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CINDY BRANDT: Okay, everyone. Welcome to day two of the Parenting Forward 
Conference. We had so much fun yesterday. Hopefully we can keep up the same level of 
energy and excitement. It’s always really good to know that we’re in this together, we’re 
not alone in the parenting forward journey.

I just want to mention a couple of conference logistics reminders. Just remember you 
can use the Q and A option on your screen to ask questions, if you have questions for 
Rabbi Sandy or any of the other speakers today. Use the Q and A to ask the questions 
because then I can access it a little easier.

You can use the chat box to talk to each other. Yesterday we were sharing resources and 
talking to each other, so feel free to do that. And say hi to the speaker, respond to the 
speaker. It was really fun, so go ahead and feel free to do that. But if you have specific 
questions that you want me to ask in the Q and A section, then use the Q and A option.

And then, just another reminder to use the #PFConf to share quotes from speakers this 
week. That way we can click into it and... I mean honestly, it’ll just be helpful for me to 
look through what resonated the most with you, and so, yeah. IF you could use #PFConf 
on Twitter, on Instagram, or any place like that.

And then, lastly, I’m getting lots of questions about conference recordings and I did 
send an email out about that, but I am doing the best that I can to get the conference 
recordings out. But after the conference is over each day, I have to upload it to the video 
and then I have to put it over onto my website and make it password protected, because 
it’s only for ticket attendees, so it’s a process, so I appreciate your patience as I try to get 
it up as soon as I can. Actually upgraded to a higher package so that I’m not limited by 
the amount that I can upload, so hopefully I can get it done within a week. But yeah, so 
there’s perks to tuning in live so you can watch it while it happens. Otherwise, you have 
to wait.

So those are all the announcements I think I have. If you have any questions about 
logistical conference questions, go ahead and ask that in the Q and A, and I’ll try to 
address it as well.

So, thank you. Thanks for being here. So, starting us out today. Today’s sessions, with 
some serious girl power, is Rabbi Sandy Sasso, who incredibly, is the first woman 
ordained from the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College in the ‘70s. Sandy is the author 
of so many award winning and best selling children’s books about God and spirituality, 
like God’s Paintbrush, In God’s Name, and her most recent book, I don’t know if it’s most, 
the more recent book, The Story of AND, is one of my favorites. So please go check out 
her books, get it for your children’s library. It’s so sweet and has a beautiful message.

Rabbi Sandy, thank you so much for being with us here today, and I’m going to hand the 
mic over to you.
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SANDY SASSO: Okay. Well, it’s wonderful to be here and say hello to everyone, wherever 
you are. I am in Indianapolis, and this is very exciting for me. I look forward to your 
questions.

Let me begin with this. I believe that all children have a deeply spiritual light from the 
time they are born, but what they don’t have, is the language to express it. So it is up to 
us to provide that language, and I think you all inherently know this. Children have this 
great sense of curiosity, and of wonder and enthusiasm that is so part of their childhood. 
And in fact, the Greek word for enthusiasm comes from a word that means God within, 
and that seems so appropriate that there is something spiritual, a God within each child, 
and the question is how do we get them to talk about this and it to be part of their lives?

So one of the languages that I feel is most powerful is stories, so I’m actually going to 
begin with two stories. One’s a man who used to rescue greyhounds, and whenever a 
greyhound had finished his racing career, he would come and the man would say, “So 
why did you stop racing?” And one time, the answer was very unusual. So he said, “Why 
did you stop racing? Were you not fast enough anymore?” And the greyhound said, 
“Nope, nope. I was as fast as ever.” “So were you not famous enough?” “Ridiculous. Of 
course, I was famous. I got lots of press.” “Well, were you not making enough money?” 
“Ridiculous. I made so much money. Each time I raced, I made more and more money.” 
So the man says, “I don’t really understand. Why did you stop racing?” And the 
greyhound says, “Because I found out that the rabbit I was chasing wasn’t real.”

And so what I think we are trying to do, is help our children chase the rabbit that’s real, 
and not all the other shiny things out there that advertisers, and stores and all, want our 
kids to take hold of. So the messages our children receive are these. What you have is 
not enough. You certainly need more. We have to go out and get more. Keep nagging 
and you’ll get what you want. Fit in at all costs and grow up as fast as you can.

