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Chapter 3

GETTING DRESSED

Bodies
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Parenting may be a spiritual journey, but it is never far removed from
bodily realities. During pregnancy, asa woman’s shape changes to accom-
modate the growing fetus, she is often more aware than ever that she is a
body as well as a mind and soul. Debbie remembers being pregnant and
watching the family cat nurse her kittens and purr. “It got me in touch
with my animal sense. I wasn’t so different from the cat after all. It gave
me permission to give in to that part of me.”

My own first pregnancy anfolded during the summer and fall of 1982
while T was serving as a rabbi in New York City. The congregation drew
its members mostly from my grandparents’ generation. I approached the
fall High Holidays (the Days of Awe) seven months pregnant. Several of
my congregants suggested that1 consider wearing a robe to lead these im-
portant services, although neither I nor my predecessors had ever been so
formal. T accepted their suggestion, agreeing that the solemnity and awe-
someness of those holidays would be enhanced by making my distinctive
body a nonissue. Later, when I thought about it, I decided that | had made
the right decision for the wrong reason. I had thought that my huge preg-
nant body might be an affront to the holiness of the occasion. In fact, it
was simply too awesome.

While all women feel physically altered by the birth of a first child,
some feel utterly transformed. Jane told me, “When my first child was
born, I had a strange physical reaction. My face swelled up and there were
hemorrhages in my eyes. The doctor said it was due to a minor blood-
clotting abnormality and that for a few weeks I would look like T had been
severely beaten. Every time I saw myself in the mitror during that time, it
underscored that T had really gone through a big deal. It was an outward
manifestation of an inward change.”

When I told other new mothers this story, they understood immedi-
ately and seemed almost envious of Jane. Said Rosalie, “I looked the same
in the mirror as I had before, which somehow seemed weird. 1 certainly
didn’t feel the same!”

Alice reported, “Right after the birth of my baby, I was very proud of
my body and felt most warmly toward it. After all, look what it had ac-
complished for me! Sure, it was still much bigger than I'was used to, and [
wanted to lose the weight T had gained. But that had nothing to do with
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Cathy went back to work while still breast feeding. While sitting at her
desk across town, she would notice her breasts beginning to leak—in ef-
fect, crying out to be nursed. She’d call home to check in with the baby-
sitter, and sure enough, the baby had just begun to cry. “I believed my
baby and I were communicating across the miles. It was the most intense
experience of connection I have ever had.”

For some, breast feeding is a new experience of bodily connection, dif-
ferent from the sexual, adding another dimension to their lives. Lila re-
members, “For me, the milk was a living metaphor of God’s love. The
more the baby needed, the more milk there was. If the baby took less,
there was less. Now, how did the breasts figure that out? I could never get
over it. But the more love we need from God, the more there is.”

Along with feeding a child comes its inevitable complement, the child’s
excretion of bodily waste. Here we come to perhaps the most mundane
and earthy side of the whole baby business, yet it, too, has its spiritual
lessons. “My husband and I were amazed to realize how much time we

spent discussing bowel movements,” laughed Jeanette. “In our whole
married life, we had never discussed bowel movements. Now we did, even
at the dinner table—once, even when there were guests! It made us less
pretentious. After all, this is basic human stuff, and we were not exempt.”

The business of toilet training is for some parents a fascinating study in
bodily autonomy. “My son was the toughest case of toilet training you will
ever hear of,” Melinda complained with only partially disguised pride. “He
wanted no part of any of it. He refused to even sit on the toilet to give ita
try. We talked and talked about it, but there was no action. Nothing. He
and the toilet never made contact.” Then the time came for his three-year-
old checkup. “The doctor said I needed to bring a urine specimen. I ex-
plained this to my son, and he agreed to sit down on the toilet the next
morning. And he did, at 6:30 in the morning. At 11:00, he was still sitting,

still refusing to pee. At noon, we had to leave for the doctor, so I gave up

and put a diaper on him. He just flooded that diaper! I cannot imagine how
he held all that in for so long! I drove off to the doctor without the sample,
certain I would be buying diapers for the rest of my life. But the very next
morning, my son woke up, took off his diaper, walked over to the toilet and
peed, went back to his room, and put on a pair of underpants. We never
discussed the topic again. I guess he had proved to himself that it was bis
body and he was in control, so now it was OK to use the toilet.”
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us would see a living, breathing sculpture of two human beings. It was a
moment of awe for me—we were art.”

Suzi said that the responsibility for her children’s bodies ultimately led
her to take better care of her own. “When my first child was born, I spent
hours in the library reading about health and medicine. I did not want
to trust doctors; T wanted to think everything through for myself. I felt
my children’s health was a precious gift with which I was entrusted. As 1
learned more, I started to feel that way about my own health.

