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I 
COPING I - Let Thy Days Be Long 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 
October 10, 1977 

The basic issues, well, I guess in some ways they can be very simply stated. 

Everybody wants to live long but nobody wants to grow old, and I guess for a modern edition 

we would add that medicine has added years to our lives but has not necessarily added life 

to our years. 

I'd like tonight to say a few words about the overall field and then to limit myself 

m the formal presentation to the traditional Jewish approach to some of these problems, 

that's my field of expertise, obviously, and I'd like to leave some time at the end for some 

questions and discussion so that we can have a better idea of the problems that face all of 

us and form some of the future sessions around those ideas. 

Age is a new frontier and a new problem. Now the statement sounds surprising be-

cause we 're accustomed to thinking of age and aging as having been part of the human ex-

perience for at least as there has been recorded history and this is articular ly true 

if vve think of our own religious tradition. The Bible speaks of long life. We have the Jewish 

hope, you should live to be 120, which was the symmetrical number of years which added 

up to three complete generations, the number of years in Moses' life. The Bible contains 

a number of references to people like Methusaleh who lived inordinately long if the Bib­

lical chronology is to be accepted, Methusaleh has the record 969 years according to the 
the 

myth in Genesis, but I'd like to suggest to you that the problem is ne Ln sense that ours 

is the first or second generation in hich there have been a sizeable number of aging, aged, 

in the population and in which aging and the aged have not been limited to the upper class s. 

If you look back in recorded history you'll discover that only the rich, really, lived long. 

They were the only people who could afford the supports that permit long life. They were 

the only group with guaranteed nutrition, family support. They were the only group hich 

as not brutalized and ultimately brought to a premature grave by the severity, the cruelty, 

of the work hich they had to do, and there ere exceptions, obviously. 



r 
2 

But the existence of the sizeable number of the population over 65 or over some 

age which we determine to be the age in which we describe aging's beginning or having 

intruded in our lives. It is a relatively new phenomenon. Let me give you some figures. 

In 1900 one in 25 of the American population ~,as 65 years of age or older. By 1970 one 

in ten in the American population was 65 years of age or older. And demographers tell 

us that in 1980, which is not so far from now, the figure will be one in six. Eighteen per­

cent of our population by 1980 will be 65 years of age or older and the growth is much 

larger, of course, than the growth of any other part of the population. From 1900 to 1970 

the population under the age of 65 grew two and a half times, and the population over the 

age of 65 grew six and a half times, so we face a new problem both in fact in terms of the 

range of the population and in terms of the quantitative size of the problem which is before 

us. Now, of course, most of this is the product of the miracles, the triumphs, of modern 

medicine, but, unfortunately, medicine is a lim ited field . It solves the problems which 

afflict our physical frame, illness which keeps us f rom dying prematurely, but it cannot 

solve the economic, the emotional, the family problem which are concommitant with 

age, which are inevitable. 

A number of very serious problems have emerged. The first is that it is the first 

time in the world, really, that the adult population, that is the adult working population, 

has had to provide financially not only for the children but for the aged. Up till now his­

torically it was the upper classes, those who could Dlost afford it, who had the aged, 

The aged controlled a good proportion of the wealth of society and so the fiscal burden 

as not a sharp as it is now. ·Sibday you have only to look at Social Security in the 

United States to recognize the pressures exerted on social budgets and on family budgets 

aa th working population trie1 to pay on the one hand for the high cost of education, and 

on th oth r h nd for th high coat of institutionalization. These are tremendous costs to 

b pt in t th boring man or woman. 
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The second problem that we face is that up till the last two generations, perhaps 

the last three generatms, it has been assumed throughout history that the aged and the aging 

were the problems of the family. The family was equipped to take care of the human prob­

lems of aging. It provided the financial support if such were needed, and the society as 

a whole did not accept the responsibility, was not assumed to have to accept the res pon-

s ibility for the aging. Th is tremendous increase in the numbers of the aged and the aging 

has come precisely at the time when the family itself is most embattled. The extended 

family gave way to the nuclear family. The nuclear family itself is giving way - to what, 

we are not quite sure. The mobile family has emerged which means that it is not at all 

unlikely that the aged will be in one community and their children will be in another com­

munity, or the aged will be in one community and only one of the siblings will be in the 

parents' home community with all kinds of pressures of time and service and attmtion 

resting upon only one small part of the family. 

Now as the society has had to take up the slack, we've obviously had to exchange 

the family as the place in which aging takes place for institutions, and we have inherited 

any number of prejudices against institutions. Many of those who were raised in another 

era believe that when children allow their parents to be put into some kind of support 

institution they are somehow default in on their duty, showing indifference to the real needs 

of the parents, and many parents balk against going to institutions for that reason and 

in point of fact many children feel guilty when a parent or parents have to be institution­

alized. And abort of institutionalization the society must provide a whole number of 

supparts for those whose free time is now full time and the must provide all manner of 

encouragement, of d v lopmental opportunities, and we are simply ncXegeared up, we 

haven't r ally thought through the problem of what to do and how to do it to help care 

for tho who ar not y t r ady for institutionaliz tion and perhaps may never be. 

Anoth r probl m which face• u a we confront this probl m of aging ia the problem 
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of the health of the aged population. Four out of five people above the age of 65 suffer from 

at least one chronic disease. The demands made by this cohort of people who are in the 

aging population on our medical service is enormous, When someone over 65 goes into 

the hospital their average stay will be three times the average stay of one under the age 

of 65. Now the aged, of course, are precisely at 1hat period of time when their incomes 

are limited, medical services are precisely that part of the population where the costs 

have increased most astronomically. There's a whole aged population out there that is 

almost beyond the reach, cannot reach out to adequate medical services. We're not sure 

what medical services ought to be provided, how these ought to be provided. There's a 

whole ambit of problems which need to be faced. 

Finally, it is surprising how little we know about this new problem. Compare with 

me for a moment what our attitudes and what we know about childhood to what we know 

about age. We know that there are various periods to childhood: infancy, 1he child, 

puberty, the adolescent. The Giselle Institute and Dr. Spock and all of their successors 

taught us to recognize the different patterns in the two-year old and the two-and-a-half 

year old, the five-year old and the seven-year old. We have all manner of tests to evaluate 

their emotional development, their physical development, their intellectual development. 

We have child psychologists and child psychiatrists. We have day schools and nursery 

schools and free nursery schools, Head Start schools and all manner of schools and we 

know to the day whether a child should go into kindergarten or he should not be held back 

for the year or pushed ahead half a year. The degree of sophistication which we bring 

to our children is remarkable. The degree of ignorance which we bring to the process 

of aging i equally remarkable. All we know is that there is some kind of difference 

between senescence and s nility; between those who need certain supports and those who 

can really no longer manag adequately in the open society, but we don't know the stages 

of aging We don't r ally kno very much about why certain people age much faster than 



5 

other people. No one has really worked out systematically the stages of aging. There 

are preliminary studies but they are very preliminary and the problem is that we are 

at the stage where we tend to treat age as if it is a simple problem, a single problem, 

we have no other word to speak of, really, we call it the aged or aging and there you 

have it, but clearly, the man of 70 who is capable of going downtown to his office and 

working a full day, competing quite easily with a 30-year old or a 40-year old is not the 

same person as the 70-year old man who has had to withdraw from his work and whose 

energy levels are low, whose memory is failing, yet, they're both 70 and they're both 

going through a process called aging. 

Obviously, we need to learn a great deal more and obviously, we've got to confront 

some social and some welfare problems and financial problems, some questions of human 

relationships of immense proportion and we're only making a beginning. When we try to 

put together the bibliography which you received tonight all of us were startled by the 

posity of material which was available to us, that is, to an intelligent, concerned public 

having to do with this problem of age and aging. There's a great deal of good will, there's 

a great deal of concern, but we 're only beginning to develop the basic research. And 

obviously, given this situation most of us, all of us I am sure, are caught up in a series 

of assumptions which we learned from our parent■, which we picked up from the con­

ditioning of our childhood about aging, about independence, about dependence, about the 

resPonsibilities of children, about the resPonsibilities of parents, and we may be very 

wrong in these assumptions. We may be right, but the point is we really don't know as 

yet. What we do know is that all of us are going to have to cultivate a new attitude towards 

aging. The aged are going to have cea e thinking of themselves as in retirement, as 

having pulled away from life, as being over the hill and, ther fore useless to themselves 

and to others; and the young are going to have to cease thinking of the aged as dependent 

apon th m, a growing harden , as p opl whom it is be1t for the society to put out to 
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pasture because they have nothing constructive, innovative, creative, you know those 

terrible words of the youth culture, to contribute to the society. 

Now that's the range of the problem as I see it. It's a problem which is going to 

a 
call for massive investment of time, personnel, of attention, of money, proportion of 

the national budget, It's a problem which is going to force all of us to rethink our attitudes 

towards ourselves and towards our own development because if I am convinced of my 

reading of anything it is of this simple truth - that age is not simply a state that you 

happen upon one day when you hit 65, but like every other stage of life it is an opportunity 

which you must prepare for, study for, equip yourself for, with the same diligence and 

the same amount of determination and discipline tha~
0
:pplied when you were 16 and 18 and 

preparing yourself for adult life. There are so many things that can be done besides 

spending your day puttering with this or that or on the telephone if you have an interest, 

if you develop certain skills, if you have some identity outside of the role of mother, out­

side the role of lawyer, doctor, rabbi, whatever i t is that has occupied you during your 

so-called productive life, a terrible word. Why should life cease to be productive simply 

because you're not doing what you did between the ages of 25 and 65? Were you not 

being productive when you were in school? Can you not be productive at 70 or 75 baby­

sitting with your grandchildren, helping out as a volunteer in some community organiza­

tion, acting as a counselor in a school, offering your skills in a new way to a generation 

of students, there are so many ways in which one can remain productive if one is de­

termined to and that'• a major part of the battle. 

Now let me try and focus in on the Jewish attitude towards aging or the aged and let 

me begin by a non-Jewish ource which thought that it was capsuling the Jewish under­

standing and miaund r tood our Jewi h tradition completely. Robert Browning wrote, 

a many of you rememb r bout 150 years ago a poem called Rabbi Ben Ezra and at the 

v ry b ginning of thi po m h h th rabbi y: grow old with me, the beet is yet to 
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be for which the first was made. Now, it's beautiful poetry, but an absolute lie. Age is 

not the best of time. Whoever invented the phrase the Golden Age misdirected a whole 

generation of the aged. Aging is a difficult time, it's a time of diminished energy, you 

nap, you need to take some time off during the day, it's harder to get up in the morning, 

it's a time when you're never very far from aches and pains, arthritis, the back, it's 

a time when your senses are diminished, it's harder to see, you don't hear as clearly, 

you don't write as boldly as you did before. It's not grow old with me, the best is yet 

to be at all. Aging is a stage of life. As someone said, it's better than the alternative, 

but it's not the best of times and our Biblical rabbinic tradition has no illusions about aging. 

