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0 L~TTING OUR CHILD GROV' UP 

B 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The' em le 

On 
Sunday morning , Janu r 10, 19rz7 



The subject of m~ address this morninP was uggested to 

me b. an a ticle which .J.. read in this month ' s issue of arper ' s 
, I 

by .. ass I . A. R. v~ylie called "Here and Now : .n ford to farents" . 

The thesis of this article of :'li c-s ;'J:y lie is thr t cl-iildren 

are being held back too long . They are now allowed to grovi up . 

Both the home and the school tend to r etard the development of 

the child into full ma.turity , to denJ" the child those upbuilding 

experiences whichfrepare one for the real business of living . 

The author's contention is that at ten , any normal child 

should be able to take on full res?onsibility; that at sixteen, 

a child should be ·ful ly equipped with the attitudes of life -

in other words , th t the coming of age of the ri ing generation 

should be pushed forward ~t least five years. 

Let me quote from the article itself . "To my mind it is 

tragic to see full-grown adults (physicall ~ eaking) still hanging 

round their parents' necks (ve_) often draining the life out of them) , 

as dependent on them for support and even for ideas and convictions 

as when they ~ere chil~ren . It is not their fault . Their parents , 

from one motive or another , encourage t hem even to passionatel • 

resenting their fi r st efforts at inde_ePdent thought nd action . 

'lhe weaker yield to the pressure and take the line of least 

resistance . 1ence our Peter rans , our .1.Je9ressions , our ·:orld 

ars , our Dictators , and other manifestations of · nr ntile "a.ralysis . " 

"I believe ," \· rlTES the author , "that _c} ilr1ren should st.and 

and co-ordinate their move ents , take responsibilit , accept the 

bi terest consequences of ill- judged and anti-social actions , and 
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generally face them elves and their ,orld squa .... el ~, quic .. <l , and ,. i thout 

illusions." 

The v-riter is particul"rl) severe ~ith our schools . The 

author sa s: "Our children a:-e playing a delightful game ." Even 

our children in our so-called higher institutions - our colleges and 

our universities. "Our chilc en are playing a delightful g~me a 

mi,lion miles removed from realit . A boJ's academic career is in 

fact nothing but an extended childhood , complic· ted b~ phJsical adol

escence but v1i th all his childhood ideals and values preserved and 

even exaggerated. A real intellectual achievement in these chools 

is at a discount." 

Parents f ell an e ~ -prey to thi«:! proo-ram of protecting 

the child. I ~uote again from the article: 

"Sir James arrie immortalized and glorified our most 

modern weakne s. He did us small service. ,e were al_eady prone 

enough to believe t hat there is something beautiful in a erennial 

childhood and th tit is the lovinr dut of parents to keep their 

children (for ever if their means ra to it), hiding them from the 

facts of life which a·e many and v: rious and not all related to sex. 

o this end, and in spite of 11 accus tions t the contrar, they 

still sacrifice their o lives, putting off their OMl "here and 

now" for the sal{e of their child en's tomorrow, which never rally 

comes. ometimes the unrelfishne~s - as is mo-e o ten the ca e 

than e like to think - is a form of egotism, a desire for po.-er and 

possession . Sometimes, havin failed to live successfully themselves, 

the tr to as on the task to the ne generation b:r "making life 

easier." But often the acrifice is a ure and honest one. I 

am thinking no of two friends ho h ve themselves a tale t for living. 
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The;,r are not rich . 'l'hey have had to fight hard for what the have . 

he are real adults of value to themselves and potentiall o the 

cor.ununity . But ·n order that their son, Johnny, shal not gro~ up 

theJr have denied themselves ever)thing to which the have denied 

themselves ever~thing to which theJ have earned the right , travel , 

s.dventure, books , their own development . Inste- d o_ the long

planned t rip to ,t;urope, Johnn gos to a summer camp . he · d 1t 

buy the little place in the countr on vihich the had set their 

hearts , in order that he sh 11 enjo the luxuries of an expensive 

Echool . The ork h~rder than the should because Johnn 1 must go 

to college , v;here his dull ad unwi ::.ling mind ,;ill clutter the 

classroom of some luckle~s oro essor . The' them elves have lost 

ambition, personal desires , and almost the be uty o: their original 

relat:onship to eactl other . 

