PARENTING AsS A
SPIRITUAL JOURNEY

Deepening Ordinary & Extraordinary
Events into Sacred Occasions

Nancy Fuchs-Kreimer

L (Cha
Trnk V) ness

For People of All Faiths, All Backgrounds

JEWISH LIGHTS PUBLISHING » WOODSTOCK, VERMONT




Chapter ¢

DINNERTIME

Thankfulness

“We bave been given so much—we pray for a grateful beart.”

Dinnertime. From the western window, a beautiful red haze illuminates
the dining room. The children, clean and scrubbed, dressed in their finest,
are lined up in front of their seats, ready to sing grace. A table is set, a
royal banquet, and the food is all ready, simmering warm on the stove.
The answering machine is on, ready to intercept phone calls. TVs and
CDs are silenced. Candles are lit, wine poured. There is peace in the
home, peace in the hearts, and the family is ready for the moment when
once again they will acknowledge their gratitude at the end of the day.
Everyone is eager to break bread together, nourish body and soul, and in
the words of the psalm, “taste and see that the Lord is good.”

As my kids would say: “NOT!” This dream is certainly not our family
reality. Some families eat dinner one at a time, an arrangement made pos-
sible by frozen foods and microwave ovens. Others eat together but in a
rush, unaware that something special is going on. In our house, we all try
to consume food at the same table at more or less the same time while
speaking a few reasonable words to one another. Some nights we achieve
a great deal more; some nights less.

From my studies of religion, I know that sharing food is potent, laden
with meaning. After the Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed, Jews began
to treat their own family dinner table as the altar, their meal as the sacred
occasion at which they met God. The salting of meat reminds us of the
preparation of the sacrifice. In Christianity, the breaking and sharing of
bread is the central rite. According to the Gospel of Luke, when Jesus
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told me, “Our daughter said a prayer at nursery school before snack: *Isn't
it nice to eat with friends?’ She liked it so much she insisted on doing it at
home. So we held hands and said, ‘Isn’t it nice to eat with family” We
started off saying it really fast and kind of embarrassed, but the baby
would look up and beamn. When our daughter switched nursery schools,
we switched prayers. Now we said, ‘God is great, God is good, let us
thank God for our food.” My husband and I would look at each other and
think, ‘What are two atheists doing praying nightly?’ But we wanted some
small way to celebrate our lives. By now, we all look forward to our
evening prayer. We even light a candle, which has an amazingly calming
effect. Everyone makes eye contact, and we slow down internally. Itis a
time of connection, of touching base.”

Still, you are wondering, who can gather the whole family for a home-
cooked dinner every night of the week? For many families, including my
own, there is a middle ground: one night a week is special. One night a
week, with or without community support, the family claims a holy time
for themselves. Said Lyn, “My dad was a doctor and he was rarely home
for dinner. But Friday night was different. Our family revolved around
Friday night. When I was old enough to talk, my first questions were: Isit
Friday yet? How much longer till Friday? That was how I began the
process of conceptualizing time. Friday night we all ate dinner together

and performed some of the rituals of the Sabbath. It was the scaffolding of
our family, the centerpiece of the family life.”

Fred spent his childhood in a chaotic, emotionally confused home. e
explained, “We never ate together, except by chance. I determined that
when I had children it would be different. I wanted to give my son the
sense of rhythm that I had missed so much. At first, I thought we would
have a ritual: an orderly breakfast and dinner at the same time each morn-
ing and night. But as the years passed, life became more complicated. We
began our days at different times. The kids had different activities in the
afternoons. The one thing we held on to was Sunday dinner.”

Many people have powerful memories of special dinners. Karen recalls
that as 2 little child it was her job to pick flowers and put them on the table
before Sunday dinner. For Mark, the special family time was Saturday
night. The rest of the week was variable, but Saturday night was “sacred.”
The family always enjoyed steak, French-fried onion rings, string beans,
popcorn, and each other. Regular Friday night dinners punctuated Vicki’s
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acknowledged. Thank you. I didn’t yet have a sense of whom or what I
was thanking.”

