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PROLOGUE

This demonstration project explores the many intluences on a child's God-image
development during early childhood (ages 3-6). Through parent education and the exploration of
the parent’s own God image. [ examine the inter and intra psychic influences that influence the
way that children come 1o their understanding of God. By inter psychic. | mean the external
influences that family stories. family rituals. surrounding culture. and inter-generational myths
have on the developing child. By intra psychic, | mean the internal processes that occur in a
child’s brain that give shape to their thinking patterns and mental reasoning.

This project will interest the person who desires to know how a child develops an
understanding of God. Why does one person believe that God can punish and reward. while
another believes that God loves them unconditionally. while another is fully ambivalent, while
yet another hates God. etc.? As we will see. the answer to these questions are often the result of a
person’s earliest intluences — from the style of parenting they received. to the messages about
God the child receives. to the child’s experience of how their family is emotionally. spiritually,
and culturally oriented.

This demonstration project has no religious or pedagogic agenda. [ am purely interesied
in the factors that influence a child’s image of God during what could be argued. the most
formative years of their lives (ages 3-6). [ have approached the topic from a psychological and
developmental perspective with a focus on such factors as family codes. family systems. the

child’s experience of their parents during the play stage. the child’s resolution of the oedipal

phase, and the style of parental authority they experienced. I hope that this perspective will help




parents and religious educators gain new insights into the complex intluences on God imagery

during early childhood.
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CHAPTER 1: GRANDMA'S HAVING A TEA PARTY IN THE SKY WITH GOD

Goals and Purpose of this Demeonstration Project

As a rabbi. | am regularly presented with these types ot questions:

1. Rabbi. my daughter came home yesterday and asked me about God. What do | tell her?

2. T told my son that Grandpa is no longer with us. he’s with God. But he doesn’t
understand and keeps asking to see Grandpa. What do | do?

3. The other night my daughter had a nightmare and could not sleep. I told her God would
protect her. Was that a good thing to say?

4, 1don’t believe in God but I want my son 10 come to his own conclusions. What should I
say to himm when he asks me about God?

5. Rabbi, the other day little Jimmy here said: “why did God make human beings?™ 1 toid

him that we would come and ask you. Jimmy. go ahead. ask the rabbi.

I find that most parents are unequipped to answer these questions though they desperately wish
they had the tools and resources 10 do so. I have witnessed highly successful. well-educated.
culturally engaged parents lock-up when their child asks about Ged. They want to respond. but
because they themselves may have confusion. ambivalence, or anxiety about their own
relationship to God. they freeze. This may leave the child confused. ambivalent, or anxious. Yet

gtven the right tools, 1 believe that parents and clergy can be helpful to children. In the




clergy/parent/child interaction. this presents a meaningtul opportunity to explore the content and

the contexi of these questions.

The goals of this demonstration project are fourtold:

1. To help parents respond to their child's questions about God with a sensitivity to their
child’s early developmental stage.

2. To help parents understand their own God image and how they are likely to transmit this
family myth to the child.

3. To help parents develop a long-range intentional approach to transmitting their family
story of God to their child.

4. To offer a context for those working with children ages 3-6 and families in the religious
setting, an understanding of the developmental framework when they are presented with

questions about God.

Throughout the five sections of this demonstration paper. [ will explore the complex
influences on a child’s image of God during early childhood. In chapter two. | explore both the
religious and psychelogical principles at play and explain the inter and intra psychic intluences
on the way a person develops a God image. [ will explain the theological notions of
providence/intcrvention, supernaturalism. and anthropomorphism within the context of stories
from the Torah. Next, | will explore stage development focused on the Qedipal phase, move 10 a
discussion of object relations, present Ana-Marie Rizzuto’s theory that God is a special type of
transitional object, and finally discuss the influence that family codes (stories. myths. paradigms,

and rituals} have on the child’s impression of God.




After the background theory is presented. chapter three will outline an experimental

agenda and goals for a parenting group under my direction. 1 will then share the results and

thoughts on the implications this demonstration project has for parents and those working in field

of religious education with children ages 3-6 and their tamilies.

prepare them for a funeral service. It is the story of four-year old Sarah and her experience at her

grandmother’s funeral. Using Sarah as an example. I trace the many influences that she has in

and teaches” her about God to her parents style of discipline: and from the image she forms

about God on the day her rabbi tells a story about [sraelile slavery to the emotional health of her

family system: and from the way adults behave around her at her grandmother s funeral to'the

role that her teddy bear plays in her child's life. All thesc experiences influence how a Sarah, at

age four. is developing her image of God.

We begin with her story.

Sarah’s Story

_ We slood in the green room adjacent to the funeral chapel. With five minutes to go betore

the funeral service, we said the words of shema, the Jewish prayer of faith in God's unity. There

was a short pause. Then, four-year old Sarah came up to me and said. "Rabbi. where is my

sharply to her daughter, “Sweetie. [ told you, Grandma's having a tea party in the sky with God.”




What impressions might Sarah have of God in this moment? In a strange funeral home,
Sarah recognizes the adults in her extended family and they are all dressed in dark clothes. The
adults are talking in whispers. many are crving. Many adults, close family, distant tamily, people
Sarah has never met. try to pick her up without permission, squecze her tight, say things like:
“Your grandma loved you so much. Sarah. Sarah. oh. how your grandma would have loved to
be at your consecration next year when vou are in first grade. Sarah. you've got 1o be a big giri
today. for mommy and daddy. ok?”

Confused and anxious. Sarah reaches out to the person she likely associates with teacher
or school principal. who clearly has authority as he holds everyones attention with his presence.
She asks the Rabbi for a simple clarification to her question about the location of her
grandmother. but before the new “teacher™ can answer, Sarah’s primary influence in her life
{mother) repeats the same comment about a tea party that confused her once before. The rabbi
knows it's a lie. Sarah does also.

Now, since the rabbi appreciates family systems and parental authority. he places his
caring hand on Sarah’s shoulder, looks at her with understanding eyes. and smiles. This passive
response shows the girl that he agrees with the mother’s lie and becomes guilty as an
accomplice. This strengthens the falsehood that Grandma is having a tea party like the ones she
has with Grandma: but now she’s having one with somebody named God in the sky.

Ironicaily, mother’s response tells Sarah more about Grandma than it does about God. A
four year-old only knows about things she can see. touch. hear. and hold which puts the idea of
God beyond her. She requires concrete images for understanding. Children at this early stage do

not have the developmental capacity to understand that things exist even if one cannot see them.

L.ike love, friendship, emotions.




For this reason, when mother says that Grandma and God are having a tea party, Sarah

may associate God as a person. since only people have tea parties. God must make conversation:

God must have fingers. a mouth. and must drink. But since God is not a person, and cannot do
these acts. mother has misled Sarah in terms of Grandma. tea parties. and God. She responded
with something about God to Sarah’s clear question about Grandma’s location. but why? Why
did the mother think to use God in her response? What associations does the mother have with
death and Ged and how did they develop?

I thought to myself., Sarah and God are going to have a troubled relationship when she
gets older. When her grandmother never returns from the tea party with God in the sky. Sarah

may be angry at God and the sky for being last seen with her grandma and therefore likely

responsible for her disappearance. Not only will she have a problem with God who she will hear

about in many contexts for the rest of her life. she may never want to fly in an airplane knowing

that the friendly skies are rcally not that friendly.
This paper is an attempt to understand the complexities ot this interaction for children

and parents just like Sarah and her mother.
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CHAPTER 2: RELIGIOUS AND PSYCHOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES THAT GUIDE AND INFORM

Sarah's Sunday Morning

It was a typical Sunday morning. Sarah woke up at 7:30 AM and plopped herself down
on the couch in front of the TV. Click. on the display screen comes a choir of pcople on stage.
swaying back and forth in golden robes. passionately singing the words. *God is in me. God
loves me!™ Sarah changes channels and witnesses a man yelling to the audience in his hall 1o
“Get up! You do not want 1o be sitting when God arrives!™ Sarah changes channels once again
and finds her morning eartoon. She is happy.

Just as her cartoon program ends. Sarah’s parents emerge from their bedroom. Mother
sneezes and father says. “God bless you.” The television goes oft and the family eats breakfast
together. Mother says to father. can you take Sarah to Sunday school today? With a slight
reluctance, father agrees, “'yes. okay.”

On the way to Sunday school. they stop at the market. At the register. father realizes he
left his money at home, “God dammit™ he says angrily. They leave the items on the counter,
return to the car, and head back out into traftic on the way 10 synagogue. ~God saves.” says
Sarah as she practices her reading off a billboard that they pass on the roadside.

