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Sharing our personal religious and spiritual beliefs with our children is not indoctrination. It is
offering the wisdom and insight that they eagerly seek from us-just as they look to us for
guidance when choosing between right and wrong courses of action. If we are vague and
ambiguous when our children ask us theological questions, we lose our opportunity to have a
positive influence on them in this area. Eventually, they'll stop asking us religious questions and
look for answers elsewhere.-from Tending the FlameIn this first-of-its-kind guide to Unitarian
Universalist parenting, mother and experienced religious educator Michelle Richards
encourages a practical and proactive approach to raising Unitarian Universalist children.
Includes information about developmental stages, suggestions for incorporating spiritual
practices into family life, teaching the Principles in age-appropriate ways, answering difficult
questions on religious matters and dealing with religious disagreements.



Tending the FlameTending the FlameThe Art ofUnitarian Universalist ParentingMichelle
RichardsSKINNER HOUSE BOOKSBOSTONCopyright © 2010 by Michelle Richards. All rights
reserved. Published by Skinner House Books, an imprint of the Unitarian Universalist
Association of Congregations, a liberal religious organization with more than 1,000
congregations in the U.S. and Canada, 25 Beacon St., Boston, MA 02108-2800.Printed in the
United StatesCover design by Kathryn Sky-PeckCover art House Caravan, © Holly HauserText
design by Suzanne Morgan978-1-55896-563-8eBook version: 978-1-55896-588-16 5 4 3 212
11 10Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataRichards, Michelle.Tending the flame :
the art of Unitarian Universalist parenting / Michelle Richards.p. cm.BV4529248.8’45--
dc222009041563ContentsIntroductionThe Learning CurveKnow ThyselfTeachable
MomentsRituals, Traditions and Spiritual PracticesFamily RitualsHolidaysSpiritual PracticesOur
PrinciplesInherent Worth and DignityJustice, Equity and CompassionSpiritual Growth in Our
CongregationsThe Search for Truth and MeaningThe Right of ConsciencePeace, Liberty and
Justice for AllThe Interdependent WebBig Questions and Tough StuffGod and the BibleThe
Interfaith FamilyDeath and GriefSexuality and LoveLetting GoFor Further
ReadingIntroductionOpportunities to deepen our children’s spiritual lives and enrich their faith
surround us. Experiencing the awe of the Grand Canyon, witnessing a butterfly emerging from a
cocoon, or enjoying the beauty of a sunrise all raise issues of faith and spirituality. As parents,
we can use these teachable moments of everyday life for spiritual expression. We can help our
children grow in faith and belief just as we help them learn their multiplication tables.Likewise,
the deep questions our children ask about life often arise when we least expect them: while
driving to the grocery store, when a child loses a soccer game, or when she finds a dead bird in
the street. Many times they come when we feel least prepared to answer them and when
inspiring words can be the hardest to find: when a child sees a homeless person, when another
child’s religion presents obstacles to friendship, or when a loved one dies. In fact, the best
parenting often takes place when things seem to be falling apart. Giving our children and youth a
special loving and guiding presence at the very moments when they need us most is what true
parenting is all about.These moments can be growth experiences for us as well, as we struggle
with our own emotions and issues presented by the challenges before us. Called to be present
for our children before tending to ourselves, we are pushed to become better parents.This book
explores the unique challenges and joys of raising children as Unitarian Universalists. Our
unorthodox faith offers a different parenting experience than do many other religious traditions—
and not just because of our diverse theologies. Parents raising their children as Unitarian
Universalists frequently face situations that other parents may never encounter.Because of the
range of possibilities in Unitarian Universalism, you may wonder how you as a parent could
possibly begin to be an effective spiritual guide for your children and youth. You may feel not only
that you don’t know the answers—you don’t even know what the questions are! Perhaps you
were raised in a different faith and now face the challenge of creating new rituals and traditions
for your family. Maybe you have left behind your childhood faith and now feel the tension



between wanting some of the same experiences you had as a child and honoring your current
theology. If you were unchurched as a child, you may long for what you missed—a family that
practices religion together.A 2003 report from the National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR)
explored the relationship between family closeness and the number of religious experiences a
family has during the week. It showed that the family which prays or engages in spiritual
activities together is more likely to produce children who have stronger, more positive
relationships with their parents—even as they navigate the difficult waters of adolescence. If that
isn’t reason enough for families to explore their faith, a National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health concluded that teens who have stronger relationships with parents are
significantly less likely to engage in risky behaviors such as drinking alcohol, experimenting with
illegal drugs, engaging in violent behavior, or contemplating suicide.The time families spend
together is precious, especially in a culture where children and adults spend much of their time
apart and parents are so often stressed over conflicts between work and family. Using some of
our valuable family time to bond through spiritual practices and celebrate what it means to be a
