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Preface

Five Zillion Unanswered Questions

Sure, it took a little while to get into the preschool groove, but by the time pre-K rolled around, it was essentially smooth sailing. Our kids were officially out of diapers (not counting the occasional accident), they could get dressed independently (expanding the definition of dressed to include backwards and inside out), and we'd admittedly grown attached to a few of the other preschool moms and dads.

It's not that our heads were stuck in the sand. We knew we'd eventually load our kids onto a yellow school bus and tearfully wave as they rolled away. It's just that when that day actually arrived, it felt like that cushy, comfortable rug of preschool—where we knew all the rules and our place in the circle—was being ripped out from under us.

It soon became clear that in the grade-school world, it was no longer acceptable to waltz our son into class two hours late because we both craved a lazy morning of pancakes and cartoons; or to hover clandestinely outside our daughter's classroom hoping to catch a precious glimpse of her secret school day. In the grade-school world, innocent-looking playgrounds house social hierarchies so complex they'd floor a seasoned political scientist, and children's academic strengths and weaknesses are clearly defined, evaluated, and engraved on permanent records.

Gone were the days of consulting books we'd raked in at the bris or baby naming giving play-by-play childrearing instructions for the first five years. Gone were the playgroups where fellow preschool moms shared handy parenting tips—gone and swapped for a twenty-five-minute kindergarten open house spent filling out questionnaires, and secretly wishing that another parent would raise her hand to ask the five zillion unanswered questions bouncing around our brains. (My neighbor says her five-year-old is reading Harry Potter, but my kindergartner has barely graduated from Bob Books—does he need a tutor? My daughter will be out of school for the bulk of September due to the High Holidays—does that put her behind the aca-demic pack before she even pulls out of the starting gate? How many play-dates should I plan to ensure my child's playground popularity? How many extracurriculars does it take to make a kid well rounded?)

(In case you're thinking that the expertise I'd gained during my decade and a half of teaching in Atlanta public schools and private Jewish day schools—or the knowledge I'd accumulated earning the undergraduate and graduate diplomas in child psychology and education that were currently shoved in my basement under overstuffed boxes of baby clothes—enabled me to hop the hurdles reserved for parents of grade-schoolers, I can assure you that this was far from the case. As I soon discovered, no matter how professional, insightful, and levelheaded I could be regarding other people's kids, I was a mess when it came to my own.)

Alien Attack

Around the time my oldest child entered third grade, my anxiety level appeared to plateau. It's not that I'd had my five zillion questions answered or anything, it's just that I'd gotten used to the perpetual stress. But before my head had officially stopped spinning, something happened that sent it reeling all over again—Brandon turned eleven. As far as I can tell, the only way to explain my son's rapid transformation is that on the eve of his eleventh birthday, an alien snuck into his room and replaced him with a rather obnoxious version of his former self. How else can I explain why the same kid who, only weeks before, loved to cuddle with me in bed on Sunday mornings suddenly summed me up as round-the-clock eye-rolling material?

My son's alien status continued to worsen. Playdates once spent racing Hot Wheels across my kitchen floor now largely took place behind closed doors. He acquired a “screen name” (BravesFan) and would have spent endless hours sending cryptic instant messages to his friends had I not pried him away from the computer and insisted he do his homework instead. Since the other mothers were as clueless as I was about this “tweenhood” thing, I had nobody to ask whether a good parent would buy her son an iPod for his eleventh birthday. Or if a twelve-year-old was old enough to receive a cell phone for Hanukkah. Considering that the bulk of the five zillion questions I had before my son was snatched by aliens remained unanswered, I had now progressed to the next level—five zillion unanswered questions squared.

Why This Book

My personal plight as an elementary- and middle-school parent and the steady flow of Jewish mothers snagging me in the halls on my way to the lunchroom, cornering me at birthday parties, and sending scribbled notes on cereal-stained papers in my students' backpacks convinced me the five-zillion-unanswered-question syndrome was something of a parental epidemic within the Jewish community. When I began writing my now nationally syndicated Jewish parenting advice column, I was not surprised to find that more questions came in by the droves.

Fortunately, it was about that time that I had my epiphany at the soccer field. “While I won't reveal the full details of this metamorphic maternal event until Chapter 1, I will tell you this: It served as the catalyst for the liberating realization that the antidote to this parental pandemic did not entail my personally addressing each and every one of those five zillion questions, but instead helping puzzled parents clarify their big picture and sense of purpose in parenting.