Sarah’s father drops her oft at synagopue where she is immediately ushered into the
synagogue. She takes her seat. Rabbi is talking. “Kids. today we are going to learn about prayer.
[ want cveryone to close your eyes, think hard. and listen to God. Then. without speaking aloud.

[ want you to talk with God, say a short prayer to God.” The rabbi closes his own eyes, waiis 20

11




seconds or so and then says, *1'm proud of you kids. and Ged is proud of you. thank you. now

off to your classes. Have a wondertul day. Shalom.”

vins. ~Kids. find vour seats. Today is exciting. We are

going to talk about the story of Passover when God sent down plagues and hail and made

everything dark. so dark. nobody could see anything. Then, God told Moses to lead the people to

waters and all the Egyptians drowned. Pencils ready? Jonny. please don't throw your eraser at

Jenny. God would net like that behavior.™

————— By 930 AM-injusttwo hours-Sarah-has-heard-the foHowing-about God God isin

people (TV song), God loves (TV song). God is arriving soon (man on TV). God blesses people

who sneeze (Dad to Mom). when people forget something. they are angry at God (Dad’s wallet),

do in synagogue, people pray to God. God can hurt people (Egyptians). God can free people

(Israelites), God can split open oceans (Red Sea). God can drown people (Egyptians), God does

not like it when kids misbehave (teacher).

Two months later. at her grandmother’s funeral. her mother. who has never mentioned

God to Sarah before. tells her that Grandma is the sky having a tea party with God. Now. to her

definition of God. Sarah can add a person. since only people have tea parties and that Lod must

have fingers to lifi a cup and a meuth to drink,

How will children like Sarah make sense of these experiences in terms of their own

religious and psychological development? What are the factors? Will Sarah grow up to hate God,

_ love God, believe that God is compassionate, argue that God does not exist. have an ambivalent

relationship with God? Will she believe that God has the power to write the Torah? Will she be

12




able to have a personal relationship with God. pray to God. and listen to God? Will Sarah believe
that God can absclve her of her mistakes. protect her when she is scared. or help her get an A-
grade on her history test? Will God have no relevance in her life? Will Sarah believe that God is
loving and supportive like Heschel’s God or more impersonal like Spinoza's God?

To address these questions. we must understand the way children receive and process
information during the early developmental phase of their lives. Inter-psychically. we are
interested in the external messages a child receives within their family system. We want to
understand how the effect that stories they hear at home. at school. and in public. the images they
see. the style of parenting they receive. the types of intimate relationships in their lives. the
presence or absence of extended family. will influence their God image. To which religious
experiences was she exposed and how did her family experience religious community and ritual?
What God-image was the tamily actively or passively transmitting to her through family
principles and codes?

Intra psychically, we are interested in how a child processes external messages and where
she locates them in her emotional. spiritual. and inner-developmental space. How will the
resolution of her Oedipal phase influence her God image? How intensely did she rely on her
transition object? How did she receive the love. compassion. discipline, anger, joy, and
appreciation displayed in her tamily? How did she experience her home: calm. safe. and secure.,
or chaotic, threatening. and unpredictable?

These are the forces. internal and external. that will inform how a child forms their image
of God. We now turn to a detailed explanation of these areas of influence, religious and

psychological.

13



Family_Svstems Theory: The Intluence of Family Codes on the way Children Form Their [deas
of The World

Every family has stories to tell. There is the geographic story. How did our family arrive
here? Where did the ancestors live and how did they live? There is the social story. What is our
race? How does our nationality influence our daily iives? How does the color of our skin affect
our social standing? What do we think about sexual orientation and how do we relate to the same
and opposite genders? There is the religious story. With what religious order do we identify?
What does our religion say about lite and death and how to treat other people? 1s the way we
experience religion extreme or mainstream? How does the religious community celebrate? Is it
joyous or somber? Intellectual or emotional? How is God presented in the religious setting? Is
God distant. close. provider. punisher. rewarder. defender. healer, friend, or other?

There is the cultural story. How does mainstream culture affect our family system? What
are the cultural norms with respect to education. politics. and business that affect our family?
There is the human story. How does our family relate to children. siblings. parents, grandparents,
friends, teachers. clergy. politicians. strangers. and neighbors? How do we think about health.
food. drink. and the physical body? How do we manage our emotional lives, express love.
display anger. manage conflict. reward or punish for certain behavior? What is the character of
our home: open. supportive, warm, or chaotic and fearful? How do we experience time?

These “stories™ serve as the underpinnings of every tamily system and influence and
shape the belief patierns of its family members. They inform the members’ worldview and way

of being, even when the story may contradict with reality.




Arnold Samerott. developmental psychologist at the University of Michigan and author

of several bocks and articles including. Developmental Systems and Family Functioning, writes

about the larger effect of family stories on the thinking and belief patterns of the individual
within the family unit. He teaches that family codes organize individuals within a family system
and affect the outcome of a child’s beliefs and attitudes. Family codes serve as guidelines for
organizing the family along dimensions of beliet, group practices. and interaction patterns. He
teaches that the cach family has four organizing principles: paradigms, myths. stories, and

© rituals,

The beliefs that the family holds about the world which help organize the behavior of
individual family members when they are outside the family unit would be considered
paradigms. Family paradigms regulate how the family receives information when the family 1s
together as a group. Mjyhs are what families create and believe to exaggerate the roles with the
family and provide a sense of continuity across generations. Family stories transmit values and
orientations to members of the tamily. They articulate values and roles within a family and can
be told or heard by many members of the family. Finally. family rituals are practices that the
family organization uses to regulate time and cultural identity. The entire family often practices
and observes the same rituals.

The organizing principles that are maintained by a family transmit expected ways of
behavior ta each member. Family members take on the responsibility. knowing and
unknowingly. to transmit the family identity to children so “they know who they are and where
they came from,” may it be historical, social, religious. or cultural principles. When a person
thinks “who am 1" and “where did | come from™ on a cosmic level, ithey will likely arrive at an

answer rooted their organizing principles that are imbedded into them by their family system.

15




When it comes to God in a person’s life, it is no different. The way a person thinks about
God is greatly influenced by their families organizing principles - paradigms, myths. stories, and
rituals. ‘The stories and myths that tamilies tell about God. and the rituals of (often in the
religious setting) family practice. help to reinforce a person’s image of God.

For example. in Sarah’s case. our four year-old. her God myth likely comes from her
familv's Jewish heritage. In the moment we meet Sarah. the Jewish funeral is the rituaf that
supports and reinforces the Jewish paradigm. Since God is one cultural myth that is drawn upon
in Jewish life-cvcle moments. God will be part of Sarah’s family story as they collectively
experience the death ritual. How God is portrayed will reinforce the story- and myth that informs
the God image in her family and in her own self.

In this way, God is one of many ideas in Sarah’s life that are influenced by family codes.
And at her age. it is mainly her family system thai is actively and passively transmitting her ideas
of the world. We would consider this the inter-psychic transmission that occurs in a family unit.

In the Jewish religious experience. the Torah is the master story thai transmits the
character of God. God is regularly mentioned in Jewish prayer. Jewish intellectual thought, and
Jewish sacred literature. God is often a central character in Jewish holiday observance. and in
family life-cycle experiences. We now explore some of the theological and religious principles

that can inform the way Geod is presented and how individuals may internalize such messages.

Religious Principles

Western religious ideas speak of a god that ca# intcract with universal humanity, can be

in personal relationship with the individual, and can know the actions of people. As an example,

16




in the book of Genesis. when God speaks directly to Abraham. this suggests to the reader that

God has divine providence and can intervene in life of people. The Book of Genesis reads. “God

will show you. [ will make of vou a great nation. I will bless you, I will make your name great.

and you shall be a blessing™ (Genesis12:1-2).

haggadah reinforces the image that God has a special relationship with the Israelites and through

God’s power redeemed them from slavery. Here. through divine intervention, God witnessed the

struggle of the Jewishranc i i hi thent:

The Torah also presents God with super human powers that can send down hail. split

open a sea, and aftect natural order of the universe. Such super naturalistic episodes happen

throughout sacred literature. for example when God splits the Red Sea: “Moses held his arm over

the sea and God opened up the sea with a strong wind all night and turned the sea into dry

ground” (Exodus 14:21).

We read another example of a super naturalistic God in the book of Isaiah where God has

the ability to change the direction of the sun. " Behold. I will cause the shadow of the dial. which

is gone down on the sun-dial of Ahaz. 10 return backward ten degrees.’ So the sun returned ten

degrees. by which degrees it was gone down™ (Isaiah 38:8).
i who is able to hear praver. to turn His fuce. to speak in

parables and dreams, and to reach out with an outstretched arm. Such anthropomorphic

representations of God can be found throughout the Torah, in particular whenever God speaks to

people may hear when [ speak with you” (Fxodusi9:9).