Unitarian Universalist can help make the most of it.This book explores ways to communicate
your values and suggests activities that can enrich your faith and your child’s. First, it examines
how parents can determine what is important to express about their beliefs and how to teach this
to their children. In later chapters, it presents information on the moral and religious development
of children, using family rituals and the seven Unitarian Universalist Principles as a guide for your
family’s spiritual journey.As Unitarian Universalists and progressive thinkers, we recognize that
there are many diverse configurations that can make up a family. Every attempt has been made
to be inclusive of this diversity. The pronouns he and she are used interchangeably in this book
because it is important to recognize that in most instances, these realities may apply to either a
mother or father and that a parental unit may consist of two mothers, two fathers, a single parent,
or a grandparent who is raising children.For this project, I received input from hundreds of
parents who have raised or are currently raising their children as Unitarian Universalists. Their
experiences suggest myriad ways to rejoice in the blessings of parenting a Unitarian Universalist
child. Their stories can serve as a guide on the parenting journey.Some of the ideas mentioned
in this book will likely be more meaningful to you than others. Rather than an instruction manual,
this book presents many ideas, practices, and opportunities from which you can take what you
find to be meaningful and leave the rest behind. Just as our diversity of theology forms a large
spectrum of belief, so this book presents a wide range of ideas for raising children as Unitarian
Universalists. For whether families choose to light a chalice and share meaningful words,
engage in a regular meditation practice, pray together, or walk a labyrinth, they are choosing to
give their children a special gift for the future: a faith tradition. And in doing so, parents also give
something special to themselves.One of the greatest joys of parenting is seeing life from a new
perspective. When that new perspective brings increased awareness and insight, parents can
grow in their own spirituality. Profound observations by children about the reality of life have a
poignancy that can offer us a greater understanding of the world and our place within it. We may



be the primary guides, but sometimes we are merely the travelers, our children guiding us on the
journey.Know ThyselfAlthough we may take our children to religious education classes to give
them the richness that participation in a faith community offers, most such programs last only an
hour or two. As parents, we are the primary religious educators of our children. They will learn
their concepts of faith, morality, responsibility, and justice from us. This means we are continually
challenged to examine our theological beliefs—for they not only influence our thinking and
motivations, but communicate deep truths to our children.Providing a FoundationMany of us are
concerned about indoctrinating our children with our personal beliefs. We encourage our
children to question and think for themselves, but in reality they want to know what we think.
Even though they are accustomed to living with some uncertainty, they learn early on that we are
authority figures, so they naturally look to us in developing their early beliefs about the
world.William Doherty, who delivered the Sophia Lyon Fahs lecture at General Assembly in
2007, says he learned an important lesson from his seven-year-old son, who wanted to know
what happens to us after we die. A former Catholic who was still fleeing dogmatism, Doherty
feared imposing his personal beliefs on his child. So he gave the standard noncommittal answer:
“Well, some people believe that after we die, we go to heaven forever. Other people believe that
when we die, our life is over and we live on through the memories of people who have known
and loved us.”Of course, like most parents who try to worm their way out of a firm answer, he was
soon faced with a follow-up question: “But what do you believe?”After some additional attempts
to dance around a definitive statement, Doherty admitted that he believes we live on in the
memories of those who loved us. His son responded with words that Doherty says he will never
forget: “I’ll believe what you believe for now, and when I grow up I’ll make up my own
mind.”Doherty’s articulate seven-year-old was able to express a deep and true reality of faith
development: Young children catch their beliefs from their parents. Later, as they mature, they
are able to examine their beliefs and formulate their own conclusions.Many adults don’t fully
understand what we believe ourselves. How, then, can we expect our preschoolers to come up
with their own answers? After all, we don’t tell our youngsters that some people think stealing is
wrong, but others are okay with it, so they should decide for themselves whether to take their
sister’s favorite toy. We don’t explain to our teenagers that some people feel taking street drugs
is a bad idea because it can destroy their health or their lives, but others find it to be a great way
to recreate, so they should decide for themselves whether to engage in drug use.Yet when it
comes to our theological beliefs, we find it hard to share our ideas with our children. Perhaps it
stems from our own lack of conviction, or a basic insecurity that our beliefs are not valid in a
culture that communicates (subtly or not so subtly) that religious views outside of the
mainstream are unacceptable.Sharing our personal religious and spiritual beliefs with our
children is not indoctrination. It is offering the wisdom and insight that they eagerly seek from us
—just as they look to us for guidance when choosing between right and wrong courses of action.