If we turn to the scroll of Ecclesiastes and it's a Hellenistic work written probably in the 

4th, 3rd pre-Christian century and you turn to the last chapter. You find an affus ion 

there, probably by a man who was in his mid-sixties or mid-seventies. He had been a 

member of the upper class. He'had seen a good bit of life. He says this by way of advice 

to the young: 

Remember your Creator in the days of your youth, before the time of 

trouble comes, before the years draw near when you say, 'I see no 

purpose in them. ' Remember him before the sun and the light of day 

gave place to darkness, before the moon and the stars grow dim, 

and the clouds return with the rain = when the guardians of the house 

tremb le and the strong men stoop, when the women grinding the meal 

cease work because they are few, and those who look through the win­

dow look no longer, when the street doors are shut, when the noise 

of the mill is low, when the chirping of the aparrow grow a faint, 

when the song birds can no longer be heard, when men are afraid 

of a steep place, when the atreet is full of terrors, when the blossom 

whit na on th almond tree and th loca t' paanch ia swollen and caper-
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buds have no more zest, for man goes to his everlasting home and the 

mourners go about the street. Remember him before the silver cord is 

snapped and the golden bowl is shattered and the pitcher is shattered at 

the spring and the wheel is broken at the well, before the dust returns 

to the earth as it was and the spirit returns to God who gave it. 

There's no more heart-felt prayer in all of our Bible than a line from the 71st Psalm: 

Do not forsake me when I become old - when my strength weakens do not forsaken me. 

The Bible has no illus ions about the Golden Age. It has no illusions about the losses of 

power, about the manipulation by the young of the aged for their own sometimes greedy 

purposes. It has no illus ions that all families honor the aged or respect them or treat 

them appropriately and it has very few illus ions about the inevitable wisdom of the aged 

in handling their relationships with their children and their grandchildren. 

You remember the story of Jacob, the patriarch who had so many sons, 12 in all. 

He had been a strong man. He had been a very effective chieftain to his tribe. As a 

young man he had been very ambitious. He'd worked hard. He'd made something of 

himself. He had prospered and then when he became an older man and he was fortunate 

enough to have a child of his old age and he doted on this boy more than on all of the other 

children put together. Here was a new relationship. He thought that there would no longer 

be a child, a young boy in the tent, and where the other sons were now grown and burly 

and they sometimes grumbled at his leadership and they sometimes opposed him in the 

counsel, thia young boy catered to him and was soft-skinned and obviously played up to 

his father. And Jacob loved Joseph more than all the others and you remember he gave 

him that beautiful coat of many colors and he created such animosity towards Joseph 

and toward ■ himself among hie sons, hie other sons, that you remember one day they 

snatched the boy, th y kidnapped him, and they sold him into slavery in Egypt and they 

tortur d their father by t lling him that a young lion had got hold of Joseph and torn 

... 

• 
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famous 
him to pieces and they brought in a piece of his coat of many colors, blood-stained, as 

proof of the boy's death. For years this old man lived on the assumption that the son 

whom he loved too much had in fact been killed, And the relationship of aged to the young 

is a fascinating and very complicated one. Sometimes demands are made on our children 

when we are aged that ought not to be made. Sometimes we show obvious preference to 

the one who pays least attention to us or most attention to us and we create tensions among 

our children which we should not create. Our judgment is not always sound. The world 

closes in on us as we get older and we often exaggerate imaginery or real petty grievances 

into something of consequence and we spoil relationships which we've worked otherwise 

all of our lives to hold close. 

You remember the story in the Bible about Isaac, the patriot. Isaac again had been 

a strong chieftain, a man of skill, a man of the hunt, a man of fields, but when he had 

grown old, as it is with so many, his eyesight became dim and he became nearly blind, 

and then in a situation that does arise, I am told, the children began to squabble over the 

inheritance, who would get the most money. And the Biblical tradition was that the eldest 

son should inherit the double portion and he was declared to be the elder by a ceremonial 

blessing. Well, in the harem there was a young woman, Rebecca by name, who had a 

child when Isaac was already an elderly man, she had had twins, but she preferred the 

youngest of the twins, Jacob, and she dressed Jacob up in the hairy skin of his brother 

and she had him bring to the old man a particular delicacy that the old man doted on, 

some lentil soup, and they were able to control the old man and wheedle him into believing 

that Jacob wae in fact Esau and he pronounced upon Jacob the ceremonial blessing, thus 

inv sting him with th double portion and authority over the tribe. And that, too, is a 

• itua tion th t h com up g in and gain I'm sure in the history of the human race. 

Ch ildr n ought to r p ct their r nta, but often parents represent to their children 

mon y, n mh ri nc , pow r, om thing th t th y w nt tog t their hands on, and we 
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are foolish and imprudent if we're not conscious that in all human relationships there 

is love and there is self-serving and that's the way it is and that's the way I suspect it 

always will be. 

And we find 1n the Bible the story of David, a young man, strong, a military hero, 

a poet, a lover, a man who was robust, filled with all of the joys of life, a man who I am 

sure gave not one thought to old age, a man who came to the throne of Israel and built a 

great empire out of Israel. His word was the law, no one could stand before his word, 

and then as is the case with all powerful people he aged and his strength was diminished 

and ultimately it disappeared. He became a trembling old man, cold to the touch, who 

had to be warmed by his courtiers in any way that they could, and ultimately his counselors 

and even his sons took advantage of him, tricked him, because they wanted the power, 

the authority that was his. 

I take it that the Biblical tradition emphasizes to us that in matters of age it is not 

quantity, but quality, that you can live too long, that you can live in such a way that exis­

tence is a burden, that ao much of what happens to us when we age depends upon the actions 

of those who are around us. We can't completely be responsible for ourselves, take 

care of ourselves, any more than we can really at any stage of life. If the Biblical tra­

dition has any meaning for us it is that we ought to disabuse ourselves of any romantic 

notions about age. Age is not the best of time. Age is a time when many of those who 

have catered to you all your life suddenly look right through you. You 're no longer pres i­

dent of the corporation. You're no longer head of the bureau. You 're no longer chief 

of medicine at the hospital. You're now just a nice old man or old woman, notice how 

we categorize, we pu h away, we're not looking at the person, simply at their age, and 

tho e who ar out for th m in chance, out for themselve1, now suddenly have no time, 

no int re1t in u . And tho e of pow r and tho• of authority and tho1e of accomplishment 

in our oci ty find gin , r tir m nt rticul rly, to b humbling perience, one 

• . . 
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which puts pressures on their ego which many of them are not prepared or capable of 

meeting. Aging is a time when many of those who thought we were so important in their 

lives suddenly find we are no longer important in their lives. They have no time for us 

and in age no one has time for us, the aches and the pains and the loneliness. 

I heard someone say the other day, I'm just killing time until time kills me. 

Now, how did the Bible handle age? The Bible fftsimply interested in a gray, dis­

mal picture of age. The Bible was interested in establishing a social order in which 

there would be at the very least a formal respect for age. In the 28th chapter of the book 

of Deuteronomy there is an attempt by the author to establish there a criteria of a civilized 

society and a barbaric society, a society of decency and an animal-like society, and one 

of the major differences between the civilized community and the uncivilized community 

is what Deuteronomy calls, in the barbaric community fails to respect age and the aging, 

they treat the aged as if they are non-productive and, therefore, useless in the social order. 

They cast them out, they pay no attention to them. In the families of the Middle Ages 

once the father could no longer hold his own against the son he was unceremoniously 

pushed out of the bedroom, the main room of the house, by the oldest son and he and his 

wife had to go and live in a shed in the back if there was in fact a shed. That's an un­

civilized social order. 

The Biblical society waa patriarchal, of course. To a certain degree it was authori­

tarian, but more than the system of authority within the tribe and family structure, there 

was thia emphaais on the formal courtesies which a young person was obligated to show 

to the aged. You ahall rise before the white-haired and you shall honor the elderly. 

When the ag d come into a room open the door, atand up, greet them show them the 

deference of th ir y ars, look upon th m not aa an object to be pitied, but a person to be 

r v renc d. You h ve now y of knowing the pr • urea, the chall nge that they have 

m t, th ccompli hm nt which h v b n their . 

~ -- - ------------ ---------



12 

In the Hebrew the word for an aged person is zakane and it means precisely that, 

one who is aged, but it also means a counselor, a minister, an elder in that sense of the 

word. We've lost that sense in American society. We speak of the aged, not of the 

elderly, really. An elder had the sense of one who is consulted, one who sits in the 

councils of the community. Biblical society had that emphasis to it and so did the Greek 

social order. We use the word geriatrics today to describe the branch of medicine deal­

ing with the problems of aging, gerentology is the skill. The word geron in -Greek ha-a, 

precisely the two significations as zakane in Hebrew. It means aged, aging, and it 

means also one who is a minister, a counselor, whose advice is sought. There was, 

because of the formal courtesies which Israelite society imposed upon the young towards 

the elderly, there grew up this association of age and advice, age and wisdom. The aged 

were those who were consulted about what the society should do. Now, of course, some 

of this was political. In the tribe the elder had ultimate power, he did not give over that 

power willingly, it could not be taken from him by force, it was his by right, but still 

it shows an attempt by the society to see the aged not as objects but as people and to find 

in them some quality which was useful to and valued by the social order as a whole. Now 

whenever a society tries to set up formal requirements of courtesy or respect there are 

obviously going to be young turks who will have no part of it. And in the book of Job 

we find an interesting figure, the figure of Eliyu. As you know, Job is the man who 

proclaims his righteousness, but is punished by God and is made to suffer by God. And 

when everything has happened to Job that can possibly happen to a human being except 

the fact that he is still alive, three comforters appear, three men who try to explain 

to Job why all this has happened, to make Job say I deserved it and Job is unwilling to do 

it. And the burden of the book, th majority of th text of the book of Job, deals with 

the discu ions between these thr e comforter and Job and the discussions really are 

int re ting d fa cin ting, but th y g t nowh r , nelth r the three nor Job convinces 
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the other. And then suddenly, towards the end of the book, another man appears, this 

Eliyu. He is a younger man and he has some new ideas he wants to introduce into the 

conversation. Now the ideas are not as interesting as the introduction of his speech. 

Eliyu says in the 32nd chapter of Job: 

I am young in years and you, you three, who have talked so far are 

old and that is why I have held back and shrank from displaying my 

knowledge in front of you. I've acted the way the young are supposed 

to act to the old. I said to myself, let age speak, let length of years 

expound wisdom, but the spirit of God Himself is in man and the breath 

of the Almighty gives him understanding. It is not only the old who are 

wise or the aged who understand what is right. 

You have in the Biblical tradition then a counterpoint, an argument against this automatic 

deference given to age, at least if that deference goes too far. And as with all virtues 

there obviously has to be a middle ground and that's what the Biblical society struggled 

to find, a middle ground which would allow the society to show respect for the aged but 

not allow the aged to dominate the social order and to frustrate its growth the way the 

aged dominated the social order in China over the long centuries. 

