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WHERE PARBrfrS FAIL 'MEIR CHILDREN 
wHERE CHILDREN FAIL 'lBEI.8 PARENTS 

'!be Temple 
Bovember 18, 1956 

Children have puzzled pa.rents and parents have caused con­

sternation to their young people since the dawn of time, and I suppose 

that they will continue to do so till the end of time. 

forget that which the 'J».l1nn1d cal.le the " 

Sometimes we 

" 

-- the worry, the concern, the trouble which we are caused in the 

raising of our children, is a constant all-day, every-day concern of 

men. We sometimes do not pause to think that even in our Bible, even 

among the spiritual heroes of our tradition, there were many who had 

troubled youth.a and there were many who wer far from idea.lie parents. 

ihe psychiatrists would search long in our recorded world 

literature before they could find as classic a caae of rivalry 

between twiu, between brothers.,•• the rivf.l,ry between Jacob Uld 

Kaau. Young Joaeph, pampered and petted by his father, becoming 

conceited and arrogant and selfish u a reaul.t of this indu}8ence, is 

another cue of the behavior prollem caused by the miatakea ot one of 

our ancestral forebears. And so also ia the conduct of bia brothers 

who fina~ could no longer take hia arrogance and turned against him 

and decided to ■ell him into alavery -- to kidnap him, to bind,him, 

and to eell hi■• I wonder wb&t the suburban educators of that day auat 

have ,e~d aa they read the h~aaJ1nea of the morning :paper. I wonder 

what conaternation they evidenced about the aad etate of the world'• 

youth. 

Behavior problems, the ditticulties of raising our young people, 



-2-

are not unique in our own age, even the tensions of delinquency are 

not UDiqqe or new to our day. It you believe that this is so., I invite 

you to pick up the works ot Mr. Charles D1ckena1 to open h11110vel ot 

Oliver Twist, am. to read there the ucapadea ot Fagin and ot hia band 

of young toughs. And if ~ believe so, I invite you to open the pages 

ot any cl.aaeical history to read there ot the council meetings ot 

anci nt Athens or ot ancient Alexandria or ot ancient P.all8 and you will 

aee writ large in the pages of that history, the wail and the complaint 

ot the city father• that bands of young people are terrorizing their 

citizens at night and that it ie no longer aate to be abroad atter 

dark on the atreeta. And it you •till feel that delinquency ia a 

unique problell ot our ~, I inTite 7QU to open the pages ot our 

'l'aJwl.d.1 to read there the wail of one o:fc the ancient teachers of our 

people, El:l.azer !ar-Yehudaft a aaae who complained that it vaa easier 

to raise an olive tree in the parched, arid,•~ aoil ot upper 

Galilee, than it vu to raise in allot Israel a single strong and 

at~ and upright aon. 

Ro, thue problems which face us today are recurring and 

recurrent probl-... They are not oura alone and not unique to our 

generation. And so I speak today ot the problems which young people 

cause their ~ts and the problaa which parents cause their young 

people -- not out of any aenae of urgency, not out ot any teeliDg that 

there are certain eleMDts in our aocial living which DlWlt be condaned 

-- but aimpq becauae r teel tbat raiaing a fud.q require• nndentand­

ing and that bel-. raiaecl in a f'ud.q require• understanding, u4 that 

there is a gree,t deal ot wisdom and UDCleratan41Dg wbich th• &110ient 

literature of' our people can bring to bear on these tensions and on 

these problew. 

- -- ----- -- - -J - - - -
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Bow, the problems ot raising young people occur on any 

levels, and I would concern myselt thia morning priaarlly with the 

young people w1 th whom I work and v.l. t.h their parents w1 th whom I am 

associated. 'l'bere are, ot course, the problems pt neglectful parents 

and neglected children. 'l'bere are the probl- ot abnormal parenta 

and abnormal. children. These, I would today tor the moment, lay 

aside. I would concern myaelt prlncipa.lly v.l. th well-meaning and veil­

intentioned pa.rents and with young people who aeelt to grow, desire to 

mature, desire to become adult. 

