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    With thanks to Joyanne and Clay Ham—who opened the door
and
my Amish friends for their patience, wisdom, and hospitality



Introduction

“Amish parenting isn’t a method. It is a way of life.”

—PAUL STUTZMAN

I barely noticed the white van sitting at the gas pumps beside me. It was late. I was tired. It was winter and the roads were slick. My home in southern Ohio was still fifteen miles away and I was in a hurry to get there.

The gas pumps were old and did not take credit cards. I was annoyed that I had to enter the small convenience store to pay. I was also worried about a friend in the hospital I had been visiting earlier. My fatigue and concerns totally absorbed me.

As I entered, I was surprised to see an Amish mother standing there with a baby in her arms. Two small boys and their little sister were beside her. The mother wore a black dress that came down to her ankles, a black bonnet, black coat, black shoes, black dress, black stockings. She glanced up as I came through the door, and gave me a sweet smile before turning her attention back to her three children, who were giving serious consideration to the candy rack.

I poured myself some coffee while the children quietly conferred on their choice of candy. The baby, wide awake, contentedly peered out from her mother’s arms.

Decision made, the oldest one—a little boy about eight years old—reached for three Tootsie Pops of various flavors. He handed the candy to his mother and then kept a watchful eye on his little brother and sister while the mother produced a black purse and paid the cashier.

A moment later, when she handed her children their treats, I heard each one politely say something that sounded like they were thanking her in a foreign language. The family went outside, the man driving the van helped them into the vehicle, and they drove off into the night as the cashier and I watched in silence.

Once they were out of sight, the young cashier shook her head in wonder. “I see all kinds of people in here, but the Amish children amaze me. They are so well behaved and polite. Even the babies seem more content than our kids. I wish I knew how their parents do it. I try to be a good mother, but my two kids act like wild animals compared to the Amish children I see in here.”

“What were they doing here?” I asked. “And why a van? I thought those people rode around in buggies.”

“The driver said he’d been hired to bring them back from a funeral.” She shrugged. “I guess maybe they’re allowed to ride in vans if there is a death in the family.”

As I drove away, I kept thinking about that family and how odd it had felt to see children who were so polite and well behaved. Even though I could not understand a word they said, it was obvious there had been no quarreling between them as they discussed which candy to choose, and it had seemed as natural as breathing to them to murmur their gratitude when their mother handed them their candy.

The whole scenario brought back one night several years earlier, when we were living in Detroit and I had helped a nonprofit group sell souvenirs at a Detroit Lions football game. We had pennants and T-shirts and all sorts of knickknacks with logos on them. It was an important game and dozens of parents and their children came through the line. At times they came so fast that the faces and voices became a blur as I tried to keep up with the demand.

Then something happened that made me stop and stare. A boy, about twelve years old, watched as his father bought him a T-shirt, and then he said, “Thank you, Dad. I really appreciate you getting this for me.” It was such a simple thing to say, except that this was the first child in a long night of sales who had taken the time to say thank you. Most of the children seemed to take the gifts for granted or were unhappy that they weren’t getting more stuff. I had tuned out the whining and occasional tantrum, but was stopped cold by that one heartfelt thank you, and I have never forgotten it.

That’s how it felt inside the convenience store that winter night. I felt sad that the clerk and I, both of us mothers, would be so stunned by what should have been normal behavior.

It also struck me that this was the first time I had ever glimpsed an Amish person up close. It felt like I had witnessed an alien culture. Even the Amish woman’s sweet smile of welcome as I came through the door was different from the usual get-in-get-out-don’t-make-eye-contact attitude that most people adopt when making a purchase in a convenience store.

I found myself wishing I could have spent time with that Amish mother. Talked with her. Found out more about her life. She had a quiet presence that made me wish we could be friends.

I soon discovered that this would not be the last time I would come face-to-face with the Amish. A local farmer informed me that they were actually starting to move to southern Ohio in fairly large numbers. I asked why. Because of the abandoned farms and cheap land, he told me. He was pleased. The Amish are known for helping stabilize an agricultural area. They are true farmers, he said.

I was delighted when a few months later an Amish produce stand appeared in a parking lot outside an auto repair shop in Muletown, Ohio—only ten minutes from my home. I was grateful for the mounds of locally grown produce the Amish farmer brought, but I was absolutely fascinated by the fact that the father usually brought one or two children with him to spend the day, even though they were sometimes too young to be of any real help. Yet again, I noticed the unusually contented behavior of the Amish children. The little ones were amazingly well behaved as they tried to help their father in whatever small ways they could.