And it’s really easy to get stuck there. I’m not sure you know this, but you can trap bees 
in the bottom of a mason jar without a lid. All you need to do is put honey at the bottom 
of the jar, and the bees fly in for the honey and then they get stuck because they never 
look up to see that the jar is, in fact, open. So there’s so many things that get us stuck 
in places we don’t need to be. And there’s so many messages that trap our children, we 
need to help them look up. We have to be sure they don’t grow up as cynical, inhibited, 
and manipulative. We want to create a deeply spiritual life.

So when we say, “Look up,” sometimes we mean look up to something, transcendence, 
look up to God. And sometimes the way in which we speak about God really makes no 
sense. So here’s another little scenario. Children are lined up in a cafeteria of a parochial 
school for lunch. At the head of the line, the cafeteria line, there is a large pile of apples, 
over which a teacher has written a sign, Take only one. God is watching. And then at the 
end of the cafeteria line, there is a big plate of chocolate chip cookies, over which a child 
has written a sign, Take all you want. God’s watching the apples. So think about that 
for a minute. Those are the kind of ways that we talk about God and they really don’t 
make any sense to us as adults, and we leave kids with the concept of God that they will 
reject or outgrow like they outgrow the tooth fairy, or perhaps cause them to hold some 
dangerous ideas of what it means to be a person of faith. So the way in which we talk 
about transcendence, and spirit and God, has to really make sense to us as adults. We 
can’t give them something that we wouldn’t accept.



So I’m going to give you an example from one of my earliest children’s books called, 
God’s Paintbrush. I wrote a series of vignettes about how children could experience the 
divine in their everyday lives, and each vignette ended with a question so that a parent 
and a child could engage in a conversation. Because what kids want most of all, is not an 
answer, they want to talk to you. They want a conversation. So I wanted children to see a 
God who is not high in the heavens, but in the every day, around them and within them, 
and realize not what God can do to them if they’re bad or for them if they’re good, but 
what can they do because of God? What does their faith enable them to do?

So let me give you an example from God’s Paintbrush. Sometimes I think God is just like 
my dad when he holds the back seat of my two wheel bicycle just long enough for me 
to catch my balance. Then he lets me go and I ride all by myself, but it’s nice to know 
he’s running right alongside me. Sometimes I think God is just like my mom when she 
helps me look both ways in crossing the street, and then lets me go all by myself, but it’s 
nice to know she’s still watching at the corner. What makes you feel big enough to do 
something all by yourself for the very first time?

When I first wrote this book, I had a reviewer say to me, “So where are the answers? In 
the back of the book?” And I said, “No, the answers are inside of you.” And kids, more 
than anything, want to have a conversation. When I would ask kids, “So what do you like 
most about this book,” they would say, “We like the questions.” Basically they’re telling 
us, “We want to talk to you.” And what about thinking of a God that gives us the courage 
to do something that we’ve never done before?

Also, so the second book I wrote is called, In God’s Name, and I wrote it because people 
were saying there’s one way of thinking of God and all the other ways are wrong. We live 
in such a polarized climate. Somebody’s right, somebody’s wrong. And we, of course, are 
right and everybody else isn’t. So how could we get people to talk about God in more 
embracing and inclusive fashion? So I wrote this book about people calling God many 
different names, depending on their experience. So the farmer calls God, creator of life. 
The woman who nurses her newborn child calls God, mother. The father who holds the 
baby calls God, father. Little girl who’s lonely calls God, friend. The soldier who is tired 
of fighting wars call God, maker of peace. And the people argue, everyone’s saying, “My 
name’s the best. My name is better than your name,” until they finally come together and 
realize that all the names for God are good and they call God, what.

So I would read this book to kids over the years, and after I’d read it, ask them to tell me 
what name they would like to call God? And after hearing all these names, they couldn’t... 
Pick any one you want. Any one that makes sense to you. Most of the kids called God, 
mother and friend, which is so interesting to me because our prayers don’t use that 
language. They use lord, father, king, but our kids want to say mother and friend. And we 
need to give them the opportunity to voice those names.

