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To my son Mendy,

on the occasion of your Bar Mitzvah.

May you grow to be a man who

uses words to inspire the world,

and change it for the better.
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PROLOGUE


WHY CANT I GET MY CHILD TO LISTEN?

WHY DO I HAVE TO REPEAT EVERYTHING?

WHY DOES EVERY CONVERSATION
END IN AN ARGUMENT?






In my life as a family counselorand on my family and parenting TV show, Shalom in the HomeI am approached constantly by parents looking for help with their children. It is a request I take very seriously; as a father of eight, I know how hard it can be to feel youve tried everything you can think of, to wonder whether youre being too indulgent or too harsh, too distant or too intrusive. Some parents are convinced that theres something wrong with them; others worry that theres something wrong with their kids. I remember one couple who joked, painfully, about their devil daughtera child who opted to do wrong at every turn.

This book is based on two fundamental ideas. The first is that there are no bad children and no deliberately bad parentsbut that sometimes, despite the best of intentions on both sides, there can be really bad relationships between parents and their children. The second is that, as parents, we must do everything we can to save those relationships, to reach out and communicate with our children. Because it is only by talking to themreally talking to themthat we can create an environment of inspiration and change.

That, then, is the purpose of this book: to inspire parents to find creative ways to communicate with their increasingly uncommunicative kids.

That is our fundamental job as parentsto take our children to the mountaintop; to become a source of knowledge, guidance, and inspiration; to help our children craft, shape, and mold their own charactersyet it remains the most neglected aspect of parenting. To the extent that we do speak to our kids at all, its usually limited to set-piece conversations about the birds and the bees, say, or about the perils of drug abuse, and while those conversations are, of course, important, their limited repertoire would hardly constitute a real dialogue with our kids.

Parents always ask me, Why cant I get my child to listen? Why do I have to repeat everything? Why does every conversation end in an argument? And my answer is simple: You are taking the wrong approach.


The job of the parent is not to impose his or her will on the child, but to get the child to listen to his or her own inner voice. Inspiration, not just prescription.

I can trace the idea for this book back to my long-ago days as a camp counselor, when I discovered that my principal function was to inspire the kids under my care. I soon realized that if I failed to find an outlet for their creative energies they would get into all sorts of mischief. Since I didnt want to spend my days playing traffic cop and peacekeeper, which is entirely reactionary and utterly lacking in inspiration, I tried to find creative ways to engage them. With a little workchallenging hikes, unusual games, unique adventuresI not only managed to keep them out of trouble, but to engage their minds, to make them come alive.

The Talmud says: Idleness breeds sinfulness. When you have nothing to do, you do what you ought not to do. Well, the Talmud is right.

That same approach can be applied to parenting. The parent who inspires his or her children is generally the most successful parent. But how does one inspire a child, especially in this day and age, when we hardly have enough time for ourselves? Inspiring people, lifting them up, is hard work, and it seems to require great storehouses of energy. Then again, perhaps it isnt as difficult as it appears. You might start by taking a closer look at yourself and your own values. When I did that, I had to come to terms with the fact that I was largely illiterate of the cultural arts, and that I would be unable to teach my children much about music, dance, opera, or ballet. On the other hand, there were many things I did know about, and I exposed my children to those: love of God, love of reading, love of history, love of nature, love of people, love of family. In sharing these passions with my kids, I may not have produced perfect children, but I can assure you that they dont lack for inspiration, and that they are rarely ever bored.

That alone has freed me from being a reactive parent, which seems to be the norm in most households these days. Your kid is drawing on the wall, you grab the crayons and stop him. Watching too much TV? You angrily turn off the set. Doesnt want to go bed? You raise your voice and send him running. Alas, that approach is fundamentally flawed. If you focus solely on crafting and shaping and molding your children, you will raise kids who are trying to become what they think Mom and Dad want them to become, not what they themselves would like to be. Or, worse, youll raise angry young rebels. But if you stop being so reactionary, and if you take the time to be proactive, you can teach the child to find his own way, and to listen to his own, unique, inner voice.

>>

That is the purpose of these 10 Conversations: to help you put your child in touch with his own heart so that he will be prepared for the all-important questions: What kind of person do I want to be? Do I want to be a good person or a bad person? Do I want to be selfless or selfish? Will I bring light into the world, or will I compound its darkness? Will I live life in the shallows, or will I engage its mysteries and plumb its depths?

In a phrase, these conversations are about becoming a person.

In the book of Psalms (127), David describes the parent as a quiver and the child as an arrow. Long after the arrow has left the bow, its trajectory is shaped by the bow. Have you imparted to your child the inspiration that will have him traveling along a righteous path? Have you given your child the tools he needs to face the world? Are you fulfilling your role as a source of guidance and inspiration? Are your kids turning into the kinds of kids you hoped they would become?

