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Taoism in Action. . . .

Do not think of self . . . . In the Tao, parents think of their children first. Single mother Mapita Sanchez discusses the choices she made at home and on the job that allowed her to make her twin sons her number one priority.

The material is fleeting; the spiritual is everlasting . . . . The Tao recognizes that good parenting is not dependent on materialistic values. Dot and John Singleton’s blended family includes three girls and two boys from previous marriages. In these pages, they describe their family night that made togetherness more valuable than name brand clothes or video games.

Discipline yourself before trying to discipline others . . . . The Tao says teaching by example is the best lesson. Lew and Margaret Williams, who don’t always agree on parenting techniques, wanted their children to love reading, so they read to them daily . . . and carefully monitored television viewing for all family members, not just the kids.

Follow the middle road; it is the heart of knowing . . . . Balancing the elements of various philosophies and lifestyles is part of the Way for wise parents. Carl and Kate Flanagan, who hail from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds, explain: “When it comes to rules, you can’t have too many absolutes. There are always adjustments to be made for each child and set of circumstances.”

Sample these valuable lessons . . . and more from . . .

The Tao of Parenting

Greta Nagel, Ph.D., author of The Tao of Teaching, received her doctorate in education from San Diego State University and The Claremont Graduate School. She was an elementary and high school teacher for fifteen years and an elementary school principal for eight years before taking a teaching position at California State Polytechnic University. Dr. Nagel also studied Eastern Religion at the School of Theology at Claremont College. She lives with her family in Fullerton, California.
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Introduction

I imagine that when you picked up this book, you wondered if it might help you, or someone close to you, to be a better parent. As I talk to parents from many different communities, I learn that they are all very concerned about guiding their children in these challenging times. Every week, we read disturbing news about other people’s children around us. We all wonder what influences will affect our own offspring.

Sometimes, just when we think our own families are “home free” in this process of child raising, our offspring portray traits that were never part of the plan. We are reminded that traveling life’s roads means taking curves and making turns. We also see how our children are, indeed, our children for the rest of our lives, and we are their parents for the rest of theirs. Most of us knew it wouldn’t be easy. We just didn’t want it to be so difficult.

Futurists and others who study our changing world tell us that changes of all sorts are occurring more and more rapidly as time progresses. Advances in technology that once took thousands, then hundreds, of years to occur are now happening within only a few years. Misunderstandings between generations are occurring at a more rapid rate as well. Parents have always been surprised by the generation gaps that occur with each new decade. Now, the cultural distances between parents and children can grow greater in even shorter amounts of time. A word like dope can take on new meaning every four years. Moms and dads find themselves sorting through a new maze of styles in dress, music, sexuality, and the use of addictive substances.

The quality of the current gap is affected by a world where popular movies feature killing frenzies and the names of rock groups sound like drug ads and death threats. Parents often come to feel clueless and powerless. They leap at small chances to connect when styles that they once knew (Bell bottoms! Polyester!) fly back into fashion for a moment in time. They are concerned when their children have dangerous habits, like smoking and drinking, even though they themselves once did the same things. They feel betrayed when activities or styles that they hold in contempt are attractive to their children.

In order to be successful parents, fathers and mothers need to feel empowered with inner strength and outer technique. Perhaps now more than ever, they need to have a wide range of abilities in order to interact effectively with their children. The positive response of readers to my previous book, The Tao of Teaching, tells me that people are interested not only in gaining skills but also in forming a sound philosophical ground for their actions.

I hope that this book will help you in your own explorations. You will, perhaps, come to feel that The Tao of Parenting is a comfortable friend. With concepts well over two thousand years old, its perspectives aren’t new, but it may renew long-held beliefs for you. It will remind you that strength comes from being calm and that it is important to pay attention to your children and to the small details of life. It will provide opportunities for you to review the benefits of listening and the joys of being tender. It will encourage you to reaffirm that growth comes from positive support.