11 And what of J ohnny? Johnn:, is aver~ ordin r . outh . 

t ith a re~sonable upbrin ing he migh~ be a succes ful and happy 

car-t·asher in a garage . He believes tha t he is a highl • educated , 

highl--· gifted man because he pla·s foot all ell and is populc:r .,ith 

the fellows and has wangled a degree of sorts . He believes , f rther, 

that the world hich bre[ thle ~sl • a"aits him i a glorified school

cum- summer- cump-cum-college, and h.:: t he kno s all aboul, it . If he 

ere more in+elligent he voul t least guess that it isn't and 

he doesn ' t . He ould expect the unex1ected and brace himself to 

meet it . as it is he will muddle t ough life a di grunt.e schoolbo , 

producing other schoolbo send Viondering wh he does not get the "breaks . " 
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The a:~ticle closes with this admonition : 0 The winds of 

change are blowing about ow.~ ears . The storms that ~e 1ave invoked 

by our own heedlessness are carrying civilization to the rocks. If 

it is to be saved it can be onl;, by full-grown men and women. ,·,hat 

we need is not adult bodies with adolescent minds , but adolescent 

bodies with adult minds - oung people who have grown up quickly and 

are mentally and morally read, to take the helm . They hove no time 

to lose. '.l.'heir task is to live from the word "go'' to a good finish. 

Our task is to set them quicklJ on the course, letting them go by 

living our own lives, seizing our own opportunities, exerting our 

own capacities, taking our f ull shar e of the present. Our "here 

and now" is our primary concern. The future is not. It belongs 

to our children. It is their "funeral," their .arty, their 

whatever-they-choose-to-make of it. The ouic er they fit themselves 

for the ch~e and the res >onsibili ty the bett ·_; r, the moi e likely 

ther e is to be a future. The cal l to J'outh to-d.~ty is, i effect , 

not 11 pla3 the ame," but "s top playing the game and get down to 

living"L 

To all of which I am inclined t o give my vigorous apsent 

and to say a loud "Amen". I find in these ideas that good old-fashioned , 

11omespun commons ense which so man parents and teachers to::la are 

losing sight of. ou know t hc t s p~r-refinement in educ· .. tion 1 theories 

and Jractice is just another form of • There a e 

hobbies and stJles in the field of education just as in ever..,thing else. 
and 

The.:e are constant -ieviat ons,lsch deviations are not always harmf~l. 

being ex erimental, the ma ield some ne •1 truths and nev' ideas . Thev 
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become extr eme , dogmatic , doctrinaire ;hen he,r devi te rom . t 

basic Scnit, of the • Ever· eY.tre~e , ~s o~ 0 f ' 

is only a f0rm of extortion . n over- exageerated virtue becomes a 

vice . 1'h· t is the tro..1ble with our a e and our day . Good., old

fasi1ioned ide ls have been oveL- exaggerated . The have become 

seed- beds of vice . faterialism , for e>.h..mple , individualism, class 

egois1 , naturt .. l i sm - not one o: these things a e sound h n vr 1 es . 

T ey are over - emphasized . The r become a dise·se - a cort of 

spiritual ~nd intellect al eleph ntiasis . 

o ··.:. t'-1 c ild C' re , child ,rotecti , rights of 

ch ' ldhood ~nd t : er ~ ht o~ chil ren . The unde lJin~ ideas ar e 

unque ~~ ionabl~ sound. nd tr e . It is an ux·o to 

existence . 

1 social 

Pctrents need r.ot , o course be a. nished to love 

t : eir c. · 1dren, to care for them , t rotect them . That is 

instinctive . J. believe it vras Pro_ ec sor V:1 zar s '.' o "'.Tote 

• 

"Ethi des Ju J enthumes II nd .:10 m· de this interesting o bserv tlon : 

that 11 the love o_ a ents f or t 11eir c~ila en is nat re ; t e love 

of child·e or t e ir elders is etl ~ics ." The love of T'ents is 

instinctive ard re( uires no command , no incluct..tion ,hile the 

l ove w'1ic the child exercises tm r ds his p ~ents does require 

te-c1ing indoctrin~tion . Th~t i ih in the Ten Comm~ndments 

ou h·ve no command or the ·rent to love his child . But ·ou ,. 

do ha e the commandment II onor t h father nd t • mother . Children 

:orget ·nd mu.t be reminded . rarentA t inp o~ little el e . 