And so you find again these arguments of the young with the old, better as a young 

man, poor and wise, as a king old and foolish. Wisdom is with the aged and understanding 

is in length of days, but the ignorant as they get older only get more foolish, which I 

think is a very well taken point. There is no automatic ennoblement to age. You don't 

suddenly become wise and learned and a person of discernment and great judgment, 

a truly civilized human being, • imply because you reach 65. You can be a fool at 64 

and the same fool at 66, but if you've spent your life learning, growing, developing 

that's another story. Then you can grow at 64 and you can grow at 65 and you can grow 

at 66. 
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Now Biblical wisdom is, therefore, how shall we put it, realistic? Yes. Cynical? 

No. Convinced that age must be respected, yes. Convinced that there are limits to the 

respect due the aged, the automatic deference, yes. You have to earn respect, to be 

sure. At the same time you must respect those who can no longer command by their 

quality the respect that they really once deserved. You must respect the aged even if 

they've lost their capacities, even if they no longer are what they were before, And m 

that society there was a kind of ruthlessness which I suspect is part of almost every 

social order, but it was a ruthlessness which associated the sense of self, of worth, with 

what one did. There was no retirement. There were no second occupations or second 

professions. When you ceased to be king you were dead or somebody had deposed you 

from the throne and then you were considered as little except in this automatic sense. 

And so a good bit of the wisdom of the Bible is prudential and it advises the elderly not 

to give over those attributes, those qualities, those possessions which gain for them 

respect, If you're no longer king somebody has power over you. If you're no longer 

chief somebody has power over you. If you are no longer mistress in your own house 

somebody else is the mistress. As long as you have life and breath, • n'.ever, change 

places with anyone. It is better for your children to ask from you than for you to be 

dependent on them. Whatever you are doing keep the upper hand and allow no blot on your 

reputation. Let your life run its full course and then, at the hour of death, distribute 

your estate. Prudential wisdom, but it says something about human relationships. 

Children love parents and they want something that their parents have. Parents love 

their children , but they want to assure themselves of an attention that they may not be 

able to command simply because they would love to have it. There is a degree of prudence 

which haa to be exerted and exhibited in human relationships, 

Now what of the rabbinic tradition? It ia very much like the Biblical one. The 

rabbi al o prai ed age and they al■o knew ■omething of it■ limitations. There'• a long 
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midrash, a very lovely midrash on that portion from Ecclesiastes that I read to you in 

which everyone of these phrases is equated with \Mlat happens to part of our body as we 

age. 

Remember your Creator in the days of your youth and so on - when the 

guardians of the house tremble, when the bones begin to rattle, when 

the strong men stoop and the legs beg in to bow out a little bit, when 

the women grinding the meal cease work because they are few, the 

teeth have fallen out and it's not easy to chew any more, when the 

noise of the mill is low and the chirping of the bird can hardly be 

heard, you don't hear as well as you used to. 

Each one of these phrases is associated in this rabbinic midrash with the diminution of 

one of our senses, the limitation of some capacity that we had before. At the same time 

the rabbinic tradition continued the emphasis on the respect due the elders, the formal 

respect, and there's a whole body of learning which is based on the well-known com­

mandment, one of the ten, honor your father and your mother. The virtue of respect 

for the parent, honoring the parents, is the title around which almost all discussion of 

the relationship between the generations, the concerns of aging and the aged, is developed 

in the rabbinic tradition which says something about the truth that the family was the 

unit through which all of these problems had to be handled. You had to be cared for by 

your children if you could no longer care for yourself, and they're very specific as to 

the care that the children owed the parent. They owed them sustenance, they owed them 

support, they owed them hospitality, they owed them deference, they owed them courtesy, 

they owed them attention, they owed them a place in their home, and all this is spelled 

out in the rabbinic tradition. 
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We think of our old age homes as relatively familiar Jewish institutions. The 

Moshav Zekanium sounds like an old old word that comes out of the depths of the rabbinic 

tradition, but actually, the first old-age dormitory was not created until the 1840 's in 

the city of Frankfort. The concept of Menorah Park and Montefiore then is hardly a 

century and a half old. Up to that time the aged were taken care of by the family or if 

there was no family, as was often the case, it was a mitzvah to take care of someone 

else's elderly, but the burden was not on the organized community as such because 

the community was not organized in this way, in such a way as to be able to make passi~e 

this kind of service. If we want to know why one of the critical emotional problems which 

face all of us when we think of aging and of going into an institution, of being hospitalized, 

it comes out of our relative unfamiliarity with what an institution designed to provide 

for the elderly should be. We tend to think of these institutions largely as places 

where one goes to die. Who wants to be mothballed into such a place? Surely our society 

could be far more creative and in fact in its better areas it is being far more creative, 

in terms of a whole variety of support institutions. We now have apartment complexes 

where there is complete freedom, certain shared services. We now have retirement 

villages and retirement towns where there's a full range of recreational and social 

and cultural activity geared to the interests of those who are aging. The institutions of 

this society will ultimately provide not simply the ultimate institutions to which one goes 

like the elephant to his place of death in order to die. We need those, too, obviom ly, 

but these institutions will be costly and they reqaire a great deal of imagination and 

we've only really begun to think through what should be done and moreover, many of these 

institution• are inad quate and some are, in fact, scandalous. 

We have not inv at d any proportion of our national wealth in providing· decent 

c r , imaginativ car , reapon ible care, by the community for the aging. Now, in 

th r bbinic tr dition th mph i on the r •P ct du a parent, due the aged, was 

l 
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maintained. In the synagogue the aged sat next to the ark, a place of respect. In the 

home they sat at the head of the table. Insofar as it was possible to show respect for 

the aged, this was built into the social order. Now obviously every home was virtuous, 

but part of the conditioning of the Jew, certainly through the centuries, was this conditionin~ 

of respect. We can see that in the kinds of questions which were addressed to rabbis 

during the Middle Ages which asked questions about how far need this respect go. After 

all, just as a parent - here are three of the questions addressed to rabbis which have 

come down to us, this is a 16th century question: 

You have asked about a father who forbade his son to speak to a certain Jew or 

to pardon him and to specify a date. The son wishes to become reconciled with the man, 

but hesitates because of his father's command. In other words, the father had an argu­

ment, vendetta, against this particular family and wants to make peace. The answer: 

Know that it is forbidden to hate any Jew unless he is a sinner who violates the criminal 

law. The father who commanded his son to hate a man does not have the right to com­

mand him to violate the words of the Torah, Furthermore, the father is violating the 

law himself in not behaving in this manner as a ~member of the Jewish people ought to 

and in this respect he is not to be honored, 

There are things that an aging parent requires of a child, son, daughter, who are 

grown up which you need not fulfill simply because the parent puts those demands on you. 

Thia question was asked of Mayor Rothenberg in the 13th century: You have asked, 

can a father prevent his son from going to the land of Israel since we ruled that it is a 

mitzvah to make aliyah. Must the son in this respect honor the parent's request. The 

re1pon e: No. In performing a mitzvah one need not be limited to the demands of the 

parent. U a child to fulfill their de1tiny, their sen1e in what they need to do professionally, 

n d1 to mov to another town the par nt has no right to preclude that movement. There 
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are limits to what a parent can demand of the child. 

This is from 16th century Greece. A father in the Greek town of Petras forbade 

his son to marry the woman whom the boy loved. Does the son's parental responsibility 

demand compliance? A man named Elijah Kapsali of Crete ruled that it did not and this 

is his logic. Though the command of honor and reverence is inexpressibly great, never­

theless, it appears in my humble opinion that the girl about whom you ask is a proper 

wife for the aforementioned Reuben, that is, that there is in her or her family no blemish, 

then the command ;of filial honor and reverence is irrelevant and the son is not to abandon 

her so as to fulfill his father's command, for it is nearly certain that this father virtually 

commands his son to violate the Torah for we see in the Torah that a man ought not to 

marry a woman who does not please him. When the father commands his son not to marry 

the woman it is as though he commands him to violate the Torah and it is well known that 

the son is not to obey his father in such cases. 

Again, there are limits to the deference that an adult child needs to show to the 

parent. Jewish life did not solve the problems of age or of aging. We have any number 

of evidences from our tradition of the aging who were left to suffer a bitter old age. We 

have any number of evidences in our tradition of bitter old people who tried to impose 

their bitterness, their will, upon unwilling children. I do not know how you would weigh 

these lacks. I suppose they could be equally weighed, but this much emerges, that there 

is a determination in the tradition not to see the aged as people who are over the hill, 

out of it, object,. They are to be part of the social order. They are to be treated with 

respect. Th y are to be con1ulted. They are to be part of the family. They are to be 

111pported by th family, th family i1 tran1generational. They are to be brought into the 

co11111el of the family whenever it i1 po11 ible. Can we tran1po1e this to modern life? 

What merg ? Fir1t, I think, the truth that ging m111t be looked at as a time of poss i­

bil ity nd not of r tir m n t; of moving in to a n w 1tage of on '1 1 ife, but not ne ce a aar il y 

- u --- ~ - -- -~- ------- ----- - -
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a time when we've gone stale, when there's nothing more for us to do. There's an old 

rabbinic tradition that long life is a gift of God to the person who deserves it, that you 

earn long life. I'm not so sure that's true. I'm sure it's not true, but I am equally con-

vinced that those who live a good old age, that they're fortunate to be healthy, whose age 

is a time of activity that gives pleasure to them, when they are doing things that 

satisfy them, are by and large people who have developed the will, the sense of vitality, 

the interests, which allow them to do something more than to vegetate. In that sense a 

long life is an accomplishment which rests largely with us. It's true that the support 

system which has been relied upon for the centuries of family is no longer adequate to 

the task and that's going to require new attitudes on the part of all of us, the question 

of aging. We're going to have to make certain kinds of social provisions for the aged, a 

new welfare system, a new social security system, a new range of institutions and we're 

only beginning to understand what is required, but we have to find some institution with 

which we can supplant the family to the degree that the family cannot fulfill today's needs, 

We're going to have to do new research, to be able to describe the processes of aging, 

to do what we can to increase the vitality of those who are aging, to increase their ability 

to cope with the problems, to keep them alive physically vitally, vigorously, insofar as 

we can. And above all, I suspect, we're going to have to recognize that everyone who 

ages and everyone who is related to somebody who is aging is a single individual. And 

in every relationship which involves age 
. 
LS a complex one which cannot be solved by 

any simple formula. What's right in one situation is not necessarily the appropriate 

answer in another situation. There are children who spend too much time with their aging 

par nta and there are children who spend too little time with their aging parents and the 

parent■ are not alway the beat judges of that because I've seen parents with whom the 

childr n ap nd very little time who are satisfied and I've seen parents with whom the 

- -- - --~----
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children spend an inordinate amount of time, sacrifice their own lives almost completely 

and often the lives of their own children and the parents are not satisfied. And the reverse 

is equally true. There are aging people who exercise their will and determine to make 

something of themselves and there are the aged who simply crump out and want to be 

served and catered to and nursed and cared for and demand a service and an attention 

which is not good for you and besides which you will probably not get. 