Sometimes when I talked to people about their childhood, they would
say that their parents had no explicit religious interests. Then they would
add, “But deep inside, my mother was a very religious person.” When I
tried to probe what that meant, I got a sense it had something to do with
the person’s attitude toward life, a kind of humility. One woman recalled,
“My mother never sat down and talked to me about what she believed. I
don’t recall anything like that ever happening. But she had a lot of phrases
that she always used in her conversation. She would say, ‘We're going to a
party Sunday, if God wills it.’ I don’t think she believed that literally (why
would God, if He existed, zot want us to go to the party?), but it was an ex-
pression of an attitude. She taught me never to take anything for granted,
to see it all as a gift.”

Parents experience gratitude as a result of their children; they also try
to teach their children gratitude. How does one teach children to feel
grateful, or at least to say “thank you”? “It is easy,” says Miss Manners.
“You tell them once when they are young. Then you repeat it five hun-
dred thousand times a year until they turn eighteen.”

Some parents teach their children gratitude through the act of notic-
ing, through saying a blessing or a prayer. “To eat something without say-
ing a blessing is like stealing,” Ken was taught. Or as Alice Walker put it,
“I think it pisses God off if you walk by the color purple in a field some-
where and don’t notice.” As a father, Ken would take walks with his
daughter and whenever they saw something beautiful Ken would say a
blessing. “Now my daughter looks for things to bless too.”

Children seem to take quickly to the idea of blessings. In Jewish tradi-
tions, it is written that a person should say a minimum of one hundred
blessings a day. Children understand. One young girl I interviewed told
me that her mother taught her to say a blessing before she ate anything at
all. She confided, “My mother doesn’t know this, but when I feed my cat I
always say a blessing for him before he eats. It's only fair.”

Jews recite the shebechianu blessing whenever something is done for the
first time, or for the first time in a season or year. The blessing thanks God
for “keeping us alive, sustaining us, and enabling us to be here to experience

this moment.” Jackie was taught to say this blessing the first time in a season
she ate a particular fruit or vegetable. It was one of the few surviving rituals
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whether to sing the long or the short blessing over the wine. We always
decide on the short one. It’s a sure thing.”

Ritual adds majesty to the ordinary act of eating a meal. Part of the tra-
ditional Jewish dinner is the ritual washing of the hands with a prescribed
three rinses and a special cup. This ritual recalls the hand washing of the
priests before they partook of the sacrificial meal in the Temple in Jeru-
salem. The family dinner table symbolizes the altar. This hand washing is
not about physical cleaning. It is about intention.

Ellen began observing a ritual hand washing with her children before
dinner when they were quite young, although she was not sure they would
understand what it was all about. After they washed and said the blessing,

her four-year-old looked up with her face beaming and said, “I feel even
cleaner than if I washed my hair!” Said Ellen, “I realized that when it
came to ritual, my daughter really gotit!”

This doesn’t mean parents always find it easy to engage children in
their agenda for the dinner celebration. One mother explained, “It was al-
ways really important for me that Friday dinner be an oasis in time, a spe-
cial chance at living on a higher, holier level than the rest of the week.
When my kids were little, I wanted this to happen so much that I worked
and worried all day Friday to have it go off in a flawless way. I'd even
check the silverware to make sure the pieces were all lined up, something
I never did during the week. Of course, when it came time to gather at the

table, the kids would fight terribly—no worse than they fought the rest of
the week, but it would hurt more. It was usually an enormous disappoint-
ment; I would often end up in tears.

“But we just kept at it, and eventually they learned and I learned. They
learned that at least half the time they could be little princes in a royal
court for ten minutes, and something rather beautiful would happen. And
I learned that at least half the time I just couldn’t control life enough to
have it my way, and I’d have to let go of my fantasy and enjoy whatever
happened.”