Within weeks, I saw another Amish business going up. A bakery was built beside a back road that was so out of the way I pitied the family who was going to all that trouble and expense when I knew their little business would fail. It simply had to. It was in the middle of nowhere. There were no other businesses for miles around, or even any towns nearby from which to draw customers.

What I did not know was that a handful of Amish women would soon begin turning out the biggest, fluffiest, most delicious doughnuts any of us had ever tasted. They even set up a front porch where customers were welcome to sit and rock and munch on doughnuts and other baked goods. The porch had been thoughtfully furnished with solid, locally made Amish rocking chairs and outdoor furniture . . . complete with price tags.

I soon discovered that, far from being a failure, the out-of-the-way bakery was quickly becoming so successful that it was wise to call ahead and reserve a box of doughnuts before driving all the way out there. Even in the middle of nowhere, that bakery sold out fast.

A few miles from the bakery, a young Amish couple started a small home business. They did nothing in the way of advertisement except put a handmade sign at the end of their driveway. The sign said that they would sew or upholster anything. The building from which they worked was not large. There was a workshop on the bottom, and the family, with their stair-step children, lived above.

People began arriving with shabby furniture. Then they began telling others about the excellent workmanship and fair prices. Soon, the upholsterer and his wife were up to their ears with work. Within two years they moved their young family from the top of the upholstery shop to a large, new house they had built.

All this productivity caused me to grow more and more curious about the Amish culture. Who were these people who created flourishing home businesses where none had existed and then bravely (foolishly?) used horses and buggies as conveyances on our backcountry roads? Who were these people who took long-abandoned farms and turned them into agricultural showpieces using only horse-drawn power?

I saw them shopping at Walmart, dressed as though they had stepped out of the 1800s, and was surprised to see them buying items that did not fit at all with my idea of who the Amish were supposed to be. Who knew that an Amish teenage boy could spend so long pondering the various types of hair products, or that an Amish woman would allow herself to longingly finger a piece of a brightly flowered fabric?

Like most “Englisch” (the name by which the Amish refer to anyone who is not part of their culture), I watched them, privately wondering what it was that drove them to dress and live so differently. Why did they sacrifice so much convenience in the name of their religion? I, too, was seriously committed to my Christian faith, but I saw nothing in the Bible that commanded me to give up electricity and cars. Did this group of people actually believe it was necessary to forgo such things as electric lights in order to assure their place in heaven? Most puzzling of all, why were the Amish children I saw so well-behaved and obedient? Was that a good thing? Or did it hint at dark threats and violence at home?

One morning, as I started to drive out of Walmart’s parking lot, I found myself beside a young Amish man in a horse and buggy who was preparing to turn left as I prepared to turn right. As we waited for the light to change, I glanced into his buggy and was astonished to see a sparkly Jeff Gordon sticker attached to the inside front of the buggy where the dash of a car would be. Beside the sticker was another one that said NASCAR. Beneath both words were stick-on letters spelling out GIT ER DONE.

Before I could react, the light changed, the sober-looking Amish man clucked his tongue at his horse, and although they trotted off down the road at about ten miles per hour, I had a suspicion that in his heart the young man was imagining himself behind the wheel of a race car. Either that or he had an excellent sense of humor. Neither of which fit my preconceived ideas of the Amish culture.

A few months earlier, I had signed on with a literary agent who was trying hard to interest a publisher in my first two suspense novels. She wasn’t having much luck and I was growing discouraged. Then one day she called and my fledgling writing career took a sudden and unexpected turn.

“Your last name is Miller and you live in Ohio,” she said. I didn’t realize it at the time, but Miller is a very common Amish name, and Ohio has one of the largest concentrations of Amish in the world. “Do you happen to know any Amish people?”

Her question was puzzling. She was entirely too busy to chat on the phone with her authors just for the fun of it. When she called, it was always related to business.

“At the moment, there are a couple of Amish men putting in a storage barn behind my house,” I answered. “But I don’t really know them. Why?”

“I have an editor who is looking for a romance novel set in Ohio Amish country. She’s willing to look at a proposal if you’re interested.”

My mind whirled. I admired what I had seen of the Amish culture, but not once had it occurred to me to write a book about them. On the other hand, getting hired by a royalty-paying book publisher was not easy. I knew that this was an opportunity I could not pass up.

“Tell me what to do,” I said.

A month later, I found myself driving three hours north to Sugarcreek, Ohio, a village located in Tuscarawas County, hoping to write what would become my first published book.

Although some Amish families had moved to our area in southern Ohio, they were still very much in the minority. When I entered true “Amish Country” (the three counties that make up the largest settlement of Amish in the world), I felt like I had stepped back in time.

