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Praise for
 MITTEN STRINGS FOR GOD

“A mother’s guidebook for the road less traveled… Like Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s classic Gift from the Sea, Ms. Kenison’s musings on family life, motherhood, and her own search for balance belong by the bedside, where it can be savored again and again.”

—Christian Science Monitor

“Harkens the reader back to the simplest and most potent things… In her quest to bring beauty and meaning to her children’s afternoons, Katrina Kenison, in elegant and heartfelt prose, leads us all into the realm of the essential.”

—Beth Kephart, National Book Award finalist and author of The Heart Is Not a Size

“[Katrina Kenison] provides in this lovely volume a kind of literary how-to for restoring quality and ‘stillness’ to lives that are too often spent on the run.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Katrina Kenison has wrought something almost miraculous in this crazy age of ambitious parenting—a lovely, beautifully crafted memoir and meditation on savoring the small, spiritual moments of our daily family lives.”

—James Dodson, author of Beautiful Madness

“In this quietly beautiful little book, Kenison offers us a rare chance to slow down, enjoy one another and our children, and live peaceful lives in an overscheduled world.”

—Reeve Lindbergh, author of Forward from Here: Leaving Middle Age—and Other Unexpected Adventures

“In MITTEN STRINGS FOR GOD, I found wisdom to last a lifetime. Katrina Kenison writes from the heart, with a naturalist’s eye for beauty and a poet’s fearlessness.”

—Roberta Israeloff, author of Kindling the Flame

“[Katrina Kenison’s] writing, which is as simple and true as that of Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s, bears rereading and contemplation.”

—Dallas Morning News

“Warm and caring… her thoughtful reflections on family life, the frenetic pace of modern life, and the need to slow down to spend quality time with family.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A moving, heartwarming celebration of those achingly lovely moments between parent and child… must reading for every parent and grandparent.”

—Judith S. Wallerstein, PhD, author of The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce and What About the Kids?
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People travel to wonder at the height of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the long courses of rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motion of the stars; and they pass by themselves without wondering.

—ST. AUGUSTINE
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INTRODUCTION

Each year since our two sons, now nine and six, were born, my husband and I have stayed in touch with family and friends at Christmastime with one of those much maligned “holiday letters.” We came to regard it as a necessary stopgap—the alternative being complete silence—during these hectic years of work and parenthood.

Two Christmases ago, with no major life events to report, I wrote a different kind of letter, describing my own desire to slow life down in the midst of the holiday season and to tune in to a gentler rhythm. I found that in those moments when I did pause long enough to fully experience my own life, my children seemed happier and more peaceful as well. Suddenly, I realized, we truly did have something to celebrate: the joy of real togetherness. These were simple reflections, to be sure, yet, to my surprise, the letter quickly took on a life of its own. Friends and relatives made copies to include in their Christmas cards, and, as a result, people I scarcely knew wrote me letters in return; distant friends, long out of touch, called and wrote, sharing their stories; a writer friend asked if she could reprint the letter in a New Year’s Day column; another sent me a subscription to a Quaker newsletter; and an old high school friend (who had received a copy of the letter from his mother, who had received a copy from mine) wrote to ask if he might be added to my Christmas card list for the next year. Apparently I had struck a chord.

Being a mother today seems to require that we move too fast most of the time. Much as we may crave quiet interludes with our children, family mealtimes, and meaningful rituals, many of us have resigned ourselves to life without them. There may be days when we barely manage to bring the members of our families together in the same room at the same time—let alone share our innermost thoughts, a joke, or a moment of quiet intimacy.

Yet we also know that our relationships—with ourselves and with each other—need time if they are to flourish. Parents and children alike need time for solitude, time to stretch and think and wonder, time to become acquainted with ourselves and with the world around us. And parents and children need sacred time together, time that is carved out of our busy lives, protected and honored but not scheduled. Time, instead, for just being.

Most of us came of age in a world that was quite different from the one our children now inhabit. As a child I was fed and clothed and loved and cared for—and otherwise left to my own devices a good deal of the time. Even a generation ago, childhood could still be experienced as an accumulation of idle hours, hours in which we were allowed to discover the world for ourselves, piecemeal, and to awaken slowly to its beauty and complexity. In the process, we awakened to ourselves.

