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BUT DADDY, YOU'RE SUCH A SQUARE 

February 14, 1965 

The Temple 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

When I had completed these musings on the art of parenting, I reminded 

myself of a vignette from my own life as a parent. I had been asked to bring 

home a certain item, and, as is the way of fathers, I chose the wrong size and 

the ·wrong brand. As I was unpackaging my good intentions there was a moment of 

pregnant silence, broken only by my then six-year old saying, "Well, Dad, back 

to the drawing board. " 

There are no master blueprints guaranteed to build the happy family. I 

am sure that while Dr. Spock was raising his sons he often went back to the 

drawing boar, to his books or his clinic, in order to understand and o cope 

with them. Rem ber, when the philosophy o "togetherness" was bein peddled 

about as the cure-all, the ster plan? If you only became a pal to your child 

all would be well. Remember those seemingly interminable hours spent watching 

with feigned excitement the Little League games? ow you tired yourse:Lt' out 

ivi ta-thousand miles and more on a week-end for a single negligent, over­

the-shoulder "Hi, :toom" from a pre-occupied camper? There is no statistical 

evidence ha~ e ather-pal or the mother-sist r solved the enigma that i 

junior 

i 

ore succe sfully than he ather- ·ather or mother-mother. There 

r t deal of statistical evidence that father' achin bones precipitated 

n ly r cognition that he ha co to middle age. 

'I ju t on 't und r tan 1 t, Rabbi, w did everythi together. e family 

o clo . I just don't understan why h hould feel the need to pick up 

1 v ti co o abl room here and t pan apartment of his own." 

b r th t on rful cartoon by • Charle Adams ••• you e th usual 

ro - d, c t I go t~ igur th ran ath rand the two 
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monsters, happily busy together, running out of the door of a bank, guns in 

their hands, and the caption: "Now There is Real Togetherness for You." 

Parenting defies neat phrasing. I think that it's time we all buried those 

ten commandments for parents - these guideposts which are thrown out to us from 

the newspapers and the magazines and the popular pulpit. Some of them are quite 

pretensious. You've seen them. 0 The family that prays together, stays together." 

Allevai . Then there is a variation on the theme. "The family that plays to­

gether, stays together . " At least until father suffers a heart attack on the 

basketball court, or mother breaks her leg skiing. Some of the best parents I 

know have done nothing more athletic with their children except a fast game of 

chess on a long sunnner evening. It took one of the manufacturers, a man who 

ma.de a molding compound to cap this silliness: "The family that clays together, 

stays together ." I found this a bit sticky, but I admit that it does point 

out the utter lack of content to all of these one-line guides to do-it-yourself 

pa.renting . Psychology, parent education, socio , yes, even Jude.ism, cannot 

give you the wisdo with which to raise your c ildren. There are simply too 

many variables: t.e r talents and yours, their emotional tructure and yours, 

each family's standards of discipline, of values, the a.mily's social economic 

level, and o on and on. esides that, there are always the many def ats that 

the psyc iatrist d the sociologi t and the child- dance expert and, ye, 

ven th r bb s r int ir own ch 1 -raising. If our cience were so co piete 

we would e the , but, b we ave dark unexpected turn in our liv . 

I r"'........... r wh n ou oldest a but two . We planned to take a vac tion. I 

b t ind to b ensitive top ychological actors, tot ink always o t 

ton 1 cont t , o I b c orri d when to days be or o scheduled 

tur , h oun st r bee e rt ul, moody and given to temper. Visions of 

r t --...... ,._ or yes. You guessed it. A day ter, ven 
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as we were discussing whether or not we ought to cancel the trip, he broke out 

into a good healthy rash. It was nothing more or less than Roseola . All of 

our wisdom, then, is but the beginning of wisdom. We have good advice. The 

inherited wisdom of the race has taught cer tain basic truths about the art of 

being a parent. That's about all. Being a parent is to struggle . There is 

no science to it. There are no guarantees . There is no neat formula we can 

put upon a blackboard and say, "Follow this equation and you will have solved 

your problems . " 

Once upon a time, when a parent said he was raising his child by the book 

it meant no more or less than that he was making the boy toe the mark . There 

was discipline and strictness in the home. Today, the phrase must be construed 

quite literally. So many of us set aside our own judgment for some expert's pet 

theory. You know the classic story of the other whose darlin threw a magni ­

ficent temper tantrum on the floor of the kite en, and who said to the child 

ass e wal.ked over his churning body: "Darlin, keep it up a minute or two 

more while I run upstair and et Dr . Spock so that I 1ll know what to say to 

you. 1 

The boo or many p rents today is Dr. Freu . Many parents are turning 

the discipline o par nthood into the disc pline of psychiatry. They refuse 

to tak at the boy or g rl ays at face value . They must always look under 

and b ind d within. 'D d, can I have the car tonight? 1 'Why?' 'I just 

ant to o out with t boy.' ' y?' 'I don't kno. I just want to have 

un.' 'T 11 son, i it that you ant to et away ro m? Is it tat 

ou v to ta ·rom the hoe? Jut tell me. Let's sit down, there's 

nothin c •t ta over.• 'D d, or one n your life giv me s raight 

y or no ' 

