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THE RIGHTS OF PARENTS AND TE RIGHTS OF CHI DREN 

Witn soecial reference to inclair Lewis' n w book "The Prodigal Parents" . 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday, Febr ary 15, 1958 



The author of'Prodigal Parents", Sinclair Lewis, thinks that 

a ne~ revolt is about to take place. First there was the Revolt of ~omen , 

then the Revolt of Youth and now, the third, the The Revolt of Parents, 

is scheduled. The Revolt of Women was for votes, jobs, equality and is 

gone. The Revolt of Youth wa against the tyranny and tradition 

of the elders. And now the Revolt of Parents is, in a sense, a revolt 

against the revolt of youth , the reign of tyranny of children. 

This is an age when revolts are the order of the day . A day 

without its revolt is a dead loss. To think of carrying on anything 

in the old accustomed way is in itself a revolutionary idea. Things have 

got to be changed. That is the slogan of our generation. And the more 

and more things change, the more they remain the same. In morals and in 

customs just as in the circum-navigation of the globe, if you go far enough 

in one direction, you will come back to ; our tarting oint. 

The Revolt of omen,for example, gave t~em equality with men. 

But this re'lly isn't saying much. It hardl r improved their real st tus. 

It gave them equality to look for jobs, to join the ranks of the 

unem ~loyed. oman suffrage undoubtedly increased the number of voters 

but hardl raised the intelligence of the electorate. 

The Revolt of Youth, t wenty years ago, that well-known and 

exceedingly well-publicized Revolt of outh of twenty years ago was 

a revolt against the fearful mes which the older generation had made 

in the world, a revolt which was to usher in the new day has spent itself. 

Twenty ye rs later, in a world which young eool have had a hand in the 

making, a world of blood and thunder dictatorships, a world of collapse, 

war and preparations for war, millions of youth throughout the world 

tramping the sidewalks looking for jobs. 



-2-

And now there is another revolt - the Revolt of ~arents. It 

is, of course difficult to estimate how great is the enslavement of 

and how real ly great is the urgency for revolt. erhaps in the United 

~tates, children are pampered too long and are allowed to exploit their 

parents too much. But that the youth of America is largely a ~outh of 

cheap exploiters who badger their living off their parents and that a 

revolt of parerb3 is now i ndicated, is, I believe, overstating the case 

grossly. Of course, there are such young people an largely where 

arents perm.it young people to gro up in such a way . But you and I 

have irnown of youn men and women - t he kno ledge of horn has been 

su erbl inspiring - who have sometimes carried loads far gre·ter than 

' the should carry, who, in many ins tances, a e the soles oort of 

their parents. 

rents 

Certainly the hero of Mr. inclair Le i' book, Mr . Fred Cornplo 

needed a revolt. His revolt was long over-due. e s bei ng driven 

by his offsprings, a cockey, omnicent, con used college-lo fer of a 

son and ab dgering, shrewish , tronizing and calculating sort of 

a daughter . They were soongers, both ot· them. The both belonged 

to the ancient order of the "Gimme Gimme". 

The f ther exited just for them as a int and a readmill. 

He ·.as to be Oilll hand and at 11 times as the adequate orovider , the 

de endable ack-horse to whom one turned onl in times when there vere 

vills to be paid. Father exited, in other words , as a convenience or 

his children. o one thought it orth the trouble to turn to f ther 

t o ad consult him, to ask his opinion in vit 1 matters, to ask for 

his judgment on ar y event that was taking place in the ,orld , nationally 

or internationally. Father as definitely outmoded . He belonged to 

the horse and buggy days . He certainly had no imagination. How could 
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he kno. wh twas going on in a world full of Fascism , Communism and Socialism . 

He !as bourgeois . He was definitel• outmorled . 

Both chilnren in thi .._. particulc...r inc t..,:nce, • their id .. pain pir:k . 