The :rtrat point that I would like to make this 110rm.ng is one 

which is taken tram an illustration drawn from our Bible. When the 

children of Iarael came to the toot of Motint Sinai, God propoaitioned 

them u to their willingness to accept the -~en °'mmaudrnents. He was 

not willing to put upon them the yoke of obligation to this very 

strict and dememtling moral law unless they signified their willingness 

to accept these responsibilities and abide by them. The answer which 

the children ot rarael gave God on that occuion hu always been 

taken b7 our teacher• u an important indication to men aa to the 

attitude they should take in life. Israel, it is said, answered, 

" • We w111 do and we w:L 11 ll sten." Deecla 

are more important than vorda -- that we live by our moral principles, 

that we accept them and practice them ia 110re important than that ve 

preach thc or mouth them or clothe them in beautitul phraaea. 'lhere 

are DWIJ1' who mate in lite great proil:l.ses but who do little, and there 

are meny who aeldcm speak ot moral principle but are seldom toun4 

wanting in momenta ot moral cr1e11. It 11 these latter whom our 

tradition alvaya hol41 up tor acclaim. 



Now we are concerned, each of us., as parents, as educators, with 

teaching our young people the morale, the attitudes, the val.uea towards 

life which ve feel to be important. We believe it to be important for 

them to be honest, to be truthful, to 'be forthright, to be good, to be 

respectful, to be considerate, to be kind. And we are concerned that 

our schools and that our aynagoguea and that our homes should teach 

these principles. We enroll our young people in a religlous school 

that they may be exposed to the moral tradition of Judaism. Our 

schools have adopted courses 1n civics and in the teachings of 

democratic living in order to expose our young people again to the 

mandates of responsible citizenship. And tinalq, we in our homes, 

take great pains to discipline our young people as to the way that 

they -.y go. 

But I someti•• feel that we neglect the classroom and the 

textbook from which our Y01ID8 people learn the most. '!hey lMrn by 

seeing rather than by hearing. 'Dleir favorite, 8lld moat effective 

cl.aasroom, is the home, and the moat effective textbook is the lines 

vb.1.ch their ~ts adopt tor their own lives. It a child sees his 

parents bei~ strong in purpose, taJd ug an upright poai tion on -,ral 

issue■, he will reapect his parents and he will learn the meam.ngtul­

neaa of these moral positions. It, however., a Child sees hi• parents 

mouthing the conventional moralities but practicing the conventional 

1waoralities, he will quicltl,1' discard the vorda aa N&nit:lllesa, u 

unrealiatic, &D4 he will fMlpt a much ac>re practical and hard-headed 

anc1. much leas JIQr&l poaition when he, himaelt, IIU8t make such decisions. 

A ~ld who ••H hi• father in :private.- take great pride in the iategrity 

ot hi• PQ&itions OD the matter■ which Nape our MtioD&l deatiny but 
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who aeea the a,eme father in public conform to the attitudes of' his 

neighbors or ot his friend.a will aee no particuJar virtue in his own 

personal integrity. A young peraon who hears his mother constantly 

back.l-)ite and tear 4own verbally the character other neighbors and 

ot her acquaintances, will herself oot be willing to trust herself in 

friendship and will set no great store b7 the loyalty w1 th which one 

man or one woDBD should bear herself towards her neighbors. A young 

person who can induce his parents to sign a false excuse f'or his 

truancy from his school will al~ in lite look f'or the easy way to 

excuse his behavior, will always look for ways to shirk and to avoid 

the responsibilities of his own actions. Ifyou would train up a child 

in the ~ that he should go, you muat be first willing to go that 

way yourself. 

Now the same classroom in which the child or the young adult 

learns his a>rals ia the room in which he learns his manners. I have 

heard it said and repeated that this generation is leas courteous., 

less respectful., less conaiderate ot its elders than the previous. 

I am not aure that this is so, but if it is, it is because our homes 

have beCODle ao unconcerned vith ~ivacy, with being conaiderate, with 

r.upecting the dipity ot each individual maber ot the home, that 

our children have DO act, no IUid• tram which to guide their own 

actiou. A father who invade• the privacy ot hie son'• room and who 

violates the intecnty ot hi• son'• di&r7 cannot expect his aon to 

conaider hi• mouth •••led u to &111' atter which he hears be111g 

d1acua1ed in tAe household. A aother who 11 constant!1' tniatrated 

and botherecl by the pre1ence iD the home ot 1ame aged relative who 

voice, t:reeq, openl.1', her criticism ot thi■ person'• conduct and 
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practices ia certainly not preparing tor herself a warm and beloved 

old age. A tam:111' where the voices are raised freely, lou~, and 

stridently, and where no one is particularly concerned about the 

lailguage an4 the vocabul.al"Y' which punctuates one's speech, is not a 

family which can expect its young people to lie concerned, when outside 

ot the home., with the tone with which they express themselves and 

w1 th the languag~ch thtf' choose to use towards their friends or 

towards their neighbors. In manners as in morals, the example must 

be lived in the h0111e before it can be expected ot our young people 

outside the home. 

