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“T mww L e 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

teacher, and Richard objects, “And if [ was, who would know 1622l
which More responds, “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,
went on, he would remind himself, “Not 2 bad public, that,”

Being present is not easy. I remember when I was a graduate student a¢
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 rabbj told him. “If you come to services, you
ass. If you go to class, you will think about the ser-
vices. I want you to think about the services, so go to class.
times did I go to the office and think about my child?
I'stay with my child and think about the office? Coul
spiritual achievement of being totally there 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 yeta concern. Watch a small child play, and you
will see a totally present being.

As children get older, they

" How many
How many times did
d T have the ultimate

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 [ot
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,” Hank said. “It showed that he really

anderstood what the place was all about, He said, “What I liked best about
seing here was being here.’”

Cbapte?‘ 8

NATURE
Wonder

Sy ? 2”
“Can we go visit ‘Nature’ today:

i r would be easy to write. So many people I know
f:cff:soizil::hﬂ;l:\:: zfltj wonder evoked by the natural Wgﬂd thz fc:r;:l I(f
their spiritual lives. For lots of folks, the grfandeur and“ eautzzh g

i k or an ocean are the origin of their sense of “some ing
i note le have children, they are often touched, their heart;.
I'Jong bef(')re Peofo ray awakened by a sunset, a flowing creek, a perfect
- dfl\egi;l;geof Irﬂney who never talks about religion came home’ ’from a
2 . : , ‘
;ﬂf:;::ion on a river in Utah and said Si?pz’w it; :::; ﬁzcrll s; :z;::; i
SurpriSingly,kh;b‘j)ze:l,ltehzaﬁzrll:o;&. So I had to ask them directly,
?hooselfo S}?ea'n children affected your relationship with nature:D Hov:
iy aVld : ays to share the beauty of nature with your _chlldren.
}\l;\l;lrle }(;c:)uyizu;in: s}; few people have mentioned experiences with nature
Y ”
Wh:n o S?iflﬁ&iiﬁ?i could not wait to share with then{n ‘my rev-
W’h{.:il g the outdoors,” Rob told me. “I remember once riding o-n z
e’ four-year-old and nearly driving off the road, I Was s
- Wli II’;yau of a setting sun. I tried desperately to get my k?d m‘—
Sumnec? ey eitertrs.:ent but he was playing with a wire toy—I thll?kl(;
el mYS;Xicy——and’he just could not be distracted. Then I, realize
;astcff:ii:y y:)r;ng kids the whole world is awesome. They don’t see the
. 7 £
e bft“’zefif?lfgl: iISZI?H‘jpiz:r;Sfehaving small children 03
m;f‘;.lzt;-:l):sh:;lwith Ea;ure was negative. I simply could not get out an



be 1n nature as often as I did before. I was
I could make, the walks I could take. Afg
with a nursing baby who slept in my slee

‘open bar,” we found ourselves spending
init.”

much more limited in the trips
er one disastrous camping trip
ping bag and declared the night
more time away from nature thag

Rob told me about his youthful experiences in the wilderness. “My first
wife and I had no children. We spent all our vacations in nation
far from any other human beings. Sometimes we would be nake
on end, eating just berries and peanut butter. We would climb mountains
and test ourselves against the elements, putting ourselves at risk in order
to experience the heightened concentration, the exhilaration. Now that |
have children, I would no more do those things than fly to Mars. I feel

challenged enough by trying to raise these kids; I hardly need to seek out
extra risks.”

al forests,
d for days

Parenting ends up teaching us most when we are willing to expand our
categories, to see the whole in a tiny part, to throw away the script and be
shown a new perspective. I had started off assuming the experience of na-
ture had to be an awesome hike to a majestic site, Parenting brought peo-
ple many joys, but that was not one of them. When I listened harder,
10wever, [ heard many stories of spiritual moments in which parents led
heir children, and the children led them, to a deeper appreciation of the
vonder of creation. Kids see the universe in a grain of sand more ea
han we do. They are a lot closer to the
setting their hands dirty.