The d~ughter , part_· cularly flirted v,i th raoi &lisrr, of , 11 cortc . he ol red 

at bein 1 free . he had ·orked ou for herself peculiar 1 ding of 

communism plus high societ - Jou knovi. the tyue . he lived and enj o~•ed 

all the comforts in the Viorld in which she lived nd which as ma e po ible 

by the nrofits of her unimaginative bourgeois f ther . She even asoired to 

the social set i ediately above her . But she also g ve h rself b ... t 

intelligent spree of vicarious radicolisffi . 

She v·as not at all aver e to takin mo e T from f a ther i order to 

finance " radical sheet v hich lamb sted fc.tth r ·•Jhl..t he stood for . 

~as persuaded th t f ther ought to be gr teful forte privele e . There 

are such Jeople . 

he 

The son , How rd , as lov b~e , imprac ical ort of a fellov . He 

w~nted to go to ork so as not to have to go to Colle e . He ·anted to go 

into business so as not to have to go to ork . He alwa·s .anted to do 

somethin-- else and , of course, have dad finance it . He had more fantrstic 

cheme nd ideas er minute tan the Patent Office in ashin ton rye r . 

His ducation - that f r mentir•ed educaticn nicked up betv een football 

ola in eriods at college - his educ£ ion w phone . He could is ell, 

a~ the author says , in three lan ge~ . He couldn't k ep job . He could 't 

earn a doll r . But he anted to tart off in life just lhere father 

left off , not \'tier he began . That v..:.. Hov ard . 

No the f~ther s, good-nntured toler nt willin ort of "Bab it" , 

a shre ed , keen me ~can bu ine n ho was not una are of hat P~ going on . 

He fascontent in hi cusines~ succe , in the ecurit1 of hi ife ' s affection 

and love . He va conte t o out up with the constant dem nds , the con t·nt 



-4-

naggin of his chil ren . He did that not uncomnl iningl T and not 

indefinitely. he had becone , as so many business men do become , a ere re 

of routine of t .e rudime t~r. comforts of nh sic 1 lie , a man of fixed 

pattern . He 1as reconciled to the padded servi ude of his office , to his 

small , ell-regulated ~orld and his little circle of friends and even 

to hin ever-narro~ing intellectual horizon . But there ~as in him , as in 

so many "Babbit~" the possibi lity of madnec-s . There were fugitive dreams 

in his life , dreams which flared up from time to time , a vi ion • rhich 

beckoned - "the golden road to Sam·rk nd" 
. 

which beckoned , freedom , -

adven ure , a-, a - rom routirie , awa f r om the ~ark com:orts of his o 

··orld , a ·a ror.i the har a sment of exacting and erranding chil ren . 

And after long last , these t 0 facts - the na -i chil re and the 

yearning for thins beyond - these two f act fe the ~mouldering fire of 

rebellion in his soul and he aecides , much to the di~comfo t a a itr ion 

nd fear of his family - he decides to reture . He has had enou h of it . He 

v.ants to travel . He v.an to see the vrorld , erhaos Dick up the thre ds of 

hi c- earlier life . He "ants to aste and • mole a in some ne ·r e.. eriencec-

in life . Thi~ idea tant lizes him o muc hat he is actually fri tened 

b it . ~ut after hile , he decides not to retire , but onl o take a 

v~c tion . He does run aia ' for a e~ aa s ith his i e to rene' a~ain 

th sacred comr deship of intim c and pri rac . 

\ 

But hi beloved children don' t oermit him to dell lon i n t his 

par di • Tne f erret out hi oriv c n per suade him to return home to 

assume an additional cet o dem nds . 