¢ had always taken the workings of my own body pretty much for
granted. But now I began to really care for myself. At this point, I would not
even dream of smoking, drinking, taking drugs, or driving fast—activities
I tried out when I was childless. It is not just because I want to stay healthy
to see my children grow up, though I do. And itisnotjust to seta good ex-
ample for them, though that is important too. It is mainly because I feel,
in ways I never did before, how precious my body is.”

Then there is the matter of dressing our children’s bodies. Not the
spiritual high point of the day, you say? Fora long time, it is something we
simply have to do, part of the daily routine. God clothes the naked, and
we clothe our children. But as our children grow older, the whole issue
becomes more complex. Can they put on their own clothes? How much
help do they want? Sometimes more than they need, sometimes less.
Most toddlers want to dress themselves independently 2nd want someone
to take care of them. They often don’t know which they want more. Par-
ents want their kids to grow up and take care of themselves, yet they also
want to maintain the closeness and control. And speaking of control, who

decides what gets worn?

At stake here are not just shirts and pants. Do we really see our child as
an autonomous body or as an extension of our own bodies? When chil-
dren are small, we dress them exactly the way we want. We impose on
their bodies our vision of who they are. When my younger daughter was
a baby, T occasionally found myself engaged in minor warfare with her
baby-sitter over what my daughter would wear. In the morning, I would
dress her in a comfortable stretchy sleep suit, one of several worn hand-
me-downs from a friend. When I came home, I would find my daughter

turned out in a starched, lacy dress, a birth present thatI had hidden in the

back of one of her drawers. Barbara, the baby-sitter, would mutter some-
thing about her “needing to be changed,” but I knew better. Barbara was



indeed “changing” my daughter so that she could look more like an ex-

tension of Barbara than an extension of me. I didn’t mind, (At least that is
how I like to remember the story.) It is part of what we do with babies.
When children get older, however, they want to use their bodies to dis-
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Other parents I spoke to agreed. “Kids don’t have many choices,”
of my friends said, “so I let them use

selves and their autonomy.”

Sometimes, however, children’s choices conflict with the parent’s
agenda. Valerie told me how important it was to her that her sons dress up
for the Sabbath, to honor the specialness of the day. Unfortunately, the

boys did not see it that way. They wanted to wear sweatpants just like they
wore all week, not uncomfortable dress clothing.
Finally,
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Valerie came up with 2 compromise that respected their in-
her concern for the holiness of the day. She took them to the
store and let them pick out wild, colorful, patterned sweat suits, These

suits would be worn only on the Sabbath and then laundered so that they

would be clean the following week. They were comfortable but special.

Valerie confessed, “The truth is, the clothes aren’t really fancy so much as
they are funny. Bur at Jeast they are designated.”

In the teen years, the battles over whose body it is recur, with issues
about appropriate dress, makeup, ear piercing, tattoos, hairstyles and dyes,
and the like. It is not surprising that these become important battle-

grounds between parents and children as children claim their bodies as
their own.

Nina understands the power of clothing. She grew up among the Old
Order Amish in Lancaster County. At the a

ge of twenty-six, Nina chose
to break a central rule of her religion and to attend college, even though

she knew this would result in her excommunication. The night before the
church service in which she would be officially dismissed from the com-
munity, she went out to the field and talked with her bishop; they both
cried. Then, on the train to Chicago, she went to the ladies’ roorn, changed

into modern clothing, and wrapping her Amish dress and hat in a small
bundle, threw them out the window.
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Chapter 4

SIBLINGS
Connection

“My favorite part was when my brother
said he was connected to me.”

At 12:30 PM. on April 4, 1991, the playground at our local elementary

school was filled with noisy, carefree children. Two minutes later, two

small airplanes, one carrying a U.S. senator, crashed in midair and landed

in flames on the school playground, killing all the passengers. When the
chaos had abated and the schoolchildren had all been accounted for, two
had died, one was seriously burned, and the rest badly shaken but physi-
cally unharmed. Five years later, people in our community still talk about
that afternoon.

I asked a third-grade teacher what she remembered most vividly. “I'll
never forget the reaction of the children. They were terrified, of course.
We were trying so hard to get the kids back to their classrooms, but the
kids had a different agenda. ‘Where is my brother? Where is my sister?’
Every one of them with a sibling in the school had the same concern. That
morning at breakfast, two brothers may have been teasing each other mer-
cilessly, but now their only thought in the nightmare was to make sure the

other was OK.”

As Marian Sandmaier, the author of a book about siblings called Origi-
nal Kin, points out, our sibling bonds are the longest-running relation-
ships of our lives. In most cases, we encounter our siblings before we meet
our friends and partners, and we continue to know them after our grand-
parents and parents are gone. We compete with them, we live out roles



