
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I am asking all interview participants to do the following: 

• Complete a consent form. (I will print one and bring it with me to our 

interview.) 

• Discuss working motherhood with me for an hour and a half during a 

recorded interview. (You may spend a few minutes before our meeting 

recalling a few specific instances of tension between motherhood and your 

profession, as well as the things you have done to encourage your 

flourishing despite these challenges.) 

• Allow me to email or call you, if needed, to clarify something you said 

during the interview. 

 

I am grateful for your time and interest in this project and I'm excited to learn 

from you. This is a link to a brief Participant Selection Questionnaire. Please take two 

minutes to complete it at your earliest convenience. Once I have received the necessary 

number of responses, I will follow up to let you know if you’ve been selected for an 

interview.  

Once I have completed my research, I will be eager to share my results and 

conclusions with you. Thank you so much for your interest in this important topic. 

Warmly, 

C. JoAnna Schlecht, MDiv 
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Email to Selected Research Participants 

 

Hello _____, 

I received the results of the survey. Thank you. I'd love to interview you. I'm 

attaching the Informed Consent Form in case you want to look it over ahead of time. It 

explains that the risk to you for participating in this research is minimal and that you may 

stop at any time. I'll bring along printed copies for us both to sign before we begin 

recording.  

[Details about scheduling interview.] 

Please let me know if you have any questions. 

Grace and Peace,  

C. JoAnna Schlecht, MDiv. 

 

Participant Selection Questionnaire 

Note:  Please take a few minutes to complete it at your earliest convenience. Once 

I have received the necessary number of responses, I will follow up to let you know if 

you’ve been selected for an in-person interview. I’m grateful for your time and interest in 

this project. 

1. Name: 

2. Phone Number: 

3. Email: 

4. City and State: 

5. What is your race or ethnicity? 
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6. Age: 

7. How old were you when your first child was born? 

8. How many children do you have? Please list their genders and ages. 

9. Are you married? If so, for how long? 

10. What is your profession? And how many hours a week do you work?  

11. What is your husband’s profession? And how many hours a week does he 

work? 

12. What is your highest degree achieved? 

13. Are you a member or regular attender of a church? If you answer yes, please 

list the church. 

14. Author Andy Crouch states that every human is meant to feel peace, delight, 

and be fully alive. “We are meant to flourish – not just to survive, but to 

thrive; not just to exist, but to explore and expand.” To what extent do you 

feel that this statement is reflective of your experience?   

o A great deal 

o A moderate amount 

o A little 

o Not at all 

15. Would you say you are working in your current profession predominately out 

of: 

o Obligation and necessity 

o A sense of calling and delight 

16. I would describe myself as a disciple/follower of Christ. 
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o Yes 

o No 

17. To what extent does your faith influence your decisions about family, work, or 

relationships? 

o A great deal 

o A moderate amount 

o A little 

o Not at all 
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