His aughter ho haQ o t ined pos · ti n as an interior-deco tor 

decides to ex erim~nt firc-t ·nd forement on f~the r. She convert .eir 

home of m n r e r s - he i t r oduces t he ne, motif nd t once hi home 

ecom c convert ed in somebod ' else' s hou e . 
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Then Howard gets married . And a ter a time su gests to his 

father th~t Hovard Junior might soon arrive and tht t he ought to make 

orovisions for How rd Junior . Thet is a little too much for fath ,r . Father 

figures out that he had three generations to help su port . ~s a )oung m n 

he had to help out his fcther and sister . He had to look after himself 

and his children and no there is the pro oect of a f ourth gene r tion . 

There w s no wa of taking a vacation from that . The only hing left was 

to run a-way , to Europe , to put the seas betreen himself and these 

generations of young peoole . 

J.hat is not so eas , . The tr to make him feel that this re .. tlessness 

is an i dication of a nervous brea~down . Finally, in one 1st desper te 

effort , he emancipates himeelf . He t rikes o for himself nd shors t hat 

he is a man . He runs away . 

After five months of it in Europe , wo derful months , months which 

remind him of his e rly )outh , hi honey moon day , he is free . He can choose 

the people he wants to be ith , the places he wants to go to, he time when 

he v ants to be lone , the time when he v'ants to think . Five months df it . 

And then he becomes restless , he begins to be a little out of 

things generally . He begins to feel too much l ike a touri t going from ho el 

to hotel . He be ins to feel tha t pe rhaps that just s much a chilnren 

need p rents , to parents need children . He ;ants to belong again , to be 

in a world where he is knov , ~here he is recogn· zed , ,here he can express 

himself . There is no pa ticular point in expre sing yourself in trance . 

wvho would pay attention to the opinion of anyone but Frenchm in France . 

In our ov,n town , you can express yourself . 

·o he is secretl~ glad when trouble calls him back home . He vas 

afraid that he a no longer needed . Howard goe to pieces . father is 

ord thee i something for him to do . Heh d better come bac k home and 
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set his house in order. And he is glad of an opoortunity to return . He 

realizes th~t it ~as good Jhbt he had gone away, tha t heh d demonstr a ted his 

inde endence b running off with his vrife . He returns home and akes 

Howard in hand . He straig½ten him out , cets him up in busin f again -

not over- confidentl - but feels th, t he has a job and L jor vel l ·orthvhile . 

Fa her soon finds himself nurturing t he hope t ha t some day soon he wi 1 l 

be able t o get a aJ ag in . That is th story of the revolt of p r ent 

not a serious one - whi ch incl"ir Le ic describes in his new novel -

not a very important ovel , b the way . 

The theme which runs throu h the book is the righ so o~rentc 

and t he rights of children . And t hat , in my ju gment , is ~ r ather 

unre ardinf way to approach the oroblem. The minu e ou f' t ,. rt t o discuss 

rights , ou create for ourself an atmosphere of comuetitiveness . It is 

f cir more heloful to see the subj ct not a s m t er o~ oeb· te ut as a matter 

of conference , coop ration . If ou ask each pe son to contribu e his 

bee t judgment on how t o solve problem you have cooo0ro tion . If you 

a J ,roac a 1roblem from the poin of view o rights , you are setting up 

obstacles for our elf . 

The ~roblem of the home is a oroblem in coopea ion a is that of any 

organi ~ed unit of hum n ein s . There re no absolute right in t he home for 

IC.'¥ anyone just as there re no ab olu e r ights for none in any social 

organi ~ation . There is no absolute f r eedom for any h .an being ·nan · organization . 

There is freedom olus responsibility. 

ow th _, e w re in t:ie .orld eras , abu es and places in hum history {here 

one dominated t the e:-clusion of th other , ueriods of moral an rchy , moral 

enslavement . Human . regr ess has moved in t he direction of twin goals , 

the goals of maximum human f r eedom c mpatible ith maximum human responsibility . 
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Tha t is wha t makes societ possible . Th[ t is what makes the home eni ura l e . 

In other words , v·e approach the idea of home and .!"amily from the ooin t of 

vie of discipline . 