Another mother came up with a solution that worked for her. “When
my kids were little, they resisted our special Sunday dinner, perhaps just
because they sensed it was so important to me and they needed a way to
rebel, to separate from me. When Sunday night came, they would be
grouchy rather than pleasant. I decided to bribe them by having better
food on Sunday nights, desserts that weren’t offered the rest of the week.
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light candles, make wishes, blow out candles. This isn’t in any religious
tome. Someone made the whole thing up to punctuate the birthday meal,
to make it special. In the American Jewish commmunity, there is a custom
that builds on the birthday-candle routine. As a rabbi, I held one opinion
of this ritual. As a student of the spiritual lives of families, I have come to
a very different judgment.

This particular custom does not take place in the synagogue, where
thirteen-year-olds traditionally mark their coming of age by being called
to the Torah for the first time. In fact, it has nothing to do with the Torah.
It occurs at the festive meal that follows the service. The child calls up
thirteen relatives or friends to light the candles on the birthday cake.
Since it is usually Saturday afternoon and stll the Sabbath, the candle
lighting is actually contrary to Jewish law. This ritual of unknown origins
(rumor attributes it to a caterer on Long Island in the 1950s) is so popular
and so meaningful to some Jews that it feels as emotionally important as
the Torah service.

As a rabbi, I disapproved of the whole matter. I thought family and
friends should be honored as part of the service in the synagogue, notin a
“meaningless” American custom of lighting candles on a cake. But look-
ing at it from the point of view of American Jews, the ritual makes all
kinds of sense. The meal is an important time of sharing and celebrat-
ing—it should have a ritual component. Further, the thirteen-year-old
wants to honor those people who are most important in his or her life.
They may include, among others, children who are too young to partici-
pate in a long, boring service (and it is not only the very young who have
this problem!), non-Jewish friends and relatives who often will not be al-
lowed a part in the synagogue proceedings, an elderly grandmother who
will not join in the service because she still believes it is “really” for men.

But everyone can light a candle. And everyone does! Families wanted to
be sure all the treasured friends and family got into the act. They were
right to take things into their own hands.

Sometimes, gratitude is evoked in the most unlikely ways—not at a
life-cycle passage but on an ordinary, even difficult day.

Susan was raised in a halfhearted Christian home with no observance
of religion except once or twice a year. As an adult she joined a church, but
“the classes were too intellectual and the spiritual programs too outer
space.” As she put it, “I just didn’t getit. I couldn’t find my place in the re-
ligious scene. I also did a lot of searching in the psychological sphere: est,
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need to celebrate Thanksgiving!
“I was devastated by that remark,” Rose confessed. “I realized that the

kid was smart but that he lacked compassion. He was more interested in
the clever retort than in helping people. How glad I was that T had de-
cided to do this Thanksgiving turkey project! It was not a minute too
soon!”
As I thought about this story, I realized how Rose’ little boy had un-
wittingly provided the opening for a teaching about what gratitude is all
about. Because the truth is, people in shelters do celebrate Thanksgiving,
as do people in cancer wings of hospitals and all kinds of other difficult
circumstances. When Seth and I visited the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., we were both transfixed by a
particular survivor speaking to us on an oral history video. We were so
moved we watched the whole video through so we could hear his words a
second time. The old man, recalling his time in Auschwitz fifty years ago,
tells about hearing the man next to him in the barracks praising God. “I
could not believe it! T asked him, “‘Why would you thank God in this hell?
What in the world are you thanking God for?’ Do you know what that
man told me? He said, ‘T am thanking God that I was not created like the

N

murderers around me.
Those of us who eat dinner in our homes with our families sometimes

find it easy to catalog our complaints. But people in the most difficult
straits are moved to give thanks for that which is good in their lives.
Whether our dinner is simple or elaborate, peaceful or chaotic, daily or
weekly, how much more should we acknowledge and bless whatever
forces there are that we have been kept alive, sustained, and enabled to be

here to experience this moment!