I have solved no problems. The Jewish tradition cannot solve problems. It's our 

job in the life situation, but I do know this, that this subject we have embarked on is 

worth the dis cuss ion and I'd like to stop now and to have a little bit of give and take 

with you of things that have come to your mind or are uppermost in your mind in this 

area. Thank you. 

**** 

The question is what do I feel about the compulsory age of retirement. It seems to 

me that if you accept the proposition that we're not all the same, that everyone of us is 

an individual, any kind of compulsory age is a mistake. There are some of us who are 

prepared to go to college at 15 and some of us are not ready until we're 20 and some went 

back for the first time when they were 50. There are some people who ought to be retired 

when they are 25, and there are some people who are capable of doing a full year's work 

and more when they are 80. I was always impressed with, I guess in my lifetime the 

man who symbolized the vigor of age was Justice Douglas who was mountain climbing and 

acting as a associate justice of our Supreme Court way beyond the mandatory ages of 

retirement. I think you ' re going to find just as a matter of course the pressure for 

arbitrary retirement at age 65 which is really the pressure of the young against the old, 

I want your place, therefore, I'm going to force you out and if I can't force you out at 
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your own will I'll force you out by some arbitrary rule will diminish as there are more 

and more older people because in a democracy the vote counts and you represent today 

probably a third almost of the voting public and the aging could be a potent lobby if they 

were ever willing to draw together a set of interests and there are beginnings in this 

direction, but they are only very very rudimentary. At the same time, if we 're going to 

live in a mass society there are going to be some rules because if we're going to be living 

in a society of computers, when we 're nothing but a printout, a series of holes punched 

into a card, business and big corporations, big institutions, are going to look upon easy 

ways to handle the personnel problems because how do you tell a man who has worked 

for you for 40 years you're over the hill while the man who's on the bench next to his ts 

allowed to continue to work. Obviously, there's the concern of favoritism, the suits 

and countersuits and it will be a very serious problem. In any case, put the question in 

another way. How many of us really ought to work doing the same thing for 50 years or 

40 years? And should it not be a real challenge for most of us to find a second profession, 

something that will freshen us up. The old routines, you know you get very used to them, 

there's very little that keeps you vigorous, energetic and eager to go to the office in 

the morning. There's a limit to how long you ought to do the same thing. Theoretically, 

I think that the arbitrary ages of retirement are like all arbitrary rules , unfortunate. 

I think we all of us ought to have the idea that there's something more to life than the work 

that we do and we ought to be thinking when we are ZS, 35 and 45 about what we can do 

when we get to that stage in life. The old Jewish tradition is an interesting one It said 

never stop living, If you're 87 and your wife dies, get married again, literally, never 

atop living. And it's a good rule, If you set out to live you're not going to vegetate 

until you get to that point you can't do anything else, but I am surrounded aa you are 

urrounded by people who ar vegetating, who have liv d in the lap of middle class, upper 
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middle-class security and who have spent their years really not doing much and doing 

less each succeeding year. Why? Because somehow they couldn't find the guts - that's 

what it takes - the will, the guts to get out and do. When I go and make a call some time 

after a funeral on a widow, and I'm talking now about people in their late sixties and 

early seventies, and I try and talk with them about doing something, yes, rabbi, you're 1 

right, you're right, and we talk and generally that's the end of it. It's a little b it like 

the man who's had the heart attack who's going to reform. But, really, you know there's 

so much more to be done. There's so many ways that you can be of service if you're 

only willing to do it. Thus ended my sermon for the day 

*** 

What the elderly get in our society is so minimal that it's tragic. We live in a 

society which has institutionalized inflation and the aging are the people who worked 

during the years of the hard dollar and sure, there's a small percentage of them at the 

top who put away sufficient money, but that percentage is tiny compared to the total need. 

And every year the money buys less and less and more and more of them have to make do 

with aid to aged, public welfare plus the social security which is minimal, and if you're 

looked at what catastrophic illness can cost, you know, those checks of 3, 4, 5 hundred 

they 
dollars a month hardly begin to cover. And there are all kinds of needs that have to be 

helped with, nutritional needs, budgeting needs, needs to provide the basic utilities. 

'Ile great State of Ohio just yesterday passed a bill, the governor signed a bill so that 

the elderly who are in need can get reduced rates for heat which says what, that last 

winter they didn't have money to have heat and some of their heat was turned off. The 

elderly are really the other America today, and it's a growing number and it's a number 

which i1 not limited to blacks and Chicanos. U you want to see the poor elderly you can 

find th m among Jew1 in every community, people on food stamps, people who are 

- - - - - - --~-~~ 
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struggling to make ends meet, who need to have food brought in. Think of the terror of 

living by yourself and suddenly finding that you don't have the strength, the ability or the 

money to go out and buy the little food that you need. If that happens people live in that 

condition every day of their lives. So I don't worry too much about the tradeoff. I think 

we've got to make a quantum jump in terms of basic supports and basic services and 

necessary institutions. The cost is going to be astronomic, make no mistake about it. 

You and I and the people who are working now are going to pay a very high tariff for 

these services. We can talk easily about them, but they're going to come dear, they've 

got to come. And interestingly, they haven't come despite the fact that everyone of us 

knows that some day we 're going to need them. That's the thing that's most interesting. 

We all want to live long, we all assume that we're the ones who are going to live long, 

somebody else is going to be the actuarial statistic and yet, we do almost nothing to 

provide the services which we may in fact need, to see that they are legislated into the 

social order. Freud could explain that, perhaps, but I find it very difficult in terms of 

a society of reasonable men and women. 

* * * 

The statement was Sweden provides very well for their elderly, how do they do it? 

They do it with a high rate of taxation and a low rate of defense spending. They do it be­

cause they have a relatively small homogenous social order where somehow taxes are 

not what you spend for somebody else, but you recognize it is what you spend for yourself. 

That's one of the problems in America. We assume tha!fwe have to tax ourselves for new 

institutions it's going to be for somebody else 1s benefit, but in Sweden, in Denmark, 

in these other Scandinavian countries, the society, there's no group you don't like out 

there of any size, at least not in the social order. In Sweden the Algerian workers who 

are there and the Yugoslav workers who are there get none of the social benefits so they 

don't worry about the non-citizens. As far as citizens are concerned, you're going to 

.. 
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get the advantage ultimately. We don't have that feeling, so we don't vote the taxes. It's 

not popular 1') talk of higher expenses so none of the politicians talk about it. When is the 

last time you heard a politician talk seriously about building adequate facilities, providing 

adequate services for the aged? That's just not politics as yet. 

* * * 

You know that the CMHA projects hRfdsome intermingling of families in the aged 

for 20 years here in Cleveland. Israel has one interesting phenomenon and that's if you 

examine the kibbutz because the kibbutz takes away all the economic consequences of age 

because everybody is provided for, there's none of these problems. But the problem of 

age remains and the kibbutz has not known how to handle it because everything is deter­

mined in terms of your usefulness to the social group and since the basic philosophy which 

went in was one of agriculture, physical labor, all of the things that the a~'i:f~i~~ly 

do, many of the kibbutzim have not been able to make idealistic or ideological trans­

formation to value the things which come from here and here and patience and love and 

sensitivity and not from brute physical force. We've got to get beyond the kind of mechan­

istic materialistic evaluation of people as human resources for the social benefit. That 

was Hitler's way There was a simple problem to solve the problem of the aged. You go 

into the old folks' homes, you take them all out, put them in a train and you gas them or 

you inject them while they're still in the home with some kind of lethal poison. Why? 

Because Plato had said long before that the aged are useless to society, they outlived 

their functions and many social groups put them on ice flow and let them sail off into the 

great beyond, but if we're going to talk about the sacredness of human life and the 

possibilities of human life with everything that our Jewish tradition stands for, we can't 

go that way and that means a complete transvaluation of values as far as people as people 

instead of people as objects are concerned. And that's the way I think we're going to have 

to go. 

*** 

C 
t 
V ,. 
it 
n 

' 



25 

One more question - you '11 have to remember Leslie, that no social experiment 

1s ever successful by definition. We simply don't know how to cultivate the arts of living 

easily together and yes, there are problems of class and problems of place and what 
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may work in one middle-class environment may not work in one street environment or er 

inner city environment, but at the same time there are no panaceas, there is no way 

which guarantees that a mixing of age groups or a homogeneous age group or something 

of this type is desirable. If you go to some of the old folks I homes you 111 find terrible 

battles going on between people in beds or people in adjoining rooms or people on different 

floors and they all come out of the same social environment. They may have played bridge 

with each other for 50 years before they got in this situation, but now it's a ci fferent 

kind of ball game. We 1re not socialized yet very effectively and the fact that we can tell 
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some horror stories about one experiment or another does not preclude the possible ad- ,t 

vantages which come in a different setting in the same experiment. 



Advice to a young man ECCLESIASTES 12 

Remember your Creator in the days of your youth, before the time of 
trouble comes and the years draw near when you will say, 'I sec no purpose 
in them.' a Remember him before the sun and the light of day give e 2 

to darkness, before the moon and the stars grow dim, and the c s return 1 
with the rain - when the guardians of the house tremb1-~~~d~t~h~c~st~r~o~n~~-- --r~~ 
men stoop, when the women grinding the meal cease wo .. 1 

are few, and those who look through the windows look no lo er, when 
t street-doors are shut, when the noise of the mill is low, when t:thheecclttmi-...:.._ 
ing of the sparrow grows faint band the song-birds fall silent;' when men 
are afraid of a steep place and the street is full of terrors, when the blossom 
whitens on the almond-tree and the locust's paunch is swollen and caper-
buds have no more zest. For man goes to his everla ting home, and the 
mourners go about the streets. Remember him before the ilver cord is 6 

napped d and the golden bowl is broken, before the pitcher is shattered at 
the spring and the wheel broken at the we11, before the dust r urns to the 
earth as it began and the spirit e returns to God who gave i riiiM•~Jl!ll!l-t~ Mllll\-o. (\ r 
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JOB 31, 32 Job's final survey of his case 

Let me out call a witness in my defence I 
Let the Almighty state his case against me I • 
If my accuser had written out his indictment, 
I would not :,cep silence and remain indoors. a 
No I I would flaunt it on my shoulder 
and wear it like a crown on my head; 
I would plead the whole record of my life 
and present that in court as my defence. b 

Job's speeches are finished. c 

Speeches of Elihu 

.. -

., 

3 2 So these three men gave up answering Job; for he continued to think him-
2 self righteous. Then Elihu son of Barakel the Buzite, of the family of Ram, 

grew angry; angry because Job had made himself out more righteous than 
3 God,d and angry with the three friends because they had found no answer 
4 to Job and had let God appear wrong. e Now Elihu had hung back while 
s they were talking with Job because they were older than·he; but, when he 
6 saw that the three had no answer, he could no longer contain his anger. So 

Elihu son of Barakel the Buzite began to speak: 
~ am young in years, • • 

and you are old ; 

7 

8 

9 

II 

12 

13 

that is why I held back and shrank 
from displaying my knowledge in front of you. 
I said to myself, 'Let age speak, 
and length of years expound wisdom.' 
But the spirit of God himself is in man, 
and the breath of the Almighty gives him undentanding; . 
it is not only the old who are wise 
or the aged who understand what is right. 
Therefore I ay: Listen to me; 
I too will display my knowledge. 
Look, I have been waiting upon your words, 
li tening for the conclusions of your thoughts, 
w~ ile you sought for phrases; 
I have been giving thought to your conclusion , 

' I 

but not one of you refutes Job or an wers hi arguments. 
Take care then not to claim that you have ti und wisdom; 
God will rebut him, not man. 
I will not string f words together like you I 
or answer him as you have done. 