So I remember once at a large family service, that I asked that same question with 
the kids who were in attendance. Actually was a very big service, probably about 200 
children, and I remember one little boy, who was about five years old, whose mother was 
dying of breast cancer. And he got up in this large congregation and he said, “I want to 
call God, healer.” And I thought that was the deepest and most heartfelt prayer I heard all 
day.



Well, come some 20 years later, I was giving my retirement sermon, one of my last 
sermons. And I was saying what are those things I remember most from being a rabbi, 
and I told that story. I said, “I’ll never forget the little boy who called God healer.” Well, 
after the service, I discovered that little boy, who was now an astrophysicist, was in 
attendance. And he came over to me to, it was Jewish New Year, to wish me a happy new 
year, and I said, “Did you recognize yourself in that story?” And he said, “That little boy, 
that was me.” And I said, “I will never forget that.” And he said, “Neither will I.” So you 
don’t quite understand all the time the impact that conversations and stories can have on 
children many, many years later.

So I tried the same exercise with adults, which is actually a lot harder. But I remember 
one woman saying, “I would like to call God, an old, warm bathrobe,” which I must admit, 
I found unusual, but we thanked the person for sharing and we shared many other 
names. A year later, that woman came to me and said, “I want to thank you for that 
experience because my mother died this past year, and I took her old, warm bathrobe 
and I wrapped it around me and I felt the presence of God.” What does it mean to give 
children and adults permission to speak out of their heart and not just about out of 
what’s written in the prayer book?

Let me give you two more examples because all of these have... Are you wiping your 
eyes? All of these have such an impact on me. So there was a young man who had just 
returned from, he’s an intelligence officer in Afghanistan. And I probably had read this 
story, In God’s Name, to him when he was six or seven years old, so he’s clearly in his 20s 
now. And he calls me after he returns from duty and he says, “Do you remember that 
book you read a long time ago called, In God’s Name?” I said, “Yes.” He says, “Well, now 
I know what I want to call God.” This is 15 years later. “I want to call God, my trampoline, 
because it’s what allows me to bounce back after falling down.”

And I could go on, telling you more stories like this. Judaism teaches that God is like 
a mirror, and everyone who looks into it sees a different face. It depends who you are, 
your age and your experiences. No one face is better than another, they’re all partial 
reflections of the one who includes us all. When we give children-

SPEAKER 3: I’m not sure I understand.

SANDY SASSO: Oops. I don’t know. That was something. When we... Sorry about that.

So we’ve got to give kids permission to look in God’s mirror. We don’t look in God’s 
mirror very often and we don’t allow kids to do it. We give them the words we want them 
to parrot back to us, in which they are very accommodating, but they don’t really tell us 
what they see and what’s inside. Now, I think for some of us, and I’m just guessing here, 
but that mirror that we look into that tells us what’s of ultimate significance to us and 
what we think about God, is kind of cloudy. Maybe we’re a little too cynical or we’ve been 
disillusioned, or we’ve been too hurt, and we can’t look anymore.



But I think if we would give ourselves permission to look deeply, we would see something 
quite extraordinary, just as these people did. And just remember, the stories you tell... 
A child may pay absolutely no attention to you and you might think, “Oh my God, I’ve 
just wasted my time,” but then they can come back 15 years later and say, “Remember 
that story you told me? I really needed to hear it. I need to hear it now.” So they carry all 
these stories and experiences with them, even if they don’t tell you, and they come to 
use those experiences and stories when they need them.

So how do you do this? How do you encourage this religious imagination? It really 
feels a bit frightening, I guess. So I want to tell you this. I’m really not the expert on the 
spirituality of children. You are, if your heart is opening to remembering your earliest 
experience of transcendence. So listen to something and try to call up in your mind, 
something that happened to you that made you feel that you were connected to the 
world, that made you feel inspired, that moved you deeply.

Let me give you an example because it’s not really as hard as it may first appear. I was 
actually asked to do this at the first conference on children’s spirituality that I attended. 
And I was told to take a few moments to be silent and find an experience that would 
most express what I thought of God or transcendence.

