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The rejection of patriarchy and the conflict between traditional Jewish values and hu
manist psychology require a creative reconstruction of Jewish values so they can serve as 
a clearer guide for family relationships. This article creatively applies Jewish values to 
the issue of child discipline, about which there is pervasive confusion over what parental 
authority is legitimate and how to exercise it. 

THE CHALLENGE OF APPLYDfG 
JEWISH VALUES TODAY 

Jewish family education can be most ef
fective if it not only teaches skills for cer

emonial occasions, but also teaches how 
Jewish values can help families deal with 
the life issues they face today in America 
(Halpern & Levine, 1993) . 

How can Jewish educators best apply 
Jewish values to the problems that parents 
and youths face today? Educators have two 
basic resources: our sacred literature and 
modem psychology. The simplest way to 
use these two resources would be to (1 ) 
identify the gaps between the traditional 
statements of Jewish values and the issues 
facing fanulies today and to (2) use modem 
psychology to fill the gaps. 

There are two reasons this simple ap
proach does not work. First, traditional 
Jewish values and the values of modem 
"humanist" psychology are sometimes in 
conflict on important issues. The two as a 
result sometimes give conflicting advice. 
Second, non-Orthodox Jews have by and 
large rejected patriarchy—the principle that 
the father should mle his wife and family. 
This change calls for a deep rethinking of 
how Jewish values apply to human rela
tions. 

In this article I focus on the issue of 
child discipline, in particular the discipline 
of teens. The problem of discipline both re
veals the difficulties in combining tradition 
and modem psychology and illustrates how 
Jewish values can indeed enrich and im
prove the lives of all family members. I 
first exatnine the problems for child disci

pline posed by humanist psychology and by 
the rejection of patriarchy. Next I explain 
how we can creatively apply Jewish values 
to solve these problems, and finally I de
scribe a step-by-step process for parents and 
teens to put the values into practice. 

THE ISSUE OF CHILD DISCIPLINE 

Jewish tradition is clear that a prime re
sponsibilify of parents is to reprove and cor
rect their children for any moral wrongdo
ing. First of all we have a general responsi
bilify to reprove wrongdoing: "You shall 
surely reprove your neighbor" (Leviticus 
19:27) . The responsibilify to reprove and 
correct children in particular in a central 
theme of the book of Proverbs: "A wise 
son—it is through the discipline of his fa
ther; A scoffer—he has never heard re
proof (Proverbs 1 3 : 1 ) . 

In talmudic times, the sages softened the 
severify of the bibhcal punishments. They 
effectively defined out of existence the 
"stubborn and rebellious son" of 
Deuteronomy, for whom the death penaify 
was prescribed. And where Proverbs says, 
"He that spares the rod hates his son " 
(Proverbs 13 :24 ) , one talmudic sage says, 
"If you strike a child, strike him only with a 
shoelace " (Bava Batra 2 la) . However, al
though punishments were softened, the obli
gation to reprove was just as emphatic: 
"All love that has no reproof with it is not 
true love" (Genesis Rabbah 54:3) . Reprov
ing a child is a key part of teaching him or 
her to be a morally upright person. 

If we turn to modem psychology, we find 
quite a different picture. Thomas Gordon, 
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in his influential book, P.E. T.: Parent Ef
fectiveness Training, regards parents' moral 
judgments of a child's behavior as an ob
stacle to good parenting. He is critical of 
parents with "very strong and rigid notions 
about how others 'should' behave, what be
havior is 'right' and 'wrong'" (p. 1 7 ) . Gor
don misuses the example of people who 
wrongly push their own personal prefer
ences upon others under the guise of moral
ity; he takes these as typical in order to cast 
aspersions on moral judgment generally. 
He indicates that parents should speak to 
children only of what is "acceptable" and 
"unacceptable" to them in their child's be
havior. "Unacceptable" is not a term of 
moral judgment, but of personal preference; 
it avoids reference to moral standards appli
cable to all people, such as the Ten Com
mandments. Gordon's approach also sys
tematically avoids reproof of children. 

Gordon's "Credo for My Relationships 
with Youth," addressed to a youth, sums up 
his philosophy: 

When your behavior interferes with my 
meeting my own needs, thus causing me to 
feel unaccepting of you, I will share my 
problem with you and tell you as openly and 
honestly as I can exactiy how I am feehng, 
trusting diat you respect my needs enough to 
Usten and then tiy to modify your behavior. 
At those times vAien either of us cannot 
modify his behavior to meet the needs of the 
other and find that we have a confUct-of-
needs in our relationship, let us commit our
selves to resolve each such conflict without 
ever resorting to the use of either my power 
or yours to win at the ê qiense of the other 
losing...hi this way your needs will be met, 
but so will mine— n̂o one will lose, both will 
win" (p. 305). 

The rule to avoid expressing moral judg
ment is derived from the outl^k of 
Gordon's mentor, Carl Rogers. The thera
peutic ethic of Rogers and other humanist 
psychologists continues to have enormous 
influence in America. It shares with Juda

ism a high priority on kindness and com
passion in human relations—and this has 
made it very attractive to Jews. However, 
these other aspects of this ethic are in con
flict with Jewish values. 