17




Divine intervention. supernaturalism, anthropomorphism are three central theological
ideas that influence and affect the way a Jewish family and Jewish individual imagines God.
These ideas present themselves when a family observes a Jewish ritual. attends a Jewish
ceremony, rcads Jewish literature. and considers Jewish history.

Presented with each of these images of God. the young child in a Jewish family seeks to
find psychic understanding. To them. this God appears to be a person with a face and arms who
is able to hear and to speak. This God has super-human powers and can move oceans and change
the direction of the sun. And finally. God can intervene in the life of a human being, just like
God did in Abraham and Moses” lives. If God is a person, God must be like superman. so the
child thinks. And though God can save people. God also hurts people. The child wonders: should
I respect God, love God, or fear God? This is made even more confusing for the child age 3-6
because they da not yet have the ability to think abstractly and are therefore continually looking
for real parallels in their own lives to whom they can attach their image of God.

The young child will look for concrete examples of people or things they have in their
immediate radius that have similar characteristics of the God images they see and hear about.
They reason, whom do I know who intervenes in my life on a daily basis? Who is the most
powerful person [ know that can make anything happen? Who reaches out to me with an
outstretched arm when | need their comfort or support? And in their absence. what other
resources do 1 turn to in order to fulfili my needs?

For most children, it is mother. or father, or both. who is/are the most powerful. most
providing. and most caring person/people in their life and so it would not seem unusual fora
child to believe that their mother or father were God, at least God-like. And in their absence, who

satisfies better than teddy bear or security blanket? It seems that in the intra psychic reality ot a

18




voung child, the relationship a child has to parent and to their transitional objects. most intluence

their early tformation image of God.

We now turn to developmental psychelogy te better understand this early childhood

experience.

_ Psychological Principles

Erik Erickson identified eight developmental stages in a person’s physical. social. and

T holooieal evolution. h JLIE e QIM-_birth aldp C and witn ¢ach & i~

stage building on the former and each having it's own developmental task. The following chart

outlines Erickson’s major developmental stages.

Basic Stage Psychosexunal Ages Basic Important Surmmary
Stage Conflict Event
1. Infancy Oral-Sensory Rirth to 12 | Trust vs. Fewling The infant must form a
w18 Mistrust first loving. trusting
OIS relatonrstipwiththe

caregiver, ordevelopa
sense of mistrust.

—— 2 Farly—— 1 Muosedlor-Anal——Hmonths——Autonoenn—s. Tailet The child's energies are
hildhoud o 3years Shame/Doubt training directed 1oward the
devetopment of physical
skills, including

walking. grasping. and
rectal sphincter contral.
The child learns control

but may develop shame
and doubt if not handled

well,
I Play Stage Focomuotor It nitiative s, —dependenee——The-child-continuesto
sears Guilt become more assertive

and to lake more
initiative, but may be

too forceful, leading to
guilt feelings.
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4. Schoo! Age | latency 61 12 Industry vs. Schoot The child must deal
Ars Inferiority with demands to learn
new skills or risk a
sense of inleriority.
luilure and
fncompelence.

5. Adolescence | Puberty 1210 18 Fdentity vs. Peer The teenager must

years Role Confusion | relationships | achieve a sense of
identity in occupation,
sex reles, politics, and
religion.

6. Young Cienitality 1910 4) Intimacy vs. lawe The young adult must

Adulhood yurs Tsolation relationships | develop intimate

relationships or suffer
feelings of isolation.

7. Middte Procreativity 40 10 65 Generativity vs. | Parenting Each adull must find

Adulthood sairs Stugnation some wiy Lo satisfy and

support the next
generation.

8. Maturity Generalization | 63 o death | Ego Integrity Reflection The culmination is a
of Sexual vy, Despair on and sense of onesell as one
modes aceeptance of | is awd of fecling

one's lite Tulfilled.

The Play Stage and the Oedipus Conflict

We are interested in the developmental phase that Erickson termed the Play Stage (ages

3-6) because this is when children enter a period “rich with imagination and creativity, ushered

in my locomotion and language™ (Berzoft. 1996). During this time. a child develops increasingly

sophisticated language and seeks concrete definitions to words. ideas. and concepts. This is when

a child begins to dialogue with parents. triends. teachers. and as they discover the world. they

attemnpt to aftix meaning to the words and concepts they hear and recognize.

11 is during this phase when a child begins to question everything around them. The Play

Stage is when a child may ask a string of seemingly endless questions about basic ideas.

Mommy, why is the ice cream pink? Because it has pink coloring in it. What is pink coloring?

20




It's like a crayon for food. There are food cravons? Do food crayons that make ice cream taste
yummy? No. [t's the sugar that makes ice cream taste yvummy. Can [ put sugar in my brocceli to
make it taste vummy? Etcetera, etcetera. etcetera. This rapid fire questioning is not the child’s
attempt 1o disturb or irritate the parent: the child is sincerely locking to understand how the
world works,

Enter God as a word into the child’s universe and he wants 1o know what God is just like
any other word that needs definition. 1t's for this reason that we focus on this developmental
stage. We want to understand the worldview of the 3-6 year old child and the complex influences
that work to give definition to the child’s words and ideas. From here. we will begin to better
understand the factors of intluence on a child’s journey to define the term God.

“This is a time of family romance and conflicts between what a child may want in
fantasy. and what he or she may have in reality. [t is during the Oedipal stage that Erickson sees
children’s modes of action as ~On the make. the attack. and the conquest™. and it is within this
stage that children face the ego-psychological tasks of identifying with their parents and their
society’s values™ (Berzoft, 1996).

Since the child looks to the parents and their society to help them define ideas and
concepts, it is likely that the word God will appear. This could happen within the home setting.
school. television. a friends house. or in a book. It's now when the child will likely turn to the
parents 10 help give definition to the word God. Mom, what is God? Who is God? Where is God?
To the 3-6 year old child. these are innocent and simple questions and they are looking for a
simple definition like they would when they ask why about the color of ice cream. The color of
1ce cream is not a cosmic or deeply personal question to most adults, but the God question is

personal and complex which is difficult to define at any age, let alone for a 3-6 vear old. Suftice
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it to say that the difficulty a parent has in defining the term God for the child is one of the first

signals to the child that God is a complex idea.

Another i ¢ ing auve 3-6 is the child's experience what Freud termed. the

Oedipus complex. The Oedipus conflict for the child is “being in love with the one parent and

hating the other are among the essential constituencies of the stock of psychical impulses which

2002. p. 36).

As Fraiberg (1959) teaches. the 3-6 vear old child is a magician. in the psvchological

where they do not have the language or maturity te articulate their fears and illusions. In part

response to their fears. guilt, and shame, a child may lash out at their parents through a complex

pattern of projection. They proj i i { . i .

Fraiberg writes: " The love attachment in early childhood to the parent of the opposite sex

and its many ramifications in the conflict with the rival parent - the aggression. the guilt feelings

and the form of its resolution — was given the name ~Oedipus Complex . ..It's a day-dream

without any possibility of fulfiliment. now or ever. It is a dream of love that must end in

disappointment and renunciation for all children™ {Fraiberg. 1939. p 204}

The complex drama of hatred. shame. guilt, love. and fear eventually resolves itselt

around age 5-6 when the child realizes they cannot take their parents” place and it is as if the

child says, “since [ cannot take my father’s place. be my father. I will be like him.”™ and now

begins to model himself after his father or mother. Normally. this is the outcome for boys. witha

i i i i other in the case of girls.
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Take a four-year old boy as an example. On a teeling level. he is a mixed bag of emotions
that rise and fall during every day 1o the bewilderment of his parents. He is constantly testing
boundaries and acting out for attention though it is playing out in his subconscious. He loves his
father, but there are times when he feels hatred. It's not uncommon for a boy to tell his father to
go away, | am going to be with Mommy alone. A boy may try to enter the parent’s bed in the
morning and evening and say. “this is where | am going to sleep. next to Mommy.”™ A girl may
put on Mommys ¢lothing and make-up and sit on Daddy’s lap and say. "you like me more than
you like Mommy. right?”

Freud teaches that the final reselution of the Oedipal complex is during the same phase as
when the child forms his understanding ot God. “The Oedipal phase closes with a change of the
paternal imago: from now on. the paternal representation-exalted. sublimated, and merged with
the memory traces of the primeval father-become the representation of God. Thus. the Oedipal
complex, the formation of the superego. and the formation of the inner world eventuate in a final
psychological process. namely the transformation of the parental imago in the God image
(Meissner. 1984).”