It's like the Lego sets that are stuffed into my boys' closets. When you first dump the contents of the package onto the playroom floor, you feel overwhelmed and perplexed; you don't know whether you're trying to build a castle or a spaceship. It's not until you see the picture on the front of the box that all those tiny cubes suddenly take on new meaning as the building blocks of a totally cool medieval fortress. That glimpse at the final goal—while admittedly a bit daunting at first—ultimately gives us the faith, inspiration, and direction we need to begin building our Camelot.

The grade-school parenting experience is really no different from the Lego experience. Lost in the seemingly bottomless sea of expectations and the intense pressure of raising a school-age child, we feel anxious and overwhelmed. But once we figure out the big picture—what we really want for our kids—all those tiny pieces miraculously start to fall into place.

What exactly does the big picture on the front of our Jewish Parent Lego box look like? Taking into account that every parent is different (some go for more contemporary castles and others prefer more traditional sorts), it's safe to say that our picture-perfect edifices are not formed from T-ball trophies, flawless spelling tests, or multicolored karate belts. Rather, they are built from the ground up with hopes and dreams of raising resilient children who are geared to thrive despite the stresses inherent in twenty-first-century life; of menschlich children grounded in their Judaism and their morality; of fulfilled children confident in who they are and where they belong in the big picture of life; of empowered children capable of meeting their full potential—academically and otherwise—and one day dreaming up and building their own unique versions of Camelot.

That is the reason I have written this book: to give you an instruction manual that will focus on the big picture while providing clear and specific guidelines to help you achieve it, illuminate the infinite ways that your rich Jewish heritage can help you make all of those lit-tle daily decisions that add up to what we call parenting, and serve as a parenting ally throughout the rocky grade-school years. And, of course, to give you my trademark troubleshooting tricks to help make your life easier during your castle-building process.

By the way, my Lego castles never do quite match the one on the front of the box. But they don't have to, because our children's eyes will light up at the sight of the final product whether or not we put the flags exactly where they were supposed to go, or inadvertently forgot a window or two. Just like the Torah, which can be interpreted and applied in different ways, a good instruction manual allows for flexibility. “While you are reading this book, I encourage you to pick and choose which bricks you use and the way in which you put them together.

Nu, what are you waiting for? Camelot wasn't built in a day and neither are menschlich, resilient, fulfilled, empowered twenty-first-century Jewish kids. So if you're ready, it's time to hit the bricks!
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The Mommy 500

When I was pregnant with my oldest child, Brandon, I traded in my red Mustang convertible for a beige Grand Caravan. Little did I know that this supersized vehicle would become my stock car for the Mommy 500—an eighteen-year race whose finish line is designated by acceptance letters to prestigious universities.

The first time I revved my engines in this marathon was two weeks into my maternal career, when I received a letter from an enterprise that I'll call Gymbananas. “It's never too early to begin thinking about college,” read the primary-colored flyer, which went on to list course offerings for infants ages six weeks and up. Yes, Gymbananas had a special message for me—a sleep-deprived, hor-monally challenged new mother—and it was that if I denied my baby adequate exposure to bubbles and clapping songs before he learned to roll over, I would irreparably hinder his chances of getting into Harvard. Before I could say Oy vey, I was giving a perky woman on the telephone my credit card number to secure my son's spot in the Wednesday-morning precrawler class.

I was at Brandon's kindergarten Rosh Hashanah celebration (my first official program as a grade-school parent) when it became painfully evident that my Gymbananas era had been but a leisurely practice lap along the Mommy 500 and I would now be putting my pedal to the metal.

“So what are Brandon's fall extracurriculars?” asked the mother sitting next to me in the apples and honey corner.

“He's playing soccer. What about Jeremy?” I replied, following Mommy etiquette to a T.

“Well, let's see,” she answered, trying (unsuccessfully) to sound nonchalant. “Jeremy's fall extracurricular sport is tennis, his fall extracurricular instrument is violin, his fall extracurricular martial art is tae kwon do, and his fall extracurricular academic is science.”

Before I could determine whether an extracurricular academic was an oxymoron, my wheels were racing. I spent the rest of the morning signing Brandon up for an array of extracurriculars, and trying to figure out how I'd managed to walk out of the kindergarten Rosh Hashanah celebration indelibly inscribed in the Book of Stress.

A Message from Bubbe

“And vy should you be inscribed in the Book of Stress?” my bubbe asked as I explained why I'd arrived so farklempt to Shabbat dinner. “If a race is making you meshuga then drop out of the race!”