This book is meant to be easy to use. You don’t have to read it straight through from front to back. You may find yourself picking it up one evening to read several chapters in the middle and reading a different batch of chapters the next evening. Many people tell me that this flexibility makes it a perfect book for the bedside table. And this book isn’t really just for adults; teenagers should find many points to read and discuss here. (I don’t, however, advocate that parents hand it over as assigned reading for offspring. That would not be part of the Way.)

The stories that you will read here are about four real families. (Their names have been changed to ensure their privacy.) This book is about how four sets of parents have supported and interacted with their children as they developed into adults—all now in their late teens and twenties. These are not tales of raising perfect children, for as they have grown, many of them have struggled with difficult issues relating to beliefs, behaviors, and identity, and they have confronted the temptations of drugs and sex that permeate today’s society. Nor are these narratives of perfect parents, for these parents can identify many mistakes they have made along the way. Nevertheless, these parents have guided their children to adulthood, helping them become capable, caring, and strong.
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Perhaps you have already read The Tao of Teaching, my first book that applies the Tao; it has eighty-one chapters, since the messages of the ancient Tao Te Ching were presented in eighty-one chapters. I have used the same format for this book. Many people have written to me or talked to me about their appreciation for The Tao of Teaching, and many of them have also suggested, “Why don’t you write a book for parents?” The Tao of Teaching was written with parents in mind and was not intended just for classroom teachers, and there are many conceptual similarities between that book and this one, but the stories told here are all family based.

You won’t always see the parents in these stories “bringing up” their kids, but their children don’t just “grow up” either. There is a great deal of guidance going on, back and forth between and among parents and children. Even if you have not read any other books about the Tao, the ideas here may seem familiar. You will examine parenting virtues (like patience, honesty, modeling, and simplicity) that have been shared by many cultures throughout the history of our world. You will also be reminded of some of the good parenting advice that already abounds in our own daily culture. From Ann Landers or Dear Abby or Robert Wallace and beyond, the good word is out there and available. We are all trying to help our children become happy, responsible adults.

The Tao is, however, unique in its particular combinations of advice. Books like The Tao of Physics and The Tao of Pooh, have shown us Westerners how Taoist interpretations can help us better understand how to live. Right off the bat, we learn from the Tao that there are no formulas. What works for one child doesn’t always work for another. What works for one family doesn’t always work for another. I am reminded of watching one mother, my friend, talking to her daughter before the eleven-year-old went off to a slumber party. Her inquisition was lengthy: “Do you have your pajamas? Do you have your pillow? Do you have your sleeping bag? Do you have your comb? Do you have your toothbrush? Do you have your retainer? Do you have the gift? Do you have your underwear? . . .” I listened with growing discomfort—at first because I felt guilty that I was such an incomplete mom. All I usually ever asked was: “Do you have everything?” My kids would respond yes, and off they would go. Later, I came to see that my responsibility as mother meant not thinking for my children. I never did develop a grand inquisitor style, although I do always ask my son if he’s remembered his toothbrush, mostly for effect, just in case he’ll feel good that I care. I also care a lot about the financial impact of more cavities!

You will probably notice that this volume is, first of all, a book of philosophy. I want to help parents apply the wisdom of the Tao as we face the millennium. Its concepts, as old as they are, align well with our current interest in appreciating our children and our families and in playing it cool as we go with the flow.

Taoist philosophy stresses the importance of modeling, so this book shows you how several real parents enact Taoist philosophical concepts in their daily lives. The stories you are about to read are true; they are about people I have known and events that have occurred in their four families over the years. Only their names have been changed. I have come to know them all quite well in recent years, but I have been acquainted with them for over twenty, ten, and five years. All four families have seen the long-term picture—what happens as their children approach and enter adulthood.

While all of these families have different configurations, they are not all totally diverse—that could get too confusing. All four families are socioeconomically somewhere in the middle class. These families do not share the added struggles that come when parents do not have enough money . . . or when there is far more than enough. There are no stay-at-home mothers, although many moms in our society continue to give of themselves in that way. All the families have working parents, and have been touched by a parent’s job changes during the last five years. All the families have children who are currently in their teens or older. All the families have at least one college-educated parent, and some have advanced degrees.