" Lin, lrt:UUpoud from 11 rs, J4, 6 V n-111 J8-40 lrt:UUpoud 10 follt1111 wrs, ~8 (but 
111 no11 c). ' Tiu la,1 line of""'" 40 r11aincd lt,r,. d Or had ju1tified himself 
with God. • Prob. Of11i,u,l r41., "''"'"' in Hlb. 10 and had not proved Job wroq. 
I Prob. r41.; H,b. He bu DOC •tnllll• I Prob. r41.; H•. towarda me. 

Speeches of Elihu 

If these men arc cor.f 
if words fail them, 
am I to wait because 
because they stand fr, 
I, too, have a furrow 
I will express my opi· 
for I am bursting wit 
a bellyful of wind gri 
My stomach is distcr: 
bulging like a blacks;: 
I must speak to find 
I must open my mou 
I will show no favou; 
I will flatter no one, 
for I cannot use flatt 
or my Maker would 

Come now, Job, list 
and att nd carefully 
Look, I am ready t 
the words are on th 
My heart assures m • 
and that my lips sp • 
For the spirit of Go 
and the breath of th 
Answer me if you c 
marshal your argum 
In G d's sight b I a .. 
I too am only ah n 
Fear of me need not 
nor any pres ur fro 
You have said your 
I have listened to t 
'I am innocent'. yo 
blamele and with 
Yet God finds occa 
and counts me hi 
h puts my feet in 
and keeps a close w. 

Well, t Js i my an 
G i greater th;.:-. 
why t n plead you 
for no one can an v 
lnde d, once God 
he oes not speak a 

111 Prob. rd,.; H b. I w 
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fears the Lord : 
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Counsels upon social behaviour ECCLESIASTICUS 33 

some he blessed and lifted high, 
some he hallowed and brou"'ht near to himself, 
some he cursed and humbled 
and removed from their place. 
As clay is in the potter's hands, 
to be moulded just as he chooses, 
so are men in the hands of their Maker, 
to be dealt with as he decides. 
Good is the opposite of evil, and life of death; 
yes, and the sinner is the opposite of the godly. 
Look at all the works of the Most High: 
they go in pairs, one the opposite of the other. 

I was the last to wake up, 
I was like a gleaner following the grape-pickers; 
by the Lord's blessing I arrived in time 
to fill my winepress as full as any of them. 
Remember that : L!id not toil for myself alone, 
but for all who seek learning. 
Listen to me, you dignitaries; , 
leaders of the assembly, give me your attention. 

As long as you live, give no one power over yourself­
son or wife, brother or friend. 
Do not give your property to another, 
in case you change your mind and want it back. 

~As long as you have life and breath, 
never change places with anyone. 
It is better for your children to a k from you 
than for you to be dependent on th m. 
Whatever you are doing, keep the upper hand, 
nd allow no bl t on your reputation. 

Let your life run i s ull cour e, 
and then, at the h ur of death, di tribute your estate. --
Fodder, and tick and burden fi r the d nkey; 
bre d, and di cip ine and work r t e rvant I 
Make your slave work if you wan r t fi r your elf; 
if you leave him id e, he will be •~ing for his liberty . 
The ox i tamed by y k\; and h· rne , 
the bad ervant by r ck and torture . 
Put him to work to keep him from being idle, 
fi r idleness is a great teacher of mi chief. 
Set him to work, for that is what e is for, 
an if he disobeys you, load him with fetten. 

Do not be too exacting to ~ard anyone 
or do anything contrary to ju tice. 
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l • SPONSIBILITY AND CONFLICT 81 

inomian act, but eve 1 if he re 1uires an act of service that would willy-
1 illy force the son to violate the law (e.g., that the son cook food for him 
on the Sabbath)20 Loyalty to God and right take precedence for both 
parent and son over filial reverence and honor. 

An elcn~cntary example of the workings of this doctrine is afforded 
by a rcsponsu1n of R. Asher: 

You have asked about a father who forbade his son to speak to acer- ~ 
t'- in Jew, or to pardon him ... until a specified date. The son 
wishes to be ·omo reconciled with the individual, but hesitates be-
Ct use of his father's command .... 
(R sponsc) Know that it is forbidden to hate any Jew, unless he is 
cen vio1( ting the law. The father who commanded his son to hate 

a man docs not have the right to command him to violate the words 
of the Torah, which says," 'I am the Lord' "-reverence of Me pre- • 
ccd s rcver nee of yourself." Furthermore, the father is thus violat­
ing the law himself and not behaving in this matter as a member of 
the J wi h people ought to, and he need not be honored.21 

argum nt and decision of R. Asher flow quite naturally from 
.. tc I udi our s thorns Iv s.22 It is interesting, non thel~ss, to re­
,, 1 a om ll n1ontary resp n um of R. Me'ir of Roth nb rg, the mast r 

of . Ash r. Tho ca o concerned an informer who w, s ju god liable for 
t1 dame g s h cau ed another through his informing. The defense of 
tl inf rm r (, d f n a ceptabl , apparently, to ome, as the re n­
st m indi ,at . !) \Va that his act wa motivat d by a d ire to strik a 
1 \ f r hi f ·.1or' honor, ina 1nuch as his fath r had been physic 1 
, .. ( It b th plaintiff. R. M 'ir bri kly rul d th t th argum nt of 

>f n nt h Id n wat r, "for v n if his fath r had com1nanded 
him t turn i form r, he ought not to hav done it . . . ertainly, now, 

, th r n v r did o comm nd him; furth rmore, it wa his fa-
t 1 r \Vh ru k th first blow .... "23 

i • r lativ ly imp to d lare that a parental desir that would vio-
l i ) or ritu l norm is its If to b r j ct d. Wh t, th ugh, if one 

i. f , d will th h ice b twe n fulfillm nt of a par ntal wi h nd ful-
il 1 n nt of oth r divin ommand, tho opportun • tor joi e with 

th ri , n g in an a t of social w lfare, or hear t e shofar blown, 
for x mple? T nn itic authorities disagreed: 

El' z r b n M ty aid, .. If my father says, 'Give me a drink of wa­
t r,' nd I m imultaneously pr ented with an opportunity to per­
form noth r divin ly comm nded act, I must waive the honoring 
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vice-which are to bo seized-and purposeless impositions upon the 
child-which may be ignored.27 

The logic and implications of this latter position-which I believe re­
flects the stance of most ~uthorities-are most suggestive. On the one 
hand, there is no limit to filial obedience-whether selfishness of mo­
tive on the part of the parent or difficulty of accomplishmont for the 
son-when the parent desires to derive some concrete benefit from the 
child; "service," again, is the crux of .. honor." If, however, the parent's 
goal is self-assertion, and he chooses for that purpose the most casual 
and minor of arbitrary requests, tho son need not comply. (One is, in­
deed, tempted to speculate about the right of the son to adjudge even an 
objectively beneficial request as proceeding from an objectionable mo­
tive.) This halakhic dialectic is controlled, obviously, not by considera­
tions of stress-whether physical or psychological-but by an indige­
nous dynamic flowing from an understanding of kabbed,. a dynamic 
best described as ethical in the broadest sense of that term. The limits of 
"parental authority" are determined by its source and essence, the re­
sponsibility of the child to serve and revere his parents. Service, espe­
cially, requires selflessness in constructive pursuits. Thus, the asser­
~~on of authority per se is rejected.28 

Revealing as this theoretical discussion has been, it is only through 
an xamination of some concrete problems treated in the re ponsa liter­
tur that one can gain an appreciation of the ethos of tne Halakha and 

se • s contextual crystallization. 

Various problems were discussed in light of the first rubric summa­
riz d above: wh n the son wished to perform a divinely commanded 
act and the parent objected, the respondent generally supported the 
son. 

Thu we find the following question ask d of R. M ir of Rothenberg: 

h ve a ked: "Can a father prev nt hi son from going to the 
f I ra I, since we rule that it is a mitzvah to go up to the land, 

an it i t, t d, 'I am the Lord,' that wh r v r a parental request 
nflict with a mitzvah the parent is not to be ob y d, for the hon-

or of God takes precedence over the honoring of parents .... "29 

Th r spon e of R. M ir is, apparently, not pres rved. A similar ques­
tion wa a ked of R. Mose of Trani, who r spond d that "the son need 
not h d the command of his fat her and mother," since he would be 
fulfilling a divine command by ettling in the land of Israel, "and he is 
not p ished for neglecting the honor of his parents, since they can go 
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the land of Israel with h: 
tling of the land and the l ~ 

R. Isrnel Issorlein wr 1° 

wished to leave his horn • 
whose guidance he was 
thor objects strongly, say 
cause me great distress, f 
have b en imprisoned or 
n1on in that pl, co ... .' " 

R. Isserlein rules that t 

for he g , ' S to perform a 
not appear correct to di. 
pl rents and disob ying t. 
pc in when he diso ys ' . 
equally po itive comm c1 . 
parent if one is engag • 
c use th m pain. This lu . 
spondents, as we shal , 
ing allowing t child to 
tho s ope of the prior·ty 
as c gai r t th h nori " c 
prin ipl mpl y d y J 

in n ts as \V 11: .. f . 
gr gants pr y wit gr ·,. 
jocts, he n ot ob 
r ponsum.32 pon r. 
of" ' ·vine imp rat' ve" , .. 
vow d to tudy in th ; . 
voy g w, n it \Va s 
his wi ow d moth r.32 

The Mitzvah of Marria 

Ov r nd 
it int rp 
cli it th 
lakha was f 
fli t of th p im ry 
anc with p 1 w1 
macy of mitzvah ov r p 
non on tru tiv p r nt 
evaluated. Challeng s to 
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serving as opposing arn1s of an integrated hal • • hie in t umcnt. The for-1ncr allows thee aluation of the act ntcrnplat d by the son,\\! hile the latter demands the int epcndent evaluation of the p '1rental wish. Sixteenth-century Greece pro ided the fullest . • position of the land­mark responsu1n of 1 1aharik.JA father in t
1
l;e. Gr • to, . ,:atras for­bade his son to n1arry the \\'01nan w om his soul desired. Docs the sons ilial respons1 1 1 y einand con1p iance? R. 11a Capsali of Crete ruled that it did not, in a responsu1n th t richly cn1broiders that of ~1aharik; special stress is here laid upon the bonds of 1narital affection: 

... Though the command of filial honor and reveren e is inex­pressibly great ... nonetheless it appears in n1y humble opinion that if the girl about ,, horn you ask is a proper \Vife for the afore­mentioned Reuben-that is, there is in her or in her family no blemish55-then the commmand of filial honor and reverence is ir­relevant and the son is not to abandon her so as to fulfill his fa-' , ther's command. 
For it is nearly certain that this father virtually commands his son to violate the Torah .... For we see (in the Talmud) that a man ought not to marry a ,voman who does not please him. So that when the father commands his son not to marry this ,voman, it is as though he commands him to violate the Torah; and it is \vell kno,vn that the son is not to obey his father in such cases .... Now, if ,ve \Vere to decide that a son is obliged to obey his par­ents and marry though his heart is not in the match, "'e hould cause the growth of hatred and strife in the home, which is not the ,vay of our holy Torah. Most certainly in this case, ,vhere he loves her. Indeed, we can cite in this situation: "Many ,vaters cannot quench love, neither can the floods dro,vn it ... (Song of Songs 8:7)." Were he to marry another whom he does not desire, his entire life would be painful and bitter . 