She clearly doesn't get it, I thought to myself. And how could she get it? How could someone from a simpler generation even begin to understand how it feels to have everyone from Gymbananas executives to media moguls to the other moms in the carpool line reminding me that if I don't fuel my kids up with everything from pinch potting to pitching lessons, they'll be left in the dust come college application time. And then there's that whole overachievement thing. I mean I grew up at the height of the women's lib movement—raised to be strong and in charge, driven and successful. How could my ninety-five-year-old grandmother possibly see that I'd put every bit of that energy and determination into my life choices, my education, my career—and I wasn't about to drop the ball when it came to my kids?

And so I plugged ahead, dutifully devoting every afternoon and weekend to schlepping my family from activity to activity in the name of achieving perfect children (perfect defined as academically gifted, athletically exceptional, musically prodigious, socially popular, and self-esteem-saturated).

Then one day, many years and laps around the Mommy 500 track later, I had the epiphany I mentioned in the preface. It was the annual soccer registration day and my three boys and I (Baby Emma in tow) were—for the eighth year running—spending a steamy July afternoon waiting in line to ensure they made it into the most prestigious league in the area. Finally at the registrar's desk, I grabbed the applications and began filling out the elaborate forms. First Jake, then Alex, then Brandon … Wait a minute! Where was Brandon's age group?

Certain the absence of my oldest son's division was a misprint, I pointed out the mistake to the check-collecting registrar. “Sorry,” the woman told me, “Metro Soccer doesn't have a middle-school division.”

“But what am I supposed to do?” I said. “Brandon has played soccer every fall since he was three. How will he spend his Sundays?”

“My kids like the lake,” she said. “It's much less crowded in the fall. The beach isn't too far either.”

Before I could reply that going to the lake seemed like a silly waste of time that could otherwise be spent fine-tuning soccer skills, Brandon chimed in. “You know, Mom, that does sound kind of fun.”

“What sounds fun?” I asked, glancing back at the sea of anxious parents, fingers itching for those golden application forms.

“Going to the lake.”

“And the beach!” added Jake.

“Yeah!” said Alex. “I could finally use the new boogie board I got for Hanukkah two years ago!”

Suddenly, I felt myself entering a transformational spin, like Lynda Carter on the old Wonder Woman TV show, fueled by the realization that the check-collecting registrar—and Brandon, Alex, and Jake—were absolutely right. It would be fun to spend Sunday afternoons at the lake rather than at the soccer field for a change. In fact it would be more than fun, it would be positively liberating.

I could finally see that I'd been paralyzed by the inflated expectations of our overachieving, anxiety-filled culture; that I'd been basing the decisions I made for my children on what other people thought rather than on what I knew in my heart to be true. I at last understood that my ultimate goal in parenting was not to raise spelling bee champions, prom queens, and soccer stars but to bring up fulfilled, resilient, empowered, menschlich kids (see preface).

With this newfound insight, I discovered the strength and courage I needed to take my bubbe's advice to heart and step out of the race for kiddie perfection. I was able to ease up on the pressure, scale back the extracurriculars, and begin enjoying my children for who they were today (not who I hoped they would be at high school graduation).

I'm not going to lie to you. Steering clear of the Mommy 500 has not been easy, especially with all those other racers whizzing by me on the track! But I've managed to do it, and so can you. All it takes is some good, dependable AAA roadside assistance. That's right, AAA: Accept, Avoid, Accentuate—all the tools you need to keep your family safe, grounded, and miles away from the race lights.


The Social, Emotional, and Physical Price of Achievement-Oriented Parenting

So you're still waiting for it to happen, huh? You know deep in your parent gut that dropping out of the Mommy 500 is the right thing to do for yourself and your kids, but you've yet to undergo that Wonder Woman-style tranformational spin. To start you whirling, here are some harrowing trends researchers are uncovering at alarming rates in overscheduled, stressed-out twenty-first-century kids:


	Lack of independence and self-reliance due to having virtually every aspect of their lives planned in advance by a third party


	A need for constant stimulation and an intolerance of boredom resulting from a childhood devoid of unstructured moments.


	Deteriorating parent-child relationships caused by never having time to be together without a purpose and destination.


	Loud, aggressive, or impulsive behavior resulting from excessive input and need for an emotional outlet.


	Early burnout from an overload of extracurriculars and academics.


	Increased incidence of teen suicide, drug use, eating disorders, and depression.


	Physical/psychosomatic complaints (e.g., headaches and stomachaches) caused by stress.


	Orthopedic issues (knee, joint, foot problems) linked to still-developing bodies being pushed beyond their limits via organized sports.