Many ot our homes have expected tlat the school.a and the 

synagogues would take up the slack in mora~ education which they, 

somehow, teel they cannot asaume,and certainly the temples and the 

schools are concerned with the moral edification ot our yollllg people. 

But he re again, unless the parents are partner• in the work ot the 

temple or in the work ot _the school and are concerned with the values 

Yhich the school is attempting to teach, there can be no hope that 

the child will hold his lessons dearly. A parent who comes to the 

aynagogue only to drop his child otf to go to achool cannot expect 

that the lessons learned in the clasaroom will make a lasting 

in1pirat1on. A parent who never attends the preachings and the 

teacb11lgs ot the pulpit rN>no't expect his child, atter all, to attend 

to or to p&1' attention to or to value highly the le1sona and the 

teaching• vhicll taught in the clu1rooms or tro■ the pulpit. 'l'heae 

inatitutiou can be partners with the home in the developaent ot the 

ch114, but they cannot do it alone. '!'hey cannot wek• up tor any lack 

which the home '1111&7 have. 
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Bow, I know tbat thi:a repreaenta a heavy burden ot reaponai­

bility tor the parents. I know that our young people ~emend a high 

standard of ua. Atter all, in a sense I am a halt father to the 

thirteen hundred young people in our religl.ous school, and I know the 

high values and the standards with which they expect the teachers and 

the rabbis and the edJD1n:latrators to abide. ·:&it I also know this -- as 

we do not expect perfection ot your young people, so our young people 

really do not expect perfection ot ua. What they react to is really 
-

110re the texture which they sense in their home or in the school or in 

the synagogue -- the total configuration which is given and presented 

to them there rather than to any single thread ot indifference or of 

impatience or irritability. But we must beware always of our own 

D>ral position. It n expect our children to grow in their standards, 

our standards muat grow up w:L th them. 

Permit me here a word aside: man;r ot our parents seem to be, 

in our day' and age, overwhelaed by the magnitude of the tasks which 

are required of them. They live all da.7, every day, under the tensions 

of child-rearing. 'lhey seek above all else to do the finest Job 

possible, but it seems to overwhelm them, to be beyond th•, and so 

they turn to some textbook, to s011e ot the literature of our modern 

educators or p1ychiatrists. low, it is well to seek out whatever 

eclification, whatever knowledge that modern science can brins to our 

attention. But I submit to you that it is wrong and that it is 

haratul to forget the individuality ot our own young people and to 

think that thq can be forced into the nol'll8 ot some character 

dnelopnent chart. I aubmi t that it ia wrong to aldicate our own 
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good coJIIDOn sense in the name of some overwhelming or overweening principle 

of child growth. In a sense our pa.rents have iD1110bilized themselves 

because they have been fixated on certain fads in child raising Bild in 

child education. And I submit that it . would be well if each of us went 

back to his own good sense, began again to use his own reservoir. of human 

understanding, used intelligently the insights of modern science, but did 

not becane dominated and controlled by them. 

Now, the second point which I should like to make as to the 

responsibilities of parents can be illustrated also by a story from our 

Bible. It has to do with an episode already alluded to -- the episode which 

has to do with the rivalries between .Jacob and Esau. The young Jacob was 

a bright, well-born, well-preserved young man. He was a person of shrewd-

ness and c,mn:fllgDess and he was the apple of his mother's eye. Bis mother 

saw to it that the young Jacob had everything that his heart desired. She 

saw to it that he was freed t'rom every responsibility in the home, in the 

fields, or with the flocks, and he was given his head -- he had nothing but 

leisure. 'Die young Jacob soon became spoiled and u he was spoiled, he 

became increasingly selfish and aelf-aeeking, and he became the young man 

who was not above tald.ng by deceit from his brother the birthright which 

was not r:lghtfu~ h1a., and Wki11g by deceit trom his father the blessing 

which was not rightful~ hia. 