i nt or s th child byte bible o ranlmess: The 
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full, utter, exact, unadulterated, indigestible truth. 'Mommy, where did I 

come from?' This is the moment that many contemporary r.iothers wait for with 

great preparat ion. They are primed with a forty-five minute lecture on the 

bald facts of reproduction. This mother plunges into a science lecture. 

Forty-five minutes lat er when she stops for breath: "but, Mommy, teacher 

asked us in school t oday where we came from, and Junior came from Buffalo, 

and Jimmy came f rom New York City. I just want to know where I came f rom. 11 

It is strange, isn't it, how often we bend our best judgment bef ore 

the opinions of ot hers . It is important to have an open mind, but is important 

also to make up our own mind. 'Rabbi, what shall I tell my daughter about God?' 

'as she asked you?' 'Well, yes, as a mater of fact she asked me last wee.' 

'Well, what did you t ell her?' 'I told her that I'd ask you.' Now, a rabbi 

can help but please r emember I don't know your child as well as you do. Some 

children can be answered q i te literally; must be answered literally. God 

is the Creato. , the f ashioner of the world. Some c ildren can t hink in abstract 

term . God is the spir it that infuses the universe. Some c ildren ask or 

no bett r reason tan to divert your at tenti on ro some other subject near er 

t hand. So e c il en sk because their playmat es are asking th i r po.r nt s. 

don't r all ant an answer. I don' t know your child. I don' t know t e 

cont xt n hich t e conve sation took part. We can ive you inf o tion, but 

u t i t 

yo 

0 our 

C 

r on c 

1 

u 

0 

OU st pp it . I t i your child, in your home, your li f and 

C 00 

our . 

r , but t 

V yo 

t 

, OU 

• t 

• 

ance counselor has met with your boy or rl or t ree 

a b f ore im some diagnostic results. Clean igure and 

t t t h lv are o uncertain rellabili ty. ot her 

portant i ormation about colle e and vocation, but bi 

i , by hi preconc ptions and by his traini • 

t t ak that which 1 availabl and e th judgm nt o 

t o you i not go pel truth, Torah Le- os e - inai, 
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t he revealed word of God to Moses on Sinai. I am constantly amazed at the 

number of parents who suspend their own judgment and bow meekly before some 

presumed expert. Science permits experts. Art does not. Child raising is 

an art not a science. Art requires appreciation. Painting and architecture 

require some creative talent. There are no absolute rules. Some men paint 

I 

in one medium. Some men paint in another. Some parents raise their children 

successfully with discipline and some successfully run a rather permissive ome. 

There are no guarantees in eitaer case. It is you, you alone, who know your 

child best. I prize, therefore, a phrase from our Book of Proverbs. It is 

somewhat excessively stated, but there is a truth in it nevertheless: "Train 

up your son in the way he should go, and he will follow you all the days of 

your life . " ow the best of sons raised by the best of parents will not ollow 

tat parent the rest of hi s lif e. an nat re is simply too idiosyncratic . 

.o t the address of this pr overb appeals t o me: ' rain up your child. 11 You train 

your chi d - you, ather , you, mother - yours i e responsibility; not the 

syna o ' s , not the school', not the vocat on l counselor's, b t yours and 

ours alone . 

Take bac unto ourselves he burden o the responsibility. You must dis-

ch rge i . 

1 it o 

en a enera i on such as ours shows tendency to have little aith 

j-__.. ....... ents , w must ask the rea ons why. y is it that so many 

nt n to the boo Why i it tat o man parents run to the psychologists 

or tot bbi sit that hey have so little aith in their own judgment? 

I 

1 

ci 

p rt, e 

t 1 ld o 

• 

, 

r lies in t current mystique of expertise. W a.re ignorant 

cienc • e need guidance. In sci nc there is only one right 

wrong. Any who is a scientist can lead u into his dis-

o how as umed that there are the social scienc sand human 

e ce, ~ cape.bl t achers and guides. There are not. Ther 

1 nUIJ[l8ll disc plines. Ther ar m n of understanding and 

-..TTTrr~,.;,t Y, but O exp rts. Yet thi mystiqu of th expert is part of the air 
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that we breathe. God forbid that we should teach our children to read unless 

we have a teaching certificate . . Our children are being told to choose their 

car eers by a number of diagnostic tests which a computer ranges against the 

average skills of t he average person in the average field . There are no averages . 