In Freud's own language, “of all the images of childhood. which. as a rule. is no longer
remembered. none is more important for a youth or a man than that of his father . . .A little boy is
bound to love and admire his father. who seems to him the most powerful. the kindest. and the
wisest creature in the world. God himself is after all only an exaltation of this picture of a father
as he is represented in the mind of early childhood™ (Rizzuto, 1979. p31).

In short, “The father tigure cannot be divorced from its mythopoetic function: It provides

a prototype for the deity” (Meissner on Freud, 1984, p. 69).
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For example, we might assume that a child, who witnesses parental rage in the home,
may fear God as they fear their own tather. A child that is severely punished for their behavior
may believe that God is a punishing God. A child with one weak parent and one dominating
parent may be ambivalent towards God and be unsure what God can or cannot do in the world. A
neglectful parent may evoke the belief that God is distant and unreachable. A fully present and
attentive parent may evoke the image of a loving God. A child who “has everything” may
believe that God cares about and responds to their narcissistic needs. These conclusions are
obviously too simple, but they speak to the parental influence on the way voung children evolve
an understanding of God. according to Freud.

As satisfying a picture as this may be ot the development of the God idea in the intra-

psychic level. Ana-Marie Rizzuto. author of The Birth of a Living God. teaches that Freud's

structural approach is limited. She believes that children have multiple representations, among
others, of their mother. father. and siblings. not just the father as it pertains to the development of
the God-idea™ (Rizzuto, 1979). To understand what she means by “multiple representations,” we

need a background in the field of object relations. to which we now turn.

Object Relations Theory

Object Relations theory emphasizes interpersonal relations that are formed mostly in the
primary family and especially between the mother and the child. An object can be a person, a
thing, or memeory, but refers to the image that a person holds in their psychic realm of the
“actual™ person, thing. or memory. Object relations theory explores the “relationship™ that a

person has to the ohjects in his life, may they be external. internal. or transitional.
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External objects are actual things that a person invests with emotional energy. People,
places. and things can be external objects when they are present in the worldview of the person.
For example. a child has a relationship with his toys. his bike. the food he likes and dislikes. He
also has a relationship with his parents. who are also external to him.

Just as he has external relationships with all the things in his life. he also has an internal
refationship with his toys. his bike. his food. and his mother. Internal objects are memories,
mental images, ideas. and fantasies - inner representations - about a person. place. or thing. For
example. children have a mental image of their mother as the primary caregiver. In this case, the
child brings the mother into the mind’s eye and has a relationship with mother, whether or not
she is present or abseni.

The third category of object is called the transitional object. A child's teddy bear or
security blankets are examples of transitional objects. These type of objects “hold™ the psychic
space for the child when the external object is not present. In this case, the child is not relating to
the teddy bear as a cute and cuddly doil. The teddv becomes the object that with the child
transfers his feeling and in return is comftorted by the teddy. This must be understood on the
psychic level and is best articulated by the D.W. Winnicot. one of the leading contributors to the
field of object relations.

“Transitional objects and transitional phenomena belong to the realm of illusion. which is
at the basis of initiation of experience. This early stage in development is made possibie by the
mother’s special capacity for making adapiation to the needs of her infant, thus allowing the
infant the illusion that what the infant creates really exists. This intermediate area of experience.

unchallenged in respect of this belonging to inner external reality, constitutes the greater part of
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the intant’s experience, and throughout life is retained in the intense experience that belongs to

the arts and 1o religion™ { Winnicot in Rizzuto. 1979),

the 3-6 vear old are key ideas as we move into the next phase of this demonstration project. As

we will now see, it has been argued that God plays the same function as that of the teddy bear or

to the work of Ana-Marie Rizzuto and “The Birth of a Living God.”

“The Birth of the Living Ged™

Rizzuto takes issue with Freud in one key area. Whereas Freud argued that the parent was

the near exclusive intluence on the child’s image of God. Rizzuto suggests that it is far more

ideas. fantasies, and images of God that must be reconciled. Whereas Freud taught that a

person’s God idea was established at the point of Qedipal resolution. Rizzuto teaches that the

od TR texandmittiFroeted-thamtheort o

exclusively. She contends that a child age 3-6 has multiple influences: mother. father. siblings.

extended family. clergy. teachers. cte. Each of these influences the child’s image of God.

11 this reasoning is correct. we can no longer talk about God in general when dealing

with the conceplt in psychoanalytic terms. We must specify whose God we are talking about. at

what particular moment in that persen’s life, in what constellation of objects. and in what

experience of self as context. The God representation changes along with us and our primary
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beings. Our description of a God representation entitles us to say only that this is the way God is

seen at this particular moment of a person’s psychic equilibrium™ (Rizzuto. 1979. p. 52).

ation created by the child

in the psychic space where transitional objects exist — the realm of illusion. She concludes.

“Throughout life, God remains a transitional object at the service of gaining leverage with

teddy bear. he has obtained a good half his stutfing from the primary objects the child has

‘found” in his life. The other half of the stuffing comes from the child’s capacity to “create’ a

Ve B | 1 PR - K TLL)
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With respect to the child. age 3-6. we can assume that the relation they have to their

transitional object will be similar to their image of God as their lives evolve. In what way are
they attached to their transiticnal object? at type of securi v ofter”

talk? Does teddy listen? Does teddy love? Does teddy have needs? Does teddy get angry?

How a child internalizes their transitional object will likely influence their intra psychic

image of God that will stay with them through life. (see addendum | which oflers a complete

scale of Rizzuto's work along all developmemal phases. )
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CHAPTER 3: THE DEMONSTRATION PROJECT - METHOD AND APPLICATION

About The Jewish Community Project (JCP Downtown}: New York City

JCP began three yvears ago in [.ower Manhattan as a response to the unmet Jewish needs
of the families living in Tribeca. Soho. Battery Park City. and the West Village. Since 2003.
there has been a major residential housing boom in these neighborhoods and the human and
social services are now trying to play catch up to the growth in housing and population. New
schools, new community centers. new parks. new cultural and religious communities are taking
root and beginning to create opportunitics tor education and social and cultural outlets.

There are approximately 600 families on the JCP* mailing list. JCP is an emerging
community in New York and we are experimenting with new models of involving people in
Jewish life. We do not have membership or a dues structure. Rather, every person who wants to
be involved in the project is considered a member. The great majority of the members are yvoung
families, parents in their 30°s and early 40°s with children up to age eight.

The parents in my community at JCP are some of the most well educated. bright.
creative, over-achieving and dynamic people in this generation. They represent a very narrow
demographic: the young urban family with a high income, recently living in an up-in-coming
neighborhood and looking for like-minded friends and sense of local community. Many of them
have full careers and full lives outside their parenting role and most have foreign workers caring

for their children from 8 AM - 7 PM. Monday through Friday. They expect the best of
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themselves and they want the best for their children, at home. at school. in their activities. and in
their religious communily.

The high majority of JCP families are not religicusly observani. They do not attend
regular worship services. They de not regularly observe Jewish traditional rituals in their home
although they will honor Hanukah, Passover. and the High Holy Days. Many of them would say
that they have a strong Jewish cultural identity and they want their children to be exposed to
Jewish customs. rituals. and stories so that “they have a sense of who they are. culturally as
Jews,™

In terms of God. they know that Jewish stories invelve God and that God is part of
Judaism. but when it comes to lalking to their children about God. they are unequipped to
respond to their children’s questions and inquisitiveness. Not that God is a foreign topic. just not
part of the central dialogue within the typical JCP tamily.

This demonstration project is an attempt to help them and their children.

Experimental Workshop with the parents of JCP Downtown

In the context of an experimental workshop. nine parents with children 3-6 attended two
group sessions where we explored the influences that parents have on their children’s image of
God. All the parents had children currently enrolled in the preschool at the Jewish Community
Project (JCP Downtown).

What follows is the outline for each session. followed by a detailed description of what

occurred during each session, concluding with my own reflections and assessment.
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Session A: The God of the Parent

1. Group Introductions: Establish trust and confidence in the room
2. Set Induction: Sarah’s story

Introduction: Purpose of this Demonstration Project and goals of the Two-part session

LY}

4, Ask: what is one question you teel ill-prepared to answer vour child when they bring
you a question about God? Parents introduce themselves in a circle. share their
children’s names and ages. and offer the question they feel ill prepared to answer.