On the other hand, these families represent different ethnic groups. Three of the parents are bilingual. The numbers, ages, and relations of the children are different within the various families. The personality styles of the individuals are different. And, as with all our fellow humans, every family member has quirks and ways that make him or her unique.

John and Dot Singleton have been together for thirteen years. Both were once married to other people. They are the parents of a blended family: his family plus her family, including three girls and two boys. No children are actually his and hers. Their kids’ ages range from the twenties into the thirties and they are in careers or are finishing school.

Kate and Carl bring two cultural perspectives to their marriage. Kate grew up in a family where interacting with the extended family was a daily affair; Carl was raised with his twin brother as an adopted child with very different definitions of togetherness. They have two children. Their daughter is in her mid-twenties, working on her own. Their son has just entered college.

Mapita is a single parent. Her marriage ended during its early years, and she has not remarried. She has raised two children, twin boys, on her own, receiving very little support from her former husband. Strongly influenced by her upbringing as a Latina, she has navigated through many situations that call for sensitive handling of cultural differences. Her boys are now in their first year of college.

Will and Margaret have been married for thirty years, but they didn’t have children until they’d been married for ten years. Both of them grew up in the Midwest, in families that attended churches of the same denomination and had many of the same surface cultural values. They have learned that other things, such as gender or personality style, affect perspectives on raising children. Will comes from a family with only sons, Margaret is from a family of daughters. They have lived in their small western city for twenty-four years. Their daughter is now twenty-one years old, and their son is in high school.
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The Tao not only serves as a framework for wise attitudes and behaviors but also helps to explain why some common practices are not particularly good. Over the years, after interacting with many moms and dads in a wide variety of settings, I have seen behaviors that are inappropriate, or even harmful, toward children. Some practices are simply unacceptable if we want students to learn and grow to be fulfilled adults.

I want parents who yell at their children, telling them such things as: “I wish I’d never had you,” to change their attitudes. I am anxious to stop parents from offering love as a reward or punishment for social conduct: “If you get pregnant, you will never step foot in this house again.” I want parents to stop using empty threats: “You won’t leave your room for a month if you aren’t home by twelve.” I wish that parents could more easily see the effects of remarks as casual as: “Getting a little pudgy, aren’t you?” I am anxious for parents to do their jobs well, so that children can learn to cope as adults with times of great change and disturbances. I am hopeful that parents will take to heart the importance of their own modeling. I will be grateful when parents acknowledge that their children may all be treated differently, in spite of their similarities, but that overt favoritism is never acceptable.

The best parenting may not look like parenting, because it resembles flying a kite. (Go fly a kite and see if the comparison is correct for you.)

Many people have asked me if Taoist belief is in conflict with other religions, such as Christianity. I usually respond by describing the dual avenues of Taoism. Over the centuries, Taoism as a religion has promoted some practices that would be inconsistent with the ways of other organized groups. Most religions do not advocate such things as fortune-telling, for example. On the other hand, the principles of ancient Taoism as a philosophy seem to be consistent with those of many other philosophies. In the Tao Te Ching, the roots of Taoism are clear, unblemished by any of the intervening centuries of religious disagreements, invented bodily practices, or mysticism.

The precepts I present in each of this book’s eighty-one chapters are selected. In the Tao Te Ching, each chapter contains multiple concepts, and many are repeated from one chapter to the next. The idea of simplicity, for example, is stressed in at least twenty chapters. In order to emphasize messages and avoid being redundant, I have chosen certain ideas from each chapter and left others to be addressed in other chapters. Most of the opening maxims are identical to those originally written for The Tao of Teaching; I am convinced that good teaching and good parenting have much in common.

Someone who wants more information about how to implement the Tao at home might well go beyond this volume in order to find further ideas and practices. The list of books that follows this introduction names six books that I recommend highly. These can get you started—there are many more. Although these titles may seem rather Western in their popular orientation, you should find that they are appropriate if you are looking for extended understanding of and philosophical compatibility with the teachings of the Tao.
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If you were to read other books by these authors, you would enjoy them too. I also think it is important that you not try too hard to understand the Tao immediately; it is better that your understanding come slowly and naturally. I have only included one book about the Tao, but you will be able to find many more (hundreds, for sure) when you wish.