• Benign Humanism: Humans are basi
cally good. According to the talmudic 
sages, people are born with powerful ten
dencies to both good and had—the yetzer 
hara sad yetzer hatov. Through study of 
Torah, as well as good example from and 
discipline by parents and teachers, 
youths can leam self-control and guide 
their actions predominantly by their good 
tendencies. 

• The Wisdom ofthe Self: We have 
within us a wise "true self that is a Sure 
guide to good decisions on human rela
tions. Again, the self is not so simple. 
Our natural compassion, lovingkindness, 
and desire for justice and tmth are good 
guides to life; our equally natural lust, 
greed, anger, and pride are not. Our 
knowledge of the consequences of our 
actions is always partial and fallible, and 
we should add to our first impressions a 
careful deliberation of the merits ofthe 
options before making important deci
sions. 

• Rejection of Reason in Personal Life: 
The romantic version of belief in wisdom 
of the self goes together with a suspicion 
of reason in personal life. The talmudic 
version of rationalism—which is differ
ent from that ofthe European Age of 
Reason—involves a belief in scholarly 
learning (in Torah) as morally uplifting; 
rational argument as a path to the tmth, 
a process exemplified by the Babylonian 
Talmud; deliberation as important to 
wise decisions; and self-control as essen
tial to carrying out the considered deci
sions. 

• A Top Priority on Personal Autonomy 
and Equality: Commitments to mar
riage, family, and commuiuty, all of 
which are central in Jewish tradition, in
volve a compromise in personal au-
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tonomy. Some relationships, such as be
tween parents and children, are recog
nized both in Jewish tradition and civil 
law as unequal, with greater responsibil
ity and authority going to parents. 

• Avoidance of Moral Judgment: Moral 
judgment of other people's beliefs and 
actions hurts human relationships and 
should be avoided. Although Jewish tra
dition emphasizes the vital importance of 
understanding all the facts and deliberat
ing carefiilly before judgment, it never
theless requires us to make moral judg
ments. The commandment to rebuke re
quires that we make moral judgments 
about other's actions, as does the injunc
tion to avoid companionship with a bad 
person (Avot 1:7). The systematic 
avoidance of judgment is tantamount to 
moral relativism. 

The therapeutic ethic often goes unrecog
nized as a philosophy of life because those 
who advocate it strongly urge people to be 
nonjudgmental. Advocating a powerfiil 
philosophy of life is not consistent with urg
ing people to be nonjudgmental, but just 
this combination is the hallmark of the 
therapeutic ethic. This ethic has had a pro
found effect on many American Jews, par
ents as weU as children. In order to build 
effective Jewish family life education, we 
should recognize the therapeutic ethic for 
what it is: a powerfiil philosophy of life and 
one that is not fiilly consistent with Jewish 
values. 

PROBLEMS POSED BY TBDE REJECTION 
OF PATRIARCHY 

In Jewish education we could resolve the 
conflict between the therapeutic ethic and 
Jewish values by sticking to traditional 
talmudic guidelines and rejecting modern 
psychology wherever a conflict arises. The 
problem with this approach is that Reform, 
Conservative, and Reconstmctionist Juda
ism largely or wholly reject the patriarchy 
that is an important part ofthe biblical and 
talmudic outlook. 

The depth of the challenge posed by re
jecting patriarchy is not fiilly recognized, 
either by Jews or Americans at large. It is 
tme that many gender issues of religious 
worship—men and women praying to
gether, women rabbis—have been ad
dressed. And the talmudic strictures on 
women—such as on women owning prop
erty—are now rejected. However, the ef
fects ofthe rejection of patriarchy on rela
tionships have not been addressed. 

In the patriarchal system, the wife is sup
posed to obey the husband, and children 
obey the parents. In this system husbands 
no doubt sometimes made bad decisions 
that could have been avoided by more col
laboration with wives and children. And if 
the husband suffered from poor judgment or 
bad character, the wife and children would 
suffer without much recourse. The patriar
chal system contains these evils, but it does 
make relatively straightforward the deci
sions involving husband and wife, parents 
and children. These family roles were 
largely defined by tradition, including the 
Talmud and law codes, and the power of the 
husband to decide was sanctioned and 
backed. Although wives and children no 
doubt often got around the husband and fa
ther by various means, their actions were 
against a background of overt acceptance of 
his authority. 

The abandonment of patriarchy has 
broadened the responsibility for decisions, 
and this change has placed a twofold stress 
on family relationships. The first stress is 
that people have to decide on their own 
roles. The need for new decisions is most 
obvious in the case of marriage. The ideal 
of equality means that husbands and wives 
have to decide as a couple how to divide re
sponsibilities and power. Whose career 
should come first? How should housework 
be divided? How should child care respon
sibilities be shared? 

