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“And how about you, Shira? Who reads 

you a bedtime story and tucks you in at 

night?”

“Siyasonga.”

(Circle time at a nursery school near you.)

ALL KIDDING ASIDE, MANY OF US ACTUALLY 

have fond memories of the special nan-

nies that are a positive presence in our 

lives growing up in South Africa. Look-

ing back, they enhanced the love and 

care – and plenty of bedtime stories – 

we got from our mothers and fathers. 

On the contrary, when handled correct-

ly, the availability of domestic help in 

our society can allow parents greater 

and deeper hands-on connection with 

their children.

The above anecdote is meant merely 

to illustrate that many ‘teachers’ are in-

volved in raising our children together 

with us. This mentor list is actually quite 

long when you stop to think about it. 

Our children are enmeshed in a family, a 

school, a community, as well as in a 

multifaceted ‘global village’. All of these 

influences have their part to play, both 

positive and otherwise. Part of effective 

parenting is giving our children the tools 

to manage these diverse sources of 

values in a healthy way.

SIGNIFICANT OTHERS

Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish, in their 

classic book: How to Talk So Kids Will 

Listen & Listen So Kids Will Talk, speak 

about the importance of encouraging 

children to expand their horizons by 

seeking resources outside of the home. 

This contributes to the development of 

autonomy, what we like to call ‘giving 

them wings’. It’s also a great de-stresser 

for parents to recognise they don’t have 

to be ‘all things’ to their children. There 

is so much they can gain from the ‘sig-

nificant others’ in their lives. 

On a personal note, my wife and I have 

often reflected on the positive impact 

these ‘others’ have had on our own chil-

dren’s lives. There was the fun grade seven 

teacher, who made Torah come alive for 

one of our less enthusiastic sons. There 

was the encouraging ballet teacher who 

built up our daughter, though she wasn’t 

destined to be a Prima ballerina. And, of 

course, there have been precious relation-

ships with grandparents and siblings.

But, having so many ‘windows’ open 

on our children’s ‘screen’ at the same 

time can be challenging as well as re-

warding. Even loving family and 

friends, whom we view as positive role 

models, may have their own way of do-

ing things that will not be in perfect 

sync with our own vision and values.

A SCARY EXERCISE

Imagine a couple with young children, fi-

nally getting around to writing up a Last 

Will and Testament (gulp!). Now imag-

ine the panic they experience when they 

are forced to decide which one of these 

loving outsiders should be awarded cus-

tody of their children, in the event of the 

unthinkable. Would granny be too strict 

with their ‘out-of-the-box’ daughter 

whom she perceives as just spoiled? 

Would the uncle’s family in America be 

too cold or too permissive? This chilling 

scenario is admittedly extreme, but it il-

lustrates that even those closest to us 

may have parenting styles and values 

very different than our own.

SYNERGY

These differences are always going to be 

at play in normal extended family inter-

actions. They can either be looked at as 

conflicts or celebrated as potentials for 

synergy. The late Stephen Covey, in his 

Seven Habits of Highly Effective Families, 

illustrated how the conflictive strengths 

and perspectives of family members can 

work in tandem to create a healthy fami-

ly culture.

Covey asked: “What would a jazz band 

sound like if all of the musicians were 

playing sweet saxophones only and there 

were no dark bass notes and no harsh 

drums to establish the beat?” True har-

mony can only be achieved when dispa-

rate elements are harnessed together pro-

ductively. In families, the strictness of a 

grandmother can provide a firm base for 

a child whose home environment is full of 

love but lacking in structure. Or an un-

derstanding older sister can provide a lis-

tening ear for a teenager struggling with 

‘rules, rules, rules’. Again, as in a jazz 

band, every member has his part to play.

Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner, z”l, used to 

say the greatness of ‘shalom’ – peace/
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harmony – derives from the successful 

management of conflict. Shalom bayit – 

harmony in the home – then, is true 

convergence rather than merely the ab-

sence of divergence.

But, as Covey is quick to point out, 

this convergence only works when all of 

the instruments are pulling together. 

There’s room for solos, but only within 

the context of the composition. The 

trouble starts when our children’s ‘teach-

ers’ are in opposition to our values. Our 

little disciples, then, begin resembling 

the legendary Pushmi-Pullyu (push me, 

pull you) of Dr Doolittle fame.

THE BLOB

This brings us to the greatest teacher of 

them all: the media, in all its manifold 

forms. When I utter the ‘m’ word, I am 

immediately reminded of ‘The Blob’, 

the star of the 50s sci-fi horror classic 

of the same name. The plot of the mov-

ie is straightforward. A meteor crashes 

outside a sleepy small town somewhere 

in America. As it is cracked open, the 

Blob emerges and begins consuming ev-

erything and everyone aground, and 

grows bigger with each new morsel. 

Now we have ‘The Blog’ – we just have 

to change one letter!

With greater and greater rapidity, the 

values of our children are being shaped 

by persuaders, consciously and subcon-

sciously. Sexual axioms and mores that 

have enjoyed almost universal accep-

tance for centuries and even millennia 

have been discarded after just a couple 

of decades of militant Hollywood as-

sault. Similarly, the constant exposure to 

biased news media has created the pain-

ful spectre of our own Jewish youth join-

ing in the delegitimisation of Israel.

The Blob has hatched. Our outdated 

20th century weapons will merely skid 

off its slimy tentacles. As 21st century 

parents, we must develop strategies to 

help our children manage their engage-

ment with it. The first step in that pro-

cess is to increase our awareness of how 

the media is succeeding in usurping our 

rightful role as the primary mentors of 

our children, our disciples. JL
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