The troubl e with Hov·ard and arah , the chil ren was t h~ t they had not 

been trained early enough in life . Sooner or later the µa~ ents come to 

reali ze the cooperative nature of this thing cqlled home . So Hazel , the 

mother , in a moment of reflection says to her husband : "Firs t you encouraged t ·1em 

to walk ver you , and t hen you fly right to the other extreme and ant t o run 

off to Abyssinia and get away f rom t hem." The f a ther , himself, begins to 

understand tha t he is not without guilt for •,h t has hapoened to Hov,c..r d : 

1'Hov:, rd had been reared to dem nd , not t h, t he be ermi tted t o truin 

his eyes and memory and ches t muscles , hut that heh- e, ~ithout oassion te 

struggle , all t he material richness o a medieval em :,eror ; a pa l ace small 

but luxuriousl heated , a chariot which coul . allop a t eighty miles an 

ho r , am gic device whereb he could tal< t o f el la ~ potenta tes five t housand 

miles away ." 

Children in this kind of a home ar e re red to eYpect t hinc-s as things 

rightfully theirs , t hings for which t he · do not hav to struggle , sacri fice 

for, hich the.,. need to make no contribution i.n t erms of service and 

s acrifice . 

The simpl e fact of the v: hole matter is t a t n·- rents owe not inf to 

children , if by owing t hem something we ... ean man com.:orts or even oppo tuni ies . 

We are ·ortun&te if we are able to give these things to chil ren but the are 

not morally oblieated to give them these concepts . - hat they do ove their 

child en is first of all a home . By that I mean , not a rich home , ot a 

home here all thee thou and and one comforts are provided t lessen 

disci line , to slacken muscl s , to soften t he hardihood of ch racter . I 
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mean that parents owe children an inspired env·ronmpnt , a home , no a hose , 

a home built out of honor and integrity , home lhich is filled .ith oli it de , 

s.7mpat y, tenderness , sweetness , a home .here ever corner is redol~ t of 

be utiful memories , a home to rhich e can loo~ bac~ ears an~ ars l a ter 

s to a place hich glovre in our memorie which :::>eaKs to us '3.S t!'°'rough 

th m~gic of dr•ams . That is what parents o owe their children . That rind 

of a home c n be given t·) children . For it is not built ou o m ne:;. at 

all . Ver· often mone destroys thct Kind o~ a home . 

Pa ents do owe t~eir chilaren the ex mple of courageo s honorable 

living , of faithfulness , refinement and social mindedne s . he o ;e them 

the example of mutal res Qct between father , mother nd children, here 

speech is kindly and ju~gments ch ritable ith s rong . Child ren have 

a right to expectthet . Parents owe their children thct reedom hich is rea i ed 

to e :• press themselves rovided the ave sometn • n to express . They sho be 

free to choose f riends rovided they choose 'riends of oo h racter . The 

should be free to choose their c r ers but the~ should be hel ed , guided 

and counselled b the p'"rents . In o her ords , rents h·ve the r'ght to 

tend , eed and 1ater the garden bu ise rents should not r y t ma e 

a rose out o a hyacinth or a lil out OL a good sounr cabbage . 

In the self-sru (.) 1ay , children ove o ent almo~t the elf-same t~in. ~~ . 

The o· e the'r parents a home for c1ildren h lp tom ' ea home or to br ak 

a home . 8hil ren o·e it to their parents to help the home pl·ce of 

bea t r he e t he .. can bring their friends , confi en es , no . 1 ce here t ey 

change clothes to go to the next a oointment . Chil ~ en o,e i to their 

parents and to them elves , to this cooper tive ente.prise c lled a home to 

bea their share of the r soonsibility and lo~d , to co ribu e · ~ not in 

money , then in ervice and devotion , in kindliness nd love , in reveren e 

tote totalit of the hap · y family . 1he o e it to thei p ents to 
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solicit t heir ju gment andtlleir counsel . Ghil ren shoul not ssume a s th se 

fond an foolish criilr. :-en , Ho-··a.rd and uarah did, t a t t he· o ...... ents .e e o tmo ed 

and knew nothing of hat .as going on aro d them . 