When people meet my kids, they always tell me how nice they are, but my kids are not nice in a boring, goody-two-shoes sense. They argue, fight among themselves, and sometimes get reprimanded by teachers for not working hard enough at school. On the other hand, they do have a certain maturity that many kids lack, and this is what people notice about them. When we have large groups of guests for dinner, which we do almost every Friday night for the Jewish Sabbath, my kids will sit at the table and actively engage the adults in conversation. They do so because they are genuinely interested in hearing what people have to say and have already, at an early age, formed strong opinions on a plethora of subjects, and Id like to think that my wife and I had a little something to do with this. We have tried to teach our children to be curious about people and about life, to ask questions, to probe deeper. In short, we have tried to inspire in them a hunger for livingfor the sheer mystery of being alive. And weve done this by talking to our kids, really talking to them.

Indeed, if my kids do something wrong, rather than just getting upset about itwhich I do from time to timeI have trained myself to see it as an opportunity to initiate a conversation. Sure, bad behavior invites punishment and discipline. But it also calls for an attempt to inspire.

That, then, is the focus of these 10 Conversations: to help you, the parent, learn to communicate effectively with your child; to light the way; to be a beacon of inspiration; to really talk to them. As you read this book, and allow yourself to be influenced by it, I will ask you to recognize that every experience has the potential to be turned into a conversation starter, that every experience can be distilled into goldif you simply condition yourself to see it. Whenever something happens in the course of my day, no matter how insignificant it might appear, I always look for that special moment: There it is! Thats the beginning of this evenings conversation!

These 10 Conversations are not just seminal ideas for conversations, but a guide designed to steer you toward a wholly new way of parenting. It is my firm belief that this book will help you become a more effective parent, and that in so doing you will raise children who will always reach for the highest plane.

The Talmud says: Words that emanate from the heart, penetrate the heart.

Brace yourself for wonderful changes!
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ON BECOMING A PERSON


THE QUESTION BECOMES,

WHO, NOT WHAT, DO YOU WANT TO BE?






We are all born with a desire to be goodI firmly believe thisbut it can be very challenging to be good all the time. This is particularly so for children, who are relatively new to the whole concept of goodness, and who need all the help they can get as they struggle to define it.

In our home, there is one question that is heard on almost a daily basis: Who do you want to be? The choice speaks to character, not career, and the issue is the same for all of us: Do you want to be a good person, or do you want to be a bad person?

Compared to this, every other choice in life is small potatoes. Your child could become president of the United States, he could become the wealthiest, most successful industrialist on the planet, but if he is a bad person you will have failed as a parent. And thats the power of this conversation: You need to teach your child that every choice in life is subordinate to the moral choice.

>>

Let me give you an example of how we do this at our home. One night, not long ago, I was on my way to speak at Shalva, an organization that helps parents with handicapped children. They were holding a fund-raiser in Long Island, and I was donating my time as a guest speaker because I really believe in the organization. Families are often torn asunder when they have a handicapped child, and Shalva tries to save both the child and the marriage.

I was being taken out to Long Island by a driver, a fine man Id met two or three times before, and I was sitting in back, reviewing my speech, when my cell phone rang. It was my second daughter, Chana, asking if I had time for her. I always try to make time for my kids, even when I dont have time, so I told her I had a minute or two. She plunged right in: I spoke to Mommy, and Mommy said its okay already. I want to dye my hair a bit of a darker shade of brown. Its not permanent, but I want to try it out. And I said, Well, Chana, lets talk about this when I get home. Im on my way to a charity event at the moment, and Im trying to polish my speech. And Chana said, quite forcefully, No, Tatty. Please give me an answer. Mommy said it was okay. Its not permanent.

I was distracted, and I repeated that I didnt want to get into it, telling Chana we would talk later. Not an hour later, while I was sitting at the fund-raiser, in the middle of dinner, my cell phone rang. It was Chana again, pressing me for an answer, and I was so irritated that I took the easy way out and relented. Fine, I said. If youre going to push me, and if it really isnt permanent and no big deal, go ahead and do it!

A couple of hours later, when I was on the way home, it occurred to me that the driver must be hungry. He had waited outside in the car while Id been inside the estate of a Long Island billionaire, enjoying a seven-course meal. When we finally pulled up to my home, I asked the driver if he wanted to come in for a bite to eat. At first he refused, politely, but he finally relented, admitting that he really was quite hungry, and I brought him into the house.


I found Chana at the computer, working on her homework, studying for a big test, and I asked her to go into the kitchen and prepare a little something for the driver. She heated up dinner, made him a nice salad, and waited on him. And after the driver had gone home, no longer hungry, I turned to her and told her that her hair looked nice. You really like it? she asked.

Yes, I said. Its a beautiful shade of brown, although I still prefer your natural color. But theres something more important I want to talk to you about. I indicated the chair in front of me, and we sat facing each other. Let me tell you a story about two girls. The first girl is prepared to call her father and bug him over something superficial, shallow, and self-serving, even after shes been told that he is busy preparing for an important charity event. The other girl is at home, in front of her computer, studying for an important test, but when her father asks her to prepare dinner for a hungry stranger, she does it willingly and without complaint. This second girl treats the guest as if he were a visiting dignitary, and when her father sees this he is filled with pride. It is a story of two different girls, Chana. One girl, really, but with two totally different facets. Who do you think Im talking about?

