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Chapter §

COMMUNITY
Belonging

“In my invented religion there are no services—
Jjust announcements and vefreshments.”

There is an old folk expression (I've heard both Africans and Jews take the
credit) that says, “It takes a whole village to raise one child.” Life was dif-
ficult for the people who coined that phrase, whoever they may have been,
but one aspect was easy. They knew where their village was and who lived
there. For some of us, finding a village to help us raise our children 1s a
long, difficult task. By the time my older daughter was in kindergarten,
she hesitated to volunteer at her new Hebrew school for a role in the
upcoming play, fearing that by the time it was performed we might no
. longer belong to that synagogue. (We had switched around a lot.) Fortu-
nately, our search ended at that point. But during those years of syna-
gogue hopping, I learned a painful lesson: there is nothing less spiritual
than being in a “sacred place” that evokes nothing sacred for you. And
there is nothing lonelier than being with people who are a community for
each other but not for you.

Hard as it is to find the right one, community—whether gathered
around a religious tradition, a political cause, or a passionate interest—is
enormously helpful in the spiritual journey of parenting. The Talmud
puts it more strongly. At one point, a rabbi exclaims, “O bevruta, o
metuta,” which loosely translated means “Give me a community or give
me death!” The values and the faith we glimpse when we are alone or with
our family take on substance when we congregate in a special place with
others.
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Gail’s answer surprised me. “The main thing I missed when I became 2
mother was community. Both Bill and I were used to living in communi-
ties where there were many people around to pitch in and help out. The
sisters and brothers all took responsibility when there was a task at hand.
All of 2 sudden we had a job to do that ultimately was the responsibility of
just the two of us. It felt lonely. When Bill was overwhelmed with work
and errands and child care, I wanted to support him, but I also wished
I'wasn’t doing it alone. When I needed Bill’s help and he gave it, then I
wished someone was there helping him.”

A family is supported by being part of a group of families, a unit larger
than itself. That support is physical—a hand to help, a meal cooked, a
child driven somewhere—and it is also spiritual.

First, a community helps parents to teach values. Values are stronger if
they are backed up by a group, particularly one with a tradition behind it.
Jane is the daughter of a very conservative Protestant minister in the Mid-
west. She went to church every Sunday morning and evening and every
Wednesday afternoon for the first eighteen years of her life. She recalls
sitting in church and removing her mother’s rings and sliding them on her
fingers and then back on her mother’s hands. She remembers nothing of

the service, but she thinks she got something important “just by going.” “I
did not resent it any more than I resented brushing my teeth. We just did
it. Even when it lost its meaning, it still had meaning. Eighteen years of
my life—but I don’t feel all those hours were wasted, not at all.”

While nothing of the content of her parents’ faith “took,” she believes
there was power in the way she was raised. “It gave me depth. There was
something important I learned in that rigor and routine.” What Jane took
from her religious rearing were passion and discipline. Now she lives in
California, a politically and religiously progressive Jew. “T met a liberal
rabbi in Kansas,” she explains, “who looked me in the eye and said he
couldn’t even promise me that there was a God. I knew right away that
was the religion for me!” But Jane doesn’t regret her hours in church. She
now applies those qualities of character she learned as a child to the very
different religious life she has chosen. Unlike many in her generation, she
comes regularly to the services at her ultraliberal synagogue.

Jane sits with her daughter on her bed each night without fail and talks
to her about her day. Sometimes they sing together, often choosing a
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asked Howard, who grew up in a small town in South Carolina, how he
understood death as a small child, he said his religious community was a
huge help, but not through the formal curriculum. When his Sunday
school teacher’s sister—a young mother—died of leukemia, the whole
class went to the funeral. People cried and screamed at a loud pitch.

Howard recalled, “Afterward, everyone went back to the teacher’s
house with her family. Children were running about, yelling and laugh-
ing. Great quantities of food were consumed. All of life—the pain, the
vitality, the absurdity—seemed to come together.” Howard began to un-
derstand that loss, even a very terrible one like that of a young woman,
was something that happened and that people survived it.

“The place was full of people from the church, and everyone belonged
there. The minister spoke and gave everybody permission to be how-
ever they needed to be. He told the children, “You know what it is like
to have a little sister. Well, your teacher’s little sister died, and it is a very
sad thing.” Crying did not mean losing face. But running around happily
and being a kid were also allowed. We kids knew that coming to the
house had helped our teacher, and we felt good about ourselves for being
there.”

Community can offer the gift of acceptance. A good community, in the
words of Mr. Rogers, “likes you just the way you are.” For Joan, who is
African-American, her church was a place where she could be safe from
the racism outside. People fussed over her there. Even though she didn’t
like Sunday school, she still has every one of her textbooks, with her name
written on the inside cover, neatly stacked on a shelf. “It was my home and
they were my family.”

Janice joined a synagogue mainly for “the sake of the children.” Janice
was surprised to discover how good she feltin that community. As a child,
she had found going to synagogue a trial; she was certain she would say or
do the wrong thing. “The funny thing is,” she said, “I joined to give my

kids a place to hang their hat, and I was the one who got hooked.”