5. Mention: Parents have a great influence on how their children will come to know God.
Discuss Family Systems. Explain the concept that the ideas a parent has about God will
likely be transmitted in some way or another to their child. Mention that parenting style
may also influence how a child comes to know God. Discuss Freud.

6. Mention: If family systems are true. how to you want vour child experiencing God at
age 307 How are you going to actively or passively transmit your God image to your
children?

7. Homework: to think about your own image of God and how you may have received

that notion from vour own family system of origin.

Session B: The God of the Parent — The God of the Child

1. Three minutes free write —what did your parents believe about God - what did they teach

you?
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Round the room responses to the question: How do you establish your parental authority
with your child?

Discuss the influence of parenting style on a child's development. Developmental theory
(Freud) suggests that the parental introjects a child has of his parents will heavily
influence his internalized God image. Example. a parent whose leading style is
unconditional love will likely have a child who later believes that God loves them
unconditionally. A parent who regularly implements a reward and punishment technique
to establish behavior may set the stage for a child who believes that God “rewards and
punishes™ based on their behavior (see chapter 2. psychological principles section)
Explain the idea of family codes and tamily systems and their influence on idea
development.

Discuss: What is your family myth about God and how is it influencing the way vour
respond to your child’s questions about God? Parents are the transmitters: as such you
need to discover what you believe so that you know what to teach.

Discuss: How to you want your child experiencing God at age 30 (since 30 is the
approximately the median age of the participants)? How are you going to actively or

passively transmit your God image to your children?

31




CHAPTER 4: RESULTS, QUTCOMES, AND NEW UNDERSTANDINGS

Six weeks prior to the group sessions. | contacted approximately 15 people. ] sent the
following invitation to parents who send their children to the JCP Preschool. [ knew all of the
parents, some better than others. I was looking to create a group of selt-reflective people.
conscientious parents, who came from as diverse a religious background as I could find. The

invitation email read as follows:

Dear Connie,

] want to invite you to be part of an experimental parenting group that [ am going to run
on the first 2 Thursdays in March from 9:05- 10:15 AM at JCP. | am looking for 8-10
people to commit to the two sessions on March 6 & 13. ] am writing my doctoral thesis on
the inter and intra psychic influences on the way 3-6 vear-old children develop their image of
God. I'm studying the way kids begin to think about God during their formative early years
because age 3-6 is the most impressionable time in a person’s life and when thinking patterns
begin to establish for a lifetime.

In each session. 1 will present for approximalely 15-20 minutes and then we will move
into approximately 45 minutes of group interaction and discussion.

For you. my goals are:

1. To understand better how to talk to your own children about God in your own voice.

2. To understand better how your parenting style will impact the natural way your child
could think about God later in life.

3. To understand better your own God image and how that was formed. developed, and
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rooted in your own life.

You do not need to have a deep personal belief in God or be able to clearly articulate
vour “relationship with God." Otten God is very personal and very difficult to find the right
language to articulate clearlv. To add to this. we in the Western world are often ambivalent
about God in as much as we know God is central to western religion. culture. politics. and
thought.

This is parenting education, not adult Jewish learning. Perhaps you will learn something
of your own God image formation but this group is designed to help parents understand how
a child locates their God ideas in their brain and how parenting styles can affect the process.

Since I'm looking for 8-10 parents for this group. please respond to me ASAP so that |
can move down the list to others if you cannot join. I realize it may not be convenient for
everyone - partners will be able to share the ideas we discuss in our sessions at home. When |
complete the written work. [ will give each participant a copy of the demonstration project if
vou are interested.

Please ask me any questions you may have. by email or phone.

Thank you.

Darren

Initial Responses to my lnvitation

* Six people responded yes within 24 hours to my email. One asked if she could bring her
friend and forwarded my email to her immediately. Within one hour. we had another

participant.
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* Three people responded that they were too busy 1o attend but they felt it was an

interesting topic and wished me best of luck with my demonstration project

were not that interested in knowing how to teach their child about God. | contacted each

person by phone and tried 10 explain that the sessions were more about parenting

psychological place. Both parties kindly replied no.

* Four people never responded to my first e-mail. [ followed up the next week with another

email 1o thent directly. Two i yclai ;

others apologized for not responding earlier. and said they wanted to join.

* We had our nine participants.

Two days before our first session. | sent the following email to establish the context of our first

meeting.

Dear Connie,

I'm very much looking forward to seeing you this Thursday morning and [ want to thank

vou in advance for carving out the time to enter into this discussion.

_ We're going to explore the many complex factors that influence the way our children think

about God and during their early childhood vears, to discuss the ways that parents can be

helpful in raising God issues with kids.

"God is watching over you so there is nothing to worry about?" When grandpa dies, what do
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we tell our four-year-old child? That he's happy now and with God?

To these questions, there are no right and wrong answers. Yet there are particular issues
that we parents should be sensitized to when dealing with Ged during the stage of lite when
are children are between 3-6.

There's nothing to read or prepare for cither of our sessions (3/6 and 3/13). Just bring
yourself. your ideas. and your questions. While I wish we could open up this group to more
people. we need to keep it to this list in order to create enough space for everyone to
participate.

See you on Thursday.

Darren

Session I, Thursday, March 6. 2008

Nine participants and | met at 9:10 AM following preschool drop-oft. We sat on chairsina
circle. I began by sharing my own story:

*As a synagogue rabbi, ! officiated at many funerals. I observed that many parents were
deeply concerned about how 1o raise the topic of death with their young child and whether or not
to bring the child to the funeral. I would tell them there is no right or wrong answer to this
question but that each family needs 10 best understand their child and make a decision that would
best meet their family’s needs and expectations.”™

I told them Sarah’s story where her mother said that the deceased grandparent was new in

the sky having a tea party with God, and said. "I knew six years ago when I witnessed this
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interaction. that 1 wanted to some day create some opportunities for parents with young children
to explore the issue of God and to do my own research into the topic.™

At that point, | asked the group the following question: “What question do you think vour
child may ask you about God that you feel ill-prepared to respond in a helptul way?”

Their responses follow (names have been changed):

Barbara (children ages 4 and 9 months)

“When my mother was dying. my daughter was two and I was taking her on trips back
and forth to Germany to visit her. When she died. ! was afraid to even address the question of
death with my daughter. | said grandma was sick and died. Now, she thinks when | get sick [ am
going to die. She is also afraid of old people. When my mother died. I told her that she is in
heaven. She asked. “where is heaven?” | said. “you can’t see it but it’s up in the sky.” Now when
she's on the swing and goes really high she says that she is dving and going up to heaven. Then
she asked one day. “Where is God?” [ said. "Everywhere.” Where is everywhere. she responded.
and this kept on going. I told her that God is watching over us. and sees when we are good and

bad. This preoccupied her tor a long time.™

Earl (children ages 4 and 2 — married to Shira who is also a participant in this group)

When my daughter asks about God. I don't think about all the psychological stuft. though
maybe I should. I just follow my gut. [ say. “there is an energy in our consciousness that we call
God.” In terms of death, | say, “we have a physical body and light within our soul — our physical
body has a beginning and end. But our soul is forever. Who we are is our soul, which never dies,

but our body does die and has an end. Sc. I guess I really don’t have any questions.
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Connie (child age 4)

My daughter has not yet raised any of these questions. Who is Ged? What is God? |
guess she will ask those questions some day and I'd like to know what to say. My daughter is
adopted and sometimes when she asks where she is from. [ tell her that God brought us together.

She really responds to that.

Nora (children ages 3 and 11 months)

['m going to make an observation. I'm very surprised that kids are bringing up the issue
of God. For me. it was my teen-age years when [ first started thinking about God. That was when
one of my grandparents died. But kids. asking these questions at age four. it’s surprising. For my
daughter, | assume the questions will start coming up when her grandparents die. when she says,

“when is saba coming back.” [ guess I will need to know how to answer that.

Lisa (child age 5)

She asks, “what is Ged. who is he? She asked recently, why did MLK (Martin Luther
King) die? Is he with God? Is MLK alive? Someone at her school said he was dead after they
studied the section on his life and she cried. Every weekend when we come back from our place
on Long [sland. we always pass those cemeteries in Queens. She always asks who is there? [ say
dead people who are sleeping forever. I just don’t know what the right religious answer is
because we are an interfaith family. | am Christian and we are raising our daughter Jewish. so

when | respond, | don’t want to give her the Christian answer. | want a Jewish one.
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Dina (children age 3 and 18 months)

Last-week1cau
on we say. “Oh my Gosh™ instead. 1 took a goldltish from the benefit last week and soon it will be

floating. | know we will put it down the toilet but that is where we put kackie he will say. Once [

aaaaa

concrele terms what we know. It helps. He new has a friend whose mother died and he is going

to ask someday. where is his mom? But it hasn’t happened yet.