sily
ground, and they spend more time

“At first, my kids just kept me inside,” Doreen said. “In the end, how-
ver, I think they enhanced my love of the natural wo
7ith small children I learned to enjoy nature in small
eed to go so far from home.

rld. Over the years

ways. You don’t really
One fall I took my kids to the park every day,
nd we gathered autumn leaves. The kids wanted to take them home and

»ok up their names in a book. My five-year-old said, ‘If you know the
ame of something, it can be your friend.” So we borrowed a leaf book
om the library. That winter, cooped up in the apartment, we did a lot of
't projects with our friends the leaves. If you really pay attention, even
1€ leaf—not to mention a whole bunch—can give you a great deal of joy.”

Marec told me this story: “My wife and I made the mistake of taking our
ds on a mountain-climbing vacation when the youngest one was too
1all to really hike. One day, my wife took the older one on 2 chairlift to

climb to a glacier. I stayed back in the v?lley at the hotel w1th1 c:)ull;i Itlhr;::z;
year-old. We spent the whole day walking around the town oodlffgrent
tiny wildflowers. By the end of the da\}‘rJl we l,lad counted ten diffe
i 't a glacier, but it was miraculous.” .
hngi;rf;::a;:: :ra:tift, has chosen to stay at home with her three 51?1;111 Chltll;
dren. “I cannot even dream of getting out to someplace be?luuf rlgur
now. At night, after I get the kids to sleep, I field ph01.1e calls dr(?m o
ditors. Then I go upstairs to my bed to rea-d. My nlgh.tstan is piles
}C;eh ith library books. Although I never studied science in college, it is
m;gz fa‘:(l)rite topic now for evening reading. I read a.bf)ut asi;tjonoEy, ;l:;llldt
the mating patterns of elephants, about how phy§1c1sts be 1ev:h Z A
came to be. I feel expansive and inspired. There is e out her ”
universe than me and my kids. Much more. The re'admg ‘sustams rrile. N
For me, one of the unexpected dividends of having children was a 1; "
and different connection to the natural world thr9ugh a most un;r; cas
pated dimension—animals. I grew up without pets in my home, a?h d“; y
ill at ease with (OK, afraid of ) animals. To make matters Worse,rf aYet :
lergies. In thirty years, I had mostly steered clear ?f nonhuman 1tie.e o
eventually became a mother to pets as well as chﬂdrer.l. My mo vChﬂd
simple: to relieve the monotony of the dayj at home with a young J
ith more than I anticipated. |
Bu;i:’;ij‘;?i \‘::rtlhture, I selected an animal that was the least thr;aterllin g
to me—a hermit crab. Hermit crabs looked like a lot of fun: ‘rnyl aEgu:eei
could carry the pet around in a little plastic boz(; they eat sn‘r;lp e tzat g
hold foods and defecate not at all (I still haven t. figured 0111t ow o
possible). When we went on a vacation, }tlhe herm;)t (cl:.rab; could come along
i l how sad could we be when a crab dies: .
i i}tleulf)c?:l;ill Sl());autiﬁllly, and we had some Wonde‘rful times Wﬁtc}-lsl?i
Hermie race along the driveway, taking him or her (1t.s hard to te (;-Vlted
crab) back to the “old country”—the beach. As one might have p];;a ic an;
Hermie did eventually die. I had assumed .that de:‘ith for 1‘11 A zllf;ver
staying in the shell for longer and longer periods of time ungl it ::rs et
came out anymore. That was the way I would have arrange‘ ma . r.O "
fortunately, nature had other ideas. The death of a hermit czj pd t(;)) ”
the animal out of the shell where it lies attached b3‘r a slend.er k;l;a? o
old home, quite visibly transformed—indeed, quite umzlusta er}; Thi;
My daughter and I were both surprised by how saddened we were.
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taught me that death is never easy,
’

even in the easiest situati
lesson for my daughter as well. ation. Not a bad

E .