	Failure to notice and appreciate the simple joys of life due to spending the majority of one's childhood strapped into an SUV.






AAA Tools for Steering Clear of the Mommy 500

Accept Imperfection

If you try really hard, you might be able to remember the honeymoon period of parenting. Okay, so it may not have felt like a honeymoon—with its 3 A.M. feedings, projectile vomiting episodes, and mountains of dirty diapers—but it was. After all, during those early months of our kids' lives we could appreciate them for exactly who they were—burping, barfing, pooping, perfect little beings.

With every year that passed, however, we saw that definition of who and what our kids should be constrict a bit more. It was no longer enough for our child to be a part of a Little League team; he needed to be the star of the Little League team. It wasn't enough for him to be accepted into an exclusive private school, he needed to be at the top of the class at that exclusive private school. And before we knew it we were caught up in the blur of the Mommy 500 chasing down the very perfection we'd once found in our little one's every breath.

Speaking of breath, take a deep one, because we are about to embark on a mental journey. (And I'm giving you fair warning; it's not the kind of mental journey that will land you on a beach chair in the Caribbean sipping a piña colada.)

Think about something you really enjoy doing. No, not shopping! Something like working as a pediatrician, managing the school carnival committee, or playing tennis on a breezy spring morning. Now picture yourself taking part in this activity: how fulfilled you feel when you are successful (not necessarily “the best” kind of successful, but successful in your own terms) and how it leaves you feeling stronger, empowered, and energized. Okay, hold that image.

This time, think about something you—quite frankly—really stink at. Something you have very little, if any, desire to do. (I, for example, might think about golf. I'm lousy at golf. My three-year-old beats me at putt-putt. I find golf boring and—my apologies to my husband—a total waste of six good hours.)

Now picture yourself being forced to partake in this activity at least once every weekend and a couple of nights a week just for practice; and every time you do (here's the clincher) there is an audience watching. An audience that cheers, yells strategic pointers from the sidelines, and appears genuinely disappointed when you inevitably screw up. Now, keep that image in the forefront of your mind while we take a brief side trip to the Jewish Community Center gymnasium (where I happen to have spent the bulk of last Sunday afternoon watching my three boys play basketball).

It's the championship game in the second-grade basketball league and you are having a hard time concentrating on the game due to all the yelling. (No, not from the players, from the parents!) Here are a few of the comments you can't help but overhear in the stands:

Daniel's dad to his son:What are you doing? I showed you how to dribble the ball. Wait a minute … you're going the wrong direction!

Daniel's dad to fellow fans:You should see him, on the baseball field. He owns the baseball field!

Evan's mom:Daniel, pass the ball to Evan!

Andrew's dad[after his son scores a basket for the other team]: How could he do that? What was he thinking?

Evan's mom:Andrew, pass the ball to Evan!

Benjamin's mom to her son:Wake up out there, Benjamin!

Benjamin's mom to her fellow fans:I knew I shouldn't have let him go to his best friend's slumber party last night!

Evan's mom:Benjamin, pass the ball to Evan!

Jared's dad:Way to go, Jared! You did just what I told you to do and you

got that shot! See I told you I knew what I was talking about!

Evan's mom:Jared, pass the ball to Evan!

Finally, imagine what it feels like to be Daniel, Andrew, Benjamin, Jared or Evan—to be expected to perform masterful basketball moves in front of a whole bunch of people when all you really want to do is play around with your friends on the court and eat a yummy snack afterward. Think about what it must be like to have your stomach all scrunched up in knots because you just let down Mom, Dad, and Coach … again.

Okay, now it's time for some Yom Kippur-caliber self-reflection.

Do you find it a bit ironic that we parents have no problem whatsoever accepting our own weaknesses and imperfections? I, for example, am completely at peace with the fact that while I may be an effective writer, I would make a terrible accountant. You've probably come to terms with the reality that you don't stand a chance in an Olympic pole-vaulting competition. If we can accept these truths for ourselves, why can't we do the same for our kids? Maybe our child is an average math student. No learning disabilities, just not particularly adept at crunching numbers. Does that mean she needs twice-a-week tutoring after school every week? How many lessons in pole vaulting do you think it would take to shape you into Olympic gold medal material?

There's no better time than right now, my fellow former Mommy 500 racers, to grant our children their God-given right to be good at some things and downright lousy at others. To give ourselves permission to take pride in our kids even if they are shy, klutzy, and average. There's no better time than right now to remember what it feels like to rejoice in our children's utterly imperfect perfection.