If we are vague and ambiguous when our children ask us theological questions, we lose our
opportunity to have a positive influence on them in this area. Eventually they’ll stop asking us



religious questions and look for answers elsewhere. Many of the other people they encounter in
life will not be so hesitant to pass on their beliefs, opening up the possibility that the vacuum we
leave in our children’s lives will be filled with a belief system contrary to our own.As children
approach adolescence, they begin to seek sources of authority outside the family and are less
influenced by their parents. But it is still important for your adolescent children to understand
your personal convictions in the area of religious thought. Your ideas can serve as a safe, secure
harbor from which they can explore other religious concepts while seeking their own
answers.Adolescents are notorious for swinging back and forth between the worlds of childhood
and adulthood with blinding speed. They need parental guidance as much as ever while they
struggle with pressures to succeed, to belong to a group, and to create their own identity. For
example, when your son feels uncomfortable dating someone whose religious beliefs are very
different from his, you can offer reassurance, through wisdom born out of your personal spiritual
beliefs, that with the bad comes the good, or that the universe will provide, or that this, too, will
pass. The questions of adolescents may be different from those of young children, but
unambiguous responses are needed just the same.The essence of what we want to give to our
children and youth is healthy self-esteem, a sense of morality, clear ethics, and an
understanding of the meaning of life. If we don’t share our spiritual and theological thoughts with
our children, we deprive them of the richness of our insights and ask them to come up with their
own beliefs without giving them a solid foundation to build upon.Exploring the Meaning of
FaithThe first step in teaching children about your moral, ethical, and spiritual values is knowing
what you hold sacred and of ultimate value. To accomplish this, it is important to explore what
faith means.Many of us learned as children that faith requires a suspension of rational thought.
However, having faith in something does not necessarily mean letting go of what we know as
factual. Instead, faith is believing in something we hope for but cannot be certain of. For
instance, if you are having elective surgery, you may gather lots of information about the benefits
and risks of the procedure. You may make a very rational choice about which doctor will perform
the surgery and at what facility. Yet even with all this knowledge, it takes a certain amount of faith
to undergo the procedure—faith that it will go smoothly, that you will not be the person who
suffers from that rare complication, that the doctor is not distracted by personal problems. Faith
requires trust and commitment.Faith is more than merely a series of ideas about religious
matters. It is the foundation from which our beliefs emerge. Faith can be felt at the core of our
very being and gives meaning and direction to our lives. Possessing a deep sense of faith
strengthens our sense of purpose. Since our very nature as human beings is to search for
meaning and purpose in life, faith is an essential part of what it means to be human.Think of the
word faith as a verb, a process that arises out of our personal experiences and interactions with
others. This process is shaped throughout our lives by the institutions we participate in, the
people with whom we engage, and the important events of our lives that lead us to either affirm
or question our faith. This idea of faith as a process of learning and shaping beliefs is what our
children need to learn from us in order to begin their own journey of discovery. Whether we want



to or not, we will teach our children about faith and beliefs. So it only makes sense to be
intentional about what we pass on to them.Putting Your Beliefs into WordsMany of us find it
difficult to describe what we believe. If you came from another religious tradition or none at all,
you may find it easier to state what you don’t believe. Even if you were raised as a Unitarian
Universalist, you might not feel comfortable talking about your beliefs.If you feel uncertain about
your personal theology, you may be intimidated by the idea of articulating your beliefs to your
children. But doing so doesn’t have to be difficult. By taking the time to honor your spiritual
yearnings, wonder about the world, and reflect on the meanings that you discover, you not only
enrich our own faith, but can then share it with your children.One way to begin is to make a list of
the core values that you try to live by and most want your children to learn, such as justice,
respect, trust, empathy, gratitude, generosity, and compassion.Next, think about why those
values are important to you. Although many parents may hold the same values, your reasons
may be different from someone else’s. Since our values form the filters through which we
perceive our world and since we make conclusions based upon these perceptions,
understanding why these values are important can help us discover our core beliefs. You can
explore ways to express your values using simple, positive belief statements, such as:• I believe
that all people are basically good even if they do bad things.• I believe that all people should be
treated fairly and justly.• I believe that we are all here for a reason.• I believe that a divine
presence exists in all of us.• I believe that we can all achieve a connection to the Divine if we
merely seek it.• I believe that balance exists and that some good comes from even the bad parts
of life.Continuing Your Faith JourneyYou can model for your children that faith development is a