Just because t e love of a parent to his child do~s .ell 

p •bun antly and so s _>ont .. neo sl , .:.tis necessa ... at this 

love be a pl · ed. i ntelli ent1-, o th:.. t it does not ef 't the e 

• 
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objective vuich it im. to se ve - the fill ' r rmonio•1c- , d ju. tment of 

oft' e child to his soc·a1 lie . 

e have the phrase fre entl u ed 11 To .. ill • ·i th ·~inders , 

~ith love" . That has l arge 1ne· s re f truth in it . e do ' t 

really kill a erson viith over-induleence . 1e destro:~ is initi tive , 

all manliness , self- reliance , all c-oc:al-mtndedness frequentl b~ 

that {ind of exaggerated .a;i_;>ering , coddling , unintelligibly 

mini'"'tered rental affecti n . 

ur Rab..1is ha.d a ver; ise • nd . rofound c:::. ing : 11 He 

• o rears the child ic- e&ll" 
of 

his :x: rent , not he 1ho begets 11.im . " 
' 

Becau e the real building 'a h .. an bein;,- consists i"' t· e moldin:r and 

f" s ioning of ch· racter ~·nd ersonali t. . That is .here tne art 

of pa_enthood - not eel the s·c·l ct o parent ood - reside . 

h' t is reauired in this art is not any pro ound esoter • c !·no ledge . 

The average _arent does not recuire great rnin~ · n order to be able 

to _ erf or 1 his duties in t'1e upbringing and 'J building of a child . 

11hat is recuired is an er. lightened practical intelli ence a stead 

co .Jnon sense . n that ver., bea tiful 'hapter at the end of the 

Book o Proverbs there is a ver~• la.udator • description given to 

the ide 1 ~other . The finest attribute ix aid to a mother is 

"she o ened her mouth - isdom". And that "chach a" - ·sdom , oesn ' t 

ean lear_in~, sch 1 rship but this practical sa ac·t , understanding 

ins:ght . In the same Book of r overbs , it Jeaks of son . It 

sa~s that "a ise son ma1 eth gl d the heart of his father and 

foolic-h son if the erief of his mother ." It doesn ' t .n an a son o 

has a degree fro~ a universit , a Ph .D. Jut a bo ·11.o ha good 

common sense ·n hi~ t inking and in his social attitu es . 
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"It is good for a man to be r burdens in h..:..s J' 0 11th11 • 

It is good for a n:an to benr burdens in riis .,. outh bee use 

burdens , exce) t \1.en t 1e a e al tog et ·1e r er 1shing, but !:'urdens 

not too hP.av for hum n shJulders , make a hlL1·1n being pl~n , t ~ink, 

and bring eve • muscle of his bod~ and ever thinking o aratus 

of his mind into la , to adju,t himself t~ tnat burden, to 

remove th t burden . 

No. fond 

dut to make it eas 

rents frequently think tha it is their 

or their children, to remove the burdens 

before the child has ad a chance to feel them , to remove the 

obstacles before the child has even seen the obstacles . I h ve 

frequently s o(en with successful p ents, succes~ful f &thers o 

ha·e said t o me : I had a hard childhood. as deprived of many 

things . I had few of the things I anted ~rid I will ee to it 

thc1.t my boy gets ever thing he v;ants . Th t p --ent forgets that 

perhaps his very success is due to the ver depriv tions o his 

~outh , the burdens of his routh that brought out the ver tough ess 

of his character th t made him successful . He nm )roooses to 
~ . 

den his child of that ver disci?line th· t made hims ccessf 1 . 

I knov so many bo s c.nd girls o go through childhood and 

adolescence and earl ' manhood nd om·nhood i · th ractic lly not 

a car e in the orld . The, go through school , t o high school , 

four rears at a f ~nishing school o college and uri.versity . 

heir rents ~rovide them ,. i th ever) t' ing they want . The 

anticipate their ever want . I find so man o t · em undeveloped -

jut s the author foun her generation to be undeveloped . 

Intellectua 1 , nd soirituall the a .. e still children beci:1use they 
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•,ere never allowed to v·restle ith the d· r~ angel of .. ant, need, 

of doin-. i thout, being defe ted in one's ef ort . Te h· ven't faced the h rd, 

bitter school o existence . The e e relaxed . They .. ,ere relaxed , 

mentally, intellect. lly, spiritually ad mo all. relaxed . And 

a relaxed chord doesn't give fJrt~ music . 

One must be t aut . There must be a degree of striving 

and effort and tersion, a degree of unhappiness in life to mature 

an individual , to e~uip one for the real business of living . 

Now this burdenlecs youth 1-hich .e see all around us 

i... made possible b pa ... ents, some o: whom are rich and can afford 

it and by some ho cannot afford it but ho m ke it ossible 

through sacrifice. Tht=> r e has alYa s been a question in m., mind 

just as in the ~ind of the rite ·, whether th acrifice is wise, 

tether parents should den themselves of wh t they want in 

life for the s:..ke of children who re not particul'"' rl ec.uipped 

for the positions n which parents would like to see their children, 

vhether it would not be better to m l{e J ohrm a successful c·· .... _ 

washer, an earner, than for ever ·bod., in t he famil · to sacr"fice 
an oo • en· o, 

themselves in order to intellect al oursuits in 

higher educational schools for hich he is not fit . 