Such new decisions about roles are also 
called for in the parent-child relationship. 
The duration of children's dependence on 
their parents has been extended from the 
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mid-teen years—when traditionally girls 
were married and boys apprenticed in a 
trade or sent to a yeshivah—^to an addi
tional five or more years. These are impor
tant high-school and college years during 
which the child learns knowledge and skills 
needed to be a productive adult in today's 
society. Part of these skills are not aca
demic, but rather skills in taking on and 
carrying out challenging responsibilities 
and in making and carrying out personal 
decisions. Thus, parents today generally 
feel it is important to the child's life educa
tion to give the teen increased responsibility 
and freedom gradually, as he or she ma
tures. This means parent and teen go 
through a delicate "separation waltz." Ide
ally, the parents gradually step back, and 
the teen gradually assumes more responsi
bility. Often one or both does not happen: 
the teen is irresponsible, the parent too con
trolling or too permissive. The result is a 
prolonged, painful conflict that turns the 
hearts ofthe children from the parents, the 
hearts ofthe parents from the children. 

During the teen years, then, there is a 
continually changing relationship between 
parents and children, with a change in re
sponsibilities and power. Both parents and 
children have to continually redefine their 
relationship. This process is not only inher
ently difBcult, but made more complex by 
uncertainty over the proper authority of par
ents. Begitming with the abandonment of 
arranged marriage, parents have seen their 
proper role as less controlling of older chil
dren, especially. But what authority should 
they legitimately exert, and where and when 
should they step back? 

The second stress caused by the rejection 
of patriarchy is the stress ofthe decision-
m ^ n g process itself In a sharply unequal 
relationship, one side—the husband, the 
parent—can make a decision himself and 
dictate it to others. More equal relation
ships call for more collaboration in making 
decisions. Collaborative decisions are po
tentially far better, but collaboration is of
ten quite difficult emotionally. When 

people have a vital personal stake in the 
outcome, problem-solving discussions can 
easily decay into quarrels, sullen withdraw
als, emotional warfare, and even violence. 

Increased equality and freedom to fash
ion our own roles have thus posed powerful 
new challenges to marriage and family life. 

STRENGTHENING THE FOUNDATIONS 

The new challenges created by the rejection 
of patriarchy, and the conflicts between hu
manist psychology and Jewish tradition 
both call for a creative reconstruction of our 
traditional values so that they give Jewish 
families firmer and clearer guidance in their 
relationships. 

In good relationships both parties try to 
balance serving their own interest and serv
ing the other person's interest. The ideal of 
balance between the self and others is 
firmly grounded in Jewish tradition. The 
most notable example is Hillel's famous 
three questions: 

If 1 am not for myself, who is for me? 
And when 1 am for myself, what am I? 
And if not now, wlien? 

If we take these as rhetorical questions, as is 
usually done, the first question implies that 
it is legitimate to seek one's own happiness 
and fulfillment. The second, balancing 
question implies that I should not neglect 
my obligations to others, as this would 
make me unworthy. The third question im
plies that I should not delay action. 

Hillel also intended his questions for 
use—as questions to be posed and answered 
each time a person confronts a life decision. 
When we take the questions this way, we 
gain a fuller appreciation of Hillel's phi
losophy. The second question—When I am 
for myself, what am I?'—is particularly in-

'The common translation ofthe second question 
as 'if I am only for myself...' is not accurate, and is 
tnisleading. It makes the question merely rhetorical, 
and lends itself only to the interpretation of a sinqile 
call for humility. 
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teresting: it asks me to examine my role in 
my relationships: What are my responsi
bilities to others, and how can I fiilfill these 
while serving myself also? The first ques
tion—If I am not for myself, who is for 
me?—raises a strategic issue: Who is on 
my side; who are my allies? The last ques
tion—If not now, when?—tells me to weigh 
the key strategic issue of timing: When 
should I act to be most effective? Some
times a person should act immediately, but 
sometimes waiting and patience are re
quired. 

Hillel's first two questions represent a 
tme synthesis ofthe biblical and Hellenistic 
traditions in ethics. Hillel combines the 
Greek idea (ofthe Stoics, among others) 
that the individual pursuit of happiness is a 
legitimate basis for action, and the biblical 
notion of responsibility to the community 
and to God. Hillel's approach is distinctive 
in that it does not completely follow the 
Greeks. He does not say that if you start 
with your self-interest and look at the world 
correctly, you will automatically act up
rightly. Instead he says that you should 
look at both sides, of self-interest and duty 
to others, and find a course of action that 
serves both. 

Hillel's balanced view of human rela
tions is particularly important to recon-
stmcting Jewish values today in America, 
because in American tradition we have 
two, conflicting unbalanced views of hu
man relations: 

1. the Christian tradition, which equates 
goodness with selfless devotion to oth
ers 

2. the "Looking Out for # 1 " philosophy, 
or competitive individualism, which ad
vocates conceming yourself with ad
vancing your own interests, limited 
only by non-interference with the rights 
of others to do the same 

The two conflicting philosophies give con
tradictory advice on practically every issue 
involving human relationships, leaving 

Americans very confiised when it comes to 
sorting out their roles. Parents are unclear 
about their authority as parents, and chil
dren are unclear about what they owe to 
parents. Husband and wives are unclear 
about how to divide responsibility and au
thority. 