What most of us come to learn is that we may know many good ideas related to parenting, but it is difficult to apply and follow our own advice, even if it is good. It is also frequently hard for couples to parent harmoniously when visions from their own early models in life are different. I hope that in reading the stories of this book, you will see that wise parenting is seldom perfect, is always tricky, and must be perceived with humor and hopefulness. Remember that sometimes the best parenting is “nonparenting.” I hope that the stories about Dot and John, Carl and Kate, Mapita, and Will and Margaret will provide you with some clear models of ways in which you will be able to reveal your own good parenting beliefs.


	Dot and John Singleton: her daughter Natalie, her son Joe and his daughters Polly and Irma, his son Ralph

	Carl and Kate Flanagan: daughter Holly, son Corey

	Mapita Sanchez: sons Jacob and Samuel

	Lew and Margaret Williams: daughter Cynthia, son Patrick


No single book can meet any parent’s needs. The stories in this book are mainly about events that affect parents in the middle class. You may have concerns that take you beyond this book and these middle-class families. Your family will benefit from consulting a wide range of resources. Other books abound. I have provided a short list for you myself. Parenting newsletters and parenting newspapers are common. Perhaps your doctor’s office carries free copies. There are many other parents around you to talk with. Schools, medical centers, and religious institutions offer parenting courses. You can also learn a great deal by listening to others and watching carefully. And you can learn through reflection on what you have done well and what you’d like to do better. Take the time to think about your good fortune in being a parent. And I hope that you will decide to read this book.

Do not hesitate to write to me if you have ideas to share or questions to pose. I wish you well in your journey. In closing, I have two wishes for you. Enjoy your children. Relax.

—Greta K. Nagel

Recommended Reading

Ginott, Haim G. (1969). Between Parent and Teenager. New York: Avon Books. This classic has wonderful vignettes that can help you to think of positive, nonaggressive ways to speak in a great variety of situations.

Goldberg, Natalie (1986). Writing Down the Bones. Boston: Shambhala. You may be surprised at this one. It isn’t about parenting; it is a very readable book about writing for you to enjoy. Yes, you. It is good not to pay constant close attention to your parenting, and it is wise to reflect and explore your own creativity. Grow in attentiveness to detail. Have a good read, and jot down a few things about your family.

Keirsey, Ken, and Marilyn Bates (1984). Please Understand Me. Del Mar, CA: Gnosology. Human interactions are affected by the personality styles of the individuals involved. Learn about your own preferences and tendencies as you attempt to understand others’.

McGinnis, Alan Loy (1985). Bringing Out the Best in People. Minneapolis: Augsburg. Leading a family is not exactly like leading a corporation. At many times it is more difficult. This book will help you to take some time out to think.

Nagel, Greta K. (1994). The Tao of Teaching. New York: Donald I. Fine and Primus. This volume illustrates the Tao as three teachers incorporate it in their practices.

Peck, M. Scott (1978). The Road Less Traveled. New York: Simon and Schuster. Expanding the capacity to love extends the capacity to grow.


1. The way is nameless; the name is not the way

A wise parent does not parent by anyone else’s book. Mothers and fathers give up much when they attach a particular label, such as Dr. Spock, developmental, or tough love, to their styles of raising children. Instead, in the Tao, parents make choices and use ideas that are warranted because of the needs, values, interests, and personalities of their children and of themselves as parents. In the Tao it is important to maintain individuality. Names are limiting, for other people’s definitions are attached to those names.

Listening to the advice of friends, grandparents, and other relatives can also be nervewracking for parents at any stage. When the baby is new, each person will recommend the best book or program for everything from the birth itself to diaper-changing to feeding to sleeping. When preschool and school enrollment decisions are made, there are dozens of education books to explore in regular bookstores and more to be found in teacher supply stores. When the children start acting like children and the teens start acting like teens, parents are frequently referred to an assortment of services, articles, or volumes.