And she smiled a little and said, Me?


Thats right, I said. You have to choose, Chana. One cancels the other out. The two girls inside you will forever battle for predominance, and you have to choose: Which one of those girls do you want to be?

>>

The fact is, I know she wants to be the good girl, and thats not just a matter of opinion. All children want to be good. From time immemorial, civilization has focused much of its energy on preserving the innocence of the childthe innocence that is his birthright. Then Sigmund Freud came along, and everything he said about human development undermined the very notion of childhood innocence. Children were narcissistic and uncivilized, he suggested. They were sexual from birth. They had to be controlled. As these notions became more and more accepted in modern society, people stopped seeing children as good and innocent. Suddenly they were bent on purging their children of all of these unseemly qualities, and protecting them from corrosive, external influences. But nothing could be more absurd! Children are neither good nor bad. They are a blank slate on which we parents will do our writing.

Let me tell you another story about this all-important questionDo I want to be a good person or a bad person?this one involving my eldest daughter, Mushki. My wife Debbie is from Australia, and her parents still live there, and they dont get to see their grandchildren very often. As a result, theres a certain feeling of woundedness. They know our kids are closer to my own parents, who live here, in the United States, but that closeness is a result of geography, nothing else. Whenever they come to visit, however, about every two years, theres an initial sense of alienation and distance, and I can see it is very painful for them, and I feel it in my heart. Now, I love my mother-in-law, but she is the only child of Holocaust survivors, and she tends to be a little overprotective. I can understand the reasons for it, but my wife and I have worked hard at not being overprotective parents, and our kids have strong personalities and value their (relative) independence.

One morning, my mother-in-law went into Mushkis room and asked her to do something. Mushki found the idea a bit babyish, and they got into an argument. My mother-in-law came downstairs in tears, and it was clear that she and Mushki had had words. In our household, this is unacceptable. Our kids have been taught to respect their elders, and to respect their grandparents in particular. There are no exceptions to this rule. I could have stormed upstairs and confronted MushkiDont ever again speak to your grandmother disrespectfully! Apologize to her at once! But I didnt do that. For me, it wasnt simply disrespect, but an act of insensitivity, and I wanted my daughter to understand how she had hurt her grandmother.

I called Mushki downstairs and took her into the dining room. Look, I said, your grandmother is crying over this argument, and I want you to understand something: This goes beyond respect for your elders. This is a woman who loves you and lives very far away, and she feels this great distance between you, both geographic and emotional. And you are her first grandchild. You made her a grandmother. So when she comes here and asks you to do something, and you find it a bit babyish, do it anyway. Humor her. Being a good person is not a choice we make when its convenient. Its a choice we make even when we feel uncomfortable, or slightly degraded, by the moral choice.


My daughter said nothing, so I pressed on: Who do you want to be, Mushki? Do you want to be the kind of person who is always healing a heart, who is always mending the wounds of a broken heart, or do you want to be someone who fragments a human heart? You choose. You can be one or the other, but you cant be both. Which will it be?

I could have approached our talk somewhat differently. I could have simply asked my daughter to apologize to her grandmother, which is the common approach, but I dont think that makes for adequate parenting. That approach would have made her a passive listener. She would have obeyed, and we would have been done with it, but she would have learned nothing. Children know right from wrong. They have an innate sense of justice. What you hear from them most often is, Thats not fair! She got a bigger piece of chocolate! Or, His present cost more! Parents need to listen to that. Kids know the difference. They instinctively feel when something is fair, and when its unfair. And if they dont know it, you must help them figure it out for themselves. Telling a child how to behave is not nearly as effective as inspiring him with a sense of what he wants to be. Not do, but be. A child who is asked to think about the type of person he wants to be will begin changing on his own, without nagging and prodding. But you have to inspire him to do so.

>>

I tried this approach with one of the families that I met through my TV show, a divorced mother and her four children. The mother was completely broken by housework, aged well beyond her years by sadness and frustration, and the children did absolutely nothing to help her. I took the oldest child aside, Claire, a girl of sixteen, and engaged her in conversation. I could have told her that she was being narcissistic and selfish, and lambasted her for being a spoiled brat, but that would only have made her defensive. And even if that had somehow motivated her to begin helping around the house, she would have been doing so out of guilt, not inspiration. For me, this never works: Guilt is a terrible and unreliable motivator. It gets us to do things, but we do them without joy.

Instead, I prodded her to listen to her own inner voice, and began by asking her to describe the most painful experience of her life. She didnt even have to think about it. It was her parents divorce, she said, and its painful aftermath. My father is never around, she told me. He doesnt care about me at all.

Do you want to be like your father? I asked her.

Never, she said. He only cares about himself. Hes not a good person.

So you want to be different? You want to be a good person?

Definitely, she answered.

Do you want to be a good person more than anything else in the entire world?

Yes, she said.

Well, let me ask you this: Does a
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