We r un t o the experts. We seek assurance, but in life there are no assurances . 

Ultimately, we must make our decisions ourselves . There is no science to it -

only love and understanding and wisdom. 

The mystique of expertise is only part of the answer . As parents, we bow 

to the judgments of others for other reasons . Most of us live under the fear 

that as :p3. r ents we may pennanentl.y and forever scar our youngster . We breathe 

the atmosphere of psychological cliche . Dr. Freud showed, clinically, that 

neuroses ar e often related to childhood trauma. Any number of theoreticians 

jumped off from there and said : After six or seven or ten, personality and 
I 

character are fixed and i mmutable. There is a poin in thecutting of a precious 

stone when a single tap will break away the husk and reveal the ull beauty of 

the diamond. Neatly hit, t he full range of the stone's beauty is revealed . 

ffed, the lines of force within the jewel are such that it disintegrates 

into worthless powder. Most parents today live as if they are about to take 

th t inal tap. We are indecisive, because we are anxious about the carnage 

Junior deserves a smack across t he backside, but our hand hesitates . 

There 1 a foreboding quality to bei a parent today, and there i an 

ugly refl x o this childhood fixation in the child becomin adult . ow the 

lov to sit b c on so e couch and pore out their troubles to some patient 

fri nd, 

cri ic 

dbl.am thei r laziness, and their own insu iciencies on t e se -

d lov o nts long gone . It is all part of the culture in which 

liv , bu 1 i not scienc nor scientifically so, and it is time that parents were 

r 0 n C ary ar. The child, himself, sculpts the man . The child 

d t h t h will b • 
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Some years ago I asked the confirmation class, on their final examination, 

to explain each of the Ten Connnandments. One of the youngsters wrote an 

unwitting truth. He interpreted the commandment, "Honor Thy Father and Thy 

Mother That Thy Days May Be Long Upon the Land Which the lord Thy God Giveth 

Thee . 11 "This means that our parents brought us here and are raising us here to 

the best of our ability. ~' The best of our ability, not of theirs. Parents 

are not Gods. Parents do not determine whether a child will work, whether a 

child will have goals, whether a child will discipline himself. The best of 

families produce black sheep. It is up to the child, not to the parent. Even 

God, does not assume responsibility for the grown man. 

'See, I have set before thee 
this day the blessing and 
the curse, life and death 
Choose ye life, that ye may live.' 

You choose it . You are responsible. Not I. My son, you choose the life 

that you will live . Yours is the responsibility, not theirs or ours. 

On Yom Kippur hen we get up to confess, we do not say "for the sins which 

our parents sinned ainst us;" but, 'for the sins which we have sinned against 

Thee." Ours are the sins. Many of you look on the ancient Hebrew laws as 

rather grim. tit is interesting that our fathers required only three things 

of t e adult in his r lation hip to the child. The father must provide protection, 

prov·sion and ducation . The rest is up to the child. Protection, provision, 

d due tion. rest i up to the child. Nothing is said about love, tender­

f , being pals, only protection, provision, education. It is up n ss, ty, 

tot c l to tud and to take advantage of opportunity. It is up to the 

i to 

t r t 

lp to brin happiness into the home. Why must pa.rents always en-

C 1 y do w a ume that we alone are responsible for bringing 

conversation to the table? Why cannot the child be responsible for 

o ami~ li e'l Al this may sound a little grim. Sur ly, a home 
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ought to have lightness and happiness within its walls. Parents must do their 

share, but the ancient law does put the shoe on the right foot. The ultimate 

responsibility for the man is the child's not the adult's. Raise him and raise 

him well. Give him as many advantages as are possible. Help him to become an 

adult . Make his life as happy and healthy as you can. But ultimately, you 

don 't and can't live his life for him. You do not bear the final responsibility. 

Men have come out of horrible surroundings and become great men. All manner of 

emotional carnage has been inflicted upon some young unfortunates, and they have 

grown into fine men, sometimes into saintly men. The quality is the child's. 

The decision is the child's. The responsibility is the child's. 

There is still another reason, I believe, why we quiver to make judgments 

and why we are afraid of our own rules and regulations: it lies in the simple 

fact that we have children often before we have juq.gment. Let me ask you a 

question . 

square.' 