And I went way back to my childhood, I used to live on the East Coast in the United 
States, and I would go down to Atlantic City, by the Atlantic Ocean, every summer, and 
we would spend the summers there, but my father would only come on the weekends. 
Well, I just, as a child, loved to jump in the waves until one day I was toppled by a large 
wave, and I got, for a moment, caught in the undertow. And obviously I was fine. I got up.

All went well, but now the ocean was no longer a friendly place. It was a scary place 
where bad things could happen. And when my father came down on the weekend, he 
noticed I was not running into the waves like I used to do. Sort of standing by the shore, 
where the water lapped at my ankles. And he didn’t say a word. He just picked me up in 
his arms and carried me over the waves until I had enough courage to go in by myself. 
And I think of God’s arms as those arms that carry me over the painful and difficult times 
until I’m able to stand on my own.

So I’m imagining that you have experiences like that in your life. If you want to encourage 
children’s spirituality, you first have to discover your own. And you can do that best by 
going back to those experiences, and when you remember them, then you know what 
kind of experiences you want to create for your children, or the children in your care, 
or that you know. I mean, I studied theology, I went to seminary for five years. I learned 
more about faith in my father’s arms than in all my theology texts, and that’s what our 
children need. So think back to your own childhood. Capture a time when you came 
close to the transcendent and tell that story. Tell that story to your kids. Now you’re 
going to say, “Oh no, I don’t know how to do this,” so let me remind you. Noah was an 
amateur. He built an ark. The people who built the Titanic were experts. Don’t wait for 
experts. You have a soul, you can exercise it, and you can have a conversation with your 
children.



Now I want to say something about belief. Belief is not always the same. What you 
believed as a child, you may no longer believe anymore, and that’s the nature of belief. 
It’s not stagnant. It changes. It’s influenced by your age, your experience, by what’s 
happening in the world. Don’t assume because you no longer believe what you once did 
as a young person, that you’re not a person of faith. The signal for a lobster to shed its 
shell so it can grow, is discomfort. So if you’re uncomfortable with your faith, it’s time for 
you to grow. It’s time for you to think beyond where you are.

So let me give you a couple of examples. Do we have time for a few examples of what... 
Okay. So one thing I would say is encourage a conversation. I mean, I know this happens 
a lot. You’re riding in the car, you’re taking your child somewhere, and your child asks 
this really hard question like, “Where does God live?” Or “What happens when you die?” 
Or “Where is God?” And you’re going, “Oh, I am not ready to answer this question.” I’m 
busy, dinner’s on the stove, we have so many things to do, so you say, “Oh, we’ll talk 
about that later,” and you never do. We never do. And our children get the message that 
God, spirituality, is something that we don’t want to talk about and they stop asking us 
questions.

Children don’t need answers. They need a conversation. And it’s okay to say, “That’s a 
really big question and I don’t think I know the answer, but I’m really interested in talking 
about this. What are you thinking?” It’s just providing the opportunity to talk and to say, 
“This really matters to me.” This is really big. This is not when am I getting ice cream? Or 
what are we having for dinner? This is something you can’t look up on the internet. It’s 
not going to give you an answer. These are the bigger questions that we really need to 
continue to have a conversation about. Philosophers have been talking about these for 
generations. There’s volumes and volumes of books. I don’t want a book that’s going to 
give me an answer for every question. I just want to know I can have this conversation.

Another helpful thing is to have spiritual mentors. You have violin teachers and piano 
teachers, and you have coaches for soccer and all the sports teams. Why don’t we have 
spiritual mentors? Why don’t we spend time with and talk about people who have lived 
lives of generosity and grace and courage and caring? The best program I ever created 
at the synagogue, I worked there for 36 years, was a panel of a woman who had become 
blind as an adult, a stroke victim who married a quadriplegic, and a man who grew up 
deaf and became a well known doctor. And each person told his and her story, and the 
children were mesmerized, and I got phone calls from parents to say, “I don’t know what 
you did in Sunday school, but my child cannot stop talking about it.” They need to hear 
stories of gratitude and courage against great odds to see that can happen, and we don’t 
often provide them with those examples.



