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Chapter 7

NAP TIME
Being Versus Doing

“What I liked best about being here was being here.”

The parent of young children counts the minutes until nap time, that sa-
cred space in the middle of the day when, if Roto-Rooter does not choose
that hour to visit and there are not three phone calls to make and a stack of
bills to pay, the parent might have some time to do . . . absolutely nothing.
The pauses between the notes, the times of being rather than doing, the
experience of resting are all critical to the spiritual journey of parenting.

Many of the people I interviewed were hardworking, highly successful
professionals. Peggy had been so well into the groove of her professional
track that she hardly missed a beat when her first child was born. “I took
off two weeks for the birth and recuperation, and then hired a nanny and
went back to sixty hours a week.” Three years later, still working as hard
as ever, she learned that her second pregnancy was in trouble. “The doc-
tor said if I wanted the baby I would have to stay in bed for the next four
months. I had never in my life done anything like that. But I wanted that
child, so I did. And the most remarkable thing happened to me. I stopped
in my tracks. Being in bed for four months changed my life. I lost some of
my ambition and discovered some of my soul.”

For some parents, the learning is a bit less dramatic. “I am so driven,”
said Mark, “and my time feels so precious, I hate to waste it. But making
every minute have its agenda is a horrible way to live. Over the years, my
kids helped me realize that. Since I did not want to model that drivenness
for them, I slowed up a bit for their sake. It ended up helping me a lot.”
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twelve years we had children, it was hard to know what they thought of
this practice, since their elementary school did not give any homework on
weekends. When my older daughter began middle school, she was taught
“study skills.” The teacher handed out a schedule for the entire week with
blank spaces where the students could fill in all their scheduled activities.
Then in the boxes that were left over, they were to plot out homework
times in which they could do their long-term assignments.

My daughter, who was feeling overwhelmed by all the new demands
on her, felt like the school was crushing her spirit. She sat down with the
schedule and drew a huge X across Friday evening and then another across
Saturday morning and afternoon. She looked up with satisfaction and said,
“I am not allowed to work at those times! It is Shabbat. And nobody can
make me!” I wanted to shout, “Hurray! The law makes you free!” It is in
our power to say no to relentless demands of time, to be masters of our fate
enough to sanctify some hours of our week and make them holy. We can
say that one-seventh of our lives can be set aside for our souls.

Having time off is also a way to put our values in perspective. Judy, who
observes a traditional Jewish Sabbath, had an experience as a young
mother that clarified for her what the Sabbath was all about. “One Friday
night, it was very hot and we accidentally left some windows open when
we went to sleep. The next morning, we came downstairs to discover that
my pocketbook, which had been sitting out on the kitchen counter, was
gone. I panicked. I knew my car keys had been in the pocketbook, so I
raced outside to confirm my fear: the car was gone too. I had lost money,
credit cards, a car, all these terribly important things. I raced to the tele-
phone to start making my reports when I remembered that it was Shab-
bat. I was not permitted to use the telephone. But if I couldn’t use the
phone, I suddenly realized, T also couldn’t use the car or the money or the
credit cards either. So I took a deep breath, relaxed, and enjoyed the rest
of the day, walking to synagogue, visiting with friends and family, exactly
what we always do on Saturdays.

“After sunset, [ called the police. But by then I had a whole different per-
spective on the situation. It was not the earth-shattering crisis I had thought
when I first discovered the loss. Shabbat made me realize that everything
that mattered most to me in the world was untouched by the robbery.”

How do parents make Sabbath happen for themselves and their chil-
dren? Those who live within a traditional community know the rules and



SHIPLY IOUOW tnem. For others, 1t is more of a creative art form. “I’
single mother with a teenage son.” said Ruth, “and I can’t always get it to-
gether for a special meal on Friday night. Often, one or the other of us
goes out. When we are home together, we certainly don’t follow all the
rules of the Sabbath. But we did want it to be special, so we sat down and
made a contract with each other. For twenty-four hours, I would not talk
on the phone and he would not watch TV, It’s a special commitment we

make to each other; the rest of the system gets observed in the breech
rather than the practice.”

ma

Brian told me, “When our kids were little, we tried to institute a no-
TV policy on the Sabbath for all the right reasons. Except the policy
wasn’t right. My son Gabe adored a particular TV show that came on Fri-
day nights. So we decided instead to all watch it with him. My wife and I
didn’t even like the show, but we liked being a family together on F riday
nights, and my son loved the fact that we all cared enough to watch his
show with him. We would all get into a king-size bed and watch it to-
gether at 8:30 every Friday. Those are happy memories.”

For many families, Sabbath is not a weekly practice, yet they do experi-
ence what it means to stop in the midst of life and just “be.” Some allow
their children to play hooky once or twice a year, a sanctioned “rest and
relaxation” break, preferably with parents playing hooky too. For most
families, the major experience of rest i vacations. Like the Sabbath, vaca-
tions are times to recreate our Spirits, sanctuaries in time rather than
space. Parents whom I interviewed often told me about vacations as time
when they got a glimpse of the deeper meaning to their lives as parents. I
heard about four kinds of vacations, each im
ents and children.

"The first, and perhaps the most obvious, is the family vacation—a time
when the entire family leaves their routine to live in a different place at a
different pace. Families often find vacations are a time to connect with
each other, to create memories. If members of the family can find activi-
ties they all enjoy, these times (even if they are very infrequent) become
important glue. “At home, we all were busy living our parallel lives,” Dan
said. “On vacation we intersected. At first, the kids would ignore each
other. Then they would fight. Then they would start to play together.
Every year we went to the same lake for one week. We always rented the

portant in its own way to par-

x

same cottage. The last night we always swam across the whole lake. The
year our dog was dying, it was important that he make it to the lake for his
final swim. Our family vacations were our sacred times.”