Each Friday night during services, a different woman lit the candles.
When Janice first began to attend, she noticed that all the women would
cover their eyes just before they recited the blessing. But in her childhood
home, her grandmother and mother never covered their eyes. They ex-
tended their arms in front of them, palms down, as they faced the candles.
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ligious services. Then her seven-year-old son, Brian, was diagnosed with
cancer. During the last three years of his life, she spent many nights
awake—wiping his brow after a surgery, reading to him, singing to him,
lying in bed and worrying while he slept. “The thought that wouldn’t let
go of me was that I had brought him into this world and now he was suf-
fering. [ was the parent, the one who was responsible for him being here,
the one who was supposed to take care of him, and I couldn’t do anything
to stop his pain and eventual death. I wanted to do everything I could for
him—all the treatments, macrobiotic diet, support groups. Finally, I real-
ized I also needed to feel I was in someone else’s hands.” She also seemed
to need something more than the woods.

One day, she simply walked into the Catholic church nearest to her
home, hundreds of miles from the church she had attended as a child. Im-
mediately she was in touch with all her old feelings of contact with God—
feelings left over from her spontaneous childhood visits. During the three
years between her son’s diagnosis and his death, Karen went to mass every
Sunday.

In addition, on Tuesday nights she and Brian went to a charismatic
prayer group in the basement of the church. Most of the other partici-

pants were elderly women. They would join hands in a circle with Brian
in the center and pray for his healing. “For Brian, it felt like he was sur-
rounded by warmth and light. He loved it, and it helped him get through
the painful treatments. He was even baptized.” When Brian died, they
held a funeral for him in that church, and all the women from the group
attended, along with many other relatives and friends. Karen knew that
she had not been alone after all. She felt held both by others and by God.
After the funeral, Karen went back to the church a few more times, but all
she could do was cry. “Now, my family and I pray at home, but I don’t
think that will be the end of our story.”

This same point was made by a father with whom I spoke who had
opted out of religious community. This man is an anthropologist who has
spent seven of the last twenty years living with primitive tribes. His chil-
dren, who were raised before his fieldwork days, had no religious affilia-
tion in their youth. “If I had it to do over again,” he said, “I would rethink
how we created their sense of community. We relied heavily on their
school, which seemed to offer a strong social network in which to live our
lives—people to whom we felt responsible and on whom we could rely for



hearing the whole story, the rabbi of their Orthodox synagogue made it
clear that he did not believe Beth’s story, that her husband was still wel-
come as a member of the community, but that she was not. Beth finds
community in other contexts now.

Marta Sanchez is a social worker in a program for pregnant women on
medical assistance. She sits down with each of her clients and helps them
map out their support systems on paper. “I always ask about the church,”
Marta said, “and sometimes the women agree that it is part of what sup-
ports them. But often, they look blank. ‘What do you mean, support?
Does the minister pay my rent?” Many of my clients think of the church as
another institution that has failed them. When the church helps them
with the real challenges of their lives like food and child care, then it be-
gins to be a community for them.”

Meg describes herself as a “recovering Catholic.” Missing community,
she decided to take her six-year-old, Lori, to the local Unitarian church
on Christmas Eve. Meg loved hearing the familiar Christmas carols as the
room grew darker and night fell. When they began lighting candles, Meg

Sometimes he would Just set up sho
. P in the hall ri
the‘zl;}lfed;:i)z ;: ‘I:f tLUSt stay home? It was suiil inlll;;il:nf:(t):hi? ::‘;t was in heaven. At that moment, Lori tugged at her mother’s sleeve.
o others who had come at the same time to e;: o Meg turned to see her daughter’s face in the glow of the candlelight; Lori
SR iy e;eSt in themselves, Hlis o prayess, often u uch base looked like a little angel. Meg leaned over to listen to Lori, imagining she
fattered] Y the prayers of others nearby. The w . nspoken, was about to utter one of those sweet and profound comments you tell
Ase;e east of all. ords in the book people about for years to come. “Mom,” Lori said, “I was thinking I'd like
happenotroctl;llidmrelé; I gather that boredom Is not the worst thin th to get Cheese Doodles on the way home.” Meg realized that she needed
i, : 1€ woman I spoke with never attended . -at ca-n to search for a community that touched both their souls; she eventually
; : nts until she was jn college. As a child any public reli- discovered it in 2 wonderful adult and child choral group.
)J;:thn:htmas mas's on television enviously, ,f:::s?:' o she would watch In researching this book, I met many people like Meg. They showed
leautiizl axf dwoii(;p ing throng. She longed to be p;?ifd;z:nse}z,had 2 me the variety of communal contexts in which families find spiritual nur-
Sod-shan hgoli : Ais she put it, think T had a Hole 3.om g so ture. The person who spoke most passionately and eloquently about the
other told me that st Y P syche, a function of community in her spiritual life, for example, was someone
lost every day with her grandmother. “T coylgd 1t to Catholic mass ol- who had found it in her urban neighborhood.
eing said, but I wag deﬁnitely inoculated for | ant understand what was “My neighborhood isn’t just people living on a block; it is a com-
*fs and practices many times, but my de - e.' i changed my be- munity. When one of us sees someone who looks unfamiliar in someone
)Ejf:hm the existence of Spirit, has neve?;zsfz ;fl;medr an absolute convic- else’s backyard, we call the police. Sometimes it turns out to be some-
)mmuozzes;sn allso ;he other side, For some peoplé:, traditional reljg; one’s father-in-law and we all have a good laugh, but it’s worth erring on
ortly aften 1 p y‘ on't work. Beth, for example, divorced | Shstous the side of caution. We protect each other. Last fall we all decided to en-
¢ learning that he had abused each of thejr oh: et husband large the tree pits on our block, and then together we planted five hun-
of their children. After dred bulbs. We are constantly having block cleanups. During one of the