Another, just a couple more things. One is making time. So I was very fascinated to 
learn about this experiment that took place many, many years ago. It was to determine 
what would make a passerby stop when someone was in distress? They wondered, 
could it be personality, some people are just more generous with their time, could it be 
culture, could it be the situation? How bad it was? And they found only one variable that 
predicted who would stop to help and who wouldn’t. And that variable was time. Just 
time. If you’re in a hurry, you didn’t stop. Nothing else mattered. If you had time, you 
did. So more important than giving our children presents, gifts, is giving them presence. 
Our presence. Our undivided attention. And look, I’m on social media, and I’ve got my 
cell phone, and a million things. I know it’s really hard to have undivided attention, but 
that’s what kids need. They need to know that you are there, wholly there, for them, 
and nothing is going to interrupt that because being with them is more important than 
anything else.

I have quite a few more things. Let me suggest... We do a lot of talking with our kids 
about caring about all the terrible things that are happening in the world. We also need 
to make that more local and more focused on where our children are. So we may try to 
help kids do something to save the world or all the terrible things that are happening, 
but we need to help them not bully a child in the classroom. That’s where it begins. It 
begins right where your child is. You might collect canned goods for a shelter or for a 
food bank, but we also need to invite an unpopular classmate to sit with us at the table.

How do we bring it down to what happens in everyday life? We teach them about 
intolerance. There’s so much. There’s racism, Islamophobia, anti-Semitism, that’s 
happening. How do we educate them not to call other people names and not to gossip? 
We need to start at the very beginning where children are. So think locally.

Also, rituals. I had a lot of people telling me, “I don’t believe in rituals. I don’t like them. 
They’re boring. They’re not interesting. I don’t believe in rituals.” The truth is, that all kids 
have rituals. Their rituals usually are texting their friends and talking on their cell phones. 
We all have rituals. The question is what rituals do we have? So you may be well aware of 
this, but the last statistic I read, is that teenagers send and receive 10,800 text messages 
per year and spend an average of nine hours a day on social media. I’m totally blown 
away by this. I don’t even know how that’s possible. Children, ages 8 to 12, spend six 
hours with media. They do this more than anything else, except sleeping, and we know it 
produces anxiety, aggression, and obesity.

So the question is what rituals do we want us to have? I want to make a distinction 
between routines and rituals. Routines tell us what has to be done. In other words, you 
get up in the morning, you have to brush your teeth, you have to wash your face, you 
have to comb your hair, and you have to put on your clothes and have breakfast. That’s a 
routine. A ritual conveys who we are. So maybe we say a blessing before a meal, because 
who we are, is people who are grateful and don’t just consume food. We are grateful.



So let me suggest a few other rituals and we’ll come to a conclusion. I’d love to know 
your questions. Reading is a great ritual. I mean, I’m sure many of you do it. Read 
before a book. And you know what? Even older children like to be read to. I like to 
be read to. What about listening to books on tape? Read something that’s more than 
280 characters. The first language of religion really is story. You have an experience, a 
religious experience, and the only way to communicate it is through narrative. Through 
story, and then that story becomes ritual, and then that ritual becomes theology. So we 
get closest to the experience in the story. Jerome Bruner, who is a noted educator, says 
that Peter Pan pleads with Wendy to return to Never Never Land to teach the lost boys 
how to tell stories, because if they know how to tell them, they might have been able to 
grow up. It’s stories that help our children grow up. Particularly the right kinds of stories.

So I’m going to give you an example of a ritual that I used to do as a rabbi every Friday 
night, which I didn’t think was very helpful, but I found out was. So every Friday night, it’s 
customary to light candles for the beginning of the Sabbath. And because my husband 
and I are both rabbis and we would rush off to services, we couldn’t always have this very 
long, beautiful ceremony because we were in a hurry to do our job, to go lead services. 
But we made sure that our kids would come around the kitchen table, we would light the 
candles, and we would say a blessing over the children. And then life got hectic again. So 
sometimes I said, “Oh my gosh, this is really not all I wanted it to be.”

When my children grew up and went to college, the first Friday night my son was at 
college, he called me and he said, “Could we say the blessings together?” So I keep 
thinking that one moment when we embraced each other, we blessed each other, and we 
lit candles, obviously conveyed an important value. And even though it didn’t look like 
it at the time, it made a powerful impact. And that’s the same tradition they carry on to 
their children.