Klara (children age 3 and 6 months)

My own grandparents. well three of them. are alive but my Papa is having open heart

surgery and I'm wondering how I am going to talk to my son about it if he dies. I'm Jewish but

we are not raising our child Jewish. I think God is a nice cop-out when you need a nice answer. a

alt 1ia Bre. am. pardon the expression,. o M er Jew . Jlawish because of DNA . butm

grandfather was a decorated German War Hero is WWI and then the Nazi's betrayed him and all

the Jews. Today. [ don’t want to betray the trust of my husband who is not Jewish by teaching

Ariel (children ages 5 and 3)

My three year old recently asked when are we going 1o see my grandmother (died last

month). [ said that we are not because she is dead. My daughter asked what does it mean to be

dead? How does somebody take a bath when they are dead? She wants to know the physical

stuff. My sons first experience with death was when he was three and a he witnessed a friend’s

grandfather collapse in front of him. He ended up dying. So, 1 want to know all the questions
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about death. Now he asks, “how did my goldiish die? He's also very interested in cemeteries.
And a few weeks ago. he came home from school and said, “another kid was talking about Jesus

and someone said he was God. is he?” So. there are a whole lot of issues coming up for me.

Shira (children ages 4 and 2 and married to Earl)

My daughier talks about God all the time. I talk about God all the time. Everyday. She
asks about death — her own and mine. When am [ going 1o die. she says. Where is God? Can [
see God? I talk about form with her. She gets that her actions affect the world. If she sees
someone crippled. the question comes up. how could that happen if there is a God? She knows
the heaven thing. She gets into tears when she thinks about me being dead. | guess 1 want to
know about death and dying and God consciousness in general, | want her to stay towards the
light. We take a spirituality class for kids at the Kabbalah Center. They don’t talk about God.
They talk about light and dark and to listen to the voices in our heads. Yesterday [ said. why
didn’t you pick up the food that you threw on the floor? She said. the ege in my mind didn’t tell

me ta. So she gets it.

Assessment of Session I:

Based on Lheir comments. most parents seem to believe their children are looking to them
to resolve answers about God (Farl seems to be the one exception). Parents feel it is their
responsibility to have the “right answer™ tor their children so they won't make an irreversible
error in their ¢hild’s development.

Parents were looking for the “right responses™ 1o their children’s questions. My sense is

that this group of parents did not want to “emotionally damage™ their children. My hope is that
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they will learn is that there is no one “tight answer™ to these questions. Just like all abstract and
philosophical questions about the meaning of life. their best answer is already within them and
this answer will transmit their family’s myth about God. While it is not the focus of this group,
we will consider offering related sessions to help these parents get at the answers to their own
questions about lite. death, purpose. God. etc.. since their own responses have the greatest single
impact on their children’s developing ideas to these same questions. albeit less sophisticated.

As the responses show. parents were more focused on death than on God. When posed
with the frame. “what question do you think your child may ask you about God that you feel ill-
prepared to respond in a helpful way.™ many of their responses focused on death. This raises the
question: do children naturally associate death with God or do parents transmit that association to
children? 1t would seem that the ultimate meaning of life questions {what is death? what is the
purpose of my life? is God in my life?) require a level of maturity and depth that is bevond the
scope of a voung child. 1i begs the question, were parents projecting their own “questions about
God” onto their children?

When presented with a question about death from their children. why did these parents
make associations with God? Did they think their child could make sense of this association?
Did they mention God as an answer of convenience because they had no other response? Or, did
they actively want to impart the lesson that God and death are associated according to their
family story? Perhaps it was something else? In a vacuum. would a child naturally associate God
with death or is this an idea imposed by the adults onto the child s life?

Perhaps when a parent is presented with a question relating to death from their child, their
unconscious anxiety about their own death arises or the death of their own parents. Beneath the

layers of their own conscicus understanding, they fear the impact of their own inevitable death
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on their children. This would understandably create tremendous anxiety. After all. what parent
ever wants to think or consider what life would be like for their children without parents to care
for their needs. This may be even truer for parents of young children where the levels of
dependency for mere existence are so critical.

As we observed in many of the parents’ responses. they brought God into the equation
when presented with a question about death. One can only imagine that here. as Rizzuto teaches,
God is providing comfort to the anxious parent just as God is meant to in God's psychic rolc as a
transitional object. As Rizzuto states above. “throughout life. God remains a transitional object at
the service of gaining leverage with oneself. with others. and with life itself.”

This is one understanding. certainly my own interpretation. of the reason why many of
the participants responded to my question about God with thoughts about death. It may have
been my own influence by having lead with Sarah’s story (Grandma is having a tea party with
God), which linked God and death. I had not anticipated these responses but 1 feel that it
deserves some further investigation with this group and ! plan to explore in our second session.

I intend to introduce this theory with my group with the following statement. =T was
thinking back to our first session and to some of your responses to my initial frame. [ asked.
“What question do you think your child may ask you about God that you teel ill-prepared to
respond in a helpful way7” | noticed that many of your responses had to do with death — how to
talk about the death of a loved cne with your child or how to describe what happens ata
cemetery. ['m very interested by this. Could vou help me better understand some of those
responses? Could we explore this for a few minutes together? What do we make of this —if

anything?
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Session 11, Thursday, March 13, 2008

{6 of the 9 participants were waiting in the room before the session was set to begin. The three

seats surrounding where [ sat during the previous session were empty as I sat down. Someone

joked. “nobody wanted to sit near the teacher today — nobody wants to get called on. huh? |

paused. smiled. and said. it’s all good material.” They had a collective laugh. Within another

minute or so. the remaining participants arrived.)

1. Darren: Good morning and thank you again for all being here. In a minute. ['m going ask

to complete a short free-write. But before we begin. [ want to respond to Ariel’s question

time talking about death when the topic was God. I promise to get there by the end of our

session loday. But I'd like to start elsewhere unless there is anything outstanding we need

question: “what did your parents believe about God — what did they teach you?”

{These are their responses)

2. Barbara: The question of God did not come up — botli of my parents are nol atfiiiated

with any religion. However. my grandmother told us she believed in God but did not

connect it to any religion. She rather had an agnostic approach.

3. Earl: I do noi recall talk of God. [t was more about community. T have recently initiated

discussion about God with my parents and was initially surprised with their views and

beliefs.

4. Connie: | have no specific recollection of being told anything specific about God. Though
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grandparent’s s/, going to Sunday school and celebrating the holidays. So it was more
about my religion — Jewish ~ than it was about God.

Nora: God was never specitically talked about in an active way yet it was all around us
growing up. Don’t recalt my parents ever speaking about God. I think this is probably
true of a fot of people who grew up in Israel.

Lisa: We went to Church every Sunday. God was introduced to us through Sunday school
Bible stories. praver, and song. God was a forgiving, accepting. inclusive idea. We were
also told that God lives within each of us.

Dina: Growing up. we did discuss the idea of a higher power. but more than that, it was
tradition, culture. and destiny. God as a being was more so a way of explaining how such
enormous things (as in creation) could have occurred. A lot of questioning came up
surrounding the Holocaust and where God was then and why things happened the way
they did. Zionism was a very strong idea in our home and my grandparents eventually
stopped going to synagogue.

Klara: We didn’t think about God at home at all. really. Not through any deliberate
avoidance as far as [ could tell - it just was not part of the context ot our family, [ went to
Hebrew school because 1 asked my mother if Jesus loved me (the Catholic kid next deor)
and had a bat mitzvah because my triends were doing it. We lit the Hanukah candles and
sang songs, but didn’t have any other religious activities in the house. When my great-
grandmother died we never spoke of an afterlife or her “looking down on us™ or anything
along those lines, but often speak of her fondly. God was a benign thing important to

other people.
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9. Ariel: 1 didn’t quite remember so I had to ask my mom and it did sort of remind me -
God is all around. all knowing of everything and protecting of us — for example if
something bad were to happen. she would say — God was protecting us from something
worse — not a lot at all from my dad — death didn't really occur for us (close family) until
[ was in high school — 1 shared a room with my grandtather who was orthodox and
influenced my feelings of religion (it not God specifically).

10. Shira: Patriarchal. loving. personalized. “God is bowling™ for thunder. Holocaust but still
full faith Jewish God — takes care of vou maternal but paternal in right and wrong ~ sees
everything I do — tied to religion. Father — not religious — he didn’t speak of it much —
mother’s domain — not too much being a freethinker — guilt in the mix.