. . . Moreover, we may also argue that the Torah obliges the son to filial honor and reverence only in matters that affe t the parent's physical well-being and support ... but in matters that do not affect the parent in these areas, we may say that the Torah docs not oblige the son to be obedient. Therefore, the son is not obliged by the rubrics of reverence and honor to accept his f, ther's co1nn1and in the matter of marriage . 
. . . All this is according to the letter of the law (shurot ha-din). However, so far as beha ior beyond the 'line of the la, (/ifnim n1ishurat ha-din) is cone . ned, the son hould n t do any­thing- whether in1portant or not- \vithout the agre mcnt of his 

.. 

p r nt . 
ntl it i I ro 1 r for th n to sut due his o, n desir s a 

1 os. ihl _ o. • lo fuHill th d ir of his p . r nts .... But 
that it i i11po i f r hin1 to do o, I him do as s ems 
pr per to him in the mall r of his o n I rr·a e; for God 
m rria e to dcp nd upon the\ ill of the son, as I ha e c pli 

l I re , e s e the arguments of aharik marsh led and e pan ri age is a mitz ah and lo e is a nee ssary component of marri ntal authority, moreover, tends onl to the areas of paren being for\: hi h th son is responsible, not beyond. 
R. Elijah Capsali is hardl intent upon undermining the inst" filial re crence. His last paragraph abo e, in \: hich the son is render general submission to a parent's ish, is t pical of his \Vritings on the subject; the argument that filial responsibility is to areas of parental \: ell-being is offered quite grudgingly. moreover, the onl author to rite an entire olume on the top al re ponsibilit (the olume Me'ah She'arim, is still in man and we ma af l a ume that it ncouragcd dutifulness. In< tells us lsewhere57 of his adn1iration for a ustom he sa iri ~h r "e ery Sabbath and festi al, after thee ening pia er, t me to th ir fath rs to pro trat themselves, ho do n on thei d kiss their palms .... From the time I observed this custo 'This must be an old tradition of the pious.' ... I also saic hall folio, this pra tice m self. nd so I did .... And if God grant me sons, I \: ould in truct them in this same custom ... r sponsum on marriage, therefore, results from the weighing , and responsibility so as to pro ide guidance in an area h sides have just claims. 

The ruling of aharik , as odifi d by R. oses lsserles, and and its anal ti al underpinnings are considered normati e by u ants f this problem.51 

n theless, some opinions r quired, ith a ing d gr s filial ob di n e c n in this mo t p rsonal of d 1 ions. n mous- and in its ont t, irr . ul r a ni r pon utn had a that a pr p r dau htcr f I ra l, 'ould r u e to 1narr him h r fath r h d ho n and had n ru .t d I all . ff ti e pr ti n f this ob en ation; thi opinion r main d n . ntricit C\' r (s n t 48) . 111 nturi l t r, t c pi tisti fer Ha aution d: ' If th n1oth ,r or foth r cc th t the dal ht r ft r \'ii, nd th son wi h to m rr on of lh m, and the fa th mand hin1 to d i. t, th on in if he pro .e d to marr , fo1 
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Do not reject us in our old age; do not 

ab ndon _us when our strength has left us. 

Even in old a e and hoary hairs, abandon 

me not until I have decl red they strength 

unto then xt generation, thy might unto 

everyone that is to come. 
Psalm 71: 9, 18 

. . 



--- - . 

1 . 

The percent of people over sixty-five years of age has 

been climbing rapidly in this country - from 3% in 1900 to 

more than 10% now - and an estimate of 20% for 2020A.D. More­

over, there is a rise in numbers of people living into their 

seventies and eighties. 1Ve are involved, as Newsweek so aptly 

described it, in "the Greying of America." This phenomenon has 

had different meanings for the individual, the family, and the 

society. 

The elderly are an extremely heterogeneous group, but 

they share some common experiences. Forced retirement requires 

many competent aged peorle to give up roles which have been 

central to their dail~ activity for a major part or their lives. 

The conse~uences are devastating; change in role status from 

independent and useful to dependent and burdensome, loss of 

self-e~teem, and loss of income, often sufficient to place one 

at the poverty level. Over 80% of the elderly exp rience chronic 

illness and changes in vi ion, hearing, endur nee, ·. nd mobility 
I 

. 
which estrange them from their physical and social environment, 

. . 
particu~arly in our youth-orient~d culture. Patterns of social-

. 
ization· are changed because of death of a spou e or family mem-

. . 
bers and the death or migrati n of neighbors and friends. The 

. 
combination of status chanee, income loss, illness, and decreased 

social contacts genera tea fear, loneliness, apathy, ·· and boredom. 
. ' 

. . 
Difficulty coping is often aggravated by societal stereotypes, . 

all too frequently internalized by the elderly themselves, that 

the aged are incap ble of work, intellectual growth, and creative 

u e ot leisure time. 1 

' One mi ht expect the elderly to turn to the family for . 

up ort in copin, but for everal reasons the erican family 

-- - -- --~- --
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hes not, by itself, been up to the task. First, until the 

preGent centruy, the United States was a frontier society in 

which the children tended to move. The large household of the 

extended ~inship family was probably never the pre;ailing mode. 2 

The Industrial Revolution, accompanied by rapid dhange, mobility, 

and urb, ,,nization, further weakened kinship ties and helped · 

establish a "eeneration gap" as the aged became carriers of a 

dying culture rather than sources ot wisdom based on experience 

and ties to tra<lition. 3 Third, the cultural emphasis on youth, 

with it~ prolonged period of dependence and education, has 

placed additional burdens on families. 4 Middle-aged adults 

are hard~pressed to cope with the emotional and financial bur- . 

dons of both children and elderly parents, 5 who may live twenty 

years or more beyond retirement. 

Bee use the nuclear family has not been able to provide 

-
olutions to the aging problem~ riv te and ublic agencies have 

hf d to accept some responsibility. Initially church and fratern-
. 

al org~nizations provided some assistance to the elderly poor, 
• 

btt the "Puritan Ethic," the belief that poverty was due to poor 

~lanni~~ or lack or saving or actual laziness and _ irresponsibility, 

limited programming. The government, adhering to an emphasis . . . 
on rugged individualism and voluntary effort, was slow to respond. 

The Depressi~n of the 1930's established the obligation of the 

government to assist the elderly poor, first with Old Age Relief 

and Old Age Asai tance and then with ocia! uecurity. 6 ~ut it 

, was not until 1965, with the pa sage of the Older Americ·ns Act 

that legi lation a pa ed which was aimed expressly at the needs 
, 

or the a ed opul ton. 

Rob rt • Bu 1 r lo u ntly po nt out in his Pulitzer 
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Prize-winning bokkd, !hy Survive, Being Old in America, that 

the government has failed . to make the elderly a priotity. This 
' 

country grosses almot a trillion dollars a year and spends only 

4.2% of it toward aiding the old. 7 Over haif of the eluerly are 

so financially deprived that they cannot suprly themselves with 

basic needs. 8 • Thirty percent (compared to 25% of the general 

population) live in housing that is dilapidated, deteriorating 

or: lacking some f2cilities. 9 The majority of older people c·n­

not afford proper medical care; medical personnel are not 

trained to deal with their unique problems and, indeed, do not 

consider them interesting. 10 Old people are the victim_..s of 

11 
crime more than any other group. The Older Americans Act 

established objectives to deal with these problems, but the 

Administration on Aging, which was to be responsible for carry~ 
' 

ing out the law's mandates, has been hampered by lack of funds 

and authority. Int e first seven year s of its life, the AOA 

reached less than 5% of this country's elderly. 12 Clearly, .· 
. 

more must be done to combat the "ageism" whcih pervades our 

oc~ty and limits the _ quality of life for our elderly . just as 

surely as racism has limited quality of ·lire for ~inority 

groups. 

Rabbi Maurice N. Eisendrath' notes the sharp contr st 

between American values ·reflecting contempt for the aging and 
. . . 

the Jewish tra~ition which instills an attitude of honor and 

re pect. "The Bible, the T 1 ud, the whole of our tradition is 

replete 1th a plethora of ensitive mitzvot reflecting profound . 

respect and solicitude. for the aging. 1113 He also states that 
, . 

Jews need to return to these traditional values - for the bene­

fit ot tho e ho h ve reached advanced ag~, for the benefit of 
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the synagotsue, and for the advancement of Jewish life and 

teaching. 14 I th n e remainder of this paper, I will explore 

aspects of his statement. (1) What is the traditional Jewish 

view of aging? (2) Do contempo~ary American Jewish families 

adhere to the tradition or not? (3) What is the scope of the 

"aging problem" in the Jewish community? 

fessionals envision as solutions? 

(4) What do the pro-

A careful reading of Biblical references to aging reveals 

a moderate, cummon-sense attitude toward advancai age. Longevity 

is regarded as a blessing(eg., Isa. 65:20, Zech. 8:4, Ps. 92:15) 

and as a reward for observing certain commandments (cg., Ex . 
. 

20:12, Deut. 22:7, 22:15), but the problems a sociated with old 

age are also described (eg., IISam. 19:33-38). In Hebrew the 

wurk for an aged person is zakane, which alsu means counselor, 
,.... -

' 
minister, or elder; wisdom and old age · are closely, but not 

au tom tic liy, . as oci ted. There is m h ' sis on the relation- . 

