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What people are saying about


Tending Sacred Ground


This collection of insights on parenting is a joy. The nuggets of wisdom come in an easily absorbable size, are gently offered, and nudge us to rethink attitudes and interactions we take for granted as parents, grandparents, teachers, coaches, and family members. Each nugget brings a story and moves us another step toward grace and respect. Pamela Haines shows how warmth can infuse respect, bringing us adults closer to our best selves, and building a world in which children are free to play, think, make mistakes, and learn without shame or blame. With short, pungent passages containing fresh insights about what love entails when we’re with the young people we care about, it’s an ideal bedside table book. In five or ten minutes, we can go to sleep having set our sights again on what it means to truly care in this topsy-turvy world.


Patty Wipfler, Founder, Hand in Hand Parenting


The heart of Tending Sacred Ground is an invitation to be present as we call on deep wells of respect—for our own parents, for our children, and for ourselves. Pamela Haines is a great storyteller because she’s also an excellent noticer—of herself, her own children and others, the work and joy of parenting, and our condition as human beings. In the spirit of the best kind of parenting book, this one shows the way with stories about celebration and challenge, stumbles and openings, growing and revelations alongside our children.


Melinda Wenner Bradley, Coordinator, Philadelphia Quaker Youth Religious Life


Straight advice can be very welcome to parents wondering if it’s time to start their baby on spinach. But in the more complicated questions of care and upbringing, the beauty of a story is that it doesn’t expect obedience or resistance—it raises questions. Pamela sometimes offers us wise counsel, but I was more struck by her uncertainties and the number of direct or implied questions on almost every page. A great beauty of this book is the way it treats children as moral agents who have the right to their own views and satisfactions. Pamela urges us to recognize that they can be our teachers too—if we let them.


John Lampen, Author of The Peace Kit, The Worship Kit and Peaceful Inside


This book is a gift to parents. It raises parenting to the spiritual realm that—though seldom acknowledged—it is. The forty reflections are of a parent seeking to do her best as she lives with and guides her children. Two recurring themes make this book so helpful to parents. One is the author’s straightforward acknowledgment of her own feelings, negative as well as positive. Another is her respect for the feelings of children. As parents recognize themselves in the segments of family life, this book will help them to deepen their own spiritual journeys.


Harriet Heath Ph.D, Convenor, Quaker Parenting Initiative
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Preface


Tending Sacred Ground: Respectful Parenting


We lay with our mother on our backs on the grass-filled lot where our community played baseball, looking up at the night sky. She pointed out individual stars and constellations and told the stories of their names.


When we were building an addition to our house, everyone had a job, based on their age and abilities. As an 11-year-old, I was too young to be trusted to pound finishing nails cleanly into ridged wall shingles, so I worked with my grandfather on putting up the under-shingles. I was expected to be competent to measure, space and nail, and I did my job with pleasure and pride.


Our Quaker congregation always had fifteen minutes of singing around the piano before settling into the quiet expectant waiting of worship. I was learning piano, and one day the person who usually played wasn’t there, and it turned out that I had the most experience of the gathered group. As a pre-teen, the prospect terrified me, but the community’s willingness to accept and make use of the abilities I could bring to the group was a gift.


One April, when winter was stubbornly hanging on and spring couldn’t seem to get a grip, my mother decided that we needed to help out, and she organized a “Welcome Sweet Springtime” party. We cut sheets from the big roll of brown paper she always had, painted the most spring-like pictures we could imagine and hung them all over our big open downstairs room. We baked and decorated. We sang. We manifested spring in every way we knew how, and had to believe that our joyous celebration played its small part in helping to break the grip of that cold winter.


Since Quakerism isn’t a creedal religion, we didn’t get told what to believe. So, the process by which we absorbed what it meant to be part of this community was a subtle, and often uneven, one. Of course, much of it was by observation.


I can call to mind just three of the lessons from Sunday School. The most vivid was the year my mother taught our class. Her theme was children from around the world. Every week she would read us a story from a different part of the world and we would draw—and probably talk about the story, though it is the drawing that I remember. Then we would make a collage on an enormous sheet of cardboard that represented our experience of that story. When the theme was Japan, we learned some haiku which was included in the collage. Together, over the course of that year, we constructed a great cardboard book, held together with big round book rings, each sheet a visual reminder of our shared exploration of the world. We were learners, artists, co-creators, active participants in a community that spanned the globe.