lifelong journey. In addition to articulating your basic beliefs, take time to explore the richness of
your faith. Since we all have different learning styles, consider the ways you learn best and how
you like to express yourself as you seek answers to your own faith questions. Many
congregations offer religious education programs for adults, and parents in particular, such as
Building Your Own Theology and Being a UU Parent. If programs like these appeal to you but
aren’t offered at your congregation, let someone know you are interested, or consider leading
one of these programs yourself. Whatever path you choose, the important thing is to take some
deliberate steps on that journey toward understanding your own beliefs.Practicing What You
PreachThe old adage “actions speak louder than words” is especially true in matters of values
and beliefs. If your actions regularly contradict your words, your children are likely to internalize
what they see rather than what you say.Usually, our actions are consistent with our beliefs. If a
value is important enough to teach our children, then we will already tend to live our lives
consistently with that value. When we choose an action that is consistent with our value system,
it feels “right.” If we act in ways that contradict our deep personal beliefs, we usually feel
uncomfortable about it, even if we are unable to acknowledge or even recognize the
contradiction.Often, the very realization that our children are watching us and absorbing our
values can be the catalyst for doing the right thing. For example, I personally do not like spiders,
especially when they are in my house or (gasp) on my person. Yet I think it’s important to teach



my children to respect all of earth’s creatures—and I do recognize that these creatures have an
important place in the interdependent web of all existence. So I have made a concerted effort to
capture them when they’re in the house and place them outside in the garden, even though my
immediate impulse might be to do something quite different. Knowing that my actions are being
observed makes me more conscious of my behavior.Even if consistency between words and
actions is not an issue, children still need to witness us practice what we preach. If generosity is
an important value to you, invite your children to help you write checks to charities or come with
you to volunteer at the soup kitchen. They need to see your generosity in action, not just hear
your words about why you think it is important.Admitting Your MistakesDespite our best
intentions, living consistently with our values can be a challenge. When our words and actions
send mixed signals, children can be very perceptive and call us to task. We may feel
embarrassed, but this behavior is a good sign that our children have been listening and
internalizing our expressed beliefs.In particular, we sometimes fail to live up to our ideals when
interacting with our children. We don’t always treat them with respect and fairness, and we may
become impatient or even angry with them. This is not surprising, since no one teaches us as
much about our limitations and capacity for anger as our children do. Children who are overly
tired, hungry, or stimulated are prone to “push our buttons” precisely because they know where
those buttons are located. We were once children, too, and may have had some negative
experiences that we have not resolved or even acknowledged. Our children’s actions may bring
up our own anxieties, fears, or rage that we didn’t even know existed.In short, there are days
when we are not particularly careful about what our behavior is teaching our children. We are
human, after all. We may carry some spark of the divine and the potential to accomplish great
things, but we also have moments when it just doesn’t work.Children understand this, and are
more than willing to forgive—particularly if we apologize for the transgression, explain how we
wish it hadn’t happened, and share what we will do to make it right. In fact, these imperfect
parenting moments give us an opportunity to show our children that it is okay to not be perfect—
that all of us, including the people they look up to, make mistakes. By admitting our own
mistakes, we teach children that when they mess up, they can make things right. We help them
learn that every day carries with it the possibility and the opportunity to improve ourselves.Using
these opportunities to learn about our failings can also help to deepen the lessons we can share
about values. If we agree that what we said wasn’t respectful, and promise to be more mindful of
the way we express ourselves, then our children learn that respect really is important to
us.Nurturing Your Own SoulIn order to nurture our children’s spirituality, we must first find a way
to nourish our own. Parenting can be a joy and a blessing, but it can also be draining and
exhausting. If we allow others to draw from our well without any way of replenishing it, the well
will quickly run dry. However, when we are feeling full spiritually, we are able to give to our
children without draining ourselves and remain open to receiving their gifts of love and
affection.Yet our busy lives make it difficult to find the time we need for spiritual practices that
rejuvenate our souls. Between refereeing yet another squabble between siblings and making



sure all the homework gets done, it can seem impossible to find time to meditate—let alone to
stay calm while the squabbling and complaining and the “I can’t find my math book” is going on
around us.A “Baby Blues” cartoon that hangs on my refrigerator depicts this very dilemma. In it,
the mother is attempting to do yoga while two of her three young children pepper her with
questions. “What are you doing, Mom?” the girl asks.“Yoga,” the mother responds, without
opening her eyes or shifting her position.“Why?” the boy asks.“To help relieve stress.”“Does it
