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Admittedly, I was a rather strange seminary stu-
dent. Though sensing I was being “called” to be amin-
ister, I became convinced my ministry would take a
non-traditional path. I wasmost drawn to teaching, as
well as service outside the church. This less denom-
inational path became more evident in the communi-
ties I was drawn to. My position as an instructor at a
nearby residential school for adults with disabilities,
presentedahint at thedirection Iwasheaded.OnSun-
day mornings, I would walk with a group of residents
to a local Catholic communitywhichwas radically dif-
ferent than any Catholic – or Protestant – church I had
experienced. I also began attending a progressive syn-
agogue that met in the seminary chapel, and then
joined an interracial Protestant congregation. Here I
want to spotlight the Catholic community, since it left
an impact on me that shaped my entire seminary ex-
perience and subsequent chaplaincy work.
I should explain that the neighborhood where the

school and church were located was a very wealthy
area. The main Catholic parish was a beautiful archi-
tectural building with a large, mostly upper class
membership. This was not where I walked my stu-
dents onSundaymorning.A groupof families hadper-
mission from the local priest to open the gymnasium
at the parochial school across the street from the par-
ish to hold a separatemass. As I understood it, the rea-
son they chose to do thiswas primarily to include resi-

dents from our school! A remarkable thing to do. It
didn’t take long to seewhy theywouldmake this rather
radical move. Some of the residents I brought to the
“gymmass”wereCatholic, others simplywanted to at-
tend. I wentmerely because it was part ofmy job, but I
soon found the experience – the community itself – so
amazingly accepting of our odd group, I looked for-
ward to the services.
Themasswas led by younger priests who practiced

a style of leadership that greatly impressedme as a fu-
ture minister. They, along with the rest of the congre-
gation, embraced my students as if they were their
own family. Disruptions were common during ser-
vices, yet members were gentle and compassionate.
Several of our “higher functioning” residents were in-
vited to read scripture or even hold the Eucharist chal-
ice. I was also asked to participate, though I was not
Catholic. At the time, I was studying the “Liberation
Theology” of Latin American priests. What I was wit-
nessing here, in this wealthy suburb of San Francisco,
seemed tomakewhat Iwas learningabout in seminary
very practical and personal.
The families and the priests were aware I was a

Protestant seminary student, but that didn’t make a
difference. I came to believe their radical inclusion,
basedonabelief that everyone, Catholic or Protestant,
abled and disabled, or whatever the differences, made
this an exemplary Christian community. Moving for-
ward, I held this model in my mind when attending or
eventually leading services in other churches. After
graduation, I carried my “gym mass” experience
throughout my chaplaincy years in jails and shelters.
No one was excluded from full participation in any
gathering. The guiding principle, gleaned from those
years at the Catholic community, was driven by one
central question: Who are we to exclude anyone?

The ecumenical (“belonging to the worldwide fel-
lowship”) movement has been active in many
churches in the past century. Originally focused pri-
marily on a sense of unity between Protestants and
Catholics (and Orthodox Christians), the movement
has expanded in some locations to include peoplewho
don’t necessarily hold traditional Christian beliefs.
The circle has grown and expanded to encompass oth-
er faiths as well—ecumenism evolving into inter-reli-
gious or interfaith cooperation. This can be enjoyed on
various levels, from educational events centered on
discussion and dialogue between diverse believers, to
cooperative endeavors that may include collaboration
in service to the wider community. This was the foun-
dation of the chaplaincy programs I worked in for
many years.
For several years, during and following seminary, I

taught courses on World Religions in churches that
were open to stretching themind alongwith the spirit.
Opening conversations often led to more open think-
ing andevenopenbelieving. For aChristian to read the
Qur’an or the Tao for the first time, with a willingness
to learn and understand, can be transformative. The
next step beyondmerely reading the texts, or learning
about another faith tradition, is tomeet thepeople, ex-
perience that tradition on a more personal level. At-
tending amosque, a synagogue, a temple, can provide
anopportunity to cross the fences of faith that so often
divide good people, each building community around
shared beliefs.
I learned all those years ago, even a gymnasium can

offer deeper exercise in community.
ChrisHighlandwasaminister and interfaith chap-

lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant.His booksandblogs are presented on
“Friendly Freethinker” (chighland.com).

Mass compassion helps create a community

Highland Views
Chris Highland
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If youare amomandyouare reading this, youmight
be in line at Target. Or sitting in a doctor’s office. You
may be picking up NyQuil, or double-checking that it
isn’t an ear infection.
That’s because it’s after Thanksgiving and before

Christmas, a time rivaled only by the last month of
school as the busiest time of year formostmoms. So if
you are going to read something, it’s probably while
you are doing something else – and we’ll try to keep it
short so you can finish.
Wesaymomsandnotparentsbecause, let’s behon-

est, who is picking the sweater for yourmother-in-law
in the gift exchange? Who is the one creating the
Christmas magic: moving the elf, baking the sugar
cookies, scheduling a family photo, making sure there
is an equal amount of candy in each child’s stocking –
even if one of them is now 19?
It’s the “mental load” of parenting − the invisible,

unpaid work of planning, managing and organizing all
the things women take on to keep a family and house-
hold running.
And it’s pushing women to the breaking point, ac-

cording to a new USA TODAY/Peacock survey of 1,600
U.S. parents on the mental load that parents face. In
fact, 43% of women say they are burned out or emo-
tionally exhausted.Andmore thana third feel thatway
every single day.

Whose fault is it, anyway?