The fall weather was perfect. Amish men were in the fields harvesting their crops with old-fashioned farming equipment. Farm wagons were hitched to highly trained workhorses while men and boys expertly guided as many as six abreast with leather reins. Cows grazed in vibrantly green rolling fields. A milk tanker wound its way along a narrow country road, taking its rich load to one of the many award-winning local cheese factories.

Fields were dotted with the type of teepee-like corn shocks that I had seen only in idyllic rural paintings. Roadside stands sold the final gleanings of summer produce. Amish women in dresses and bonnets worked in flower gardens and teenage girls in pastel dresses cleared fencerows with—to my surprise—gasoline-powered lawn trimmers.

Pink-cheeked, barefoot Amish children played outdoors at nearly every farm I passed. A gaggle of Amish women sat on a front porch, talking and laughing while stringing green beans. The place was so picturesque it seemed like there should have been music just naturally playing in the background.

I had made arrangements to stay at the Oak Haven Bed and Breakfast for no other reason than that it was in the heart of Amish country and affordable. When I arrived, I discovered that Oak Haven’s proprietors, Joyanne and Clay Ham, were transplants from Texas who had fallen in love with the area while passing through and had purchased and restored an old farmhouse, planning to rent out rooms to tourists.

Their B&B was not yet generating enough income for them to live on entirely, and so, in addition to taking in paying guests, they took on the job of becoming professional “Yoder Toters,” an Amish tongue-in-cheek term for Englisch drivers who make their living by transporting Amish to doctor visits, shopping trips, weddings, funerals, and anywhere else they need to go.

Most people know that the Old Order Amish believe in owning only horse-drawn vehicles. Possessing an automobile is forbidden and an Old Order Amish person would be asked to leave the church if he or she purchased one. However, riding in someone else’s car is allowed. Therefore, when their destination is farther than the approximately ten miles they believe a horse pulling a buggy should travel, they hire a multipassenger van, much like someone in the city might hire a taxi.

Learning of this, Joyanne and Clay purchased two vans and began generating a second income by taking their Amish neighbors wherever they needed to go. These road trips eventually led to close friendships between the Hams and their Amish passengers, friendships that Joyanne says changed her life.

“They accepted me for who I was,” Joyanne told me. “They loved me in spite of my flaws. I have learned so much from them. Moving here has been one of the greatest blessings of my life.”

The first evening I spent with Joyanne and Clay, we sat up late discussing some of the things they had learned about their Amish friends’ culture. One comment Joyanne made stayed with me long after I went to bed.

“I am convinced that the Amish have the happiest children in the world.”

I flashed back to the night I’d watched the Amish mother and her children in the gas station convenience store.

“Why do you think that is?” I asked.

“I’ll show you tomorrow,” she promised. “Clay and I are invited to one of our Amish friends’ home for dinner. I’ll call and see if it’s okay to bring you along.”

The next evening we had supper with Naomi and Luke, an Old Order Amish couple who live on a nearby farm. They had seven children still at home. It was warm for September and the Amish don’t have air-conditioning, so Naomi had chosen to set her dinner outdoors on a makeshift table. The older children’s friends had dropped by for a friendly volleyball game. The huge kettle of vegetable beef soup their mother had made for dinner fed quite a crowd.

It was an otherworldly experience for me, watching barefoot girls in old-fashioned long dresses hit the volleyball over the net while handsome teenage boys scrambled to hit it back to them.

Early in the game, I saw one of the older teenagers notice a little boy cousin, about ten years old, quietly watching the bigger kids play. The older boy stopped the game long enough to invite the younger child to join them—which the little boy was happy to do. None of the teenagers complained about the addition, even though the child was not old enough to be as good a player as the rest of them. It was obvious that winning the game was a whole lot less important to any of them than making sure the younger boy felt included.

From time to time, as the adults visited, the telephone in the phone shanty at the end of the driveway would ring. It was early Friday night and other teenagers from other farms were checking in to make plans. I found it amusing when, like so many other parents of teenage children, the father would yell, “Would one of you children get that?” before going back to his conversation with Clay and my husband.

It was such a pretty sight. The girls in their dresses of various shades of pink, rose, and blue. The boys in short-sleeved white or blue shirts and dark pants. The girls, for the most part, wore white kerchiefs over their hair, which they had braided and pinned up. The boys, most of whom who were older than sixteen and therefore into what some people call their rumspringa (running around) period, were allowed Englisch-style haircuts. The little boy cousin still had his hair chopped off below his ears like his father and the other Amish men.

