
Hungry for Nurture, Longing for Comfort

by Anita Johnston, Ph.D.

As a psychologist specializing in disordered eating, I have learned how to view “mothering” as an archetypal force and to see how those who struggle with eating and food are actually starving for mothering.  They are hungry for nurture and longing for comfort, but do not know how or where to find it, let alone how to give it to themselves. Frustrated by their attempts to get it from their own mothers or caregivers exactly when they wanted it, as much as they wanted, and just the way they wanted it -- they either compulsively seek it in “comfort” foods, or reject the physical sustenance food can give because it does not soothe them in the ways they really want or need.

Once, however, they can begin to understand that they have confused food, which is the physical symbol of mothering (not mothering, itself), with the energetic of mothering, and are able to identify what the desire for mothering feels like, they are able to recognize that the mothering they crave can, and needs to, come from a wide variety of sources: from their dog, their husband, from music, their best friend, the lady next door, themselves, the Divine Mother, or Mother Nature, herself.  

By connecting with the sensation of being soothed and comforted, they can begin to develop an Inner Mother that can always be there to nurture them exactly the way they want and need; to feed and sustain them emotionally as well as physically.  And they can then discover that as this Inner Mother grows stronger, she can function as an antenna, drawing them towards more sources of mothering and drawing more sources of mothering towards them.  

All of us can benefit from a strong Inner Mother that is neither overly indulgent (“Chocolate for breakfast?  Whatever you want, Dear.”) nor harshly critical (“Chocolate for breakfast? What’s wrong with you!”).  We want and need an Inner Mother that is supportive and curious (“Chocolate for breakfast? What’s that about?”) as she encourages us to grow into who we are meant to be. 

The task of creating an Inner Mother can be daunting, but fortunately, none of us ever got the perfect mother. The experience of the imperfect mother is archetypal in the sense that it crosses all culture and all time. Perhaps there is a good reason for that. It may well be that no one has ever been blessed with an absolutely perfect mother because one of our tasks as human beings is to learn how to perceive and receive the energetic of mothering, consciously and deliberately, rather than remaining stuck at the literal, physical level of existence, continually feeling victimized by the limitations of our own mothers or frustrated by the lack of nurture in our own lives.  Perhaps this hunger for mothering is a path that can lead us towards greater consciousness as it forces us to move away from relying on only the concrete, literal aspects of life to nourish and sustain us.  

SIDEBAR:   EVOKING THE MOTHER WITHIN
1)  List the three most important desires that you always wanted from your mother but never received.  More attention, physical affection, continual support, loving recognition, encouragement, consistent protection, a particular skill set?  

2)  Imagine in your mind’s eye what it would have been like to have had the perfect mother.  Picture how this mother would have provided you with these three things and what that would have felt like.  Imagine how it would feel, now, to receive these things you have always longed for.  

3)  Optionally, you might write a letter to or have an imaginary dialogue with yourself from that perfect mother, expressing to you exactly how she would provide you with each of your three desires.  

4)  Finally, return to your list and in front of each item, write the words “I need to …”  This becomes your starting point, the first three steps, for creating your own Inner Mother – the one that will be there for you always -- whenever you want and just the way that you want. 
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