Avoid the Self-Esteem Parenting Trap

For all intents and purposes, the modern parental psyche exists in a chronic state of contradiction. On one hand it has us obsessively pushing our kids toward a societally driven definition of perfection. On the other it has us dousing them with empty accolades in an attempt to convince them they've already achieved it.

I know what you're thinking: “What could be wrong with boosting a child's self-esteem? Doesn't my little bubbeleh need to feel good about himself?

Of course we want our children to feel good about themselves! But creating a parentally fabricated reality by misleading our kids about their performance and abilities (i.e., You are the smartest boy in the whole school! You are the greatest soccer goalie ever!) is not a viable means of achieving this objective. In fact it's liable to have just the opposite effect.

Take the case of Hannah, a precious second-grader I once had the privilege of teaching. Hannah was quick as a wink, sharp as a tack, and cute as a button. She was also a dreadful artist. Every bunny she drew turned out like a blob, she smeared all her stick figures, and she couldn't color in the lines to save her life. But at home—thanks to her mother's fear that learning the truth about her shortcomings might cause irreparable damage to her self-esteem—Hannah learned she was a gifted artist. Each time Hannah's mother praised her blobs and extolled her stick figures, Hannah's self-esteem went soaring (wouldn't yours if you could so effortlessly produce such artistic masterpieces?).

One day in class, Hannah joined a group of students in putting together a presentation about toucans. Although capable of writing a killer paragraph, Hannah insisted on being the group's designated artiste, promising to adorn the poster with the same lovely birds that were plastered all over her refrigerator at home. But when the other members of the group returned from doing toucan research in the library and saw the rainbow-beaked blobs Hannah had smeared across their poster submission, they were horrified (and told her so). Hannah was heartbroken, and the self-esteem that Hannah's mother had painstakingly worked to heighten was history.

In her famous song “Al Kol Eleh” Naomi Shemer, Israel's late beloved songwriter, wrote of the inseparability of the honey and the bee sting. In order to enjoy the sweetness of the honey, we must also accept the pain of the bee sting. All parents want their kids to feel confident, but as Hannah's story demonstrates, shielding our kids from their shortcomings by creating a parentally fabricated reality only sets them up for future disappointment.

Hannah's mother would have served her daughter far better by acknowledging that everyone has strengths and weaknesses and praising her creativity and determination, rather than her artistic prowess.

Each and every child has wonderful things to offer. Our job as Jewish parents is not to earn ourselves a spot in the Winner's Circle at the Mommy 500 by raising kids who are universally talented—or at least believe they are thanks to buckets of empty praise. It's to help our children discover and nurture their true strengths, facing up to their limitations while they're at it. We can rest assured that when they do, their self-esteem will—at long last—legitimately go soaring.

Accentuate Your Child's Unique Set of Gifts

The final third of our AAA formula is by far the most fun of the three. After all, while the previous two discussions focused largely on coming to terms with what our children can't do, this one is all about enjoying what they can do! The following suggestions for creating an environment that accentuates your kids' unique array of talents and gifts can help illuminate their essential place and purpose in God's universe.

Redefine success. Getting A's and scoring soccer goals aren't the only ways kids can be successful. Studying extra hard for a spelling quiz (even if it only yields a B) and supporting teammates during a game should be considered equally (if not more) valuable. By expanding the narrow societal definition of achievement, we open a world of possibilities in which to uncover our children's true gifts.

Walk a few blocks in their sneakers. We parents expect our children to fit into our world—to sit quietly at restaurants and keep their shirts tucked in at synagogue. But rarely do we take the time to familiarize ourselves with their world. By making an effort to experience life from our kids' perspective—whether it means sitting with our daughter through her 800th viewing of the Disney Channel tween cult movie High School Musical or asking our son to give us a tutorial in Pokémon card trading basics—we come to understand and appreciate our children in a brand-new light.

Take an extracurricular siesta. While extracurricular activities in moderation (more on this in Chapter 6, “Extra, Extra, Extracurric-ulars”) can play an important role in our children's lives, an occasional season-long siesta from organized activity affords us the opportunity to spend time with our children in a comfortable and relaxed way. Let your kids take turns deciding how to spend your newfound family time by planning activities that reflect their individual interests (e.g., biking, Rollerblading, tie-dying T-shirts, or making family friendship bracelets).