(In fairness, I should report that there was a small but vocal minority
who said that their family hated vacations. After many years, they finally
accepted the fact that they loved each other but found vacations stressful
and unrewarding. Some even had the courage to stop taking them.)

The second kind of vacation is also fairly obvious, although less fre-
quent. Parents need time away together, without their children. These
times of rest, of retreat, of just being rather than doing, are essential to
nourish relationships that are often frayed by the stress of child rearing. It
took me a long time to bring myself to do this, and longer still to do it
without qualms and guilt (Seth says I still have not entirely achieved that
goal). But part of the spiritual journey of parenting, when one has a part-
ner, must be making sure the partnership survives the trip. The travelers
need to stay in conversation.

Beth recalled, “We were doing so many things during the years our
kids were young, we figured our relationship was at the bottom of the list.
Then we saw friends starting to get divorced, and it scared us. So we went
away for a weekend alone and remembered why we had gotten married
and had all these kids in the first place. We made two pledges to each
other after that vacation: first, we would each call the other once during
each workday to check in. Second, we decided that during the Lord’s
Prayer in our weekly church service we would always hold hands. These
two things have kept us connected.”

David and his wife have never been able to afford vacations together.
“We take the most extreme form of ‘minivacation.” Three times a week
we meet at the kitchen table at eleven at night and drink tea and talk for
two hours or so. It’s not glamorous, but it is our chance to recoup, and we
look forward to it.”

The third kind of vacation is one I first learned about from Sharon. It is
a vacation taken by one parent with one child—a special time of connec-
tion, just the two of them. Sharon annually took each of her three children

individually on a ski weekend. While I was impressed by the concept, it
seemed to have little to do with my life—or, I suspect, with many of
yours. Who can afford ski weekends, much less several a winter? Then I
met Barbara, a single mother without much money, whose company sent
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to 6:00 PM.). She would sneak off to her room and pray alone. She won-
dered how other parents survive that grouchy time without such an inter-
lude.

I searched to find parents who had actually gone on retreat alone while
their children were young. Did they manage to do the work they needed
to do, or did they spend the whole time worrying about what was going
on back at home?

“When my kids were eight and three, I went away for a week and I re-
discovered who I was besides a mother,” Sonia recalled. “I missed them a
lot, especially at bedtime when I couldn’t perform the little rituals. But I
remembered parts of myself I had forgotten. That was the benefit [ ex-
pected. The biggest surprise was that being apart from my husband and
kids made me feel more poignantly how deeply connected I was to them.
When we were together every minute, I couldn’t feel it as strongly. But

when I was alone for the first time, it was really clear. I was part of some-
thing bigger than myself.

«“When I came back, I just gloried in the kids. Thad hoped that I would
look forward to seeing them again (‘absence makes the heart grow fonder’),
but I was really surprised by how much I just wanted to be with them. I
was genuinely curious to get to know them again. I was interested to hear
their ideas, their questions. Who are these little people? I found them
more fascinating because they seemed to be more like separate people
from me, less like simply extensions of myself.”

Rebecea, who is active in the Swedenborgian church, told me about re-
treats for mothers, weekends that literally saved her soul during the years
she was raising small children. “We would go to the mountains, sometimes
twenty women, sometimes as many as eighty, and spend two days talking
about our lives. We slept on the floor in sleeping bags, cooked meals to-
gether, shared prayers, songs, meditations, even droning. We would all
grow incredibly close. On Saturday night, we would turn on rock music
and go crazy dancing all night. By late Sunday, we would be ready to return

to our husbands and kids.”

Back home, parents can use time caring for the children as time to grow
spiritually. Alone with a child is 2 good time to try to be fully present, in
the moment. For some parents, the relative solitude of parenting is a
challenge. Seth remembers how strange it was to find himself all alone
with his child for hours at a time. He quickly realized that no one would



ever know if he propped a bottle in her mouth or held her in his arms and
sang. Seth is a teacher, and he used to think of teaching as an unsung

profession. He had always liked the line from 4 Mun for All Seasons in
which Sir Thomas More suggests to Richard that
teacher, and Richard objects,
which More responds,

he would make a great
“And if T was, who would know it?” To

“You, your pupils, your friends, God. Not a bad

public, that.” That line kept coming back to him as he took care of his
child alone. Who will ever know? “You, your child, God.” As the months
went on, he would remind himself, “Not a bad public, that.”

Being present is not easy. I remember when I was a graduate student at
Yale University hearing Rabbi Arnold Jacob Wolf counse] a Jewish stu-
dent who could not decide whether to skip classes for the High Holiday
services. “Go to class,” the rabbi told him. “If you come to services, you
will think about your class. If you go to class, you will think about the ser-
vices. I want you to think about the services, so go to class.” How many
times did I go to the office and think about my child? How many times did
Istay with my child and think about the office? Could I have the ultimate
spiritual achievement of being totally zhere in that space and time? Per-
haps children are just the ones who can teach us that, for their pasts are
short and the future not yet a concern. Watch a small child play, and you
will see a totally present being.

As children get older, they become more distracted, more like us. Hank
took his family to a Zen Buddhist retreat center for three weeks, a risky
adventure with a twelve-year-old kid who loves television and CDs. His
eyes glowing with pride, Hank told me, “Rick liked the vacation a lot
more than he expected. He loved hanging around the fields, helping to
make a compost heap, and, on a lazy morning, taking a book and going
‘back to futon.’” The last night, Hank asked Rick what he enjoyed the
most. “I was thrilled with his answer,” Flank said. “It showed that he really

understood what the place was all about. He said, ‘What I liked best about
being here was being here.””

—
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