11. Darren: {after | shared their responses aloud) As part of the process of understanding
what we are transmitting to our children in terms of God is first understanding what was
transmitted to us — or at least our experience of it. The reason why I we began here today
is so that we hear one another’s framework as we move towards a place of understanding
Our Owrl.

12. Connie: (raises her hand wanting to share) I see how this can be helpful. but | want to
know what to teach my child. Like what does Judaism say about God because 1 want my
daughter to have an understanding of the Jewish God or the Buddhist God. ['m really not
sure. But [ don’t even know what Judaism has to say about God and | am raising a Jewish
kid and she is going to ask so what should [ say. [ don't want to mess her up and teach
her something wrong.

13. Darren: In telling our family stories. there is no right or wrong. ['m approaching this

topic not from a Jewish framework but rather from a family systems perspective. | don't
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14

15.

16.

feel equipped to teach you about the Jewish God and what to say to yvour child because |
only know what the idea of Jewish God means to me and how | want to teach my child
about God. My point is that your daughter is going to learn about God from vou directly
and indirectly. Directly by the stories you do or don’t tell about Ged. religion. culture,
holidays. customs. And indirectly by the type of environment vou create for your
daughter at home. It's a less obvious way to come to the answer you are seeking. It's nat
about right or wrong when we talk 10 kids about God. it’s about having a control over the

story we want to iell them and proudly sharing it.

. Connie: | know. [ guess [ need to take a class on Judaism and see what Judaism says

about God.

Darren: Lets change gears a bit. [ want to talk with you about your child’s teddy bear. I'm
toying with a theory about God that plays a role similar to what a teddy bear or safety
blanket plays for your child. I"d like to get a sense of vour child’s object. what it is, how
they use it. (We spent ten minutes going around the room for people share their child’s
object, which was a combination of teddy bears. blankets. dolls. and cne milk bottle).
Darren: The teddy bear. the sofi pillow. the blankie. these are what psychologists call
transitional objecis. They serve the place of the primary love object when she or he is
absent. These objects seem to provide a sense of safety and security to a child. My own
three-year old son has a bear and he needs ta hold it to fall asleep at night. When he's
tired in the afternoon. he signals that he is ready to sleep when he says. =1 want blue bear
— where is blue bear.” When he is very upset. blue bear calms his inner storm and helps to

order his anxiety. How are we doing so far? (Nods of approval)

45




17.

18.

19,

20.

I"m entertaining the idea that God plays a similar psychic role throughout our lives in the
similar to the role that a teddy plays in the life of a child. Just like a teddy provides
comfort to anxiety and fear. I'm wondering if God provides a level of comfort from fear
and anxiety as we become more mature, In this way. God is also like a transitional object.
though very unique. How are we doing so far? (Nods of approval)

So. now that we have established these two thoughts. lets turn time back one week and
with your permission. I'd like to spend a couple of minutes exploring aloud what
happened in this room. Last week 1 presented you with the question: What question do
vou think your child may ask vou about God that you feel ill-prepared to respond in a
helpful way?” Most of your answers dealt with the issue of death (death of a family
member, dead people. and cemetery). Can vou help me unpack this? Did I unfairly
influence you by telling you the story of Sarah and her grandmother having a tea party
with God? Or could it have been something else?

Connie: Well. [ started by asking "what is God™ and then we talked about the death stuft.
So ['m not sure.

Klara: What was most interesting to me is that | felt that last week it was so obvious that
we were talking about ourselves and our own stutf about God. Did anybody ever see the
movie. The Picture of Dorian Gray? (s about a man who never ages but every time he
does something wrong or bad. a picture up in his attack grows older and gets uglier.
Then, finally, he goes up in his attic. smashes the mirror. and he drops dead right there. [
think that is what happened last week. I think we were all talking about ourselves and

looking into our own mirrors.
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21. Lisa: I do remember us talking a lot about God. I don’t know if you set us up or

influenced us. not sure. (No other responses. [ pause. look around the room inviting

comments. no one speaks)

22. Darren: That is helptul thank you. Let me push this a little more and you tell me if there

is anything here. ['m wondering il this theory that I am working relates here. If God

“more about you than your kids™ — then maybe our death comments are the real. deep-

seated anxiety that we as parents feel in our own lives. For me, as a parent with two

own death. It one of the boys died. | would be shattered and it would be the darkest

moment in my life. But the thought of my own death. that is scarier because 1 fear the

iving

to provide for him or her in the way that Julia and | do. So. I was wondering if when the

words *children. God. questions. most difficult™ were presented here in the same

sentence (selhish and narcissistic). we unconsciously answered trom a place of our own

fear using God as the comfort. safety. attachment object. in the same way a child uses a

teddy. Is there anything to this thought here that vou care to respond to?

23, Shira: This is so rich and so close to home. | mean it’s all so real to me. Heavy. God is

freedom to be me. | feel freedom so deeply. [ paid every last penny I had on therapy so

that I could be free. I frickin rode a Harley around New York City so that [ could seek out

that sense of freedom as a woman of flesh. | was in Israel. studying in the yeshiva with a
full Kirt d I Kl | shonie it (obse f the Jewish | f

personal purity). ] am an artist needing to be free and to unleash that which holds me
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back (begins to ¢rv). This is so groundbreaking. death. God. freedom. you know what |
mean? (A long pause in the room to take in her emotion).

24. Ariel: Well. it’s certainly true that I am much more responsible now that | have kids. |
remember when we first had our baby, we got to the sireet corner and [ said to Beb. —no.
we can’t cross because it's a red light.”

25. Birgit: It's true that growing up in my home, [ felt that the first time my mother brought
up God when death happened. So yes. | see there is something there but 1 need to think
about it more.

26. Darren: (long pause waiting for other responses). Well this was very helpful (I lock at my
watch). Oh. look at the time. ['m over. This is going to feel rushed because so many
important ideas have been shared in this room. [ wish it could go on and I'm sorry it can't
for today. I"'m going to send around an email to you tomorrow or Monday trying to bring
a better sense of closure to this session than time permits now. Let me say thank you for
going there with me and with each other. If you want to stick around and talk. | would be
happy ta do so. If you want to set up some time for another day. also happy to do so. My
door is open te you. And if you would like to read a copy of my demonsiration project.
let me know and | would be happy to share it with yvou. You made it happen and vou are
a big part of it. and I thank you. Oh, it really feels hard to wrap this up. So. lets say good-
bye for now, but [ promise to touch base with you soon. (Nobody stoad up to leave).

Okay, (with a smile) now ['m going to have to call security to get us moving.

(The room cleared out slowly, some people said good-byes to each other. three people came up

to me 1o ask if we could continue, how important this is, how we opened up so much and feel
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like it’s all hanging out there and need better closure. [ told them to please write me an email or

call after they had a chance to think about it and share with me what they might want to do next.)

Assessment of Session 11

[ felt a distinct energy in the room at the beginning of the session — a certain desire to
pick up exactly where we left oft the week before. However. | felt the energy darken in the room,
when 1 asked the group to work individually for a few minutes. Perhaps this new element of
working individually derailed the energy of the group. Whatever the rcason. | noticed a change.
Perhaps my request of completing the cards gave it a sense of “This is an official study and we
are Darren’s mice™ rather than the opening of a group learning session. Or. reflecting further,
they felt betrayed on some level since 1 actively chose not to continue the session from where we
left the previous week like [ had committed.

Perhaps they felt my own agenda working inside me — like we had much to accomplish
so sit back and put on your seatbelt. Reflecting on the verbatim. [ clearly dominated the session
and felt | did too much teaching and not enough group leading (lines 13-25). I had much in a
short session. | wanted to achieve the original goals of the second session AND carve out time to
explore my assessment of the tirst session.

In line 22. [ wonder if [ projecied too much of my own story into the group experience.
As | mentioned during the session. my wite’s father died when she was age eight and it was the
defining moment in her life. This influences my own family unit as my wife — my children’s

mother, my co-parent, - has parental death as one of the primary stories of her life.
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While | feel that ! unduly influenced the God-death association by leading with Sarah’s
story in the first session. this is not to diminish the recal need for these parents to explore how
they are going to talk to their children about death in addition to how they are going to talk 10
their kids about God. Thought I recognize that | may have conflagrated the issue for them.

Having passed through this experience. I now feel the need to explore my own
interpretation that one of the greatest fears for parenis of young and dependent children is our
own death. This may be true more for me than the group ot pareats. In reflection, the thought
that my greatest fear is my own death (A) BECAUSE I am now a parent of dependent young
children (B) needs further exploration. I'm not sure if B is a result of A. Perhaps my greatest fear
is my own death. period. [t seems a bit self-centered to say. “If one of my boys died. 1 would be
shattered and it would be the darkest moment in my life. But the thought of my own death, that is
more scary because | fear even more. the idea that my boys would have no parent.” For [ want to
think that faced with the question of my own death or my child’s. I would choose to let my child

live over me.