The ideal of balancing self and others is 
a valuable foundation to a strong set of val
ues, but it is only a beginning. How do we 
achieve this balance in relationships, and 
specifically what should be the guidelines in 
the parent-child relationship? 

JUSTICE IN RELATIONSHIPS 

The fiindamental guide to balancing self 
and others is justice. Good relationships 
are founded on mutual advantage, sustained 
by justice, and made glorious by love. What 
is missing in American philosophies of re
lationships is the second element, justice. 
The therapeutic ethic, in particular, empha
sizes lovingkindness, but leaves out justice. 
It is tme, of course, that American values 
strongly emphasize both social justice and 
criminal justice. However, the biblical ideal 
of tzedek, translated both as "justice" and 
"righteousness," is broader than the Ameri
can conception of justice. For example, a 
person who is tzedek honors and reveres his 
mother and father even though these com
mandments are not fully spelled out in legal 
terms. 

The biblical concept of tzedek includes 
what I will call role justice. In informal re
lationships, such as marriage and parent-
child relationships, the cmcial issue is how 
responsibilities, power, and reward are di
vided—and not detailed mles about how 
they are to be carried out. For example, in 
spelling out what the commandment to re
vere your mother and father (Leviticus 
19:3) means, the Talmud (Kiddushin 3 1 b ) 
says, " 'Revere' means tliat the son is not to 
stand in his father's place, nor to sit in his 
place." This evocative phrase clearly indi
cates that the son is to respect his father's 
authority over him, but it does not spell out 
in legal detail the extent ofthe father's au-

SPRING 1996 



Journal of Jewish Communal Service / 156 

thority nor does it specify a punishment for 
not being respectfiil enough. The Talmud 
(Kiddishun 29a) also says that a father has 
a responsibility to teach his son a trade. 
Again, there is no detailed law on how to do 
this, nor penalties associated with the 
father's failure to do so. 

The strength of informal relationships 
hes in their very flexibility. In an informal 
relationship, the freedom to adapt the rela
tionship to individual personalities, differ
ing individual strengths and weaknesses, 
and changing circumstances enhances the 
power of the relationship to serve both par
ties. Normally civil law, with penalties, en
ters an informal relationship only when the 
relationship is broken. The money indi
cated in the traditional ketubah, for ex
ample, oidy becomes operational in the case 
of divorce. In relationships with children, 
civil law today enters in such potential 
breakup cases as when there is a dispute 
over custody, the child has been abused, or 
the child has become delinquent and out of 
control ofthe parents. 

Role justice is, of course, not the only 
moral ideal in family relationships. Par
ents' attitudes to their children should be 
based on lovingkindness, chesed, and com
passion, rachamim, just as children's atti
tudes are to be honor, kavod, and reverence, 
irah, for their parents. The parent-child re
lationship should then be led by positive 
feelings and actions, while in the case of 
conflicts, interests are balanced by the scale 
of justice. 

PARENTAL AUTHORITY 

The talmudic approach to informal, family 
relationships—specifying guidelines and 
moral principles—is still viable and desir
able today. However, the guidelines them
selves need some important changes, be
cause of changes in modern society. These 
changes concern both what are the most ef
fective child-rearing practices and what is 
the fair and just way for parents to treat 
children and for children to treat parents. 

Let us focus on the issue of what is just 

and fair in the parent-child relationship. 
The key issue here is how parents should 
fairly exercise parental authority. Parents 
feel that some kind of parental authority is 
legitimate, yet neither they nor their chil
dren have a clear model of authority. In
stead they have two contradictory models: 
the traditional, patriarchal model of laying 
down the law with stern corporal punish
ment and the soft, egalitarian model of the 
humanist psychologists. 

The most influential child psychologists, 
namely Thomas Gordon and Rudolph 
Dreikurs, have advocated systems of disci
pline based on the equal power of parent 
and child, systems in which parental au
thority should never be exerted. Their tech
niques and philosophies have become the 
basis of the parent education programs, 
such as S.T.E.P. , which are taught by Jew
ish organizations as well as by schools and 
many others. 

In Gordon's system, parental authority 
is replaced by effective communication. 
The following series of communication 
techniques are supposed to solve problems 
without authority: 

1. The parent delivers T ' messages— 
nonjudgmental statements of the 
parent's own feelings. 

2. The parent does "active listening" to 
draw out the child's feelings. 

3. The parent clarifies who "owns" a prob
lem—who feels the problem—the par
ent, the child or both. 

4. The parent negotiates a solution accept
able to both. 

Dreikurs' position is somewhat more com
plex, as he does advocate a kind of appro
priate punishment, which he calls "natural 
and logical consequences." For example, a 
natural consequence is letting a child who 
refuses to eat go hungry until the next meal 
time. A logical consequence is, for example 
having a toddler who has thrown food help 
clean it up. In both types of consequences, 
the punishment teaches socially construc-
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tive behavior, and the reason behind it, 
rather than simply inflicting pain by, for ex
ample, spanking. These consequences are 
to be negotiated in an egalitarian family 
council. The democratic consensus is thus 
the authority in the family, so that for 
Dreikurs democracy replaces parental au
thority. 

