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Chapter 6

PLAYTIME
Character

“We’ll always love you, but we want to
raise you so other people will love you too.”

In Yiddish, the word mensch literally means “human being.” It connotes
quite a bit more. A mensch is someone who acts with integrity, someone
who is responsible, who is decent and fair and honest. Another Yiddish
word, edelkeit, complements it. Edelkeit means nobility of soul. A person
possessing edelkeit is compassionate, loving, generous of spirit. When I
asked parents what they wanted for their children, this is what they told
me—those few who knew Yiddish and the great majority who did not: “I
want my child to be a person who radiates edelkeir. 1 want my child to be a
mensch.”

When playtime comes, the little mensch in training is brought to the
playground, carrying his beloved ball. The parent watches from the
bench, pretending to be interested in the other parents’ gossip, really in-
terested in the child. When someone else wants to play with the ball, what
will he do? Will he display the edefkeit I have tried so hard to instill? Will
he be the mensch I so want him to be? Or will he push the other child into
the sandbox? And then comes the question that makes parenthood the
spiritual journey it is. If he doesn’t act as [ hoped, will I be a mensch? Or
will I push i into the sandbox?

The challenge of shaping our children’s character is a spiritual educa-
tion for us. Sometimes, children’s innate goodness startles their parents
and evokes their awe. Just as often, however, parents are shocked and
frustrated by their child’s crabby, selfish, or even violent nature. Parents
discover anew the underside of humanity. And in their response to their
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Yet there is the other side. Some parents were struck by how difficult it
is to become a mensch—how much darkness lurks just under the surface.
Civilization is a thin veneer. Winnie found that when she could acknowl-
edge her son’s wilder instincts, it was easier to teach him how to manage
them.

“One day Fred, who was about eight, wanted something very badly—

I can’t recall what—and I said no. He was so furious he began to lash out
at me. I told him he was not permitted to hurt me. He began to curse and
vell. T told him he was not permitted to curse. He was beside himself with
rage. He asked for whatever it was again. Again, I said no. He looked like
he would shoot me if there had been a gun. I told him that I knew he felt
angry and asked him if anything could make him feel better. What did he
most feel like doing? He said he would like very much to spit at me.

“T was totally disgusted by this idea, but T had to admit that it was com-
pletely honest. He was also now under control and waiting respectfully
for permission. Yes, he was tremendously angry, but he was learning that
most of the ways he felt like acting when he was angry were forbidden to
him. He was successfully controlling the impulse to indulge in them. I
said it would be OK, just this time, for him to spit at me. Once. He spat.
With an elaborate flourish, I wiped my cheek and said, ‘Yuck!” At that
point, we both burst out laughing. It was over.

“I felt great. I was teaching him mastery over his antisocial instincts
while acknowledging that they existed. For a long time, I could not do
that because I was too upset by them. When I see them as human, part of
our flawed nature (we are not gods, after all), then every once in a while,
under very controlled circumstances, like the spit, I can even honor
them.”

Teaching children to become better people is a chance for us to grow.
Sometimes what we call children’s “behavior problems” are there to teach
us something. The story is told about a monastery that included one very
difficult man who fought with others constantly. Finally, the man left.
The spiritual leader of the community pursued the man and convinced
him to return to the community by paying him a salary. The monks were
outraged. Why bring this man back at all, and why pay him on top of it?

The leader explained, “This man helps you learn about patience, about
compassion. That is why I hire him.” Maybe our children’s difficult be-
havior is just so we can learn what we need to know.
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Parents often struggle with the relationship between religion and
moral education. Martin grew up in a very tightly knit Christian commu-
nity about an hour outside of Philadelphia. He married a woman who also
grew up in the church; both of them swore they would never live in that
town again. They moved to the city and loved its diversity of opinions and
activities. They pursued their careers, made friends, and developed them-
selves as human beings, including learning about themselves through
therapy. Neither of them ever stopped believing in God or in “bettering
ourselves through spiritual principles.”