11ise chilo en unaer th t p~rents n ve lived longe t han he have, n·ve 

e).oe i enced much more than the ha.ve an hr-:v .Jerhaps earned a fe- · le sons 

from life's KnocKs - aorrofs , disappoint~ents , ha Jiness and 

most disinterested sort o: counsel . 

g · ve the 

11 ,oe to thee , 0 Land· hen th r King is a c .ild 11 said a i se philocopher 

o t e Bible . "HPre m: son , the instruction of th athe . Do no ors <:e 

t 1e a.' of t mother . 11 That .·as l ri tten '500 hun . red e"i.rs ·po . I submit h t 

it ie ti l l v lid , absol1tel valid toda· . 

Finally, c, ild en owe it t 0 their p•rents to re~pect their freedom . 

_ rents are humi.n bein s . The • h ve oth r f ctions to pe ~· orm in the orld 

bes.:.des t :1at of 0 renthood . The . • re human e·n s. The V· their o n 

inv . la le reams . Thev too , ish to al:e the " olden road t o ' mar1 nd" 

before t . e . hado s of night fall . The ant to enj a sp.:.ritual 

cornra eshi in priv c r ee from the everlansting h r esment of e actin 

chil en . nd the are ent·tled to ·t . 

Rathert an spPa{ then o the rights of r ents h e ri ht ... chil en , 

it i iser t o s pea of common help in m&.1Cin out of 'ome t mo t 1 moro s , 

th _ mo t ma c , the mo t b , ti al ce h t men nd omen oung nr, old 

can live in . 1hen tn ...... is aone , nen each one contributes and .hares , :, 0 

•il h ve the sort of home of ·hich the P lmi ct an o lon 0 n 

which still exists , ban God , among the myria s 11 over the orld : 

Exce t the ord b il the house , 
Tne labour in v in th t buil it; 

xce t the ord eep t e City, 
The w tchm·n aketh but in v i n 

It is V 
. n ... 

OU th t or eris earl an it up 1 e , 
e th·t e't the bre·d of t oil; 
0 e iveth unto i belove in slee • 
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Lo , chil~ren are a heritage o t e Lord , 
The +·r ui t of the v·omb is rff ard . 
As arrows in the han of a mi ht: man , 

o are the children o one ' s -outh . 
Haop is them nth t hath his .uiver f tll o~ them ; 
The · snall not be put to shame , 
v,hen they speak with their enemies in the - te . 

uch homes are i thin thA reach of mortal ~en an ~omen i e~ t h ink 
not 

not of revolt of outb, the revolt of parents , if they thinK/o rights and 

privileges , if the:, thin 0 1 love , gre'- t love , c-ur. as sing love and of how 

to make ach other a~ hao y as is oossible in t h ~ind of a world in ·hich 

e live in today . 
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Howard had been reared to demand, not that he be Jermitted to 
train his eyes and memory and chest muscles, but that he have, without 
passionate struggle, all the material richness of a medieval emperor; 
a palace small but luxuriously heated, a chariot ~hich could gallop 
at eighty miles an hour, a magic device where~ he could talk to fellow 
potentates five thousand miles away. 

A Song of Ascents; of ~olomon. 

Except the Lord build the house, 
The labour in vain that build it; 
Except the Lord keep the city, 
The watchman waketh but in vain 

is vain for you that ye rise early and sit up late, 
Ye that eat the bread of toil; 
So He giveth unto His beloved in sleep. 

Lo, children are a heritage of the Lord; 
The fruit of the womb is a reward . 
As arrows in the hand of a mighty man, 
So are the children of one's youth. 
Happy i the man that hath his quiver full of them; 
The shall not be put to shame, 
When they speak vith their enemies in the ate . 
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