In regard to justice in the family, the up
shot of these philosophies is that "fair 
equals fair"—and thus // is not legitimate 
for parents to tell their children what to do. 
If the parent simply tells the child what to 
do, he or she is being unkind and oppres
sive and is siniung against democracy. 
Whatever the issue, from the child hanging 
up his coat or not lying, the parental re
sponsibihty is to be such a clever psycholo
gist and negotiator that he or she can get 
the child to do what is best without ever 
telling him to do so. 

The egalitarian ideals of these leading 
child care experts, together with the tradi
tional patriarchal model, have succeeded in 
thoroughly confiising American parents and 
children. In giving seminars on the issue of 
peace in the family, the most striking thing 
I have seen is a pervasive cotrfixsion over 
what parental authority is legitimate and 
how to exercise it. The issue is not that 
parents follow the egalitarian model, which 
they do not. It is rather that the real nature 
ofthe parent-child relationship is fogged 
over, so that neither the parent nor the child 
can carry out their real responsibilities as 
well as they could. 

The parent-child relationship is not 
equal in civil law, in nature, or in Jewish 
law and tradition: parents have a special 
responsibility to care for and educate their 
children, and children have a special re
sponsibility to honor and defer to their par
ents. The children do not have the obliga
tion to care for their parents until they are 
enfeebled by age or illness, nor do parents 
have the obligation to defer to their 
children's wishes. The relationship is not 
equal and symmetrical. 

The key issue then concerning parental 

authority is. What is just in an unequal re
lationship? One usefiil standard forjudging 
what is just in an unequal relationship is 
that the inequalities should be justified by a 
benefit to the larger society. For example, 
in the case of employer and employee, soci
ety gives the employer the power to hire and 
fire at will—subject to fiirther agreements 
with employees and their unions. A boss, of 
course, cannot be fired by an employee, so 
that there is a clear inequality of power. 
Giving employers the authority to hire and 
fire is supposed to result in greater produc
tivity of business and industry, so that soci
ety as a whole benefits. Once this inequal
ity is accepted, what is just in the employee-
employer relationship follows from the 
function of the relationship in society at 
large and the roles ofthe individuals in car
rying out that function. For example, the 
employee should give an honest day's work, 
and the employer should pay the worker 
fiilly and on time. The employer should 
also give the worker decent working condi
tions. 

In general, role justice in an unequal re
lationship means a fair division of responsi
bilities, power, and rewards, with each per
son fulfilling his or her responsibilities in 
his role and not taking advantage of his or 
her position to harm the other person or get 
a disproportionate portion of rewards. 

A second useful principle for determin
ing the scope of a person's legitimate power 
in a role is that it is unfair to give a person 
responsibility without the authority to carry 
out the responsibility. Thus a person 
should have the power in a relationship to 
fulfill his or her responsibility, but that 
power should be also limited by the needs of 
the role, as well as by general standards of 
morality. 

The close connection between responsi
bility and authority is a key point in under
standing what is a legitimate exercise of pa
rental authority. American law holds par
ents responsible for feeding and clothing 
children, keeping them from harm, getting 
them to school, and keeping them law-abid-
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ing. Jewish law and tradition goes beyond 
this, saying that parents should teach their 
sons Torah, correct them when they are 
morally wrong, and see that their sons learn 
a profession. In general, and including 
girls equally, we may say that today Juda
ism enjoins us to do our best to raise our 
children to be kind and morally upright 
adult Jews, capable of earning their own liv
ing. 

Since both American society and Jewish 
tradition place heavy responsibilities upon 
parents, it follows that parents must have 
the authority to carry out these responsibili
ties. In particular it gives them the author
ity to set limits on children's actions and 
chastise and punish children, insofar as this 
is necessary to their health and moral up
bringing. And it gives parents authority to 
send their children to school and enforce 
study time necessary to their becoming pro
ductive citizens. 

The proper scope and limits of parental 
authority depend on what is necessary to 
rear morally upright and productive adults. 
For example, a mother who allows a babe-
in-arms to strike her in anger without any 
reprimand and punishment—such as put
ting the child down on the floor—is failing 
to teach the child self-restraint and failing 
to teach that violence does not succeed. 
Similarly, a father who does not reprove a 
child for lying fails to teach him basic mo
rality and its importance in sustaining trust 
in a relationship. In these cases, using pa
rental authority is necessary to fulfill the re
sponsibility of a parent. On the other hand, 
striking a teenaged child has been shown to 
be ineffective or harmfiil, it simply engen
ders hatred, has no morally corrective ef
fect, and may well make the child worse. 
Thus here a parent is overstepping the 
bounds of proper authority. (Mild spanking 
of toddlers can be defended as effective and 
not cruel. However, since there are other 
equally effective punishments, I agree with 
those psychologists who say that a total 
avoidance of corporal punishment is the 
best course of action.) 

