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Zenvesti NE / By Paul H. Sutherland

Kids and Stuff

s I sit in the hospital waiting for Amy to deliver our new
baby, I realize that the adoption of our two-year-old
son, Patrick, was a gift. Patrick lived the first 1t months
fhis life at an orphanage in Lusaka, Zambia, the third
poorest country in Africa. It’s a place where, even for the “rich,” toys,
children’s clothing, and strollers are scarce — where TV advertisers

don’t even bother to waste their money
on commercials for junk food and toys. At
the orphanage, Patrick didn’t have people
hugging him, reading to him, a bouncy
chair, or a stimulating play mat or toy.
Once adopted at age 12 months, he started
life with hand-me-down clothing and a few
essentials from Grandma and Grandpa,
the orphanage community, and friends.

Of course, we didn’t realize the
wonderful gift of Patrick at first. Amy
went to Zambia to meet Patrick, along
with an ergonomic baby carrier made in
the USA. We thought she was bringing
him something special and helpful,
but when she used the stroller to truck
Patrick through the potholed, muddy
streets of Lusaka, she got incredulous
smiles from Zambians. They could not
understand why Amy didn’t just sling the
child across her back in a brightly colored
cloth chitenge, which would keep both
her hands free and the child warm next
to her body. As it turned out, Amy came
home four months later having ditched
the stroller, opting to carry Patrick in her
chitenge, as nearly all African women do.
The brightly colored piece of African
fabric costs less than a dollar and is more
ergonomic and a whole lot more humane.
Amy likes to say, “It was a huge advance to
put wheels on luggage, but is that how we
want to treat babies?”

Patrick has been firmly in the USA
for nearly 12 months now. He is a typical
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American kid, who is dropped off at
preschool three days a week and has
three siblings (big sister at college,
Akasha, age 19; soccer/basketball
brother, Keeston, age 15; and his brand-
new brother, Henry). But he will always
be Zambian, and we want him to hold
on to his essential connections. Patrick
sits in one of the only “baby items” we
have bought for him, his high chair.
Nearly everything else, from toys to
crib, has been loaned or given by family
or friends. Babies are expensive, we all
have heard, but from my experience, the
perceived expense of raising children
comes mostly from our outsized and
often dehumanizing expectations,
caused by the consumerism of the
society we live in.

What do we teach our kids when
we buy them more, bigger, and more
expensive stuff? Contrast that with
what most of us will say we want for our
children: happiness, a feeling of self-
worth, courage, a sense of responsibility,
connection, compassion, empathy;
integrity. Frankly, we all know that “stuff”
does not feed those virtues or values.

While I am not an expert on kids, this
is what Amy and I have discovered:

1. You are the best “toy” your kid has.
You can sing, giggle, laugh, dance, carry,
hug, be a dog (no mess) or a cat (no hair
balls), moo, and neigh without ever
leaving the living room.
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2. Everything is a toy for a kid. Patrick
spends about 10 minutes pulling pans out
from under the stove and “doin’ cookin™
with Mom and Dad for every minute
that he spends on his plastic kitchen
that Santa, Akasha, and Keeston took
three and a half hours to construct on
Christmas Eve.

3. If no new toys were ever
manufactured again, and people went to
their basements or handed down stuff
to neighbors, Goodwill, and friends, we
would not need to manufacture another
toy for years (except, of course, balls,
Legos, paints, and crayons.)

4. Everything is play: folding laundry (I
figure it takes three times longer to fold
with Patrick’s help), making dinner, or
shoveling snow are all fun when we are
able to stay in the moment.

5. Everything changes. Kids grow up
and get friends and will want this and
that, and hearing no is oh so hard for a
child. We raise our kids to state their
needs and be straightforward about their
wants. We teach them to negotiate and
are proud of their ability to use words
to navigate the world around them. But
when those great communication skills
are unleashed on us, especially during the
teen years, we find that often the student
has exceeded the teacher in his ability
to use every emotion and skill to get the
new M-rated game, a fourth pair of jeans,
or an expensive new phone.

Paul Sutherland is president of Financial &
Investment Management Group. See excerpts
from his best-selling book, Zenvesting, as well
as his latest book, The Virtue of Wealth, at
SpiritualityHealthbooks.com.

To ask a question or chat, contact him at

Paul@SpiritualityHealth.com.
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