All this activity was played out against a backdrop of rolling fields and faraway barns. The family’s solid, large house sat on a hill that dropped away to a gorgeous view of the setting sun. Flowers decorated the porch and yard. A girl about eight years old sat on the grass near the father’s lawn chair, cuddling a kitten. The youngest, a little girl about four years old, sat at her mother’s feet, contentedly playing with a pile of pebbles. A Lassie-type dog was curled up asleep beside her. An older daughter, about twelve, was in a pasture next to the yard, working at training a horse.

“That’s Anna,” her mother said fondly. “She’s so good with horses.”

It felt like I had somehow managed to stumble accidentally onto the set of Little House on the Prairie, except that this was real, and what I was seeing was simply part of this family’s day-to-day life.

The child who impressed me the most was the littlest daughter. I had never been around a child that age who could be so content for so long simply making designs on the ground with pebbles. She did not interrupt our conversation, although she glanced up from her play every now and then when there was laughter, and she would smile, as though enjoying the fact that her mother and father and their guests were having a good time.

With the exception of the father’s occasional exasperation over the phone ringing in the family’s phone shanty, there was not the slightest hint of parental discipline. Neither the mother nor the father chastised any of the children. Instead, they seemed to take their children’s calm behavior for granted, and I discovered later in our relationship that they could afford to do so because these children were not just obedient and content . . . they were remarkably happy.

There was no whining, no constant interruptions, no tattling. This behavior was extraordinarily different from many of my experiences with Englisch children—including my own three sons.

When my sons were small, it seemed impossible to have a conversation without being interrupted every few seconds. Especially if I was talking with a friend who also had young children. I had recently commiserated with two young mothers who were trying to set up a time to get together when one of them joked that since they could talk for only ninety-second bursts without interruption, it would be prudent if they prepared their stories ahead of time accordingly.

Later, after that first dinner with the Amish, Joyanne and I decided that if it were possible for us to invent a pill that would bring such peace and contentment to a home as what we’d just witnessed, we would be rich within a week.

The novel I wrote about Sugarcreek was published the next year and was well received. I grew so interested in the culture that I wrote and researched several more Amish novels.

The Amish families I met while researching those novels amazed me with their heartfelt hospitality. As I visited with, ate with, and worked with various Amish families, I continued to be impressed with their industriousness and with their children. What were they doing right? What were we missing out on? As a mother and grandmother, I studied these families, hoping to discover their secrets for raising contented children.

Even though my own children are grown, for the past twenty years, my husband has ministered to a church consisting of around three hundred people. At present, about a third of the congregation are children under the age of twelve.

I am impressed with the dedication of our young parents. They are so very earnest and they try so hard and yet I see the fatigue and stress in their faces. I hear their frustrations in trying to discipline their children. I hear them express disappointment in themselves for resorting to using television and electronic devices to keep their children occupied. I watch quarrels among siblings and disrespect of one another as the children interact. I watch the elderly of our congregation clutch at pews for stability as children careen past them, ignoring their parents’ admonishments not to run in the church building.

As a parent, I can relate. I’ve often said that I think my sons turned out okay in spite of me, because it isn’t as though I knew what I was doing. My husband and I just stumbled through the best we could.

Yet, as a grandmother and minister’s wife, I am sometimes asked advice on raising children. I never know what to say. If I’m completely honest, my method of child rearing could be summed up in seven words: “Keep them alive and pray a lot.”

But, as I spent more time with Amish children, I began to wonder if the study of the Amish culture could give me any helpful clues about parenting, clues that could also be used in non-Amish homes. What could we learn from this culture that seemed so different from ours, but seemed to be getting so many things right?

I began to make a serious study of what, exactly, Amish parents were doing differently. I talked with Amish new mothers and great-grandmothers, fathers, grandfathers, and Amish ministers. Why were their children so respectful? Why did they eat everything on their plates at mealtimes? Why did the Amish mothers I met—with no help from electric labor-saving appliances—seem so much less stressed than the non-Amish mothers I knew?

This book is an attempt to capture the lessons about parenting that I’ve gleaned from Amish parents over a period of several years. I hope to share what I’ve learned, though I make no claims to being an expert. My viewpoint will always be that of an outsider, an observer, looking in.

I did not want this book to be based entirely upon my own flawed observations, so I asked Paul Stutzman, a Mennonite writer who was born to Old Order Amish parents, to help provide insight into what an Amish childhood truly entails.