In sum, parental authority to set and en
force limits and to require chores and 
homework time is legitimate, provided it is 
humane and beneficial to the child. 

ENCOURAGING AND DISCIPLINING 
CHILDREN 

How should parental authority be applied 
today in a way that is consistent with Jewish 
values and is most helpful to children? Let 
me focus on two key issues in parent-child 
relations today: how parents should exert 
their authority and how to renegotiate the 
teen-parent relationship during the teen 
years. 

The typical mistake of middle-class par
ents today, in the words of school psycholo
gist Jerome Bruns, is to be "too indulgent 
and too cridcal" of their children. Middle-
class parents are too indulgent in not setting 
clear limits and enforcing them, in not giv
ing children increasing responsibilities, and 
in not holding children to their fulfillment. 
At the same time they are too critical. 
When children go beyond the intuitively felt 
limits or disappoint parental expectations in 
their responsibilities, parents berate and be
little them for their failures. This kind of 
cridcism angers, discourages, and under
mines the self-confidence ofthe child—and 
does not correct or improve the child's be
havior. 

The problem then is how to give appro
priate encouragement and appropriate re
proof and punishment. The negative side is 
particularly difBcult. According to the Tal
mud, Rabbi Akiva said, "I wonder whether 
there is anyone in this generation who 
knows how to give reproof (Quoted in The 
Book of Legends, Sefer Ha-Aggadah, 
p. 694-5) . 

The key to more appropriate encourage
ment and reproof is to separate three differ
ent types of problem between parent and 
child—moral issues, relationship issues, 
and development or leaming issues (Table 
1) . Moral lapses, such as lying or breaking 
promises, call for reproof and appropriate 
punishment, whereas issues of development. 
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competence, and learning call for the softer 
approach ofthe psychologists: asking open-
ended questions, active listening, and so on. 
Children, even teens, do not have the 
knowledge and skills of adults, and berating 
them for their shortcomings just hinders 
their leaming. To use an example from a 
younger age, to express disappointment 
over spilt milk is natural, but to harshly 
condemn it is wrong. 

PROBLEM-SOLVING DISCUSSIONS 

The final type of family problem involves 
relationship issues, such as limits on chil
dren set by parents and the responsibilities 
of children to the parents. The issues in
clude curfews, housework responsibilities, 
and so on. Changes in our society mean 
that there is a need for fiindamental change 
from the patriarchal model. The tradi
tional, patriarchal view is given in the Tal
mud, which says that a son should not con
tradict his father (Kiddushin 31b) . Today 
Jewish parents and children typically hotly 
debate relationship issues, so that the inter
action of parent and child resembles more a 
talmudic debate among students than a 
student's deference to the words of a Mas
ter. 

Should children, especially teenagers, be 
active participants in renegotiating their re
lationship with parents? The answer is 
"Yes," for two reasons. First, in our soci
ety, teens have a much longer period of de
pendence on their parents: instead of girls 
being married and boys apprenticed or sent 
away to study at age 1 5 or 16 , they remain 
dependent sometimes into their twenties. 
As children mature through the teen years, 
they normally gain greater experience and 
ability to judge for themselves. Second, the 
ability to negotiate changing role relation
ships has become an essential skill in our 
society. In a modern egalitarian marriage, 
both the boy and girl will have to define and 
adjust their roles over time, and will have to 
negotiate differences over these changing 
roles. Similarly, at work their negotiation 
with their bosses and subordinates over 

their responsibilities will also be important. 
Thus, teaching negotiating skills is an im
portant part of the child's preparation for 
modern work and marriage. 

How is such negotiation consistent with 
parental authority, and what is the best way 
to carry it out? On relationship issues, ne
gotiation should be the first resort, but if the 
teenage child is not mature enough to cany 
through the negotiation, then the parent 
should use his or her authority to set limits. 
(This follows the suggestion of psychologist 
Don Fleming.) The ultimate responsibility 
for setting limits and determining the 
child's responsibilities remains with the 
parent, but good problem-solving negotia
tion will produce superior results for both 
parent and child, as well as giving invalu
able training to the child. 

In problems involving relationship is
sues, moral and developmental issues are 
often mixed in. For example, where a child 
fails to keep a curfew, there may be a moral 
issue, such as breaking a promise, and de
velopmental issues, such as knowing how to 
organize time and carry out the task well. 
Homework and house chores are also typi
cal areas where mixed issues are involved. 
Because they are mixed, it is very important 
to first listen to the child's account and sort 
out what is going on before saying anything 
critical. Once the facts are clear, then the 
parent can deal with the moral, develop
mental, and relationship aspects each in its 
appropriate way. 