malen;i(;lie?;i tlyy thle t;:)q;)erleruz:e, we graduated to gerbils. We bought a

meleanda a ed(a ough we didn’t know which was which, the pet

o g b'E::;sur{e ;ne we had a fertile couple) and settled down to learn

s auty of the -r(?productive process. I had assumed one of
gerbils would grow visibly pregnant, and we could count the days

till the blessed event. In fact, it came as a huge surprise. One day when I
: en

was alone in the house and talking on the phone, I glanced over to th
] €

gerbil cage to see tiny bare gerbils emergi
c:f the adult gerbils. I felt the holiness of i:ig;i;itirbj:?:f l.,ffmm o
tt;lme. ti\l/ly next response was panic. “What do I do?” I asked rrf (i:;: Sc}ll o
fi‘o er end of the phone line. “I don’t know how to handl ti g o
I don’t think you have to do anything,” she said il
g‘rallrrflme(:l to handle this kind of thing themselves.” .
ound it hard to believ i .

life could take place Withoiltth:;;zie:‘}:cll?nas e el
professionals. I told my friend I had to

called the pet store.

“What d(? I'do?” I asked the man who had sold us the gerbils
You don’t have to do anything,” he said. ‘

) By nﬁw, there were seven offspring running about the cage. Th
. . The
Wasn;uhicz s:httled (iown to nurse (I finally got straight which adult gerbisl(
; the male was the one who still had 4
1 ' [ me to read the ne -
Ezll'l.z, aInd I raced f)ﬂ: to pick up my daughter from school. All th:rjf):
. ;:., was so excited I thought I would burst out with the news. Wh .
S . - j
e discovered it on reaching home, my daughter was as thrilled as'&];l

Many litters later, my younger daughter was the one who happened b
4

&% n
Animals are pro-

g any books or involving any
get off the phone, and I promptly

. j’:tlsn Zatr;l ::;;I:S fc_;'nldr(.:nl’;s-s¢?n‘se oflife and its mystery. Sarah obviously
bttt t‘:er ih 1b1tllons than- I concerning animals. “We had
Pkt ﬁf;: eg;nea. Pigs, tortoises, iguanas, fish, cats, and dogs.

o i animals. There was no argument; whatever we
wanted that was living we could have. I was mostly interested in the cats, I

was fascinated by their lives outside our home They would go away f;
. way for

daysatati i i
y time and come back with their prey. It was a window for me into

the jungle, the aspect of life that was not civilized, where living beings

Killed to eat. I was just enthralled by the animals. The way they moved,
the way they smelled. I got to witness their world, which was so different
from ours. It humbled me and gave me perspective.”

Gardening is also a source of great joy to children and, through them,
to parents. Watching the seed become 2 flower is a miracle, just as it was
when the baby was born, and the child is duly impressed. Particularly
thrilling are bulbs, planted in the dead of winter as symbols of hope. Just
when you have forgotten all about them, one morning your child comes
running inside: “Look! Look! Thereis a flower on our path!”

Sandra shared this story. “When my daughter was six, I told her she
could not go to see the movie of The Secret Garden until 1 had read the
whole book to her. I figured we would diligently read every night, many
chapters, in order to hasten the opportunity to go to the movies. I thought
this was a way to cram some good literature down her throat. But I soon

discovered she absolutely adored the book and couldn’t wait to hear the
next chapter. I had no idea what was enchanting her so much or what she
was even making of the whole story.