When their two small children were ready for school, they felt that
they were being “pulled home.” Martin explained, “We wanted our chil-
dren growing up among people with whom they could talk about God
.nd not be embarrassed.” Martin and his wife and children now live in
their hometown, just minutes from their parents and childhood friends.

For Martin’s parents, discipline and faith had a clear connection: par-

ents were God’s representatives to their children; their role was to teach
the children right from wrong and to administer punishments. Their job
was to remind their children of what God wanted of them. Martin sees it
differently: “When my children are misbehaving, I am often tempted to
invoke God. T know my kids believe deeply in God, and it would be easy
to say to them, “The Lord does not want you to be doing that.” But that
feels too heavy. It is really #ze who does not want them to be doing what-
ever they are doing. I don’t want to hit them over the head with spiritual-
ity as a weapon to be used when L am angry. 1 would rather talk about God
when my kid comes to me feeling vulnerable, asking me to help him fig-
ure out a problem. I say to him, ‘You know you can talk to God about
that.’ The way I was brought up, God mainly came into the picture to en-
force rules. T am trying to take on more of the discipline myself and save
God as a source of inspiration and support.”

Marie said that for her, discipline is a constant battle between the side
of her that just wants to shower her children with love and the side that
wants to teach them limits. Her son is tucked into bed, and then he comes
back out and asks for her to lie by his side tll he falls asleep. No spe-
cial reason, he just likes it. She actually likes it too. But there is a rule that
bedtime must be observed. He needs to learn to sleep by himself, to fol-
low the procedures. So she marches him back upstairs, gives him a big
kiss and hug, and then sits on the living room couch by herself in tor-

ment.



Marie thinks to herself,

“I love him so much T want to just give him
every bit of nurturing he n

eeds. But sometimes [ make life hard for him,
because I think it makes sense to teach him. So Isit on the couch and just
think about all this and try to learn from it something about my own life.
I'want God to be lying by my side all the time, hugging me, but maybe
sometimes she’s sitting downstairs on a couch teaching me how to do
things for myself.”

Wendy had studied psychology in college and had been very critical of
behavior modification. She had to write a whole paper about B. F. Skinner,
ind it was entirely negative. She believed she would inculcate desirable
Taits and behaviors in her children through more profound methods, But

nidway in her career as a parent, philosophy and theory started to matter
ess than results. “Every time we went an

ywhere in the car, my kids fought.
3adly. It was making me crazy. Finally, I did what I had always vowed I’d
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session seminar on child rearing. The teacher
uggested a marble jar, with marbles added each time the desired behavior
vas manifest and subtracted when bad behavior set in. When the jar was
ull: a prize! It seemed shallow, but I was ready to try anything.

“I'made up my version of the marble jar. It was called Warm F uzzies.
Ve put a glass jar in a prominent place in the kitchen. Every time the chil-
ren made it through twenty minutes together without a squabble, one
7arm fuzzy (a cotton ball) would go into the jar. When the jar was com-
letely full, they could get Nintendo. The children adored this system,
nd they fought less and less. When the jar was full, we bought the prom-
ed prize. Three days later, they had lost interest in the Nintendo. They
ad also lost interest in the jar. But the children were clearly fighting
wuch less; the good behavior had become a habit. So I learned a lesson
1at helped me in my own life: good actions, whatever the motivation,
eate their own momentum. T became an Aristotelian.”