Hang out with them. Sure it seems embarrassingly obvious, but given the pace of modern family life, we rarely get around to just cuddling up on the couch with the kids and jabbering about nothing. Our children are only five once, or six or seven or eight … Before long they'll consider hanging out with Mom right up there with wearing saddle shoes on the uncool scale. So seize the opportunity to snuggle when you can (and no sneaking in trips to the laundry room!).
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Weathering the Storms of Yetzer Hara

Do you remember the old Calgon commercial? You know, the one where a stressed-out suburban mom who's up to her eyeballs in mouthy, misbehaving kids yells, “Calgon, take me away!” and miraculously lands herself in a luxurious bathtub flanked with candles and flowers? It doesn't work. Even the most desperate primal scream you can muster won't land you in a Calgon bathtub. But I'll bet you already knew that, because you've probably tried it too. After all, disciplinary struggles are as sure a part of the parenting experience as Cheerios and Pampers.

This is not to say, of course, that children are inherently horrible. They're precious, delicious, and wondrous! But they can also be unruly, defiant, and nerve-racking. Still, if we were being perfectly honest we'd have to admit that we don't really want our children to be as docile and tranquilizing as a Calgon bath. I mean, there's nothing exhilarating or rewarding about shaping a perfectly round bath bead into a perfectly round bath bead! Part of the thrill and challenge of parenting is taking a child who is oozing with what the Talmudic rabbis referred to as yetzer hara, or impulse for evil, and helping him or her grow into an independent thinker with the confidence, backbone, and sense of right and wrong to make appropriate behavioral choices.

How exactly do we facilitate such a monumental metamorphosis? By following the lead of a worthy parenting role model. No, I'm not talking about Dr. Phil! I'm talking about a botanical wonder known as the palm tree.

A palm tree! You may be thinking. Now you've totally lost me. How could a kitchy plant that adorns cocktail napkins at seedy beachfront bars help me get my kids to behave and make wise moral choices?

It is true that in recent years the palm tree has been typecast as a backdrop for partying and sipping piña coladas. But there's so much more to this remarkable plant than plastic leis and hula skirts. In fact, when it comes to weathering the nasty storms of yetzer hara, the palm is the shining star of the forest.

What gives the palm tree this remarkable record of resilience in the face of blustery behavior? As I see it, the secret lies in two of its defining characteristics: unfailing flexibility and embrace of derech eretz. In the remainder of this chapter I'll elaborate on both these highly effective storm survival strategies, and outline how they can help you gracefully ride out the storms of yetzer hara that inevitably lie ahead for your grove.

Palm Tree Storm Survival Strategy #1: Flexibility

Objective: Empowered, adaptable, reasonable children

Shortly following the birth of my first child, a friend gave me a piece of advice that I've used every day of my life since. It goes like this: When it comes to parenting, it's either bend or break, baby! The palm tree knows this truth as well. When hurricane-force winds roll through, it doesn't remain absolutely rigid. It opts instead for the flexible route, bending in the direction of the storm, but never surrendering to it.

Generally speaking, the storms of yetzer hara that most obviously call for parental flexibility fall under two umbrellas: circumstantial storms and power struggle storms. What do ya say we put on our galoshes and go splash around in each of them?

The Circumstantial Storm

During the circumstantial storm, our child's unruliness comes not from within, but from an extremely frustrating or annoying situation that has upset him or her.

The precursor to a circumstantial behavioral storm might be a three-hour traffic jam that prompts our kids to play a round of tackle football in the back of the SUV, or a nasty cold that hurls our normally easygoing daughter into meltdown mode over a few spilled Rice Krispies. It could be a never-ending runway delay that has our son rolling up and down the aisle like a giant kishke, or the last-minute cancellation of a Cheetah Girls concert that leaves our daughter in a foul mood to beat the band.

The purpose of parental flexibility during a circumstantial storm may be summed up in two words—damage control. Take the following example:

After referring to 14 different Best Family Resorts in the World lists and scouring the Internet and travel guidebooks for months, you've booked the ultimate family escapade at a blissful Caribbean resort. Your week in paradise promises activities galore for your fun-seeking crew, from water-skiing to parasailing to swimming with the dolphins. You've even gone so far as to enroll your kids in a two-day tennis camp so you can spend quality time with your spouse sipping frozen daiquiris poolside.

Unfortunately, even rose-colored sunglasses can't keep the storm clouds at bay, and the minute your plane lands on the runway, the skies open up like the Red Sea in the Book of Exodus. Suddenly, your fantasy of spending a week of paradise in the Caribbean sun with one big happy family gives way to the reality of spending a week of torrential weather in a claustrophobic hotel room with a band of restless natives.