“When we finally went to the movie, she was thrilled. She sat on the
edge of her seat for two hours, and I did not see her blink the entire time.
When it was over, I asked her what she thought of it. She said she loved
the movie but that she wished that they had shown more scenes in which
the children were actually digging in the garden and working on it to make
it grow. “The flowers came up so quickly!” she complained. She had un-
derstood intuitively that the healing of the depressed children had to do
with the process by which they tended the earth and cared for the plants.
The movie made it seem like magic. I was amazed by her insight. That af-
ternoon, we went out and got all the paraphernalia to start her own ‘secret

garden,’ which she worked on for many months. The connection between
the hard work and the joy in the results was powerful.”
Miranda, a single mother, told me a different kind of story about flow-

ers. “One winter my daughter was sick every few weeks. One particular ill-

ness lasted a long time. Toward the end of it, I was not feeling all that

healthy myself. I called in sick at my office. I didn’t want to go out and leave
my daughter alone, even to go to the store. After a few days of eating pasta
and watching TV, we were both very grouchy. It was a cold, dark winter
day. At about two in the afternoon, T realized I was still in my bathrobe. We



were sin 1
e o ;;g;.t :nf;ad ;o do something, Suddenly, I had an inspiration. [
Pl ];Jr ered a bguquet of spring flowers, a big one. I kne:w
o inr k:;); when my credit card bill arrived, but that would be Jater
- g , i needed flowers and no one was going to send th ;
15 so we would just have to send them to ourselve e
When the doorbell rang and the flowers were 1

both better.”
Sh ' cli
- :ly‘:: :hared.mtl:‘ me her feelings about the night. For her, the star
ys amazing. "I never really understood what religion Wa; all abou:

unti 3

. i ;ic;t zt;tszf Los Angeles to the desert. Then I got it. The open, end-
P ‘);[hen Ig;rsents(.i When you lie on your back you can see jus; stars
gt al;ne that 'w'hat your eye sees as a star is actually light
e gfeeda O.I:hs ::1 Inlﬂlol.!l years ago, it made it even more amaz.-

o B with the physicist Richard Feynman that at least in th
4 5, "1t does no harm to the mystery to know a little about it.” :

a mother, Shayna read her children a book called %l:u;;;ﬂ th
(4

i full moon, they wo
ghttime walk to see the stars, to listen to the sounds ,and }tfo o
) won-

der. The Yiddish i
poet Aaron Zeitlin warned, “If
ya\;;n - - . then I created you in vain, says Goc,i ” i
. b . ’
» atalllt:) nci:vs ‘-V;:e always a. source of joy to Maureen. When she was cooped
ome with young children, she hung a simple glass crystal in fronlz f
o

» the rainbows danced. You could
. see
streaked wall, on the milk in the cereal bowl, even

walked by the path of the light. The magic never

the colors on the dirt-
on a child’s skin if he
ceased.

Ron also found that his children hel
natural world. He recalls saving his s
was a toddler to take her to the Phila
day they set out on a streetcar and
and even bought snacks and souve

ped him to see the wonder in the
pare change when his daughter Abby
delphia Zoo. One bright, sunny Sun-
lfhen two buses, paid their admission

nirs. It was a big deal, and Abby had a:

fabulous time. But she never once looked at an animal in a cage. What cap-
tured her attention were the pigeons who were running loose throughout
the z0o. She was simply delighted to chase them all afternoon! At first Ron
was disappointed, but eventually he found the experience amusing and
even he learned from it. “When I realized that there was a city square right
down the street from our apartment filled with pigeons, I was really quite
delighted. My daughter taught me that the wonders of nature were actu-
ally closer to home than I had realized.”

Some families have a “sacred place” outdoors that they enjoy sharing
together. Children seem quickly to understand the concept. Pam and her
husband and three-year-old loved the spot at the top of the hill near their
house. They would often take a picnic there and sit under a tree and relax.
They had never officially called it a “sacred place,” but one morning, Pam
and her daughter were lying in bed and talking. Her daughter was asking,
for the millionth time, when they could have another child. Pam ex-
plained that the Goddess had not chosen to grace them with that blessing
just yet. She suggested that they pray to the Great Mother of All. As Pam
opened her mouth to begin the prayer, her daughter put her hand over

her mother’s mouth and said urgently, “Not here, Mom! We have to say
the prayer at the top of the hill!” She knew that the Great Mother would
be more accessible there.