Karen noticed that the difference between moralism and real moral
aching was the spiritual base from which she spoke.
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need to stop this and look at it.” I share with them vs.rhy waste hur}:s me an:il
hurts God, as I understand it. They know I am talking from my heart, an
isten to the lecture now.”
theé;fl;u;ljly Sseﬁmes motivate us to discipline ourselves. _My oldest
child forced me to begin working on one of my worst moral faﬂu;g: io-s_
sip. ([ am sorry to report that one of the places I becafne accomp iistﬂe ;2
this “skill” was the play group I attended when my children w:;re &
retrospect, I can see that the boredom, sense of 1mpc->t-ence,_ an hr-la;lromr;g
of horizons of early parenthood were just the conditions in which gossip
Coillccln{i:lisi}sl;as a failing, but it was not until my twe‘lve-yeaf-old daugﬁ;
ter and I attended a study session together on _the subject of b'fl.cl speec g’
in the Jewish tradition that I finally got serious about weaning m}glrse
from this habit. During that session my daughter told me how mudc my
failings in this realm hurt her. All the sermpns I had }'1ear1d (an cvirl
given!) on the topic were not nearly as effective as that simple statc-:m:,n
from my own child. I thought about the ways I had tried th trl'innI " i
daughter in good paths, looking for one that Wou%d help-me. F;n; Y, o
on an idea I had seen years ago in the home of A friend. Since I dll m;)s oh
my gossiping on the telephone, I pasted a remlnd"ar on the.han e S eac
phone, a verse from Proverbs that says, “On her lips was kmdnes;. :
Sandra told me, “Before I had kids, I never worked 01'1 mysel.. grex;r
up in California and rejected all that stuff ajbout processing feelings an
going to therapy. But when my kid was in pain, I knew that she was c;r?;—
ing around some weighty stuff, and I knew, too, that I had .put 1(1; . e'n .
The only way to get it off her back was fctr me to do Baite: set;ous 1§g1 g
around in my own psyche. So I did. And it was a good thing for T
Howard was divorced and his twelve-year-old son, Max, had just come
to live with him full ime. One night, they .had-a huge fight, anddl\ill?;{ wai
threatening to get his baseball bat and hit his fathmt. Howar L nt(()3
know what to do next. “I was out of my depth. I knew in another cl;unu 3
I would be the one heading for that bat. Su‘ddenly, I rememberek sIorne—
thing I had heard two weeks earlier at a seminar I attended at WO;; .l t x;r:
a human relations training for salespeople at my company. T' e ead f
told us that usually people are most difficult whel.n they are mostinneed o
positive attention. He suggested that when dealing .w1th hard—to-Imanag:l
customers, we should be especially nice, even complimentary. So I turne



to my raging son and said, ‘Max, I love you very much. You are a good

kid.’ It was [ike magic! The whole situation turned around. I learned some-
thing very important that day, not only about dealing with business cus-
tomers or even with Max but about the way life works.”

Sometimes it takes laughte
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absurdity of our own situation, Humility is
a started yelling one night and just could not
you know what makes me mad? You are doing
the dishes all wrong. And do you know what else makes me mad? This
house is a pigsty and no one seems to care but me. And on top of that, nei-
ther of you can manage to keep your elbows off the tabl
doing really well on not fighting with each other, and . .
really makes me mad? When I am yelling at you, my hair

eyes and I can’t see anymore!” At that point, they all began to laugh, and
the laughter dissipated the anger. “Within minutes,” Johanna reported,
“the kids were happily Improving their behavior.”

Occasionally, while parents are planning how to morally educate their

child, the child goes off and discovers her own code, Both Les and his
wife, Joan, grew up in liberal

Jewish households with minimal observance.
They now are living an Orthodox Jewish life in large part because of a

‘onversion experience—not their own but that of their twelve-year-old
laughter.

Les told me their story. “
riendly with her Hebrew t
hodox community in Israel

e, and you aren’t
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When Sarah was in sixth grade, she got very
eacher, who happened to come from an Or-
- The teacher offered Sarah a two-month trip

a mother’s helper. We packed a trunk full of
torts and T-shirts with one or two dresses and sent her off. Sarah’ letters

‘ere vague, but when she got off the plane at the end of the summer, we
new something had changed.