Paul’s background is a mixture of Amish and Mennonite cultures. His parents left the Amish church while he was still small and they joined a conservative Mennonite church. Their lives changed little, he says, with the exception of owning a car. They still wore plain dress, spoke in Pennsylvania Dutch, and devoted themselves to living lives that honored God. He spent weeks at a time in the summer visiting his Amish grandmother’s farm.

Paul and I raised our children under very different circumstances. Paul and his wife provided a safe, rural environment for their three children, surrounded by the comforting presence of their extended Amish and Mennonite families. They lived within a few miles of where he grew up, in the lovely Holmes County, Ohio, area.

My husband and I, on the other hand, primarily raised our three sons in the Detroit, Michigan, area, with both of our extended families living several hundred miles away. We worried daily about drive-by shootings, were supervigilant about possible kidnappings, and pondered what to do about the thriving marijuana patch in one next-door neighbor’s backyard.

Neither Paul nor I believe that today’s parents must disconnect from electricity, drive around with horse and buggies, and live on a working farm in order to build healthy, happy, supportive families. Nor do we believe that Amish homes are without problems. The Amish would be the first to point out that they are an imperfect people.

We believe, however, that there is much wisdom to be gleaned from the Amish that can be successfully applied to parenting within non-Amish homes. Though it is impossible to talk about the Amish without their strong faith entering into the discussion, and though my own perspective as someone who has served in ministry for decades will inevitably come through, this book is not meant only for those interested in faith-based parenting principles. I believe the advice the Amish community shared with me is much broader, and much more applicable to our society at large, than that. I hope those who read this book will find something useful regardless of their religious backgrounds.

The Amish are a humble people. Hochmut (haughtiness or pride) is considered a sin and they carefully avoid it. They would never put themselves forward as experts in child rearing. Pride is so despised that even within the haven of their own worship services, a minister will almost always humbly invite others to correct him.

When I asked Amish people for advice about child rearing, I could tell that it went against their nature to act as though they thought they had any wisdom at all to give. However, helping one’s neighbor is also deeply woven into the fabric of their lives. For the sake of the Englisch children, they reluctantly began to give opinions and answers to my questions. I soon discovered that they had more to say than even I had realized.

In many ways this book is a gift from their homes to yours. I pray that it will somehow prove to be helpful.
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Family




Family

“Our babies are constantly in the middle of everything.”

—AMISH MOTHER

As I set out to try to understand what makes Amish children, in the words of my friend Joyanne, “the happiest kids on earth,” the natural place to start seemed to be to gather a group of Amish women and ask them questions about their parenting techniques. I decided to host a luncheon and invite all the Old Order Amish women I’d gotten to know from my research trips to the area. Their ages spread across four generations. The youngest was a new mother in her early twenties with a three-week-old baby in her arms. The oldest was a great-grandmother who had more than seventy grandchildren living in the immediate area. They were aware that they were going to be interrogated about Amish parenting at this luncheon and they were good-humored about it.

I’d read countless parenting books as I had raised my children, and each seemed to promise some miracle technique or philosophy that would lead to happier, healthier children. My daughter-in-law was now pregnant with her first child, and we’d discussed many of the issues in the newest parenting books she was reading. She’d brought up topics like feeding on demand versus scheduling, breast or bottle, buying baby food versus making your own, vaccinating or not, Ferberizing versus the family bed—all hot-button topics in the mainstream parenting advice market.

I was prepared with a list of questions about topics that seem to incite angst and emotional reactions in the Englisch mothers I knew. I was sure that, with the results I’d seen, these women must have strong opinions and an overarching philosophy that guided their parenting decisions.

“I want to find out why Amish children are so content,” I said as we sat down to a picnic-type meal of chicken, baked beans, and potato salad. I glanced at my list of questions. “Let’s start with infants. Do you feed on demand, or do you stick to a rigid schedule?”

This was a question my daughter-in-law had asked me especially to find out. As a soon-to-be new mother, she was trying so hard to figure out how to do everything right. Whether or not to breast-feed on demand, or put a baby on a schedule, and if so, when to put a baby on a feeding schedule were big topics of conversation with her and many of the other new mothers at our church.

“I think our babies are usually fed on demand,” the young Amish mother said tentatively, though she looked a bit confused.

“Mine are, but I’m having a hard time nursing Jonas right now. It’s like something bothers him,” said another.

“Mine were all fed on demand,” Barbara, a mother of eight, volunteered. “But I noticed that they demanded it a lot more when I had not eaten well. What a mother eats has a real effect on her nursing baby. If she doesn’t eat nourishing food, the baby doesn’t get the nutrition it needs and naturally nurses more. I’ve noticed it’s the same way with cows and their calves. If a cow has poor nutrition, the calf can’t seem to nurse enough. My babies were always more easily satisfied when I paid attention to getting the right foods in me.”