USATODAY launched the surveywithPeacockafter
the debut of the thriller “All Her Fault.” At first the se-
ries appears to be amystery about the kidnapping of a
little boy from a wealthy family, but the show sparked
conversations on social media among mom viewers
obsessed with a plot they could relate to: the mental
load of being a mom.
“All Her Fault” reflects an important moment in

motherhood, says Madeline di Nonno, president and
CEO of the Geena Davis Institute, which works to in-
crease representation and reduce stereotypes across
gender in entertainment and media.
“It’s not all about theperfectmom,which iswhatwe

see so much on TV,” she says. “Women need to see
themselves portrayed on the screen. There is a lot of
shame and guilt for not being the perfect mom. Show-
ing this idyllic world just isn’t realistic.”
Dakota Fanning’s character is in one of themost im-

portant meetings of her career when her deadbeat
husband texts her to ask, “Where is Jacob’s water bot-
tle?”
“I’m the default parent and you’re the substitute,”

Fanning tells him. “It’s not equal. It’s never equal.”
Womenaremore likely thanmen to say thepressure

of doing it all andmeeting expectations is a challenge,
according to the USA TODAY/Peacock survey. They
also aremore likely to say they don’t turn to anyone for
advice or help.
“Women don’t want to ask for help. They want

someone to knowwhat to do. It’s notOK formen to say
‘Just tellmewhat todo,’ ”says IvorieMayes, a therapist
and mother of three in Cleveland, Tennessee. “It isn’t
that men don’t care. They weren’t raised to scan a
home thewaymomswere.Women are taught to antic-
ipate the needs.”
That’s how moms become the default parent, the

onewhoholds themedical anddental appointments in
their heads, whomakes sure the basketball uniform is
clean, who not only makes the lunches but does the
grocery shopping to make sure the right grapes and
Goldfish crackers are purchased.
The survey found that 64%ofwomensay theyman-

age the day-to-day responsibilities of parenting, com-
pared with 43% of men, and 44% of moms also report
feeling pressured to “do it all” compared with 37% of
men.

The result of all of that decision-making?A full 34%
of women feel overwhelmed every single day; another
32% feel that way several times a week.
Mayes started helping moms navigate the mental

load a few years ago when she was juggling a full-time
job and graduate school while raising her three chil-
dren with her husband. She noticed at her monthly
moms’ self-care nights that many women were inter-
rupted by their husbands texting them to ask: How
should I calm the baby?Where are the pajamas?What
do the kids want for dinner?
“I talk a lot about remindingmen: ‘You live here. You

should knowwhat needs to be done.’ I don’t say that to
put men down; that’s not what that’s about at all,” she
says. “It’s equal ownership.”

Dads struggle to do better

Though moms have long felt the pressure, more
dads are starting to feel it, too.
“Our collective expectations of fathers have shifted.

We expect dads to be more involved with their kids,”
saysAllisonDaminger, author of “What’s onHerMind:
TheMentalWorkloadof FamilyLife”andaprofessor at
the University of Wisconsin, Madison.
“At the same time, the expectations on breadwin-

ning anddadshasn’t changed.We’ve added to their job
description. I think younger dads are starting to feel
that strain.”
Jonathan Gilmor’s wife wanted him to domore as a

parent to their two children. At first, he admits, he got
defensive. He thought hewas doing his part by saying:
“How can I help?”
“She had told me she was overwhelmed and at her

breaking point,” saysGilmor, 31. “I thoughtmental load
was just like a BS thing.”
It wasn’t until he was laid off for a few months and

became the main caretaker of a newborn and 3-year-
old that he really understood it. Now he and his wife
both work full time, and he has started taking owner-
ship of chores – not just “helping.”
“I’vepushedmyself togrow,”saysGilmor,whostart-

ed social media accounts called Do Better Jonathan to
showwhat he is learning and to try to inspire other fa-

thers. “Amongmy friends, there is more of a goal to be
more involvedwith the family.Andguyswant to learn.”
Thoughmen are feeling more stress, most feel con-

fidentdelegating tasks to their partners.Women, how-
ever, wrestle with letting go of some caretaking tasks
because they believe theywill be judged or blamed if it
isn’t perfect. Four in 10 women surveyed said they felt
pressure to be the “perfect” parent.
“I struggle with relinquishing ownership: ‘Why did

you do it that way? This way is easier,’ ”Mayes says of
her husband taking on the hair care for their three
daughters, a 9-year-old and 6-year-old twins.
“He needed to remind me that if I wanted him to

own this task, I needed to step back. It was getting
done, even if not theway Iwould do it,” she says. “Now
the girls prefer Dad to do their hair.”

Learning to divide the load

KaitlynNilles has seenfirsthandhowdifficult it is to
change fromonegeneration to thenext. She grewup in
a traditional home where her father worked and her
mother cared for the children.
When Nilles got married, she assumed the cooking

and cleaning, and later, caring for their children, now 5
and 8.
“We never had a conversation ofwho is doingwhat,

it was very natural,” she says. “But then I was working
and takingcareof thekids,working full timeand itwas
the pandemic and it was just too much.”
Nilles and her husband divorced. For almost two

years, they shared custody of the children.
“Hewas a single father and he literally had to do ev-

erything – make the lunches, do the pickups, all of it,”
says Nilles, 35.
The couple reconciled more than a year ago, in part

because he learned to become a better partner. Now
they spend Sunday mornings planning the week, de-
ciding who owns which tasks.
“I’ve learneddone is better thanperfect. And there’s

always something else to be done,” she says. “I’ve had
to let go of expectations. We’ve had conversations. It
was not an overnight fix. We really struggled in this
area for years and years.”

‘Invisible labor’ is pushing moms to their breaking point
Laura Trujillo, Veronica Bravo and Carlie Procell
USA TODAY
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