“First, it was a hot day and she was w.
eeved shirt. When I unpacked her
irts had been untouched, As she b
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: realized she had been totally en

oroughgoing lifestyle, and she was
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“What had appealed to her was the strong sense of mora] values and
rpose. She kept saying she felt more complete there. She found that the

children at her school back home seemed‘superﬁcial in c‘ompa;son. Iz
the apartment house in which Sarah lived in Israel, on Friday a errlllot(lal "
an old lady across the landing would yell out, ‘I need someone to ;\lvas e
floor for Shabbat!” A mother would inevitably send l?aer son or laug -
over with a mop. Sarah liked that feeling of connecu(?n and czrlrllg. ; ei
loved the structure. Knowing what was expected at all times made her fee
Saff‘:"When she returned, we had to renegotiate many things as 2 famlljy;h—
how kosher the food in our home was, what we would do on the Skab ath.
If we wanted to have an integrated family life, we needed to m;;l e so'm;
changes. We worked through many issues. Once Sarah made up fer mlr? :
about her life’s direction, she never wavered. Sh:i led”the rest of us o
iscipline that encouraged us. .
patI}:I' St}:f: adsi:lltez;: lpt:f:nts \I:rould have reacted the way Les and his wife
did. "i)“hey s;yw their daughter’s choice as one that had potential fcl)r ther: :
well. Like so many parents (including me), the}.f had been re u-(:tanh °
impose too much structure on their daughter’s life. They had glvilnh i
a great deal of freedom. Their education ab01.1t val'ues had been a (I)l ci
rather than part of a tightly woven community with clear systelfilsda; ¢
norms. Now their daughter had used her free.:dorn to opt for a detailed li
plan in which values were embedded in specific rules and customs. »
As a mother of a daughter on the verge of adolescence, I could r:iot e E
envying Les’s situation just a little. Many of f:he values Sarah lias erotieh
herself to in choosing an Orthodox Jewish life are also my va HES: : s
there were a way for me to offer these values to my daughter§ in suc H:E
integrated and compelling fashion. On the other hand, there is tt(;lo inkind
of the Orthodox Jewish worldview that I do not shff\re. For me, tha e
of “conversion” would not work. Nevertheless, tl-'unk often‘of Sara ;Ln
wonder how we “freethinking” parents can also give our children a clear
and coherent set of norms and structures that embody our va.lue;. N
(il is an ethicist by training. She now spends her days thl;1 erk:.l 3
young children in the playground. She Wants.to make her Chl;] :En " trtlle
and good. She spends all day with them, hf:leg them tbrou;gh ees e
trials and joys of the sandbox. She models giving an.d sharing. t;:em e
hugest challenge as being how to evoke the beh.amor sh.e wants i omecﬁ_
children by the way she lives. She feels all thes.e issues with gr'edalt En ed-
acy. Ethics is no longer abstract but something she does with her
hands.
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Chapter 7

NAP TIME
Being Versus Doing

“What I liked best about being here was being here.”

The parent of young children counts the minutes until nap time, that sa-
cred space in the middle of the day when, if Roto-Rooter does not choose
that hour to visit and there are not three phone calls to make and a stack of
bills to pay, the parent might have some time to do . . . absolutely nothing.
The pauses between the notes, the times of being rather than doing, the
experience of resting are all critical to the spiritual journey of parenting.

Many of the people I interviewed were hardworking, highly successful
professionals. Peggy had been so well into the groove of her professional
track that she hardly missed a beat when her first child was born. “I took
off two weeks for the birth and recuperation, and then hired a nanny and
went back to sixty hours a week.” Three years later, still working as hard
as ever, she learned that her second pregnancy was in trouble. “The doc-
tor said if I wanted the baby I would have to stay in bed for the next four
months. I had never in my life done anything like that. But I wanted that
child, so I did. And the most remarkable thing happened to me. I stopped
in my tracks. Being in bed for four months changed my life. I lost some of
my ambition and discovered some of my soul.”

For some parents, the learning is a bit less dramatic. “I am so driven,”
said Mark, “and my time feels so precious, I hate to waste it. But making
every minute have its agenda is a horrible way to live. Over the years, my
kids helped me realize that. Since I did not want to model that drivenness
for them, I slowed up a bit for their sake. It ended up helping me a lot.”