I scribbled notes. I knew that this particular woman once helped her husband run a dairy farm while nursing eight babies. What she said about babies and calves was probably well worth listening to. I suspected a number of the Englisch moms I knew would have a hard time being compared to a dairy cow, but it seemed to be a natural reference for the Amish mothers. Several nodded in agreement.

“What about baby food? Do you buy commercial or make your own?” I asked.

The mothers looked at one another as if they were not sure they understood the question.

A young mother finally answered. “A lot of women buy some baby food in jars, but also mash some food at the table. I did that for my daughter, Miriam, but intend to make my own for Jonas and freeze it in ice cube trays.”

“What about sleep?” I asked. “Do Amish babies sleep in a separate room or with the mother and father?”

“Right now we have Miriam’s and Jonas’s beds in our room,” the woman continued. “It makes it easier for me to get stuff for them. And it makes it easy to nurse Jonas at night. I also have a rocker in our room.”

“Is that usual in Amish families?” I asked. “Children sleeping in the same room with the parents?”

Again there was a pause, as if they were trying to understand what I was getting at.

“I don’t know what other families do,” one said tentatively. “But I remember sleeping in my parents’ bed sometimes if there was a thunderstorm. It would have been so scary if they had sent me back to my room, but they were always understanding about it. I remember thinking I would be safe from anything if I could just be with them.”

Her mother smiled. “You were never a bother. We didn’t want you to be frightened.”

This reminded me of another question my daughter-in-law wanted me to ask.

“How do any of you feel about allowing a child to cry it out?”

A few of the women looked at each other, and I saw one of them give a little shrug.

“What do you mean?” The grandmother, who was sitting beside me turned to look directly at me, and I saw a worried expression on her face. “Cry it out?”

“I’m talking about putting a child to bed in a separate room and letting them cry themselves to sleep.”

“Never!” The great-grandmother shook her head emphatically, then hugged herself and gave a little shiver. “I cannot bear to even think of it.”

“There are some experts who really advocate this method of training a child to go to sleep on their own,” I explained.

“We’re not real comfortable with that,” Barbara said uneasily. There was a pause, and then someone elaborated. “We rarely put our babies in a separate room even for their naps. We prefer for them to be with us or with older brothers and sisters.”

I decided to leave that subject. “What about vaccinating?”

Yet again, they looked at each other as though trying to puzzle out what I was asking.

“Serena, we thought you wanted to know what makes Amish children so content,” one of them finally said.

“I do. That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I said.

There was another pause, and then Barbara nodded toward the youngest mother in our group, who was holding her new baby over her shoulder. “Do you see that?”

I nodded.

“Our children are used to being around lots of family from long before they are born. A young mother is seldom left on her own. She always has help. We spend so much time with our families that I think it helps give our children a feeling of security. Babies are nearly always being held by someone, and they are constantly in the middle of everything.”

Slowly, it began to dawn on me what she was getting at. Amish families are large, and extended families often live in close proximity. Family members are constantly in and out of each other’s homes. There would be no place to be alone, even if you wanted to be. From the time they are infants, children live in a society where they are surrounded by people who care about them, a culture that is intentionally built around the importance of family and community.

An infant doesn’t understand the implications of that, but he does feel the security of having all his needs met, of knowing that there are always people around who care. What Barbara was saying is that one of the reasons Amish children are so content is because they are born into a community structured to make the family central, and this allows children to feel secure.

As I probed further into Amish parenting, I quickly realized that Amish parenting is not a “method”; it is the culmination of many beliefs deeply held by the entire community. One of the most important of those beliefs is that the family will be at the center of just about everything Amish people do. Even more than I had originally thought. Every decision, every choice, is made with the good of the family in mind, and the entire Amish culture is built around preserving and protecting the family unit. After my realization at the luncheon, it seemed an appropriate place to start digging a bit more deeply into the wisdom of Amish parenting.



Marriage in a Horse-and-Buggy Society

“You’re going to an Amish wedding? Oh, you will eat so well!”

—MENNONITE BOOKSTORE OWNER

The family unit is so important in Amish culture that its central role is emphasized to their children in both word and deed from the time the child is born. Long before an Amish couple becomes a family, they have been steeped in the teaching that the family unit is to be honored and protected one’s entire life. I discovered the depth of this teaching when I accidentally invited myself to an Amish wedding.