Our Rabbis ·ere _ractical people . The more one ctudies 

t em the more one understands ho 1 practical the· ere . The 

said : father is dut - bound to give his chil ren five t ·ngs -

food , drink , clothing, shod him, and has to ~irect him to ·ards 

the moral and religious life and to ards a trade . And their 

his dut • ceases . And incidentall , four of these duties hich 

p~rents o e to ctildren are the elf-same duties hich children 

owe to arents . 11 c ildren hen t e gro uo are duty-bound 
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to sup?ort their parents , to give them food, drink , shelter nd 

sustenance . lofJrther ~acrifices are demanded of he chil lren 

b~ the~ w of Israel ~nd the lta.bbis are rather cynical about all 

other f orms of s crifices wich parents make for their chil en . 

Thus, for x mple , the are clearl - c ical about 

the idea that) rents muct leave their children l arge inherit ce. 

The onl inheritance that wcs necessary , accordi to the Rabbis 

was a ngood name". Thrt is all . \ ·ha if . our grandson .Jeddles 

candles in the streets? h should ou ma{e ~ourself unha_py 

to provide him with a rich inheritance. 

Of course, if a child is unusuall gifted and if the 

hapJiness of tha: c~ild lies in the field of in el ect1al or 

artiFtic purs it, lovin prrents ill assis his child to the 

utmost to realize his gifts without absorbing all the 

responsibilit o!: the child . The child should make what contribution 

he can to his o .n sup)ort . 

Parents, furthe more , should not be afrald t o guide their 

ct ildren-u to a Joint, up to an age- out o fear of interferring 

ith their 11 self-expression" . Of all the nonsense about self

ex_ression , child c&re, this is the woa. . This is individualism 

run ild . It presup?oses th~t ever~ child is born into the ~orld 

wit1 a co .pleted _ersonality. All ·ou h veto do is stand aside 

and let the child unfold itself without guiding it . This is shere 

nonsensel Pe sonality is never an endowment. It is an achievement . 

· ·e b1ild ·pour individualities through study and learning and 

trainin ·nd ex erience . That is how our in'ividualities are built 

up. Our inheritance is a p rt of that individualit b t onl a 
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part but onl- a small part . And some maintain hat it i s t he least 

i mportant o the factors which go i nt o the upbui lding of wha t e 

call human personality. A child at birth ha s not in~ to express . 

It is onl as we grow, t hrough knowledge , .insight , char acter , 

experience , tha t we have something valuable to ex;ire~s . 

Some pa~ents actual ly i magine t at willfulness in 

a child and crabbiness and selfishness and pure cussedness and 

non-cooperativeness are forms of s If-expression t hat they are 

requi ed to respect or to tolerate . The-:-- are not . The - are just 

kinks in personalit~ and the quicker the inks can be i roned out 

the better for t he child . 

"Do not keep correction way from a child because 

o the fear of destro;y ing his _,ersonalit .u Of cours e chi l ,j ~en 

dif fer . Of course child~en ver early mani est diff er ent t raits , 

different major interests and the wise parent watches t hese 

traits careful ly . If t ~ey are not anti-social , t he ~ise pa ent 

will do well to give the fullest scope and encouragement to 

these mani t'estations . Any normal Jarent can not but help 

give a normal child the benefit of his ex erience, counsel , 

advice, correction . Guidance is not t •ranny, not dictatorshi~ , 

if not Jrolon ed be ond a said point of t he childn's lie . 

The Rabbis have two very . rofound SB"' ings : Th~t a man 

should go easy with his son until he is 12; from t' en on he 

goes on through his very life . That is to sa he begins to live 

lie a grown up m~n . another sa ~ing of t he iia.bbis is t ha t a man 

must concern hi mself i th his son until he is thirteen . from 

then on he should c-a: "Blessed i s God ·ho relieved me of 

res ?onsibilit Jlllt or t e moral acts • 
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Here the coming of age i~ set a li tl ea liPr than sPt b the 

riter, ho set it at ixtee . 

It ·shard for parents to relin~uish ful control of 

their c· ildren . uftim ~s parents eJ _e ience e real ang hen the~ 

see their chil 're .. grow up beca se they o-· t 11 t t 1eir children 

v. ill go a .. a.. . But t t is the v a) of life . The best t,1in 0 that 

p~rents can do to enable their children to embark on t eir own 

ships is to give t em a compass and their blessings . As the 

ships recedes on the sea, a 1 1 the p~rents can reall: do is to stand 

on the shore ~nd w~tc~ vnd ~ra . 