. 
ship between li~ing a righteous life nd h ving wi dam nd 

longevity . . Oldness itself is not a virtue; wisdom and know- c.( EL,~" 
r It.,~...,_, ,., 

. 
1 dge of the Tor'h determines its value. The truly successful ;;~ 

life grows and develops to the very end (Deut~ 34:7) • 
. : . . 

It is the Biblical view, amplified in Rabbinic literature, 

that the aged are owed respect and reverence because thay have 

a certain wisdom which comes from personal experience even if 
. 

not from academic le rnin. The old should be · honored "for 

h vin been in God' world longer than mot others and for 

having utter d His judgment and experienced His miracles more 

e ten ively th n oth r .n
15 ' 

lli ease and injury, wnether physical 
• 

or r nancial, are cc 

na ural n th co 

ntal. The owerle ne s of old age is 

lot of mot who urvive to old age. 
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Together with all of the weak and infirm, the elderly are 

entitled to society's compausion and assistance. 16 Indeed, the 

society which does not provide for its elderly is considered 

barbaric (Deut. 28}. 

• A whole body of learning is based on the Fifth Commandment 

to honor one's father and mother. Chill underlines three basic 

reasons for keeping the commandment~ (1) respect for parents 

leads to respedt for God, (2) gratitude for talents and capaci­

ties which have been provided by parents, and (3) setting an · 

example for one's own children, who will then grow up to pr·ovide 

tender car~ in one's old age. 17 

The co~mandment to honor and fear one's parents places 

different obligations upon adult children than upon young ones, 

according to Lin2er. He says the Talmud's definition of honor 

means provision of food, drink, and clothin~ i.e., meeting physi­

cal needs. Fear is more equivalent to r everence and is expressed 
. 
' . 

by refraining from s~anding in one's parent's place, sitting in 

their seats, or contradicting them. It is an emotional response, 

ba ed upon restraint. 18 The thrust of the commandment, and the 
. . 

Biblical tradition as a whole, has been to build respect for the 
. . 

aged into the social order. There has been an empha~is on 

seeing the elderly as people _rather than objects, people who 

remain part of the ~amily and the community and are to be con­

sulted. 19 

A very brief look at the history of Jewish care for the 

aged reveals how respect for the-aged has varied in expression 

trough time. 16'iic1~~t Jaree~he elderly were highly respect-
, 

ed and given a central position in family life and in the tribal 

structure; they sat next to the ark in th~ ~;~og~nd at the 

"'" sf lVA ,o, (.,It: l ~ ,, Ar C 
~ 

-::f S11 l.. -
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head of the table at home. In late antiquity, however, as 

0ociety changed, the weak aeed had difficulty earntng a living. 

No attempt was made to issue specific regulations or to create 

special institutions to help the aged or care for them. People 

from the lower social strata suffered much if they lost the sup-

t d ·ad b th. f ·1· 20 
por an care prov1 e y e1r am1 1es. 

In the Yiddle Ages, Jewish ethics and general halakhic 

regulations(takkanot) singled out the aged as worthy of special 

charity and care. Voluntary associations of lay people were 

organized through the synagogue to help care for them. This 

attention was ·necessary because persecutions and mas~acres had 

resulted in massive family breakup. After Chmielnicki in 1650, 

the Council of Lithuania stressed the duty of supporting the 

aged. At the same time, the Jewish community in Rome introduced 

care of the aged as one of the four divi ions of charitable 

activity. The aged may have been care. or in shelters for the 

• sick(bikkur cholim) or places for the homeless(hek~esh)~ In 

general, the need for separate treatment of the aged did not . 

come until modern times when indu~trialization and urb nization 

disrupted· families. The .Sephardi or Amsterdam, however, founded 

a Home for the Aged in 1749. By the beginning of the twentieth 

century, most large communities in Europe also had such an 

institution. 21 • 
. 
Beginning at the end of the nineteenth century, revolu-

. 
tionary changes in society occurred which rofoundly affected 

attitudes toward and care of the aging: (1) a new · appreciation 

or the psychosoci 1 needs o·r both the young and the old, ( 2) 
, 

demographic changes resulting from birth control and longer 

life, and (3) introduction of pension schemes and other social 
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legislation. Within the Jewish community (1) massive migration 

from Eastern Europe,(2) the Holocaust, and (3) force emigration 

from Arab and North African countries after the establishment 

of Israel also contributed to rocio-cultural change. 22 • 

In the United States, sponsorship of philanthropy cume 

from many concerned but non-observant Jews; consequently, many 

social services for new immigrants and the aged came from a 

traditioral sense of obligation but without reference to either 

the Law or the synagogue. Urbanization encouraged centraliza- : 

tion of aged care, and professionalization ot social wurk added 

to the separation of the synagoeue and ocia1 service agencies, 

a separation which was virtually complete by 1930. 23 Before 

1900 there were only nine Jewish homes for the aged in this 

country, but by 1970 aln:ost every rna·jor Jewish community had one. 

The National Population Study of 1971, completed by the 

Council of Jewish Federations and elfare Funds, provides 

statistics which help· to describe the aged Jewish population, 

both within _ the Jewish community and in comparison to the national 

aged population. In 1968 the American Jewish popu1ation totalled 

5,869,000 or 2.9% of the United States population. About 12% 

were over 65 years of age. By 1990 this number is projected to 
. 

increase by 40%. Because of declining birthrates and inter-

marriage, there will be many fewer youth and young adults, a . . 
slight increase · in middle-aged persons, and a large increase in 

. 
the elderly. In 1976 one third 01 the Jewi h aged were ov~r 

75 years and 6% were over 85 years. On the average, the Jewish 

aged are ix years older than the aged or the genera~ population. 

It i important to note here that the aged population with­

in the Je 1 h community i highly heterogeneous. The "yound-old," 
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those under 75 ye:J.rs, are distinguished from t:1e "old-old" by 

continued vigor and social involvement and are likely to be in 

intact families. They are also much more likely to be native­

born and to have more education, hieher incomes, and, perhaps, 

a more secular orientation. 24 •• 

Over the age of 65 years, 75% of the aged are foreign­

born, and the number jumps to 86% over 80 years. rhere is 

great diversity within this g~oup. Simas esti□ates that 90% 

of Jewish im~igration to the United States has been from the 
ic-t\ CJ \? (....,{ 

East European "shtetl," but notes that the in migrants wh -- 3 J..6c,jt 

arrived in the ten years prior to 1\'orld War I repreoented 

threat to "higher-class" German Jews who had arrived in thel 

1880's. Class and cultural differences have also been highly 

visible in succeeding waves o~ inimigration from Germany, Italy, 

Hungary, Cuba. Poland, Africa, the iddle E· st, South America, 
• 

and Russia. 25 These "old-old" tend t o h ve more health problem~ 

than the "young-old" and to be poorer, but, supri singly, 40,~ of 

those . over 70 years continue to live alone. 

The problem of poverty is worth ·special mention because or 

the common a sumption that there is extren1ely little poverty 
• . 

within the Jewish community; 'Nhi_le 8% of the elderly are esti-

mated to have an incom~ over 20,000, 44% are at the opposite 

extreme with incomes under 4,000. Poor unrelated individuals 

comprise 61~ or the total Jewish poor, and most of these people 

re elderly. K plan has labelled thee peuple "the invisible 

Jewish po,r. 1126 Even when they are identified, many are re­

luctant to accept the help which is rightfully theirs. 27 
, . . 

As with other aged people in American society, the 

Jewi h elderly find themselves neglected because 01 the emphrsis 
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on function in our society. They lack op~ortunities to use 

their productive skills. They, too, must cope with the lone­

liness that comes with the loss of friends and relatives. · 

Four-fifths of those over 65 years· suffer from physical deteri­

oration or chronic illness and many must cope with mental :, 

28 
changes. Nhat does the Jewish community, with its tradition 

of respect for the aged, have to offer these people? 

When the Jews entered general Western society, either by 

emancipation or migration, the principal faclor which made the 

Jewish family different from other families - its isolation 

from general society - began to disappear. Eager for equality 

and opportunity, they began to divest them elves of what had 

distinguished them from others. The family had always occupied 

a central place in Judaism. It had been the primary socio­

religious unit, mediating socialization, clarifying role ex-

• pectations, instituting stand·rds of beh vior ba&ed on spiritual 

and ethical considerations related to all pha es of aily 

living. The family was a stable unit, patriarchal ·nd three- . , 

generational, wh·ch fostered wholeness· nd continuity of life, 

and could counteract fraementation. 29 

In the open and changing society of the United States, 
. 

Jewish fa~ilies found themselves experiencing changes simil r to • 
. 

tho e of their Christian neighbors: traditional values bee me 

weaker, religion · more secular; role diffusion developed with 

identity cries, a generation gap occur d both in communication 

and in identification with parents; there was compartmentaliza­

tion or family responsibilities and delegation to surrogate in-
. 

titutions. As a result, families have become less close knit, 
. 

have le a authority, and serve as poor role mouels and protec-
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tive units of socialization.30 

In the early twentieth century, the immigrant needed his 

clan to survive culturally and in business, but the structure 

of the family and the place and esteem oi the aged parent has 

changed with the aging of the second and third generation of 

Jewish Americans. Conflicts between older generations and the 

younger ones trying to escape the "old world image" have re- . 

sulted in a form or "elder-rejuction." 

When the older person was □aintained in a position as 

head of the family, problems of physical decline and emotional 

pain from loss of a spouoe were eased by family support mecha­

nisms. Today, however, the pattern of nuclear families is wide­

spread and only 7% of elderly J~ws live with their chiluren 
. 

or grandchildren. The adult child does not want the burden of 
I • 

caring for the parent and the parent does not want to interfere • 

in the child's life. On one extreme r e the loneiy nd isolated 

poor liv~ng in inner city tenements or in declining neighbor-
.. 

' hoods while their children and grandchildren live in suburbs . 

or far- way cities. On the other extreme re the affluent aged 

who move into peer group retirement communities in Florida, 

Arizona, and California. "The fact that both adul~ children 
. . 

and elderly parents . choose to li~e miles from their immidiate· 

f'mily suggests that the desire for independence, mobility, 

freedom and economic advancement have become values njore highly 

prized th n the pre erv tion ot the f rnily structure." 32 

. 
There are, of course, the frail aged, burdened with 

physi,cal and/or mental deterioration who no longer live in th·e 

community but must re iue in long-term care facilities. This 
. 

part of the population, probably not more th~n 5%, has been the . 
object or much comment in professional health-related journals 

• 
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and the institutions themselves have recoj~~d more c~~-~cal 

appraisal si ~ce Nadar' s investigations, nti,J tho .... e of -- ·=--!"iout~ 

U.S. Senate committees, and the expos~~ ot nursing h = c horr : 3 

in New York City. No sweeping comments c1,r, be made ab-ut 

quality of long-term care except to note tt, :1.t propriet ·.:...ry h 

including Jewish ones, generally provide lir., ter care t~_an g r­

ernmental and profit-maKing ones. • 

Rabbi Shelomah Yosef Zefin has a ha 1•1;h ·comment tc make 

about institutionalization of the old: 

(Our tradition) does not permit us ',h, .. illusion 
that the m ral obligc.ition of the yo,,,, to¥rard 
the old can be discharged s~mply by r,::ying a 
geriatric33ocial worker to ~ep the <J J d folks 
occupied. 