!low, particularly in our age of overab,mdance, in our age of 

prosperity, we u pa.rent, I believe, and as educators, tend to overind~e 

and to spoil our young people. We tend to relieve them of all the chores 

and all the reaponaibili tiea in the home. After all, we can now a:ttord 

the profeasional. sitters and the ma:lda and the cooks and the ;yeard men vhoae 

chores were once done by the various siblings in the tamily. But it is, 
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unfortunately, true that the less the child feels responsible tor the home, 

the less close he feels to the home. And that the more a child feels 

necessary to home, the more he feels a partner in the ongoing growth and 

the wellbeing of the home, the closer he will feel to his parents and the 

closer kinship he will feel to the standards which the home tries to teach. 

And secondly, our overindulgence of our young people, it seems to 

me, tends to keep them as children long beyond their rightful years as 

children. Many parents today have told me -- but I want my child to have 

the many opportunities, the many recreations which I lacked. Many a 

father who worked every day after school and on the weekends, and many a 

JJDther who had her first party dress at sixteen, it seems to me, is somewhat 

overly concerned w1 th the recreational aspects of her child's life. 

'!here are two dangers here. The first danger is that they will 

force the young people into recreational pursuits beyond their years. A 

mother who becomes overly concerned at eleven or twelve with partying her 

daughter, will destroy some of the freshness w1 th which her daughrer should 

enjoy her years when she is sweet sixteen. A tatller who gives his child 

a car long before even the :aw permlts it, will fina that the thrill, beyond 

that of ownership of the car, is racing it. And he may find that his child 

is engaged in pastimes of which he would not approve. 

But secondly, just as Rebecca indulged Jacob and made him into a 

selfish young man, so often our overindulgence of our young people turns 

them into sel.nsh young people and into self centered adults. '!be differ­

ence between childhood and maturity is, it seems to me, the difference 

between one's concern with one's inmediate amusement and one's concern with 

one's long range accaaplishmenta. Many of our young people I hear complained 
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about always. Many ot our young people are toying with lite. '!bey are 

playing at the responsibilities of living, and I submit that this is because 

they have been made to feel that sports, and cars, and dances, and one's 

enJoyments are in and of themselves, and it is only with a second thought 

that they are made to appreciate the importance of earning one's living 

and of plann:1pg for one's future and of serving one's community. 

The Rabbis had a wonderful piece ot advice for any preacher --

" , -- that 

he should not be harsh or severe in his judgments of his people. I hope 

that nothing I have said makes you feel that I hold cheaply the success 

which pa.rent& have made in the raising of their young people. Quite to the 

contrary, you cannot live in our school, you cannot administer it and work 

with its young people without sensing the amazing success, the &JD8Zing 

ability of these pa.rents to bring out the best and the :finest which is in 

their young people. Our Rabbis said: " " 

-- that a son is as the knee of his father and they asked, why of all the 

organs of the body, was a son compared to the knee of his father and the 

answer was that it is the knee only which can raise or lower the body. 

Well, your children have inestimably raised you in the estimation of myself 

and of all of their teachers. You are doing a fine Job, and what I say I 

say only because sometimes by bringing these matters of moral understanding 

to light ve can see the more clearly the way that we must go. 

I have the feeling that in our~ and age we sometimes also over­

estimate the importance of the parents. We sometimes put the whole onus 

of responsibility tor the weaknesses of their children upon their shoulders. 

We otten say there are no problem children -- only problem parents. But I 

would submit to you that this 1a not so. 'lbere are problem children, and 

there are weak children, and there are children who do not follow the moral 
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example of their parents. It is not true that the apple does not tall 

always close to the tree. We are all aware of :f'am:Llies in which there 

may be several sons -- one a minister, one a professor, and one a complete 

misfit in life. We:··.are all aware of the Biblical stories which tell bow 
as 

such sages of our people as Ell and/Samuel, men renowned for their wisdom 

and for their judgment and for their understanding -- each o:f' them had 

sons who followed not their ways, who inclined atter thei baser impulses 

and were held in contempt by the people. Even the supposed wisest of all 

men, Solomon, was not able to keep peace always in his palace and lived 

to see bis sons rebel against him. 

