"Mojo Dad Has His Say"

By Michael Tiemann
I did not read a single book about how to be a parent while my wife Amy (author of Mojo Mom: Nurturing Your Self While Raising a Family) was pregnant, or if I did I don’t remember. I do remember going to a parenting class at the local YWCA, and while I did learn a few things about caring for my wife and baby, most of the class was about successfully navigating the modern American health care system. When I first held our daughter and then handed her to Amy, that’s when it hit me: “This is for real.” Whatever I lacked in the latest parenting knowledge I would compensate for with cunning, commitment, and love.
When asked to share my Daddy perspective for Amy’s book, I came up with six interrelated themes that explain my Daddy Mojo. There might be a few I’ve missed, and they may not apply to everyone, but they really worked for me.
1. Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers by Robert Sapolsky explains the biological basis of “hakuna matata” — no worries — and makes the case that we humans are simply not designed for long-term stresses like sitting in daily traffic jams or growing up in poverty. Instead, we’re built for dealing with short-term stress, like a zebra outrunning a lion.


As an entrepreneur who started his first business using money that had been set aside for rent, I have seen my share of stress. But I have always separated that which I cannot control from that which I can, and I focus on what I can control. Whatever parenting situation I found myself in, I kept my focus on what I could control, and if there was no way to control the baby’s crying, I didn’t let it stress me. It might have kept me awake, but it did not stress me.
2. Puppy training was parent training. A year before our daughter was born, my wife and I adopted a puppy. According to the breed description, this dog was the last thing we should have brought into our house if we planned to have children, but my wife was convinced that with enough puppy school we could have a happy home with dog and child. We were in puppy school for 18 months.
Puppy school teaches social behavior—how to take control, how to command respect, how to show affection, how to reward—without the politics. Puppy school is not just about training a dog, but about training oneself to be consistent, set expectations, and follow through. I never trained our daughter to do “tricks,” nor have I been a Captain Von Trapp, but the training I received, and applied, from puppy school has meant a lot more fun and a lot less whining when I am with my daughter.
3. Create the flow then go with it. Amy studied aikido, and when she had her first belt test, she invited me to the demonstration. After that I suggested that she use aikido with our puppy (then a seven-pound fuzz ball she could not control). With the advice, “don’t try to put the dog on its back, just put your hand to the ground and the dog will follow,” she mastered a task that had stymied her for six weeks. 
Similarly, I practice directing energy where I want it to go. I don’t force my daughter to do things, but I act so that she can simply follow. Whereas conventional parenting wisdom says, “Choose your battles carefully,” I choose no battle at all. It is remarkable how much more effective it is to have no battle than even a carefully chosen one. 
4. Play with life’s puzzles. Because I approached parenthood with so little preparation, I had no choice but to treat the whole experience like a giant puzzle: What does this mean? What does that mean? The challenge of the puzzle is not to mechanically force Tab A into Slot B. The challenge is to understand what the puzzle is and how it works. 
By accepting the puzzle approach, I believe I learned more quickly from my interactions and playful experiments than I ever could have by trying to sift through a thousand different theories to see which one actually applied. 
5. “Be the change you want to see in the world.” Who am I to argue with Mahatma Gandhi’s wisdom? When I saw something I didn’t like, or didn’t see something I really wanted, I always first asked myself, What can I do about this? 

When I felt that others in our family were leaning too much on the TV to entertain our daughter (and to give themselves time to do something else), I didn’t say, “Hey, let’s turn off the tube and be a family together.” Instead, when it was my turn to be in charge, I found ways of involving our daughter in the daily chores that also needed to be done. I made everything a project, and watching TV was just never part of the project. Within a few months, I had demonstrated, without ever saying it, how to avoid TV completely, get the job done, and stay sane. And amazingly enough, we began to notice that our daughter was happier, more helpful, and less whiny on days when she watched no TV compared with days when she watched even 30 minutes of TV. 

6. And in all of the above, practice respect. Raising a child is not about proving you are right or that another person is wrong. Raising a child is a puzzle, a challenge, a reward, and an amazing journey. Practicing all of the above doesn’t mean everything’s going to be easy or work perfectly—it’s hard work! But when the work gets hard, it makes me respect that much more the work that I never see my wife do while I am not at home. And out of respect, I recommit myself to figuring out how to make my parenting work even better, and what I can do so that next time this energy will work for us, not against us.

And let me just say that while I have no idea how it will happen, I’m sure that I’ll be eating all these words when our daughter is a teenager. In the meantime, she’s absolutely wonderful, and I feel privileged to be her parent. 