If you crack like a rigid oak when you meet with such literal and metaphorical stormy weather, you can bet your kids will follow suit. But if you can manage to make like a palm tree and bend in the blustery winds, you'll keep the sopping situation from taking its toll on your children's behavior and your sanity.

Sure, it's not parasailing, but by putting that three-hundred-dollar-a-night hotel room to good use as a venue for a family charades marathon (interspersed with a round or two of the quiet game) you sidestep a behavioral blowout while enjoying a perk that promises to last longer than two free rounds of golf: the replacement of your pulverized fantasy of the picture-perfect family vacation with something really worth fantasizing about—an image of your children many years from now, once again stuck in a torrential downpour in a Caribbean resort, showing your grandchildren how a bit of flexibility can turn lemons into luscious lemon daiquiris.

The Power-Struggle Storm

Remember when our little bubbeleh spoke her very first sentence? “Me read book” seemed worthy of a bat-mitzvah-caliber celebration. But somewhere over the next half decade or so, that same bubbeleh learned to string together sentences like “You can't make me read that book!!!” which sounded more like giant cymbals being pounded together by Godzilla than music to our ears. Such are the seeds of the power-struggle storm—a surge of turbulent behavior that originates not with an unfortunate circumstance but with your child's torrential attitude. Fortunately, a bit of parental flexibility can mitigate the impact of even the most tempestuous of power struggles.

Take the following, ahem, hypothetical situation:

It's Game 4 of the World Series between the Red Sox and the Cardinals and Boston is poised to win the title for the first time in eighty-six years. Our ten-year-old—let's just call him Alex for argument's sake—is an ardent Boston fan who just happens to have a major math test the next day. It's already 9:30 (an hour after Alex usually crawls into bed amid the Red Sox banners, bobble heads, and autographed baseballs) and he's yet to crack open his math book. When we not so subtly suggest that he Tivo the game as he had done for the rest of the pennant race, number crunch for fifteen minutes, and then march his red-socked feet up to bed, he looks at us as if we'd suggested he clean the bathroom with his toothbrush and flat out refuses to budge off the couch.

Do we take the inflexible approach, grabbing the remote control from under the pillow where our baseball-obsessed son has futilely tried to hide it, push the off button, and command him to hit the books pronto? Do we go to the opposite extreme and immediately tumble to his demands? Or do we channel our inner palm tree, letting our son stay up to watch his beloved team finish out the Series under the condition that he wake up extra early the next morning to practice long division?

True, opting for the latter approach may leave our son a tad tired the next day, but he's bound to be no worse for wear in the long run. Besides, in being flexible, we've given him something far more valuable than a good night's sleep—the empowering message that his mom respects and understands just how important that game truly is to him, and that he has the ability (within limits) to make a difference.

Clearly, we should explain to our little Boston fan that he should not expect such leniency until next time the Sox make it to the Series, but chances are he already knows our flexibility is the result of an extenuating circumstance. Besides, if we want our kids to be flexible and accommodate our requests, we must occasionally be flexible and accommodate theirs.

Okay, you may be thinking, I see the point about allowing our child to watch his favorite team win the World Series, but does being a flexible palm tree mean giving in to my kids' every whim and fancy?

Of course not—we aren't trying to raise Green Monsters, here!

What we must understand about the palm tree is that while it may be unfailingly flexible, it's no pushover. To the contrary, the palm tree is a tree with a spine! (In fact, the lulav we shake during the annual Sukkot march around the synagogue that's meant to represent our spines is actually part of a palm tree!) The palm's strength in the face of the storms of yetzer hara lies in its ability to achieve an intricate balance between firmness and flexibility—just enough give to keep from toppling over, just enough might to remain rooted in its resolve.

Here's a more everyday example, to illustrate how the firmness/ flexibility tactic can help us weather power struggles in a more run-of-the-mill scenario:

Our six-year-old's room looks like a tornado blew through, but it's our in-laws who are actually due to blow through in a few short hours. When we ask our daughter to clean up the damage immediately, she responds with a sassy “You can't make me!”

Do we emphatically reply, “Don't you dare talk to me like that, young lady—you are in major trouble!” and proceed to cancel tomorrow's playdate as retribution? Do we try the strategy we read in that parenting magazine last week and repeat the request over and over again until our willful daughter submits? Or do we offer to let her finish playing her game before getting started on the mess, requiring the task be completed within a reasonable time frame? (Knowing, of course, it means we'll have to devote the next ten minutes to hanging out in her room and enforcing our edict.)