When your child first turned to you and aid, 'Daddy, don't be a 

ow did you react? Be honest. It hurt. e do not like to think 

about ourselves as old ogies and fuddytluds, as relics of some prehistoric e. 

y did it hurt? It urt because we live in a world which prizes bein care ree, 

t e young in heart, thos w o break the bounds. Our art is pointedly without 

rules. Our music is frank experimental. Our philosophy is determinedly open-

end d. Our or lity is flexible and relativistic. e pride ourselves on break.in 

t rul • n s the lat tie t you were called by a teen-a er som thi 

oth rt Al or B rt? You re e happy by being brought down tot e chil 1 

l V 1. y? C US ther i omethi chilcli h in our cultur. ar re el 

con t t r llin • It ha brought us gr at technological ad ance, but it a 

roi V ry ndam nt lo ocial 11 vin • 

t 0 it to b q r ? It means imply that ou h ve made up 

onvinc that t ere is right and a wro • is i the ur nd. Yo 

you v 11 not v any other way. Now, it may b very vaned 

to V h t r li ti r m r conv ntion. You l your bov 
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moral conventions, but a child needs to know what is right and what is wrong. 

How else can he develop a conscience? It may be avent-gard to believe that 

spiritual things are relics of some ancient past, but a child needs spiritual 

rooting . He needs to f eel anchored and wanted in this world. You may like 

to feel your seLf a f ree spirit soaring happily above society, gay and carefree, 

fulfilling every one of the Madison Avenue requirements of the sociables, but 

a child needs r ules. He needs to know exactly how he can please. He needs to 

have his lesson in living set out for him - black on white. Deny this to him 

and you deny him emot ional security. 

A parent roust , perf orce, be a square. He must give his child a square deal. 

He promises, he must pay. If he speaks to his child of discipline, he must live 

a disciplined life. Mother has been complaining that her children m ve been 

appropriating the playthings of their neighbors. Such reproof is expected of 

mothers . That evening, as youngsters sit around at ble, mother end father 

chortle with glee at some rather mean and nasty bit of political chicanery. 

Parents must lmow the commitment s, t he standards, the moral values which are 

theirs, .,hich cannot be compromi sed, which they will not compromise. Firm 

principle is the beginning o wisdom f or a parent. 

There are many among us who r efuse to make such square decisions. They 

have their pet rationalizations . You have heard them again and again and again. 

at they do is done in then e o f reedom. "I want~ child to make up his 

own nd' 'I want rrry child to f ind out f or himself', 'experience is the best 

t ac r . ' o in t world is any child going to re-live the cumulative 

t 

1 

tr 

nc of th race - civilizat ion - in twenty years? We do not ask a 

ci nti t to repeat a l l the experiments performed since t he days of 

d G li l o. y should we force our chi ldr n to make ev ry mi take 

er b en mad by man since his days in the cave? ow l on will a 

v 1 t ind out f or hims lf whether he can dart into th str et 

11? you kno thi s too, there 1s nothing we do that is more dif icult 
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than decision-making. Who is paid the most by our society? The executive who 

has the ability to be decisive . Most of us shy from it . We are afraid of the 

consequences. Yet we ask the child, young and innocent, his mind not yet 

developed, to make every basic moral decision . It took mankind a hundred thousand 

years or more to come to the Ten Connnandments . We expect a child to have distilled 

these and every other connnandment of modern living by his early teens and on his 

own. What nonesense! A child needs rules . later on, if he disagrees with you, 

he will change the rules. Raw energy is useless until it is channelled into 

useful and usable lines of action. How do we channel the raw energy within us? 

The psychiatric term is sublimation. We build rules . We set up a structure . 

e set up a structure - social living. A child learns that there are certain 

things he cannot do and radually his energy flows into constructive and bene-

fi cial channels. gressiveness becomes the releas of sport . The drive to 

dominate becomes the drive to learn. 

Ch ldren need parents who h ve iatured to the point where they can make 

thei r own j ents. There is no worse parent for a child than a chil h 

parent; a parent who is afraid to b a sq are; a parent who wants to. ep on 

0 

ein a c ild. t I am sayin then, can be simply put! The art of being 

p rent is no ore and no less than the art of being an adult . To admit that 

e ar b yond the care ree ears do s not ean that e can ot be happ or that 

om 

l or 

c not be illed 

tonal into th 

th la ter or that we cannot venture out intellect-

reat orld beyond. It does mean that e re 

anc or d to th t S 0 love whic we h e voluntari a s d, anc ored to the 

t 0 wor whi h prov d , and anchor tote ies o ity which support . 

It t 0 nd h s q re i tsel.f away, come to 60 e certain ju nts 

to t e t, s to th proper and as tote nee ary. "Train p our c ild 

1 th l 0 n h will ollow you all th way 0 hi 11 e . " 
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No man can make you that promise. The best 0.1. training may fall short, but 

this much i s sure: the responsibility to train is yours and you can only 

discipline the child when you, yourself, are disciplined. You can only 

discipline the child when you, yourself, are certain of the values that you 

hold sacred. Befor e you have children, grow up! If you have children already, 

cease to be a child. 

Well, dad, back t o the drawing boards. 
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