During the early days of writing this book, we were snowed in a great
deal. At first, all T could think of was how bored the kids would be and how
much I wanted to get to work. I spent the first snow days frantically call-
ing people on the phone and digging up videotapes for the kids to watch.
When they were settled, I began typing up an interview I had conducted
with Eileen, a friend who had moved from the city “back to the land” and
raised her sons on a primitive dairy farm, facing the challenges of nature.
I was envying her family life on the farm and the obvious gains to the
spirit of facing life together in its immediacy, learning self-reliance, exult-
ing in simple pleasures. The irony finally got to me. Here I had an oppor-
tunity to live “back to the land” in miniature, and all I could do was try to

escape.

A snowstorm or a power failure (or as happened to us later that week,
both together) are times when life becomes more primitive than usual.
The children respond with utter delight, finding excitement in challenges
like shoveling snow or helping to build a fire or walking a mile through



we can either regret the loss of our c
walk in the snow,

Some families create this kind of emer.
ing. They choose to leave thejr homes
their stoves and cook over a fire they bu

gency deliberately by going camp-
‘:md live in fragile shelters, leave
ild themselves, leave their televi-

» and they had to climb up the canyon

“Iexplained to them that huge rainstorms
become food and shelter for animal

wa;};:i l;)(:fred baclql)acklng and determined that hijs son, born when Gre
e Wﬂdemt;y, v\l;ou d fee? conﬁdent in the wilderness. “I took Max on hif
i ss backpacking trip a month before his fourth birthday. W
a ching backpacks and matching red felt hats. We walk e
2 half miles to a mountain lake, I'wanted him to Ln S Vil

push himself along a hot, dhasey itk and dlice, ow what it was like to

el the immense joy of

peeling off your hiking boots at the end, the cool air on your bare feet.
These are life’s fundamentals.

“We were relying on each other in the wilderness in a total and intense
way that makes a relationship strong. I was completely responsible for his
welfare, and, in some sense, he for mine. I explained to him thatif I should
fall and hit my head (a very unlikely occurrence on that trail), he should
stay right by my side and blow his emergency whistle until someone came.

I showed him where the food was and how he could keep himself alive
until someone rescued us. This is a great deal of responsibility for a little
kid, but it helped him conquer fears.”

Tina felt that nature was a kind of substitute religion for her parents,
and she resented it. Her parents quit their church in anger over politics
when Tina was young. They bought a house at the seashore and developed
a Sabbath ritual. Every Sunday morning, they drove to the shore. They al-
ways took the same walks along the beach. This was their family prayer
life. Her mother would point to the sunset and say, defiantly, “Thats my
idea of God. When things get too much for me back home, I think about
this spot and everything gets into perspective again.” Tina loved their

house at the shore, but she always felt her parents were “holding out on
her,” that there was something more they were keeping from her.

When she became an adult, Tina came to believe that for her, it was
faith in God that ultimately put everything in her life in perspective. She
joined a church and also continued to love sunsets. When she had chil-
dren, she did not want them to think they had to choose between church
and nature. So she found a summer family camp that was run by the na-
tional headquarters of her church. There, on the shores of a beautiful
lake, the family sat on the ground and heard Bible stories, played games,
discussed issues, and visited the “Green Chapel” morning and evening for
group prayers, more often for individual meditation.

Paula was concerned that Judaism and her son did not seem to “click.”
Paula had always loved services: the prayers, the songs, the Torah stories.
But she had to admit that seeing it from her son Dan’s perspective, it was
an awful lot of words. “You know that prayer in the liturgy,” she asked me,
“the one that says, ‘If our mouths were as full of words as the ocean, we
could not praise one-thousandth of your goodness™ It seems that doesn’t

'!7

keep us from trying!



Paula noticed that Dan shut down completely during services but re-
ally came alive when he was studying birds in science class or walking
through a creek on a Cub Scout outing. It was not until Dan was eight
that Paula realized that long before that thick prayer book was written,
Judaism was a religion of the earth. There were stll many paths back.
That fall, Paula and her husband built a sukkah, an outdoor dwelling with
leafy branches for a roof, and the first night of the festival of Sukkot, at the
full moon, the whole family slept in the sukkah. The next morning, as
they awoke to birds singing instead of the clock radio, Dan looked up
from his sleeping bag blissfully. The pieces of his world were beginning to
come together.