The latter suggestion shows our willingness to compromise without compromising our authority. If she doesn't follow through on her end of the bargain, a consequence is certainly in order, but it needs to be directly linked to the crime. Instead of randomly canceling our daughter's plans, we can tell her that she will not be allowed to have a playdate until she cleans her room. That way we remain firm with our request, impose a reasonable consequence, and leave her feeling empowered all the while.

The Tevye Rule

A critical point regarding the all-important palm tree attribute of flexibility is that there are certain situations that are not appropriate venues for flexible parental boundaries—ever. Safety and morality, for example, should never be sacrificed in the name of flexibility. And then there is what I call the “Tevye Rule” based on the classic Sholem Aleichem character in Fiddler on the Roof.

As you may recall, Tevye, the tradition-loving milkman, assumes that his daughters will be eager to employ the services of the village matchmaker when they prepare to marry. His daughters, however, being modern Anatevka girls, have different plans—one by one asking their papa to bless their personal choices of husband material.

Tzeitel, the oldest daughter, is the first to throw the fiddler off balance when she informs her father of her wishes to marry Motel the tailor. Tevye reasons:


On one hand, what kind of match would that be for my Tzeitel, with a
poor tailor? On the other hand, he's an honest hard worker.



Tevye goes back and forth in this fashion—from hand to hand to hand to hand—until he agrees to bend the rules and offer his blessing to Tzeitel and Motel.

A similar scene plays out when Tevye again wills himself to bend his paternal boundaries and offer daughter number two his blessing in her marriage to the revolutionary student. But when Tevye's youngest daughter goes off and gets hitched by a priest to a Russian youth and asks for her father's postmarital blessing, the milkman passionately announces, “This time there is no other hand!”

Every parent has areas that offer no room for fudging and only you know exactly what yours are. What I will say here is this: if in your efforts to be flexible, you find that you've run out of hands, consider it a message from your inner Tevye that in this particular situation, the oak approach is the way to go.


Jewish Parent 911

Using Flexibility to Steer Your Kids Toward Good Behavioral Choices

Pick your battles. If you argue with your kids over every small potato, it will be harder to get them to cooperate in the case of a fully loaded spud. By limiting your demands to those that really matter, you'll significantly up the odds of your kids heeding them.

Stick to your guns. When you do put your foot down, don't give in. Tell your child that whether he asks you once or he asks you a hundred times your answer is going to be the same, so he may as well save you both the trouble and stop asking now.

Set a timer. Rather than demanding that your child start her homework “this very second” or else, set a timer to go off in ten minutes and tell her she can begin her homework anytime between now and then. If she fails to comply, be prepared to impose a reasonable consequence.



Palm Tree Storm Survival Strategy #2: Embrace Derech Eretz Objective: Independent, menschlich,self-disciplined children

The Talmudic Laws of Derech Eretz

When Brandon was in first grade, he returned home one day in a huff about a new boy at school. Although Brandon had yet to officially meet this new kid, word on the blacktop had it he was a bonafide brownnoser! How else could you explain why all the teachers were bragging about him?

“Do you know this boy's name?” I asked my son.

“It's Derek,” Brandon seethed, “Derek Eretz.”

Derek Eretz, Brandon's teacher informed me, was actually derech eretz, a Hebrew phrase that translates literally as “the way of the land,” but is most commonly associated with the act of showing polite, respectful, and thoughtful behavior to people and the environment. Just prior to Derek's debut, it turns out, my son's Jewish day school kicked off a formal educational program drawn from the Tal-mudic laws of derech eretz.

Upon hearing this news, I could swear I was being doused with Calgon bath waters. Not because Brandon would never have to worry about meeting Derek Goody-Two-Shoes Eretz in the flesh, but because I knew that from that point forward, my husband and I were not alone in our quest to civilize our children. We had just discovered a formidable parenting ally, and his name was Derek Eretz.

Okay, so maybe the Talmudic laws of derech eretz were written a couple of thousand years ago. But that doesn't mean they're obsolete. To the contrary, they're timeless rules of decency—written in the context of Jewish values—that are just as relevant today as ever before. And the best part is we didn't write them. So the next time our child gripes over having to visit Great-aunt Gertrude in the nursing home, we simply explain that showing respect for the elderly is a prime rule of derech eretz, and if she has a problem, she can take it up with the Talmudic rabbis!

In the Talmudic laws of derech eretz we twenty-first-century parents have far more than a collection of antiquated rules of etiquette. We have a parenting ally with a multimillennial track record of success, a blueprint for raising respectful, self-disciplined, menschlich kids, and a Jewish
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