I was visiting my Old Order Amish friend Mary and her family one evening. Mary has become one of my closest friends. I trust her, admire her, and frequently wish I were more like her. Mary is, incidentally, quite beautiful. I say “incidentally” because a person’s outward beauty is not emphasized in the Amish culture. Her resemblance to Ingrid Bergman is of no interest to her, especially since she’s never heard of Ingrid Bergman.

Mary covers her pretty blond hair with a white prayer kapp. In the summer she wears loose, pastel dresses while doing household chores. In the fall, she supplements her wardrobe with a tan work sweater and black rubber boots before heading out to the barn to milk her cow and feed her chickens and barn cats. In the winter, she adds a heavy black coat and a head scarf. Fashion is not something she worries about as long as she’s in obedience to the Ordnung, the rules of unity and order that her church agrees to observe each year.

I’m a little envious of the ease of their clothing because I’ve never quite known how to dress myself. It seems as if other women inherited a basic clothing instinct that I’m missing. For an Amish woman, however, the style never changes.

This has many benefits. Mary can whip up a simple dress for herself in an afternoon on her treadle sewing machine, and so can each of her older daughters. In addition to that, their dresses are inexpensive. They cost no more than a length of plain fabric and some thread. There are no buttons or zippers to worry about. Makeup and jewelry are not part of their ensemble.

Being clean, modest, obedient to God, and a good wife and mother are Mary’s highest priorities. She is one of the most contented and peaceful women I’ve ever known. She is, moreover, a stunner, and so are her seven children, which include five daughters, the eldest twenty-one and the youngest five. Her two sons are nearly grown, unmarried, live at home, and contribute heavily to the family finances with their incomes as carpenters.

I’ve noticed that she and her husband talk to each other and about each other with respect. I notice that he listens carefully to her when she speaks to him, and even with company in the house (me), she takes the time to question him about his day and carefully listens to his answer when he comes home from his work at the furniture shop. The children respect this time between their mother and father and do not interrupt.

This couple does not use the word love overmuch in their household. It is not a word tossed about cheaply. Instead, from what I can see, love simply shines through in their actions, showering their children and all who come beneath their roof with a sense of blessing and peace.

Mary sometimes affectionately refers to her sober, hardworking Amish husband as a “wildman.” John smiles and agrees with her description of him. Yes, indeed, he is a wildman. He has big ideas and big dreams—all of which, I find, have to do with providing a more secure life for his family. In his mind, a more secure life does not necessarily mean a bigger house or deeper bank account. His greatest dream is to figure out a way to make his living entirely upon their hilly acreage. This is the ideal for Amish fathers, the life toward which most strive. The best life, in an Amish man’s mind, is one in which he has meaningful work that puts him in close daily contact with his wife and children.

I enjoy staying with this couple and their family and they always make me feel welcome. The huge kitchen table easily seats all of us, with room to spare. There is much talking and laughing around that table. I have found that, in an Amish home, with no television or computers to distract, their guests and each other are the primary source of entertainment.

That evening, there were ten of us adults relaxing in folding chairs beneath the comforting shade of an ancient maple tree. I was grateful to John and Mary’s extended family, who had also allowed me to enter their world and ask them questions. As a small thank-you, I was giving the women a break from cooking by ordering a towering stack of pizzas. I wanted to make sure everyone could eat their fill, and they had, including the children, who occasionally broke away from their play from time to time to run over and grab another piece of pizza or some of the cake that an aunt named Deborah had brought.

Susan, Mary’s five-year-old daughter, ran up to her mother and rattled off a question.

“We have a guest,” Mary gently reminded her.

The child glanced over her shoulder at me, gave me an apologetic grin, and then switched smoothly to English as she asked permission to have another piece of cake.

“Such a sweet tooth,” Mary said fondly, and gave her permission.

Then the conversation returned to the topic at hand—the upcoming wedding of Levi and Deborah’s eldest daughter.

“So, how many chickens do you think we’ll need to butcher in order to feed everyone?” Levi asked as we relaxed and visited. Everyone was close kin to him, except me.

Because Levi was the father of the bride-to-be, the wedding was weighing heavily on his shoulders. This daughter was the first of his many chicks to leave the nest. Just like with Englisch weddings, there was a bittersweet quality to discussing the upcoming event. They liked the boy, but Levi and Deborah grieved the fact that their daughter was moving so far away.

Five miles.

“I know that doesn’t seem like so much to you,” Deborah had said to me earlier, “but with a horse and buggy, it is a lot to us.”

“We’ll need to feed around five hundred people before the day is over,” the grandmother said.