Clarify the ideals of your own carefully developed philosophy. There you will discover the seeds for the many decisions that must be made in a family.
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Even though Lew and Margaret have differences of opinion about specific child raising techniques, they have always agreed on the values that they cherish for their children. Lew never bought the idea of formal timeouts, but he and Margaret always agreed that it was best to have children cool off before discussing problems. Margaret thinks that children should have time limits on their TV schedule, but she agrees with her husband that the kids need to learn to organize their own time and lives. Lew believes in guidelines, but not rules. Margaret thinks that rules, as long as they are created together, are fine. Both parents believe that children should live with encouragement, not criticism, and they struggle to make that a reality.

In their family, the children assume responsibility in many ways. Cynthia and Patrick, their daughter and son, have made their own choices about various issues at all stages of life. It isn’t always easy for the kids, but they know that they may always seek help from their parents.

During their early years, as each of their birthdays approached, Cynthia or Patrick would choose a theme for the party, decide who would come to the celebration, and draw the invitations that were sent to the guests. Margaret and Lew have stepped in when there was an oversight, such as a good friend left off the guest list, but their comments are mostly inquisitive. (Is there a reason James isn’t on the list? Are you sure you want to wear one black sock and one blue? Aren’t pajamas better for in the house?) No comment questions a child’s character or intelligence.

Margaret and Lew know that they haven’t been alone in raising their children. They realized along the way that their children’s relatives, teachers, babysitters, parents of friends, group leaders, coaches, and religious leaders have all been influential. They are grateful for how many good people their kids have gotten to know as they’ve grown. As Cynthia and Patrick mature, the values that have “stuck” have become clear. They have confidence in themselves, and they know that it is OK to be different and not always go with the crowd. They both respect differences in others and are open to new experiences.

Living with those ideals isn’t always easy for Lew and Margaret. They’ve been uncomfortable when their children show up in unusual hairdos, when they wear strange combinations of worn, thrift shop clothes, or when they decide not to join the mainstream activities that Mom or Dad joined in their youth. But the children have accepted the important values that Lew and Margaret wanted to pass on to them. Cynthia and Patrick have very distinctive styles and interests, but they both demonstrate initiative and stick-to-it-iveness. They follow through on commitments to others, and when they work on special projects or paying jobs, things get done, and done well.

Both kids have learned to read, speak, and write well. Teachers offer compliments each year: “Cynthia has been a wonderful science student,” or “I’ve never had a student who could write poetry as well as Patrick.” The children enjoy reading books, and they both like to spend their allowance money on books for themselves and for others. They are both very creative; they’ve made paintings and drawings that decorate the walls at home, and both Lew and Margaret have the children’s work hanging by their desks at work.

Both kids have also gotten involved in community activities, including feeding the homeless in their town. Cynthia has spent long hours helping at the local hospital in the emergency room and with brain-injured patients, as well as helping with menial chores at a nursing home in a nearby city.


[image: ]

Do not follow the dictates of any one method. One may know the insights of the Way without having to give it a name.


2. Silence is a virtue

Parents who talk too much to (or at) their children often cause them to tune out or to rebel by arguing or being disobedient. Once family agreements have been made to do things a certain way, based on shared values, a wise parent should expect certain results. In the Tao, parents do not constantly remind their children of things, nor do they harp on past mistakes. When agreements are not kept, natural consequences are part of the Way. Reflections about the quality of children’s accomplishments are best shared through brief, specific compliments and encouragements for children to do self-reflection.

Although it is hard to be quiet, do not admonish harshly nor lecture repeatedly. Speak once, and expect to be heard.
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Divorced early in her marriage, Mapita has raised her twin sons by herself since they were six months old. Her experiences as a public school teacher who has worked with hundreds of students in her career serve her daily as a parent. She knows that she must avoid too much talking, for if the children feel nagged, the impact of the message is lost. When working with students, she knows that in order to help bring about change, she must choose a focus issue and address it. It does no good to talk about many problems at once.

At home, Mapita knows that the best times to speak are either when a situation is fresh—or at least fresh in everyone’s mind—or when the boys are asking
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