How should the problem-solving nego
tiation be carried out? Roger Fisher and 
Wilham Ury's method of principle-based 
negotiation is in beautifiil harmony with the 
traditional Jewish values of justice and com
passion in relationships. One basic concept 
underiying their approach to negotiation is 
that the best way to have an agreement that 
both sides can live with is to appeal to a 
principle—such as principles of faimess— 
to resolve differences over the best solution. 
If both sides agree on the principle, then 
neither is imposing on the other. Instead, 
both are following an agreed-upon standard. 
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Table J. Family Problem-Solving 

Kind of Problem Appropriate Remedy 

Moral issues: Willful violation of moral principle or 

agreement or clearly in^lied trust, especially where one 

side is being taken advantage 

Development or leaming issues: Failiu-e to carry 

through tasks because of unintentional mistakes, failures, 

problems 

Relationship issues: Conflicts over roles, parentally set 

limits, or teen responsibilities 

Reproof: Ifthe facts are not clear, verify than first. If 

the facts are clear, give rebuke viith refa-ence to the prin

ciple violated (Leviticus, Proverbs). Request an jjjology, 

or initiate negotiation. Parents: ^)ply 'consequence' 

such as action to give restitutico or con^ensatian, e.g. 

"You took the car without permission," etc. Reproof 

diould be for actions, and not involve characta- assassina

tion and thus be an insult. Teen: do not rebuke parent; 

advise of error with quote (Talmud). 

Encouragement and coaching: Parents: (a)BesUent, 

(b) Act as sounding board. Offer help, or suggest where 

to find it; 'coach' only if this is welcomed. Do not imme

diately gjve advice, solve the problem, or carry out the 

task for teen. Use "active listening' (Carl Rogers, Tho

mas Gordon), to help him or her to think throu^ solu

tion, find the better way. On homework issues, involve 

teachers, schcxil if possible. Negotiate Hmils on work, 

play schedule. 

Problem-solving negotiation. Use the stqj-by-step 'prin

cipled' negotiation process. If this fails, parents decide 

(Den Fleming). Fault finding should be postponed as 

long as possible in the process. It is often avoidable. Any 

'consequences' (R. Dreikurs) such as restitution or pun-

idmients should, ideally, be made clear in advance. 

Note the asymmetry of paroit and teen roles. Both parents and teens use problem-solving negotiation, but parents have 

authority for decision if negotiaticn breaks down. Parents repiove and ccsrect child, but child only advises parent of 

l ^ s e , and does not try to in^rove parental equabilities. 

The appeal to principle is particularly 

important as children mature, because then 

parents sustain their moral authority after 

the child has grown out of the natural 

greater dependence and obedience of small 

children. In other words, both parents and 

children are following the ideal of a good 

family life according to Jewish tradition. 

Both are being guided by a greater ideal of 

making the home a mikdash m 'at, a minia

ture sanctuary sufhised by justice, loving

kindness, and hohness. 

Table 2 applies and extends Fisher and 

Ury's method to personal relationships. 

Negotiation is one aspect of cooperative 

problem-solving, as first described by 

Norman Maier. When two people go 

through such a process, they often can find 

a solution that does not require the kind of 

compromise we associate with the word 

"negotiation." Second, Fisher and Ury 

leave out the step of sorting out responsi

bilities in roles, which is essential to solving 

relationship problems. Making this step ex

plicit helps family members focus on what 

are the most important issues. 

IMPLEMENTING JEWISH FAMILY 
VALUES EDUCATION 

Jewish tradition values justice and kindness 

in all relationships and gives specific re

sponsibilities to parents and children. The 
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Table 2. Negotiating Solutions to Relationship Problems 

Step I: Identify ^oUems 
Techniques for formulating the problem in a way that wins cooperation, not confrontation or avoidance: 

a. aiifl from a choice staation—vAo is ri^t—to a problem situation: What situation do we want and what are 
thie obstacles to getting it, or what do we want to change in the present situation? 

Exanplc: SJiifl&om^ "You can't control my life" and "While you're under my rocsf, young lady, you'll 
do as 1 say"—to "We both want to avoidthese painful clashes, let's find a way w e can both live with." 

b. Reduce tbe problem, to the^ecificis.sue before you-rroot the "you always" and Ihe "you nevra-" issues. 
"Sqjarate the people&om the problem" (Fisher) 

Example; If theproblemis atcen showing up past curfew from a dale: "Why can't you ever diow up on 
time?''or, "Why wont'you everjust trust me?" lead to quarrck Instead, focus on the curfew issue. 

c. Be clear aboat whose problem it is: there is my problan ,your problem and our problem When goals differ, 
something can be a problem for one and not the other. When aie 's problem affects the relationship, then a 
mutual problem exists in some form (Gordon). 

d. Avoid any formulation cf the problem that accu.ses or blames, if at all possible. "Blaming k e q j s people help
less''(P:&; D. York). ItLstcad describe the notNlesired state (*jectively, or use an 'I-message'tostateiyour 
own problem 

Exan^le; "Ihadproblemswiththecar, and I'm sorry if I caused you worry." "I am wwiied that you're 
going to grouttdtne forever for being late, and I want to work this out." 