No one ran for the calculator, because Levi’s question about the number of chickens was rhetorical. They knew exactly how many chickens they would need and how many quarts of home canned green beans and how much celery and flowers and everything else that they would have to grow or gather or borrow. The Amish are experts at marrying off their children, and the chicken would be one of the greatest expenses. Fortunately, the father of the bride was a chicken farmer, which, under the circumstances, seemed a very good thing.

I was intrigued by this, and was very curious about what an Amish wedding would be like. I assumed it would be an informal affair along the lines of a barn raising, a sort of come-as-you-are function with piles of food laid out potluck-style on makeshift tables. I envisioned, after a brief ceremony, the couple riding off in a buggy decorated with flowers. I wanted to go, and I figured it wouldn’t be too much of an imposition to ask if I could attend. I mean, what’s one more person at a big church potluck. Right?

“I apologize for asking,” I said, “but would it be rude if I came? I’d love to see a real Amish wedding.”

There was a hesitation as they pondered my request. I attributed that hesitation to what my husband and I call the “Amish pause.” These people are taught to take time to think before they speak, so it came as no surprise that my abrupt question required a few beats of quiet contemplation before answering.

My style of speech has frequently been described by my family as “shooting from the hip,” so I find this pause of theirs fascinating. Try as I might, I can’t seem to achieve it.

It is a full two months later before I realize that this particular hesitation had more to do with the fact that the father and mother of the bride were mentally shifting seats around in their heads and wondering where on earth they would put me. They had not counted on an Englisch woman suddenly inviting herself to the wedding, but they politely agreed that it would be fine if I wanted to come and I eagerly wrote down the date.

Sometimes it seems as though I have a great talent for making a dumkopf of myself around my Amish friends. I never mean any harm and they know that, which I suppose is why they have made a habit of forgiving my ignorance as I stumble through their lives. At the time, I had no idea how carefully planned out this wedding already was. To this day, I wonder who gave up their seat for me.

I was signing books at a local bookstore the next day when Deborah and her daughter Rebecca walked in.

“This is for you.” Rebecca handed me a thick, high-quality envelope, which I opened. Inside was an elegant, professionally printed invitation to her wedding. This was the first I realized that the Amish purchase and mail out formal wedding invitations. I had assumed an Amish wedding would be a simple, word-of-mouth thing.

After they left, I showed the invitation to Eli, the bookstore owner. He was excited for me.

“An Amish wedding?” he said. “Oh, you are going to eat so well on that day!”

That evening, when I got home, I attached the wedding invitation to my refrigerator door. The next morning, I glanced at it again and did a double take. There was an obvious printing error. The invitation said that the wedding was to take place at 8:30 a.m. on a Thursday morning. I put on my reading glasses to make sure. Yes, that’s what it said, 8:30 a.m.

As a minister’s wife, I’ve been to a lot of weddings. I’ve sung for several of them and decorated for others. I’ve helped pin brides into borrowed wedding gowns, and eaten more wilted salads at receptions than I care to count. I’ve been to afternoon weddings, right-before-noon weddings, evening weddings, late-afternoon weddings, weddings in the woods, weddings on the beach, second weddings, fourth weddings, weddings to renew vows. But never, ever, had I seen a wedding take place at 8:30 a.m. on a Thursday morning.

I immediately phoned Joyanne and asked if they had made a mistake in the printing of the invitation. She laughed and said that this was the customary time for Amish weddings to take place. I asked why on earth they would begin that early in the morning. She gave me the same answer she had been given when she had asked. It is “tradition,” she said.

She also told me that there would be about three hours of preaching before the actual ceremony took place around noon. “And everything will be conducted in German,” she said.

Three hours of preaching? In a language I didn’t understand? For a moment I wondered if it was too late to get out of going—but I was so curious about what it would be like to attend an Amish wedding, I figured a good night’s sleep and a couple cups of coffee would get me through it.

The morning of the wedding, Joyanne and I arrived at the large, working farm and parked alongside dozens of black buggies in a field across the county road from the house. It was a gorgeous fall day. The preferred wedding month for the Amish is October, after the crops have been harvested, but this wedding took place in September. There were only so many Thursdays to go around in the month of October, and with so many young people having weddings in the Holmes County area, September had also become a frequently scheduled wedding month.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
More than Lfappy

The Wisdom of Amish Parenting
L

Serena B, Miller

with Paul Stutzman

E{ HOWARD BOOKS

New York Nashville London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781476753416.jpg
j\/\ore tﬂan Haﬁpf

Tie Wisdom lhe Wisdom of @
ish Paren
s ling

Simple Parenting Prin pl s for the Modern World

n '“‘”

A B AN ' QL
Serena PMilfer  Paul Stutzman