We can’t reclaim those spacious hours, any more than we can turn back the hands of time and return to that more innocent age. But the lessons taught by the solitude and imposed leisure of childhood are still imprinted on our souls. As children we learned the pleasure of our own company, how to be happy where we were with what we had, how to fill an empty afternoon. But I wonder: Do we give our own children time enough to absorb the subtle teachings of such tranquil moments? Are we granting them the time they need to develop an inner life as well as a social one? I remember many, many days when I had nothing but time. Yet today I find that I have to struggle to give my own children the very ease and space that I once took for granted.

No, we cannot turn back the hands of time. But as the overworked, exhausted parents of a generation of busy, overstimulated children, we can slow down the pace of daily life in our own homes. We can gently reshape lives that have become overstuffed and overly stressful. We can give our children fewer activities and more room in which to breathe, fewer lessons and more time in which to make their own discoveries. We can take a good look at our own maxed-out calendars and crowded lives and let go of the activities and commitments that don’t enrich our days. We can be easier on ourselves and demand less of our children. We can protect and honor quiet, unscheduled time, and we can bequeath it to our sons and daughters.

No doubt some of the notions in these pages will seem simple. But I find it is most often the simple gesture or the small goal well met that reaps the greatest reward. And, in our busy lives, it is often the simple gesture that is overlooked, the simple need that is never satisfied. Consider: We figure out a way to chauffeur the kids to their nine lessons a week, to organize the vacation trip to Disney World, and to throw a birthday party for a dozen five-year-olds, complete with costumed mystery guest and party favors. So why does a quiet story told by candlelight seem impossible to manage? In truth, the story—told from the heart and shared in flickering darkness—is more nourishing for our child’s soul, and for our own as well, than another soccer practice, an audience with Mickey, or a pile of birthday gifts. We all know this to be true. But sometimes we forget. And sometimes we do need help and inspiration, as we try to negotiate our way from the full-scale chaos of a running-late Monday morning to a place of repose at a child’s bedside at the end of the day.

I did not suddenly “see the light” and re-create my life. On the contrary. I began these reflections as I began the Christmas letter that inspired them: out of my own needs as a mother and my desire for more space and harmony in my family. The letter grew into the chapter called “Peace”—and, having begun, I decided to continue, to try to live more deliberately by taking the time to put what I care about into words. I wrote this book because I needed it myself—and because I suspect that I am not alone, that other mothers, too, yearn to offer their children an alternative to our culture’s noise, pressures, and materialism.

I’ve learned that even a small shift in my own thinking usually has a more powerful effect on my day-to-day life than any full-scale attempt at self-improvement. The same is true when it comes to raising children. Holding a vision of their best, true selves in my mind, I suddenly find that the picture has become the reality. We create our lives within our own imaginations well before we ever realize them here on earth. So I imagine what is possible and try to live my days mindfully, and with a sense of humor. This book, then, is not about changing your life. It is about paying more attention to the life you already have, about taking your own life back as you protect your children from the pull of a world that is spinning too fast.

Ultimately, of course, we must each find our own way to be in the world. There are as many ways to live as there are ways to love, and each family has its particular rhythm, its own way of doing and of being. Yet I do believe that, as mothers, we all walk a common path, through a rugged and ineffable territory of love and fury, exhilaration and exhaustion, self-doubt and self-discovery. Every mother I know wishes for close, meaningful relationships with her children, yet none of us is immune to the daily press of obligations and events. We fall captive to the demands of our jobs and families, and to the insistent tug of our fast-paced culture. And most of us find it increasingly difficult, in the face of all this external pressure, to remember what we already know: True happiness is found within ourselves and in quiet harmony with others. Yet if we let this inner knowledge slip away, our children may never learn it themselves, for we are their first teachers. It is up to each of us to set the example, to show by our own actions our respect for intimacy, contemplation, and wonder. This is perhaps the greatest legacy we can bestow on our children: the capacity to be enchanted by the quiet gifts of everyday life.

Over the years, I have been grateful to all the women who have gone this way before me and have been willing to shine a light upon the trail, that I might find my own way with a bit more confidence. I hope these pages will do the same for other mothers and their children.

Katrina Kenison

July 1999
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