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fraaiae sai,  VVILL LY COLA L eXperienced the strongest, most unambigu-
ous, pure love. If that’s what God is all about, then I certainly knew some-
thing of God that I had never known before.”

Chuck, finishing the interview on the porch while ensconced in his old
rocker, mused about those long-ago 4:00 A.M. feedings. “I could not be-
lieve it,” said Chuck. “We would link eyes and it could last a half hour or
more. I had always suspected that on some deep level, I was fundamen-
tally alone in this world. But now I knew I was wrong. Being together with
my child was the realest thing I had ever known. Something I had read
years before by Martin Buber began to make sense. God was here in the
space between our linked eyes, in the relationship, the encounter.”

When recalling those early days of parenting, some mothers and fa-
thers mainly remember the fear, others the elation. Some parents already
possess a sturdy cocoon of tradition in which to raise their children. Oth-
ers have to build one painstakingly, over many years. Some chat with God
throughout the day; others catch only glimpses of “something more”—
and that only at 4:00 A.M.

But most are filled with wonder and wondering. Wonder at the miracle
of gallons of milk alchemized into yet another pound of baby. Wonder at
the linked eyes (and we thought we had known something about love!).
And wondering. Wondering if we have what it takes to do this job, if we
can fulfill the trust. Wondering, too, after a long 4:00 A.M. feeding, how in
the world we will greet the day again in just three hours.

Chapter 2

DAWN

Birth

“When the world was first created,
1t probably looked just like this morning.”

When I told people I was writing a book about the spiritual experiences of
parents, many assumed that I meant the experience of giving birth. It
seemed clear to them that participating in the arrival on earth of a2 new
human being would be a “religious high.” The drudgery of the next eigh-
teen years has a less obvious connection to holiness. This chapter is about
both—the extraordinary, unique experience of birth and the ordinary,
quotidian experience of waking up early each morning with children.
Both evoke the mystery that religious people call “creation.”

For many years, on Friday mornings I went with my child to “play
group.” (In the interest of honesty, we should have called it “talk group”
since the adults’ agenda was clearly central.) One winter, we moms spent
weeks on a single topic: How did other women combine children and jobs
more efficiently than we? What did they know that we did not?

One week, Joan arrived at play group full of excitement. She had met a
professional woman with three children who was publishing articles at the
same rate as when she was childless. What was more, she had told Joan
her secret. “All you have to do,” Joan explained to a hushed and attentive
audience, “is set your alarm to wake up two hours before the earliest ris-
ing child.”

We were dumbfounded. It was brilliant! Why hadn’t any of us thought
of that? We were so desperate (and sleep deprived) that we actually be-
lieved it would work.
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and sanctity, that it cries out for something to elevate it, to introduce
thoughts beyond “Why are there never two matching socks?” (My friend
Debbie solved this problem by asking her children to safety-pin their
socks together before they throw them in the laundry basket. Each time
she lifts a pinned pair of socks from the basket she thinks, My children are
telling me that they care, that they know these socks will go from their
hands to mine and back to them.)

Harry said, “When my baby was little, if she didn’t wake up in the mid-
dle of the night, we would wake up anyway and go in just to check her
breathing!” (More than one father and mother made that confession.) He
went on, “It just seemed so natural to start saying the Jewish prayer for
waking up—‘Thank you for restoring my breath to me.” When I woke
each morning, I would put on my prayer shawl and just say that one verse;
it was all T had time for. My daughter would often curl up in my lap while I
said it. When my daughter was six, she started sleeping later than I did, but
she’d often instruct me to wake her up so she wouldn’t miss the prayer.”

Sometimes, perhaps most times, morning prayers are uttered in a rote
fashion, and the whole business is over in a few minutes. These times are
not useless. A Hasidic master, Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, was once
asked, “Why does it say (in Deuteronomy 6:6) that God’s words should be
al levavecha, “apon your heart’? Shouldn’t it say that they should be in your
heart?”

«“Of course they should be in your heart,” the rebbe replied. “But that is
not always possible. At the very least, you can put them on your heart.
They may just sit there for a very long time. But someday, your heart will
crack, and if they are already on top of your heart, they can slip right in.”

Ritual creates its own feedback. We hold hands with a child as the sun
rises, and we sense, in a way we never did before, that the world is being
reborn before our eyes. Suddenly we are in the presence of the unutter-

able. Believing now in the world’s rebirth, we choose to make that hand-

holding part of our daily lives, perhaps adding some word of prayer,
perhaps creating a miniritual. Along with our child, we find a language to
express what cannot be spoken. Using that language over and over, we are
confirmed in our initial hunch. The world is as pregnant with meaning as
the sunrise with the day.

Marsha has a childhood memory of mornings when her immigrant
grandmother slept at her house. “Grandma had her own morning ritual.
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something with me. Often, I will tell her a part of one of my dreams.
Sometimes, she informs me that her dream was private, and that is fine
too. It is a precious time for us.”