I just want to say one quick word about prayer. Some of us feel uncomfortable with 
prayer because we think it’s about asking, but it really isn’t. Prayer is about being 
thankful and finding the place where courage and hope comes from. And we need to 
model a different way of praying with children. Don’t say, “Say a prayer.” Say, “Name 
a disappointment. Name something you’re afraid of. Something that’s troubling 
you. Something that made you really happy or something that you’re grateful for, or 
something that brings you joy. Say a word from your heart.” I always think this is best 
done at night when everybody is finished with the day’s activity and we have a quiet 
moment. And if a child says to you, as no doubt a child will, “I don’t know what to say,” 
then respond this way, “Will you listen while I say a prayer from my heart?” We need to 
give children a model of what real prayer, deep prayer, really means.

So I’m going to end with this quote. You may know that King David is credited with 
writing a Psalm, Psalm 119, and he says, “I arise at midnight to praise you.” So the rabbis 
wondered how is he able to get up at midnight? I mean, there were no alarm clocks. So 
the rabbis answered, David would hang his harp above his bed, and at midnight God 
would send a breeze through the window and strum its strings. When he would hear the 
music, David would rise to say psalms.



So a modern rabbi said, “So what good is it if the wind blows, the wind of God blows, but 
above your head no harp hangs?” For our children, stories about God, meaningful rituals, 
life’s big questions, are the harps we place above our children’s beds, so their psalm can 
sing. That wind blows through them, but they need to hear it, and they hear it through 
the rituals, and the stories, and the activities and experience we share with them every 
day.

So there’s so much we can do. I’d love to hear your questions. Happy to talk about some 
of my children’s books, as well. This is a picture of In God’s Name, since this book came 
out. It’s incredibly, beautifully illustrated. So one of my favorite illustrations. But I’d love to 
talk about others as well.

CINDY BRANDT: Yeah, thank you. Thank you, Rabbi Sandy. So I think that there’s a lot of 
us who grew up with very toxic religion and toxic spirituality, and I don’t know, maybe 
I speak for a lot of people who are listening that I wish I would have grown up with the 
kind of tenderness that you have talked about in terms of cultivating spirituality. I think 
that it’s healing for me to try to remember the ways that I experienced transcendence 
before I encountered toxic religion.

It’s a little bit hard for me to remember, but I think since then, I can still remember those 
moments where, yeah, just the sense of warmth and safety and those are the times 
that we connect with the transcendent. And I love all that you said about not giving our 
children answers, but to say that they have the answers. That we are constantly turning 
their eyes, and their hearts, and their souls back into themselves. I think if someone had 
done that with me when I was a child, I think I would have realized a lot sooner that the 
religion that I grew up with was... Something was off about it, because I knew inside of 
myself, what was love and what was goodness. So thank you for giving all those really 
practical suggestions too, on how we can cultivate healthy spirituality in our children.

I have some questions for you. Okay, here’s a really good question from Monica, who 
says, “Do you have any advice for establishing rituals and incorporating spirituality in 
prayer when your spouse or co-parent no longer believes?” And I think I want to ask this 
question also for people who are, maybe atheists, and I think atheists can be spiritual 
too. And I think it’s important for us to give even people who are non-religious who are 
raising children the stories with which to express their spirituality. Yeah, how would you 
address that? How do we navigate rituals?

SANDY SASSO: Let me give you first a little bit of background on something. I remember 
a parent coming to me and saying, “My child doesn’t want to go to Sunday school. He 
doesn’t believe in God.” And I said, “That’s okay, but he has to discover what he does 
believe in and this might be as good a place as any.” Meaning, belief doesn’t mean 
believing in something in particular, like a God you learned about in Sunday school. We 
all believe something. We all have something, a faith in something of ultimate value. 
What is most important to us? What do we hold dear to us that we would be willing 
to make a sacrifice for? Is it our family? Is it caring for others? So when you say people 
don’t believe, they believe in something. Do they believe in money? Do they believe in 
wealth? Do they believe in material things that they are willing to sacrifice anything to 
get more of? So the question is, what do we believe?