He goes on to label institutionalization 1i rorm of phycical :tt~d 

psychological cruelty. He notes that the ':1lmud sees contempt 

of the young for the old as a sign of a c Jture's social, poli-

tical, and spiritual disintegration, and ~, t the Rabbis vi'Wtd 

it as a sign of the disasterous age whict ~'uld usher in the 

Mes iah. 34 

Linzer takes a dif feren view• He l ,~ :'! U his t nd on an 

interpretation of Jewish law which, he ',ra, recognizes the . 

limited capacities of children to cope wi, h their parents• m'nt-
. . . 

al illness and .so frees them from an obl ~~~tion to devote tho 

rest of their lives to futile attempts a Y-l!habili tation. 1'hey 
. 

are required, however, to secure psychia.~ c and medical care 

for their parents. 35 Ile 11 ts mi tigatin1.: r; 1 rcum tances in 

deciding whether to place an elderly P rf . t, in an institution: , 

(1) physical limitations in the child's t~mo, (2) unbearable 
• 

financial budens created by the par~nts' ~~re, and (3) lack of 
. . 

personnel to provide essential helping 8 ~ ~lees to the child. 

Even in an institution, he cautions, fil 4 l duty tu supply 1uve, 
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caring, and companionship remains compelling. 36 

Novick presents a third stance, based on his work in an 

Orthodox Home for the Aged. He argu~s convincingly that such 

an in&titution can be extremely effective in helping the aged 

meet their psychological needs while at the same time fostering 

a continued sense of Jewish identity. He cites, as one on many 

examples, participation in prayer three times a day; hearing 

the Torah provides a sense of c~oseness to God and a feeling of 

belonging to the Jewish people while at the same time giving 

recoenition and honor to tho e who perform special roles in the 

synagogue. Performance of the mitzvot, Novick states, can help 

geriatric resiaents meet their needs (1) to play a sifnificant 

role in life, (2) to love and be loved by others, and (3) to 

enjoy activity in the company of other people. 37 The number . 

of institutionalized elderly is small, and the number of pious 

and ob erv nt ged sm ller yet, but Novick's point that the 

' 
institution can be structured to provide a religious-ethical-

. 
social community, a ghetto as it were, not unlike the pre-Eman-

ci tion family, is worth a careful examination . 
. 

The traditional Jewish ociety emphasized ritual, cele-
. 

bration, and the art of inner devotion, . but modern Jewish soci-

ety in the United St tes has become preoccupied with wurk, 

productivity, and the public life. The private, inner devel~~-
.. 

ment of the spiritual self has been relatively undeveloped.~8 

. 
eople have been eager to save for financial security in old 

age but unconcerned about preparing for a spiritua~ income • 
. . 

In J~wi h tradition, work was seen as a means to produce the 

nee s itie or 1 re so that a person could fulfill the command­

ment ; work was not the mea ure or a person's worth. But in 
: . 
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the United States, even for Jews, an overvaluation of work has 

resulted in feelings of uoelessness a~d abandonment at the time 

of retirement. 39 Then work a nd its social auxillaries are no 

longer available to fill one's time. 

The late Dr. Abraham J.Ilerschel, discussing the role of 

recreation in filling one's post-retirement time, discussed · 

what he called the "trivialization of existence:" 

For thousands of years human existence was not 
simply confined to the ~isfaction of trivial 
needs. Through prayer and ritual man was able 
to remain open to the wonder and myster) ~f ex­
istence, to lend a tinge of glory to daily deeds. 
Modern man has discarded ritual, failed to learn 
the art of prayer, but found a substitute for 
both in occupational routine. He oevered rela­
tions to God, to the cosmos, or even to his peo- · 
ple, but became engrossed in the search for' .. uc­
cess. The excitement of success took the place 
of inspiration. Upon his retir ment from labor 
or business, g mes und hobbies, the country 
club or golf t·ke the place of church, synagogue, · 
ritual and prayer. The man of our time is losing 
the power to celebrate, inst e a· of participating · 
in piritual celebration, he sc to be amused 
or entertained. It is upon re ching the summit . .... . 
of his years, that m n discov rs that ~5tertain-
ment is no sub titute for celebration . 

. 
A statement from the 1971 White Hou e ~onf rence on ging 

underlines the importance of Herschel'; ·nalysis: 

ie beli~ve that sorr.ething _is wnong with any · 
society in which every age is not clearly of 
meaning nd of value to th~t society. the 
spiritual needs of the aging really re those 
of every erson writ large41 the need for ·aentity, 
me ning, love, and wisdom. . ' 

The disintegration of family life and the neglect of . 

sp"ritual developm nt have re ulted in a ( mi-conscious) . 
rejection of traditional Jewish attitudes and responses to 

aging. 42 Clearly, the problem of aged care is too large and 

too complex for the bele gured f~mily to ulve - and rob bly 

too large also for the Jewish CQmmunity to solve by itself. 
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It has been estimated that 50% of the Jewish aged need some 

community-based service~ such as transportation or hot meals, 

to funct~on more adequately. Another 15%, the oldest and most 

infirm still in the community, may beonly partly ambulatory 

and need a comprehensive array of supportive services. The 

number of institutionalized eluerly, only 5%, could be reduced 

• f h • • • 1 b 1 Lt. 3 1 sue services were ava1 a e. The professionals, particu-

larly those in communal service agendies, have been speaking to 

these needs with increasing frequency. 

In 1971 the White Hou~e Conference on Aging listed seven 

areas of concern requiring change to improve quality of life 

for the aged in the general population. A brief review of the 

literature reveals that professionals within the Jewish com­

munity have also spoken to these concerns. Listed below are 

the oeven areas, followed by references . to ~hem in one peri- .. 

odical, the Journal of Jewish Communal Services. . . 
1. Income - Mi~ler-1973, Kaplan-1972, !arach-1977. 

2. Employment and Retirement - Warach-1977. 

3. Roles and Activities - V'arnch-1977, ·sarnia-1974, 
. ... 

Berger-1966 • 

4. Physican and Mental Health - Galpern-1968, 

Salmo~-1970, Bernstein-1970, Blonsky-1973, 

• Novick-1972 and 1975, Simos-1973. . . 
5. Housing - Miller-1973, Warach-1977 

6. Nutrition - Zeff-1976, 1arach-1977 

7. Transportation - Zeff-1976 
. 

• Of course, there is a giant tep between expression of 

concern and implementati n of programs. Rabbi Maurice Eisen­

drath, peaking to a conference on aging and retirement in 1974, 

. ' . 
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chided the (Reform) Jewish community for its inaction: 

Before we begin, we are already too late. For 
more than ten years(sinpe the 1961 White House 
Conference on Aeing) wehave dallied; we have 
procrastinated; we havJ had committee meetings 
and published articles. Now is the time to act. 
But we cannot act alone nor in frantic isolated 
~ases. Our entir: so~aety must be re-evaluated 
1n a new perspective. 

Rabbi Silver also implies the need for new societal 

priorities and commitments if the aged are to receive what they • 

need. He states that society must take a "quantum jump" in 

terms of basic supports and services and that the cost will be 

• 45 
"astronomic." 1iller believes that the problem of providing 

services is not one of needing more data but one of vision, 

.leadership,creative planning, risk taking, and, not least, fi- • 

nancing. He believes that Federations rather than service 

a encies must provide leadersh~p in developing new service 

patterns because they alone can mobilize total community enti-

ent, .tran cend functional lines, er ate new priori ties, • nd 

shift allocations. He alsu st· tes that there is "general • 

agreement" that ensuring adequate income, housing, and health 
. 

care are primarily public rather than ect·rian re ponsibili­

ties, and Jewish agencies must overcome their reluctance toward . 
• 46 

use of government funds. 

• It is not just. the social workers and heal th-related 

professionals whQ are expressing concern for the aged. Re­

ligious leaders and lay people within the Jewish community are 

al o showing increa ing interest. Commie ions on Aging have 
• 1 

been establi hed in each or the major Jewish denominational 

bodies. A udath I rael or America has . undertaken sponsorship .. 
or senior citiz n ervice centers. Adult organizations such 

aa the Americ n Jewish Committee, the Co~ncil of Jewish Women, 
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and B'nai B'rith, have started programs for the elderly. The 

Synagogue Council of America has started a _ program, funded with 

a government grant, to promote the participation of the el~erly 

in social and educational proerams and religious services of 

synagoeues. 47 

There are some cogent spiritual and demographic reasons 

for turning to the synagogues to help solve the aging problem. 

(1) Jews look to the synagogue for Jewish answers to their 

problems. (2) The synagogue is a natural link between Torah 

teadhings and their observance in the community and it provides 

an organizational moael ~ committee structure, volunteer 

groups, interagency links and a setting - through which to 

integrate religious principles and social action. (3) Because 

it has a concentrated geo~aphic focus, a defined constituency, 

and a relative proximity to the aged po ulation, the synagoeue 
. 

is a convenient and accessible base from which to provide ser- • 
,. •I 

vices. This is particularly important with incre ing emphasis 

on maintenance of the elderly in their own homes. (4) Service­

oriented volunteer groups exist which could involve the elderly -

. 
either as recipients or donors of service. (5) The synagogue . 

is more personal a,d less complex than soci·a1 service bureau-
. 

cracies and does not bear the stigma associated with welfare. 

(6) A synagogue has responsibility to its members throughout 
. 

the entire life span and is in a position to help the young 

develop positive attitudes tow rd aging, to offer i~tergenera­

_tional programming, and to establish surrogate family s~ruc~ures. 

(7) Demographic changes have put the elderly and "second 
, 

generation" synagogues in similar positions in changing neigh­

borhoods. E ch needs to develop new vitality through commun~ty 

.. 
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involvement. the issue of aeing may now be 'lient enough to 

arouve new res onses in the syn gogue end its members.
48 

It certainly is nlient enough to h·ve arou'·ed int re t 

within the community. The question is - enoueh inte est? 

Can the assimilated Jewi h comniunity, with its nucl ear, mobile 

families and their professional care-giver surrogates, e ner te 

sufficient concern for the aged to make their quality of life 

a priority? C· n the reaw~kening sr>iritu lity in the community 

lead to affirmat·on of the tr'ditional respect for the aged? 

Will the Jewi h community, withits unique hi'tory nd commi ment 

to ocial action, become a lea der in com r ensive nd innov tive 

Jervices to the a ing or will it reflect the v lues of the 

dominant culture? ' The n wers re not y~t pp'·rent • 
. . . . . . 

, 
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