Ste|i 2: Explore Interests 
Techniques for exploring interests, mutual and conflicting: 

a. Statefhe common interest in anegotiated soliitim, and begin c>qil()iing intCT 
Exaojile: "We both want a way that we can live with happily; let's see if we can find a way that will 
work for both of us." 

b. Puty<mrselfintheo(herperscin'S!iioesaiidthinkofhowthey vicwthepr(*lems: what they want, vAat is 
their obstacle. 

c. Askyourself wAy they don't want yottr preferred solutioa. 

Step 3: Invent OpQons for Mutual Gain 
Techniques for inventing options. 

a. "Brainstorm" opticns for acti<ji.s that solve the problem, and serve mutual interests a id goals. I*ut fcsward, 
and even write down all the propcsed solutions before evaluating them. 

b. If you get studc with no satisfactory solutions, go back and analyze the problem fiirther: the history of the 
problem, what caused it, the gap between actual and desired states, the difra:ait goals and obstacles for the dif-
fercnt parties. 

Step 4: RenewResponidbilities 
Techniques for reaffirming responsibilities, or defining new responsibilities in roles. 

a. Teshuvah. ApologjzB for any relevant pa.<*failings y<iu believe you have dcme in your resonsibilities or ac
tions. Msdce restitution if possible. Accept an apology and forgive. 

b. Focus on the particular type of case before you, not on broad issues of trust andpowcr, 
G. Ask what other people do in similar situations,vvith similar values. 
d. What do Torah and Talmud say is your obligation in this relationslup? 
e. I ^ k at cotumunity and legal responsibilities. 

Step 5: Apply Principles 
Teehmquesfor applying principles lo choose an agreed-upon option. 

a. Objective aileriaarelhe easiest to agree on: scientific facts, the law, etc. 
b. Ihdudean assessment c£risks and potential rewards cf each option. 
c. Justice and fairness are next, but there may be disagreemait on what Is fair. To resolve issues cf faimess, look 

at the roles and responsibihties you have agreed on, or problem-solve on what is fair for the specific issue be-
foreyou. •••• ••• 

d. Look to rehgious prindples or tradition.s that you can agree 
c. Lookto what other people ia your situation have agreed on in the past. 
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responsibilities of parents include disciplin
ing children so that they know right from 
wrong, teaching them Jewish tradition, and 
seeing that they learn a vocation. The spe
cific responsibilities of children include 
honoring and revering their parents. Ap
plying these values today to our nonpatri-
archal society requires us to rethink the 
roles of parents and children, so that we can 
determine how parents can, within their 
new roles, act justly toward their children 
and children can act justly toward their par
ents. 

In order to act appropriately, parents and 
children need to distinguish three types of 
problem: relationship problems, moral 
problems, and problems of development or 
leartung. For relationship problems, prin
cipled negotiation should be the first resort 
for both teenagers and their parents. If this 
negotiation breaks down, then parents still 
have the obligation to set limits and chil
dren are still obliged to revere their parents 
and to obey the limits. For violation of a 
moral precept, parents should reprove their 
children privately without attacking their 
character and should punish them appropri
ately. For developmental issues, where 
children fail to carry through a task prop
erly because of lack of skill or knowledge, 
parents should not castigate them, but 
should gently guide them in the learning 
process, using techniques such as active lis
tening, developed by child psychologists. 

How can Jewish educators and social 
workers teach their students and clients to 
apply Jewish values in their lives today and 
to appreciate the power ofthese values to 
make their lives better? The ideas in this 
article on how Jewish values apply to con
temporary roles of parent and child are a 
first step. However, there is a second step 
of designing effective teaching methods and 
materials. In the context of religious 
schools and other educational programs, I 
have, with the collaboration of Rabbi Mark 

H. Levine, been developing and piloting a 
program of seminars to teach parents and 
teens Jewish family values, and the skill in 
applying them today. Pedagogically, we 
have emphasized experiential leaming and 
have involved both parents and teens in the 
same program. The purpose of this ap
proach is to begin a process in which both 
parent and teen have the experience of ap
plying the values to case studies and then to 
the actual problems they face. The concepts 
and skills thus can be implemented and re-
itiforced within the family, so that they be
come a permanent asset, rather than simply 
an idea to which the teens have been ex
posed. There is obviously also the potential 
of parent education programs based on the 
same principles. 

In the context of social work and indi
vidual therapy, values can be effectively in
corporated into the contemporary cognitive 
approaches to therapy. Such leaders in 
therapy as Albert Ellis and Aaron T. Beck 
have emphasized the distorted perceptions 
of events of individuals under stress—mis
takes such as thinking in black and white, 
over-personalizing, and so on. Distortions 
in moral judgments, in which people inap
propriately or excessively blame others or 
themselves, are among the first to occur. 
These misjudgments can block fiirther prob
lem solving and effective action, and they 
can lead to actions that are not kind or just 
or are irresponsible. This is obviously a 
subject in itself, and goes beyond the scope 
of this article. The important factor is that 
Jewish social workers and others providing 
therapy recognize that Jewish values are not 
the same as the values of humanist therapy 
and that Jewish values can help their clients 
build better relationships. 

In sum, making Jewish values relevant to 
the decisions people make today is a vital 
task that calls for collaborative efforts 
among Jewish educators and social workers. 
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