We can teach our children by moral example, but we cannot assure 

that they will have the moral fiber to abide by our·:example. Life for our 

young people is a series of moral tests. We can show them the way that 

they should go -- that way they must go alone. '!he young Jacob whom we 

saw deceiving his father and his brother met this test in a very graphic 

and sympc>llc way. When he needed to return to his ancestral home and to 

beg forgiveness of his pa.rents, the Bible says that he spent a long night 

weestllng with himself, wrestling with his early weakness, wrestling with 

his baser instincts, wrestling with his temptations not to go back, not 

to submit himself to the disgrace of asking forgiveness. '!hey picture 

this in terms ot Jacob wrestling with an angel of God, wrestling with an 

angel of God and the angel of God could not overcome him. And so our 

young people must wrestle w:l th themselves and on their bed8 at night w1 th 

the moral decisions that tace the. We can show them the way. We cu 

live a 11:f'e which will be a guide to them but they alone, 1n themaelves, 

ID\18t find the moral atrength to make the right decision. And certain~ 



-12-

this is not easy. It is they who must learn to decide whether they will 

spend the hours of preparatia1 in the writing of a theme or whether they 

will piece the theme together in sections culled from the work of their 

friends. It i■ they who must decide whether they will follow the lead of 

those who challenge them to deeds of fool.hardy bravery or whether they 

will be cautious and abide by the strictures and restrictions of their I 

pa;-ents. It is they who must decide whether they have the individuality 

and the strength to believe their own beliefs, to think their own thoughts, 

to go their own way, to set their own standards, or whether they will 

allow aome group of their peers, some group or their friends, to set and 

determine their standards and their conduct tor them. We cannot make 

theae deciaiona tor them. We can only hopa that :they will appreciate the 

rightneas of the way we live and we only say: the obligation is yours. 

Be strong enough to accept it. 

And finally, our young people sutter, as do the parents, from the 

overa'bunda.nee and the overprosperity of our age. As the parents sometimes 

tend to overindu~e the young people, so I tirmly believe our young people 

tend to overindulge themselves. 'Ibey want secure freedom. 'Ibey want all 

the privileges ot childhood and none of the responsibilities of adulthood. 

'!hey want to be allowed to live in a world of dances, of parties, and of 

sports, and of games, long after thy should h11Ve come into the estate ot 

the men who are concerned vi th colleges and w1 th careers and Vi th atandaru 

and with achievementa. '!bey pamper themselves much too long, it seeaa to 

me often today, in their childhood and are unwilling to mature, unwilling 

to leave this state behind. 

A Bar Mitzvah, according to our tradition, came at the age of 
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thirteen. Confirmation in our practice takes place at fourteen, or early 

in the fifteenth year. These are the symbolic acts by which a young person 

graduates into his responsibility, and when our young people achieve this 

estate, when they achieve these services, certainly they should be willing, 

they should desire to take on also the planning of' tomorrow. '!be child 

thinks of tonight's television. 'lbe young adult thinks of tomorrow's 

lessons. 'lbe child thinks of the party which will feature the weekend. 

The young adult sees the weekend as an opportunity to be of' service in his 

community or to spend a few hours with the books planning his life. 'lhe 

child is concerned only w1 th doing in a slipshod way the assignment of 

tomorrow. The young adult is concerned with what the assignment of tomrrow 

means in his total developnent. He is concerned vi th understanding its 

full complexity and its full meaning and he goes far beyond the few questions 

which are asked of him. 

The years of adolescence are not easy years, but they are made the 

more hard if we seek always to overindulge ourselves, if' we seek always to 

pamper ourselves, if' we forget our planPing for our immediate enjoyments. 

Now., as we have seen., it is not easy to be an adequate parent. It 

is certainly not easy to be an adequate young person. But neither is it 

impossible to be either of these. Where there is the will, where there is 

love, where there is a sense ot purpose, where there is a consciousness of 

one 'a own moral responai bi 11 ty, then it seems to me nothing is beyond our 

achievement. Our young people, like their parents, as we see them peas 

through our school, give us cause tor great hope in the toaon-ow. '!heir 

parents have brought out 111ch that is tine and noble in than and they are 

working to become capable adult men and women. Certainly aa you work w1 th 



the young people and with their parents today, you see the potentiality ot-

a bright tomorrow -- the tomorrow which will be filled tor these yo'Wlg 

people with the tensions of their own child-raising, the tomorrow which 

will be tilled by their accom.pl:l.sbmenta and be filled by the peace of lllind 

which they will have brought to their parents • 

., 

, 