tric circles of connection, I yself, th
Sell, then to my fami]
3]

then tom :
S If);::m‘lum.t%. then to my city, my country, the earth, and fina]}
oy ﬂ;) 1s missing along the way, it makes the rest of t;h ¥l
e 2 5
itficult, As Passionately as I feel aboyt my family, ‘;Conzec
y 1 need to

b
out a larger group of people. As much as I love

2
fe’s passages, and mediate love fo

“How ironic!” Lojs reflected. “The s

e 35 o-called tragedy of havyi i

@ (I;I-SC (?‘Ir ;e:ff:ra}sl really 2 giftin this respect.” It IedyLois .a:nc;1 lfei (fi:lid

e eral irOs al(;led with others, without worry about creeda] cor—

ey vyl GOdn}; eepens. Through that community, Lois began t(;

iy el sono accc.eptance and love—an entirely new belief for

o AH, fy was sick and three women from my group came b
of a sudden, I remembered my neighbor with tII:e potz o)ii

T one another.

soup. I laughed! I had gotten the soup I had hoped for, and a whole lot
more as well.” Through the experience of belonging, Lois experienced
God. She summed it up: “At this point I honestly cou/d join a church, but
now I don’t need to, at least not for the reasons I originally thought.”

Susan was overwhelmed with four children under the age of eight. She
went to a church, but that wasn’t where her deepest connections were
found. She knew she had some good friends out there in the world, seven
or eight women who lived in different parts of town whom she could
count on in a crunch. It was they who gave meaning to her life, provided
her with whatever sense she had of being held and upheld. But most of
these women didn’t know each other. One day, when Susan was feeling
particularly exhausted, she suddenly realized that it would help her to feel
supported if she had a community. So she decided to build one for her-
self. She invited her friends to meet once a month and share their lives
through talk. The group became a community for one another, a source
of sustenance for each of the members. The sharing in the group became
Susan’s primary religious experience. Motherhood had awakened in

Susan the need; community had filled it.

I encountered more than one couple who bonded so fully with the peo-
ple in their childbirth preparation class that after sharing that intense expe-
rience, they went on to meet regularly—with the now born children—and
create a community in which to raise them. Some mothers discover in a
nursing mother’s class or group the raw material for a community of sup-
port that continues long after the children have stopped feeding at the
breast.

So the last word is not a plug for religious community. Rather, it is an
observation that serious community, in whatever form it appears, is inher-
ently religious. And it is remarkably the same, in its essence, all over the
world. Jacob raised his child in the intense communal structure of the Old
Order Amish. He told me about his daughter’s experience in life. The fam-
ily left the Amish world when Rebecca was twelve. She attended public
high school and then college. Later, as a member of the Peace Corps, she
found herself far from Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, in a small village
in Africa, in a different terrain and climate, speaking a foreign language
and eating strange foods. Rebecca’s first letter to her parents from Africa
was short and to the point: “I feel completely at home.” When Jacob in-

terpreted that missive, what he learned was this: the village Rebecca was
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Chapter 6

PLAYTIME
Character

“We’ll always love you, but we want to
raise you so other people will love you too.”

In Yiddish, the word mensch literally means “human being.” It connotes
quite a bit more. A mensch is someone who acts with integrity, someone
who is responsible, who is decent and fair and honest. Another Yiddish
word, edelkeit, complements it. Edelkeit means nobility of soul. A person
possessing edelkeit is compassionate, loving, generous of spirit. When I
asked parents what they wanted for their children, this is what they told
me—those few who knew Yiddish and the great majority who did not: “I
want my child to be a person who radiates edelkeit. I want my child tobe a
mensch.”

When playtime comes, the little mensch in training is brought to the
playground, carrying his beloved ball. The parent watches from the
bench, pretending to be interested in the other parents’ gossip, really in-
terested in the child. When someone else wants to play with the ball, what
will he do? Will he display the edelkei I have tried so hard to instill? Will
he be the mensch I so want him to be? Or will he push the other child into
the sandbox? And then comes the question that makes parenthood the
spiritual journey it is. If he doesn’t act as T hoped, will I be a mensch? Or
will T push him into the sandbox?

The challenge of shaping our children’s character is a spiritual educa-
tion for us. Sometimes, children’s innate goodness startles their parents
and evokes their awe. Just as often, however, parents are shocked and
frustrated by their child’s crabby, selfish, or even violent nature. Parents

discover anew the underside of humanity. And in their response to their