For some families, their love of nature goes beyond wonder and appre-
ciation. Their concern for the environment results in specific practices
designed to respect and honor the natural world. The way in which we eat
can be a spiritual path. Marla’s family is involved with no organized faith,
but they have a “religion” of their own: vegetarianism based on a moral
concern for animals. Long before their children were born, Marla and her
husband committed themselves to a strict vegetarian diet. In addition,
they decided to conserve natural resources by never using disposable ma-
terials for eating in their home.

Marla’s children were teenagers when she told me about the surprising
consequences of their practices. “Neither of my children have ever eaten
an animal in their lives. Nor have we ever had paper plates or plastic at our
family table. We were prepared to be flexible with them if necessary, but
our children totally embraced our practice and have never challenged it.
Although we did not give them a religious faith, we did give them this. It
provided a kind of identity for our family. I think it taught them that they
could be different from others and that was OK. It taught them that you
have a choice about what you do, that what you do matters, that you can
make ethical commitments in your daily life, and that you can live by a
principle—in this case, respect for animals and the natural world. I now
see that the way we eat is our spiritual practice as a family.”

The summer I was finishing this book, I fasted for twenty-six hours,
alone on a mountain ridge in California. I spent one sunny day building a
lean-to out of a tarp and one majestic, windswept night amid endless snow
and countless stars. When I got back, people asked me how my solo adven-
ture compared to parenting. After all, I was writing a book about the spiri-

tual experience of parenting and hafi just hs;cl a- vez tc;::c;:; a:;;?

spiritual experience. How were they different, _ oW w(ei .yin et
i he differences. While both parenting - surviving ou ;

i parenting (just for the record) is much more difficult.

e difficult :
- ’ e complicated, takes much longer, and re

It is also noisier, messier, mor

] e equipment. ' - -
qugi E:rothgr hand, although parenting and solo camping are quite un

like one another, what makes them both spiritual is precisely the same
ike o L
ing. It is the mystery. . '
thl’I;“gh-‘: more I looked out at the view from my site, across tbe mquntams
Lake Tahoe in the distance, the less T knew it, the more enigmatic, Elag
o d unfathomable it seemed. The more I know my children,

iCﬂl, mystical, an aless T feel T reauy un-

S e h

d longer our relationship becomes, ] :

:ihe (ieilc)le:‘;:ut thegm the more I come to honor the ultimately ineffable
ersta 5

] d
forces that go into creating their separate selves. Both the mldzrness sfnd
r . . n
: children, in different ways, connect me with the enigma of life, remi \
- of how li,ttle I can finally account for or understand. But I can certainly

me

i ing it (Laki
appreciate the blessing of meeting them (my children) and seeing it (Lake

i lifetime. .
Ta}’ll?ﬁi lgrrrgodox]ewish thinker Samson Raphael Hirsch, as an old man,

insisted on traveling from his home in Germany to' Switzerlar;l.w‘;\:i;(:
he explained that soon he would be standing before is I
f:;ke(iill“lrj:ty,lleld answerable to many questions. But what will T say when
b . - S?, »
x as'kEd:&‘Shm;S:: r;’ailld X;llleieeg?};i‘lgad to wonder at the height of
moslfrllrtl:insu.gﬁsand they ;)ass by themselves without wondering.” ) .
other T know called me a few days after her daug Fer w

boi?zgll:: xgv:sl sleep deprived and incoherent, but a’mong he;‘) ecs;c:ft;;: r;lr;;
blings I remember one bold declaration: “She’s .m;rekerea;lfl st
Yosemite National Park!” When parents meet tl%elr aker, e
had their eyes open and been willing to be surprised, they ca

firm they have seen God’s wonders.

maten sedl