work?” asks the girl. “Is it working now? Maybe now? How about now? Now?”Then the boy asks,
“Why is that vein bulging in your neck?”We will never find time to nurture ourselves unless we
make it a priority and make an intentional effort. Some parents get up earlier than their children
in order to have their “quiet time.” This may involve meditation, yoga, physical exercise, or just
enjoying a few minutes of peace and quiet before the day begins for everyone else.If rising early
feels like torture to you, some time spent in the evening after the children are asleep may be a
wiser choice. Some parents find reading an uplifting book to be a great way to feed their spiritual
needs. Others like keeping a journal by their bedside to jot down poems or thoughts of what was
good about that particular day.If your time is consumed from the moment of awakening until
bedtime, you may need to arrange a time to leave the house so that you can rejuvenate—even if
it is only once a week. Although it may seem nearly impossible to commit to even one yoga or tai
chi class a week, the benefits of doing so can be immense.Being intentional about nurturing
yourself may also mean rethinking what you need to feed your soul. If you engaged in a regular
meditation practice before your children were born, but just can’t seem to fit it into your new life
as a parent, then maybe you need to try something new—at least until your children are older
and you feel comfortable resuming this practice. A quiet walk, a glimpse of a beautiful sunset, or
even a moment of peaceful quiet during nap time can be a meaningful way to recharge your
spiritual self. Instead of rushing to wash the dishes while the children are napping, take the
opportunity to just sit and do nothing.The Zen Buddhist approach to mindfulness can also be
useful. Even if we never appreciate the specialness of washing dishes mindfully—without
thinking about what else needs to be done and what is yet to come—truly being present with our
children can be a powerful experience. Take some time to ignore all the things you “ought” to be
doing and just be with your children. Sitting on the floor with your toddler, cuddling with your six-
year-old as she tells you about her day at school, hanging out with your teenager—being truly
mindful of who your children are and where they are in their life journey—can be awe-inspiring.
Having these connections with children and youth are so important, because they really do grow
up fast. Holding on to those moments with our children and truly savoring them through
awareness means we can experience the joy of parenting not just in retrospect, but right
now.Teachable MomentsSometimes it feels as if we are sharing our parental wisdom with a
brick wall. If a child is not in a position to truly process what we are trying to communicate, then
our knowledge meets a wall of resistance. The key is to understand not only what children need
to learn, but how we can help them be receptive to this learning. When we are sensitive to
children’s emotions and moral development, and when we look for the teachable moments that



arise every day, we are more likely to be successful in sharing our moral and spiritual values with
our children.EmotionsWhile parents tend to assume that their children are most like them
regarding their thinking and least like them regarding their emotions, the learning theorist Jean
Piaget discovered that the reverse is actually true. Adult thinking is logical and abstract, while the
thought process of children is concrete and perceptive. But children do feel embarrassment,
shame, guilt, and anger, just as we do. Therefore, to communicate effectively with our children,
we must not only understand how they think, but also empathize with how they feel.People who
feel overwhelmed by their emotions do not act rationally and are not open to learning. Instead,
they are likely to reject any new information, say mean things, and (especially in the case of
children) lash out physically. When children are feeling overly tired, hungry, or angry, they are not
in a thinking mode but a reacting mode, and any attempts to appeal to them logically will fall
flat.In this case, it may be prudent to address the child’s emotional outburst, recognize the
overwhelming feelings that the child is experiencing, and affirm her essential goodness. Then,
when time has passed and the child is no longer overwhelmed with emotions, she will be much
more receptive to whatever you wish to teach.If the parent is also in a state of high emotion, this
is doubly true. Not only is the child not going to be receptive to anything she is told at this time,
she is more likely to focus on and remember the parent’s anger than what the parent is trying to
teach. Take time to let tempers cool and equilibrium be restored. Recognize that both of you are
being controlled by your emotions and that this is a fact of life. Then healing can begin, and later,
when calmer heads prevail, effective communication and learning can take place.Moral
DevelopmentChildren, and even most adolescents, view moral issues much differently from the
way adults do. For this reason, any attempts at moral education will be ineffective and even
counterproductive unless there is some attempt to meet children at or near their level of moral
reasoning. Psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg found that moral development occurs in predictable
stages, and that presenting concepts just beyond a child’s current stage can actually stimulate
development. This is because children and adolescents generally can stretch to understand
reasonings that are just beyond their current stage of moral development. However, we do
children a real disservice when we force them to accept certain behaviors as “bad” before they
are able to understand why.Although your children need to understand what moral behavior you