Judaism prescribes blessings for ordinary events and blessings for extra-
ordinary ones. The ordinary event, the daily rising of the sun, is greeted
with a blessing that evokes a time when the world had just come into
being: “We praise God who daily renews the works of creation.” When it
comes to extraordinary events, there is also a blessing, not well known
among modern Jews, that mentions creation. The blessing is to be said
“upon seeing lightning, comets, falling stars, vast deserts, great rivers,
high mountains, experiencing a great storm or an earthquake, or seeing a
strikingly clear morning after an all-night rainstorm.” It reads, “We praise
you God who provides us with moments reminiscent of creation.”

When 1 first heard that blessing, shortly after the 1994 Los Angeles
quake, I thought it was a wonderful way to frame what was otherwise a
random, frightening, and senseless event. I was struck, however, that the
authors of the blessing had not mentioned what by all counts is even more
“reminiscent of creation” than an earthquake: the birth of a child. Alas,
amazingly, there is no official blessing in Judaism for the moment of birth!
But parents have confirmed what I already knew. Being present at the
birth of a child, like witnessing the clear morning after an all-night rain,
makes the whole miracle of creation more real. The ancient Polynesians
also saw the connection between the arrival of a new life and the first stir-
rings of life itself. At the birth of each royal child, they would chant their
creation myth, the Kumulipo.

There was a time when the world began. Having witnessed a birth,
parents seem to find that notion a bit less implausible. “There we were in
a room with three people . . . and suddenly there was one more!” said one
mother. A midwife I interviewed told me, “Every time I assist a mother
giving birth, I always prepare her in advance. I share with her my belief
that at the instant she looks into the face of her newborn child for the first
time, just for that second, she will see the face of God.” '

“I tell both my children,” one mother said, “that God gave them a kiss
the second before they were born, to send them on their journey. They
like to hear that. And I believe it’s true. They came out looking like they
had just been kissed, at least to me.” A father said, “I had read in Spiritual
Midwifery by Ida May Gaskin] that ‘every child born is a living Buddha.’
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Some parents find, in the birth of their child, the birth of feelings that
lead them to explore spirituality further. Said one mother, “My labor was
a fairly ordinary one, but suddenly in the middle of it, I was hit by the
idea—one that I had obviously known intellectually but avoided emotion-
ally—that for millennia women have been doing this. For most of that
time, for many women, giving birth might also mean dying. All of a sud-
den, I was in this place that was midway between birth and death, on the
edge of every boundary. I was freaked. But I also knew nothing would be
matter-of-fact for me again. And it was not.”

I know a woman whose skills as a liturgist and ritual specialist I partic-
ularly admire. I was eager to ask her what she had created to mark the mo-
ments immediately following the birth of her one, long-awaited child.
She looked at me in surprise. “Ritual? Prayer? That was the one moment
in my entire life that did not need a ritual or a prayer! I just was there, in
that moment, fully, like a tree is there. There was nothing we could say or
do that could possibly have enhanced the holiness of that time.”

As I talked to adoptive parents, I learned that the miracle of creation is
great enough to impress itself in a variety of ways. Alana believes that be-
cause her daughter was adopted she is “even more amazing to me. I didn’t
create her, but when I think of all the love that it took to bring her into
this life and then the wonder that of all the souls in the world we ended up
together, it is fantastic!”

Barbara had assumed, ever since her hysterectomy at age twenty, that
she simply wouldn’t be 2 mother. When she and her husband finally de-
cided to adopt, she was apprehensive. At the airport, the tiny Korean baby
girl was placed in her arms and all doubts vanished. “That I could give my
heart so fully to a total stranger from across the globe seemed utterly fan-
tastic. The heavens opened. Right there in the middle of the terminal.”

About missing the chance to be a biological parent, Barbara says, “I know

I'd feel differently about my child if T had borne her. But I cannot possibly

believe that I'd love her more.”

Families handle the rituals celebrating the adopted child’s birth in dif-
ferent ways. Alana sees the day of her child’s actual birth as a time to think
about the woman who bore her daughter. Together Alana’s family lights a
candle for that faraway woman, unknown to any of them, and they say a
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Our first child was born at 1:00 AM. on a Friday in December. At ten

later that morning, my husband taught a hundred law students the last
session of the semester’s course. Years later, | ran into a former student of
his who had been in that class. I had always assumed that not having slept
in over twenty-four hours, Seth had dragged himself through the period.
“I still remember him that morning,” the student said. “Someone in the
back row scratched his head, and the professor noticed it. I have rarely
seen anyone so awake.”

One of the great religious traditions of the world is devoted to the
teachings of a man named Siddhartha Gautama. Once someone stopped
him on the road and asked, “Are you a god?”

He denied it adamantly.

“Well, then, are you a celestial being?”

Again the answer was no.

“Perhaps you are a wizard.”
Once again, he disagreed.

“Then what are you?”
The man replied, “I am awake.”
The Buddha and those who followed him understood that really to be

awake is no small matter.
True, with children around, we see more dawns than we might choose.

On the other hand, really to see a dawn is no small matter.