,what, t·1en, do I mean hen I Sc " e ting ur Children 

Grmm Up"? I mean bJ "Letting ur Ghil en r,o 'P" t'1at e sho ld 

enable t em s earl as sible to learn the 1ndamental truth of 

all h . an existence - th' t ·1ha t i t orth hile must be ef' rned . 

·,hat is reall~ orthVihile must be achieved . The ~rice must be 

,aid b~ one's on efforts . It can ' t be gotten as a gift or as 

a legac ' . This is ot harshness nor niggardline c• s on the ourt 

o the J&rent but Sttni t , r gedness , if ou ill . Th re is 

all too L1uch 11 Gi e me t Give me t • on the part of certain ol).ng 

Jeople to~ard t eir p-:rents . ,an o~ them grow up to be hi~ellers , 

grafters an p rasites . 

I have had man ~rents come to me and sa 1 "All 

~ and m :ife exist for is to ~rovide our chil1 ~en ith all 

the t:.ings the need and want . 

at mean b "Letting Our hil ren Gro rp" is that 

c ild en be i pressed .ith the load o arnily res .. nsibilit 
. 

ich is a prere uisite of social respon ibilit and that is 
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Je ·ish tradition . This is a asic Je, ish contrib·1tion t r: or ls 

and ethics . In Judaism, the unit is not the individual but the 

family . Our histor) is a patriarchal histor· and our reli ious 

values and ethic 1 concepts are rojection of L~mil values . 

God is the father ~ .,~en a,..e vhil ren ~ All are brothers ! 

'Ihe 1hole of the eo le of Israel is the Famil of Israel . In 

fact , all the .eoples op the ear th are the Famil of the world . 

,hen a re--t prophet ·anted to appeal t the world e said : 

Have .. e not all one Father? re v, e not al ! is Children? 

Prophets of lsr9.el : "It was the superior unit and hcir .. on"' of the 

soc· al life of th ancient J e-;s , ei3 eci 11 o their family li e , 

which produced their superior ethicc1l and rel "gious concepts . " 

The tr1uble ith orld toda is th tit has drifted 

awa: from this Jew~s ethical conce ) t. The ·e exists v mt m 

call a a~an concept . In the GreeK philosoph the ethics 1 r e 

largel subj ective . The goal as ersonal hap1iness . Je ·ish 

ethics is gro p ethics ·1hose gm .. l is the i ngdom of God and the 

a,._)proval of God . 

And because the ninet eenth and t entieth centuries ave 

over-stressed the idea of self-reliance , sel -development , individualis1. , 

i dividual de tin , it has suffered such a terri le moral and 

Si.'.)iri t 1al ., . ec ine . 

,e J e ·sought to , in our o·n home if e ea certain 

de ree of i fluence , to stre"s o the rising genera ·on the idea 

th t each exists for t .. e other , for the f· il • group ell- bein . 

That is the sum onum - that is the o jec ive in life . 

,,hat do I me n "B Gro i n Up?" - "Letting Our 
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Chil ren Gro; U "? B etting our children rm u • nto · n-. ir.ed 

adult vie~ th·t the go 1 o_ life is the service ideal of life ; 

to e cnilciren underc,tc·nd w ut is the r eal urpose d me"ning 

in life ; t ~ro~ up in o eople who see ~ider orizons in life 

not rabbing , acquiring , exploiting , but i terms of cretiting , 

contributing, helping , ass· sting in the reat effort in hhich 

sufferin manki dis en a6ed; -to b i l ~ a .orld little better, 

a little kindlier vorld ad in hich men c n ire a little more 

ha~p., than t' e., h&ve lived heretofore . 

io child th tis ov,r-indulged, 

c nter of 1 th~ interest in the home , an 

needlers sacrifices v.ill ever gro up to 

o ism de e foe 1 

or horn arents make 

v a correct philosoph•r 

of life. He is more lixel t og through lie a ,rifter , a p-r si e , 

a ruthless e plaiter , a selfish eYploiter of oth~rs . 

Good co· :I!lon sense , m friend , i 1 enable eve~ 

normal father and mother to l ook after the rearinr of heir 

children · n such a ' th tit ill be able si to emselves 

and en onor and jo · t o their chil ren . 
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Author severe in her c:-i ticism of ~c;ho,&1s - pu_ ils , "'e _ lR~1in a 
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