expect, you must also help them see the reasoning behind the values, the actions that they
might take, and the consequences that might result from those actions. Encourage them to
consider not only what the right thing to do is, but why. All this must be expressed in terms
appropriate for the child’s stage of development.For example, when children younger than about
seven try to decide whether someone’s actions were right or wrong, they do not consider the
intentions behind those actions. By posing questions about what a person was trying to do, you
can help them process the idea of intentions and develop a new moral understanding.Children
around seven to ten years old may take intentions into account, but in their stage of development
they are primarily focused on how relationships may be affected by wrongdoing. Emphasizing
how their actions can harm or help relationships will have more influence on their behavior than



punishment or lectures.With adolescents, it will be helpful to stress the importance of rules and
laws that help maintain order in our society. Since their moral development emphasizes a “law
and order” mentality, stressing rules and the impact that not following those rules can have in
our society is more meaningful for preteens. Persons in this life stage also have a strong
tendency to see the world in terms of black and white and have difficulty discerning shades of
gray. Almost everything is categorized under the headings “good” or “bad.” Despite the fact that
they are in an in-between stage of life, from their perspective, there is no such thing as “in-
between” when it comes to areas of morality, fairness, and justice. Things are either right or
wrong. Likewise, the idea that something could be true and partially false at the same time also
escapes many of them. It is only later and with the development of a greater maturity that a
person is able to understand that there may be times when morality requires that we violate
society’s rules in order to achieve a greater good.Talking While TravelingSometimes our children
and youth willingly offer us teachable moments by asking us questions about life. We need to be
prepared to offer our wisdom during these windows of opportunity, whenever they may come.
Children frequently raise difficult questions while we are driving somewhere. Although parents
may not consider this an ideal time, from the child’s point of view it makes sense. When you’re
riding in the vehicle together, they have a captive audience, yet you don’t have to look each other
in the eye. These circumstances can make it easier to talk about awkward or potentially
embarrassing subjects.Recognizing this reality, be prepared to answer questions when you’re
transporting your children to and from events. While you might be tempted to postpone the
conversation until a more opportune moment, it’s important to address such questions as they
arise, even if they are asked during rather inconvenient times and places. Since children are
most receptive to learning when they themselves initiate the experience, questions always offer
a great opportunity for parents to impart their values and share spiritual understandings.Sharing
Direct ExperiencesParents often feel the need to tell their children about everything, but children
have a need to experience things for themselves. It is in their nature to explore and interact with
objects, handling them with their fingers (and in the case of babies and toddlers, with their
mouths). It is through this direct experience that they discover the characteristics of objects and
the effects of their actions on them. Says Catherine Stonehouse in Joining Children on the
Spiritual Journey, “Discoveries made through direct experiences are more transformational and
exciting for children than lessons in which adults tell them what they ought to know.”This is also
true when it comes to matters of the spirit and faith development. It’s one thing to tell your child
about the awe you feel when you watch a beautiful sunset. When your child actually witnesses
that sunset with you, the experience can not only help him better understand the awe you feel,
but also create a greater connection between the two of you. There is no need for words when a
direct experience shared can convey much more than talking ever could.Encouraging Creative
PlayInteracting with your child in creative play can be another way to encourage spiritual
development. Kohlberg believed that role-playing is the single most important social experience
for stimulating moral development. Since role-play involves putting oneself in the shoes of others



—thereby becoming aware of their thoughts and feelings—it can help children step out of their
egocentric world and understand what it means to affect another person. When they become
aware of how their behavior affects others, then they cannot help but desire to change that
behavior.An old trunk or box full of scarves, hats, and costume jewelry can offer opportunities for
skits or simply playing dress-up. At consignment shops and garage sales, you can often
discover fancy hats and gloves and other fun dress-up items for little cost.Old or broken
appliances and electronic gadgets that can be disassembled stimulate the imagination. They are
particularly appealing to elementary-age children who want to learn how things work. After
disassembly, some of the parts can also be used for 3-D art projects or creative
inventions.Rhythm instruments (either purchased or homemade) offer a form of spiritual
expression that adults and children can really delve into together. Try tapping out a steady
rhythm as you encourage your child to follow along, or reflect back her sounds as she
experiments with creating her own music.Since there is often a fine line between artistic
expression and spiritual expression, most creative activities can spur spiritual development.