Then, when I was thirteen, our Sunday School teacher started the year off by asking us what was on our hearts and minds. This was one of the most significant moments of my childhood. No one had ever asked me that question before, at least not with such a clear intention of accepting and respecting whatever I said. We all knew this man’s gentleness and fierce integrity; there was no doubt that he meant what he said. It was like finding a bubbling spring of fresh water. It was also a little scary. Would I dare let out into the light things I had been holding tight inside me all those years? But where else would I ever have a better opportunity?


Finally, when I was in high school, we spent our Sunday School class time with a series of adults from the meeting. I think it was because they couldn’t find one person who was prepared to carry the entire load, but it turned out to be a wonderful year of getting fuller access to a handful of grown-ups we saw every Sunday but knew little about. People shared stories of their faith journey, bringing us in to what mattered to them in their lives.


All these experiences nourished the soil of my own parenting. Raising our children was a never-ending process of tending sacred ground—which I captured as best I knew how along the way in the reflections that follow. I came to this work with all my struggles and blind spots, blessed by the gifts that had been given to me as a child, along with a growing understanding of the power of listening that I gained as a young adult.


My Quaker training helped to center me as a parent in seeking for integrity at the heart of my interactions, holding my assumptions and behavior up to the light, and responding to the divine spark in those around me. It was a guide along that rocky road that all parents travel, wishing more for our children than we are able to give, full of regrets, all doing our best.


* * *


My four-year-old grandson and I lie on our backs in the snow looking up through the bare tree branches to the sky above. We’ve taken a break from play to drink in the immensity and the beauty of the heavens. It is a sacred moment, made all the more precious because I am following his lead. Could I have done more, I wonder, to cultivate these opportunities with my own children? Was I too matter-of-fact, too reluctant to impose my sense of the sacred on them? I have to believe that it was enough.




Foreword


To guide us in our relationships with our children, Pamela Haines tells lots of stories—just as Jesus did. Straight advice can be very welcome to parents wondering if it’s time to start their baby on spinach. But in the more complicated questions of care and upbringing, the beauty of a story is that it doesn’t expect obedience or resistance—it raises questions. Pamela sometimes offers us wise counsel. But I was more struck by her uncertainties, by the number of direct or implied questions on almost every page of this book.


Jesus’ stories have the same quality. “What do you think?” he says. “There’s a fellow with two sons. He says to one, ‘Son, go down today and work in my vineyard.’ ‘No way!’ the lad replies; but later he feels sorry and goes. The father says the same to the other son. ‘Sure, Dad!’ he answers—but he never turns up.”


Matthew uses this story in his gospel to buttress his argument with the rabbis of his day. But if we put on one side the original context and culture, it starts to ask us other questions. Does a father have the right to command service from his children? What would happen if we made a similar demand on our own children? If the second boy is at fault, is it for preferring to go off on his own business (which may be important) or simply for fobbing Dad off with a lie? Are we expected to approve the first son’s compliance? The story looks short and simple but it pulls us into complicated family issues and leaves us to work out our own conclusions. Many of Pamela’s examples have the same effect on me—not least because she shares her own reaction to each situation so honestly.


The great beauty of this book is the way it treats children as moral agents who have the right to their own views and satisfactions. She notes how they can be dependent and independent by turns many times each day, so they sometimes need freedom, sometimes guidance, and occasionally coercion. Pamela urges us to recognize that they can be our teachers too—if we let them.


I’d like to share an experience of my own with you. Some years ago, I used to assist voluntarily in a local school. Its future was in doubt, and the ambitious headmaster was determined to save it; but his tools were blame and bullying. One day two teachers were ill, so he had to teach a class himself. I was helping a girl of six with her sums, and from two classrooms away we could hear him yelling at his class. I was feeling very angry and disgusted with him, when the little girl looked up and, without a trace of fear at his anger, said to me: “Mr. M isn’t very happy today, is he?” I am still grateful years later for this lesson in compassion. John Lampen


John is the author of three books for younger teenagers, The Peace Kit, The Worship Kit and the novel Hester and Sophie; also, Peaceful Inside for children ages 5 to 7.




Introduction


A Tribute to Mothers


We were ordinary mothers on an ordinary block in West Philadelphia, taking advantage of the leisurely sociability of a block party to talk about—what else?—our children. We had ordinary problems—how to decide about schools, how to work and still have time for the children, how to help our teenagers make choices and live with consequences.
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