So there are a lot of books out there that are more general about values and finding 
what you care most deeply about, they don’t have to come specifically from any religious 
tradition. So let me show you one book that I’d like to make some reference to, but also 
for example, even the biblical stories, they’re not meant to be believed as literal truth. 
There’s a difference between what is true and what’s a truth. The tortoise and the hare 
is not true, there is no race between the tortoise and... But it does teach us a truth about 
slow and steady wins the race.

So many of our stories that we inherit, that are part of our literature, part of our art, we 
can’t really understand our culture without knowing them, are not [inaudible 00:40:28] 
something that actually happened. [inaudible 00:40:31]truth. What is that truth? And 
you can look at the stories that... We read Native American myths and Greek myths and 
we think, “Oh, that’s fascinating,” and even if we don’t have a religion, we love to read 
them.

Why don’t we read our Judaic Christian myths if we think of them that way? As ways 
of learning about certain values. So first of all, I don’t think anybody, whether they’re an 
atheist or not an atheist, would object to saying at night, “I want to say something from 
my heart and I’d like then to hear something from yours.” To me, that’s prayer.

What if we say something to start a meal just to say we’re grateful that we have food 
to eat? We know there are others who don’t, and we know there were a lot of people 
involved in bringing it to the table. It didn’t just appear. There’s a farmer, there’s a baker, 
so there’s lots of things involved. Anyone should be welcoming to do that.

So I wrote this book. This is one of my latest books called, The Story of AND. I really 
wrote it, it started when I discovered a reference to the mark that was on Cain’s forehead. 
You remember that Cain killed his brother, Abel, and that God placed a mark on his 
forehead so that no one would kill him. And I’ve always been curious what the mark is. 
Well, in one interpretation, the mark is a Hebrew letter which means the word and. And 
so what I think was being said, what the message was, “It’s not just about you, Cain, and 
it’s not just about your brother. It’s about you and your brother, and everyone else.”

And I really wanted to tell a story about what would it mean if we built connections 
instead of tore each other apart? So what I have is a story of different shapes, so like a 
square comes along, and then comes a triangle, and they don’t like each other until the 
word AND comes and puts the square and the triangle together and they build a house. 
And many houses make a neighborhood. A line and an oval see each other and AND 
comes along and put the line and the oval together and makes a note. And many notes 
make a song. And this is a story really about building community and how we are so 
much better together. That we’re fine alone, but we’re even better together and we can 
create something bigger.



So here is a story that works for anybody, doesn’t matter what religion or if they have no 
religion. Just one additional response. I responded to a woman who wrote a book called, 
Doubt. And she said that she was primarily an atheist, and I said, “You and I are not that 
different except I believe in [inaudible 00:43:56],” meaning I see all these prayers and 
many of these stories as poetry that help to bring us in touch with what is the deepest 
sense of courage and meaning and purpose? And we need that. They are their own 
stories. I mean, we love poetry. We like the Statue of Liberty, even though we know 
that’s not liberty, but we need those points. That’s what ritual does. It holds for us what 
otherwise would evaporate. So I think religion is what grounds spirituality so it doesn’t 
dissipate.

CINDY BRANDT: Mm-hmm (affirmative)-

SANDY SASSO: You have a spiritual experience, if you don’t have a container to hold it, it’s 
gone.

CINDY BRANDT: Mm-hmm (affirmative)-

SANDY SASSO: So I see the two as connected. Now, sometimes, religion has forgotten the 
spirit that once inspired it, and I know that. And it can be hurtful, and boring, and it could 
be painful. But the best of religion remembers the spirit and holds it gently so that we 
can communicate it to each other through the generations.

CINDY BRANDT: Thank you so much, Rabbi. Appreciate you so, so much and yeah, I think 
people are commenting that they’re super inspired and we just thank you for your gift of 
the words and the stories that you’ve written for us that we can share with our children.

We’ve run out of time today. I got to get ready for the speaker. Thank you for being with 
us, and-

---

THE STORY OF AND: https://amzn.to/2mL9SDp

GOD’S PAINTBRUSH: https://amzn.to/2ok7Av9

IN GOD’S NAME: https://amzn.to/2nJ01Om
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