RESULTS, OUTCOMES. AND NEW UNDERSTANDINGS

At the beginning of this project. we identitied four goals:
I. To help parents respond to their child’s questions about god with a sensitivity to their
child’s early developmental stage.
2. To help parents understand their own God image and how they are likely to transmit this

family myth to the child.
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3.To help parents develop a long-range intentional approach to transmitting their family story
of God to their child.

4, To ofter a context for those working with children ages 3-6 and families in the religious
setting, an understanding of the developmental tframework when they are presented with

questions about God.

Now, at the conclusion of this project. we can assess if our original goals were met by cxploring

the outcomes on the participants in these sessions:

1. The participants understand there is no “right or wrong ™ answers to their children s

questions about God

Some of the participants entered the workshop looking for the right answer to their
children’s questions about God. They learned that the right answer rests within their own
capacity to understand their concept of God and how they wish to transmit that understanding to
their child. There is nothing “wrong™ with telling Sarah that grandmother is in the sky having a
tea party with God if that is the family story that mother wants to transmit to her children.
Obviously, there are implications by telling this very story to Sarah. but many family codes have
long-term implications on children within the family systemn. The goal 1s not to have the “right”
answer to a child’s questions about God. Rather. it seemis important for the parents to have a
general idea of what they want for their child in terms of a later relationship and understanding

of God in their lives and work towards that goal throughout childhoed.
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As we witnessed during the first session. parents were seeking the right answers to their
children’s questions about God, death. cemeteries, etc. | believe they left the second session
understanding there is no right answer. They may not vet know for themselves how they will
answer, but they know it is less about an answer from the outside, as it is an answer coming from

within after a pertod of self-discovery.

2. The participants undersiand the many influences on their children that will contribute to

Sorming their idea of God during early chifdhood

The participants now understand the many influences on their children’s image of God
formation. There are family codes - the stories. myths. and rituals that families tell and what
rests at the core of a family's belief system and worldview. These inter-psychic influences are
rooted in the generational stories that exist within each family. their religious identity, their
social and cultural standing. the type of education they create for their child. An African
American boy who grows up in a middle class home in Texas. attends a Baptist church each
Sunday, and has an authoritarian father and weak mother will have a very different image of God
than a Chinese born Jewish girl who lives in Boston who attends a Reform Synagogue weekly
with her two moms.

Next, there is the child’s experience of the parenting they receive, If there is truth to the
Freud’s idea, “of all the images of chldhood. which. as a rule. is no longer remembered. none is
more important for a youth or a man than that of his father . . .A little boy is bound to love and
admire his father, who seems to him the most powerful, the kindest, and the wisest creature in

the world. God himself is after all only an exaltation of this picture of a father as he is
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represented in the mind of early childhood.” | would extend this concept beyond just fathers and
sons, but to children and parents of both genders. To Freud. the greatest influence on a child's

image of God is the parent — as we have discussed in the intra psychic sections of this paper.

3. The participamts became aware that they might assume their own questions of God were

the same as their children's (projection).

During Session 1 we asked: “what is one gquestion you feel ill-prepared to answer your
child when they bring you a question about God?” As we have discussed in the assessment
section of Session 1. we witnessed the majority of responses related 1o questions about death.
afterlife, cemeteries, and the like. Since a child during the play-stage does not yet have the
capacity to think abstractly about permanence and absolutes as we have discussed earlier. it
would seem unnatural for a child (age 3-6) to associate God and death. We concluded as a group
during our second session that the association of God and death is a mature way of thinking and
probably not on the process level during early childhood.

The important lesson here is the awareness that parents might have the tendency to
project their own abstract ideas onto their children. While it may be true that the majority of
participants remember the first time they began to think about God was around the death of
someone close to them, this likely occurred in a much later developmental stage when abstract

thinking was more available to them.

4. The participanty learned that other purents share a difficulty in talking 1o children abow

God as a reflection of their own uncertainty about God in their lives.
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While the participants entered the workshop seeking answers to their children’s questions
about God. 1 believe they lett understanding that they themselves needed to seek some of their
own answers about their relationship with God. Many entered with & variation on the question:
*what does Judaism say about God so I can tell my child when they ask?” They left the second
session aware that they could not answer that question for their children uniil the answered it for

themselves.

3. The participants understand it is their responsibifity to teach their children about God

and bring their chifd into a relationship with the divine.

Participants left the second session understanding the role that family codes and parenting
style play in the development of the God idea during early childhood. With the realization that
there is no “right™ answer to a child’s question of God and with the understanding that their
children are receiving their messages and cues about God. it becomes apparent that it is their
responsibility to teach their child about God. They may not think they have the 100ls to
accomplish this parenting task. but they now appreciate the role they play in their children’s

overall relationship with God.

6. The participants wish to continue working together as a group to continue our

explorations of parenting life.
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The participants have a desire to continue and so do [. 11 was clear to me at the
conclusion of the second session that a number of important issues and questions were raised that
need more exploration and resolution. The day after our final session. | sent an email to the
group thanking them for their participation and inquiring if they would wish to continue. Several
participants expressed interest in continuing with the issues raised and others. which we intend to

do in the early spring of 2008.
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CHAPTER S: IMPLICATIONS OF THE DEMONSTRATION PROJECT

Implications for Parents

Children receive their world-view from family codes {stories. myths. paradigms. rituals).

which serve as the fabric of a family system. These codes teach a child about all the various

dimensions to their emotional. physical. spiritual. and social self. In this way, God is a family

approachces life., death, purpose. and ultimate being. From this. we understand that one of the

major tasks of the parents is to transmit the family story. and God is one aspect of the story. This

This demonstration project has also raised the idea that parenting style may influence

their child’s idea/image/relationship with God. As we mentioned above in Freud's own words,

~of allthe images ol childhood. which. as a rule. is no longer remembered. NONE 1S MOLe

important for a youth or a man than that of his father . . .A little boy is bound to love and admire

his father. who seems to him the most powerful. the kindest. and the wisest creature in the world.

God himself is atter all only an exaltation of this picture of a father as he is represented in the

mind of early childhood.” The way a child experiences parental love. discipline, attention.

reward and punishment, guilt, soathing. ete. serve as the intra psychic influence of God imagery

on the child.
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Implications tor Religious Educators

Religious educators have the challenging task of transmitting the institutional language of
God to their students while at the same time being sensitive to the developmental stage of their
audience. The sensitive and aware educator will take the clues from the parents when dealing
with an individuai family unit. The challenge is greater when presented with the task is to teach
one biblical story or another to a group of children. When dealing with children ages 3-6. the
religious educator must remember. as Fraiberg {1959) teaches, “the 3-6 yvear old child is a
magician. in the psychological sense.” They may hear a story about Abraham raising up a knife
against Isaac and may incorporate that into their own psyche as an experience they are destined
to have with their own parent. There is no one prescription for religious educators about how to
approach their teaching. other than with sensitivity and the charge to study and understand
developmental learning stages. This same sensitivity should be applied when counseling voung
children

This demonstration project may enable the religious educator to think about the
relationship that people have with God from a new perspective. The underlying concept in object
relations is that a person has a “relationship™ with the external. internal. and transitional abjects
in his life. In this way. a person has a relationship on a psychic level with everything in their
lives, including God. For the religious person whe believes in the concept that peeple have a
relationship with God. they now have another lens with which to approach the idea of
relationship, albeit an internal process. This gives new meaning to the guestions. “what is your

relationship with God?”
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ADDENDL'M

Rizzulo outlines Erickson’s eight stages ot development in relation to a person’s
transitional objects and titles this diagram. “The Individuals sense of self and the successive
recreations of his transitional objects (see the following page).” Though this demonstration
project focuses on one of the eight stages. we think it would interest the reader to see how the
intra psychic expericnce of a person plays out over a lifetime.

In her intreduction to the diagram she writes. “Like Erickson’s, my diagram portrays
human lite as a gradual unfolding of the personality through phase-specific psychosocial crises.
each stage representing a component that comes to ascendance and finds its more or less lasting
solution at the conclusion of its stage. The diagram presents the relation between the unfolding
sense of self and the concomitant transtormation and continuous creation of the transitional
object. The central thesis is that God. as a transiticnal representation needs o be recreated in

each developmental crisis if it is to be found relevant for lasting belief.
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