Children and youth can be encouraged to write, paint, sculpt, or even dance out their deepest
thoughts and spiritual feelings. For inspiration, you might play a recording of a symphony or jazz
and invite them to paint what they hear and feel. Or turn on some lively music and free yourself
to dance along with your children, feeling the wonderful release of expressing your feelings
without self-consciousness or fear of judgment.Telling StoriesOften when parents try to explain
issues of morality or theology to children, they feel trapped into using abstract concepts that
have no relevance for children. However, children can experience these same ideas through
stories. Even if children take the stories literally, focusing on only one level of their overall
message, the ideas expressed by stories can still resonate deeply. In fact, according to James
Fowler, a professor of theology and human development, processing stories is at the very heart
of what elementary-age children need to spur growth in their faith development.Reading to
children is a great way to connect with them and encourage their faith development, but too
many parents rely only on books. They miss out on the experience of telling their own stories to
their children, perhaps because they lack confidence in their ability to do so. However, parents
who spin their own yarns enjoy the experience of expressing themselves creatively,
communicating their values in a way that is personally meaningful, and passing on the value of
storytelling.You can also encourage children and youth to tell their own stories. Storytelling helps
children learn to organize and express their thoughts. The rich imagery of their imaginations can
shine forth, and they can share some of their precious innate spirituality with you. According to
Mimi Doe, author of 10 Principles for Spiritual Parenting, children’s stories often include deep
spiritual themes. In this way, “stories can become a road map to the soul.”Elementary-age
children will begin to take ownership of the stories, beliefs, and rituals valued by their respective
faith communities. Their identity as individuals and as members of a faith community grows as
they learn to tell the stories, recite the beliefs, and participate in the rituals that make their
religion unique. While stories may not provide perfect answers, they offer the opportunity to ask



questions in different ways and to try out different responses.Many parents are concerned about
the perceived scariness of some fairy tales and ancient stories, as well as about the violence
and suffering present in many TV programs aimed at children. However, as rabbi Nancy Fuchs
says in Our Share of Night, Our Share of Morning, “Children crave scary stories. Children do not
want stories that claim evil does not exist. They know it does. They want stories that tell them
that evil is ultimately weaker than good.”
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ayaka, “Great guide for the many stages of parenting. I only joined the Unitarian Universalist
Church a few years ago and I wasn't sure what UU parenting might entail since it is such a vastly
inclusive religion. I was thrilled to see the way it was portrayed in Tending the Flame was very in
line with what I was already trying to do. True to UU style, this book is very inclusive of varying
traditions from Pagan to Atheist to Christian and everything in between, as well as sensitive to an
array of family structures and individual identities. As a complement to this inclusiveness, the
author also develops a distinct sense of parenting community, acknowledging our joint beliefs
and traditions, like interconnectedness of all beings and the lighting of the chalice.My children
are very young and this book addressed some of the issues I'm already confronting, like creating
our own family traditions and living our values. It also addressed topics that are to come up in
the next few years and as our children grow into adulthood. In a very practical way, this included
a walk through the Principles and the big life questions. There is also a section on Interfaith
families and a great list of books for further reading. Michelle Richards's advice is hands-on and
immediately applicable to real life situations.Tending the Flame is concise and well-organized for
quick reference, which are both important features for busy parents! I highly recommend it to
any parents who want to raise their children with compassion and spiritual awareness. I'll
certainly be keeping it close at hand for the adventurous years ahead.”

The book by Michelle Richards has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 5 people have provided feedback.
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