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Parenting with Perseverance Part 2 

Delivered by Rabbi Noah Arnow on May 25, 2013 

 

 Our topic this morning is “Parenting with Perseverance.”   

First, a reminder.  As you look for resources about parenting, one place I’ve found 

very helpful to turn is our own library here at Beth El, which is stocked with an entire cart 

of books about parenting, including books about parenting children of all different ages, 

grand-parenting, and talking to kids about God, sex, death and dying.  And our librarian, 

Amy Kaplan is a wonderful resource for all things bookish!   

Getting back to parenting with perseverance.  I was thinking about what 

perseverance really is.  Perseverance means sticking with something, even when it’s hard.  

That parenting isn’t easy, and requires perseverance is, I think self-evident.  Parenting 

children, and especially young children, is exhausting, emotionally and physically.  And 

research has proven this!  Studies trying to evaluate happiness find that while interacting 

with our kids is very satisfying, caring for our children is among the least pleasurable 

activities—slightly worse than housework, but slightly better than commuting or a job.   

 And as a parent of three children under six, I know there are times when I lose my 

patience, when I cannot play one more game of Candy Land, when I cannot make a seventh 

piece of cinnamon toast, when I cannot tuck a child back into bed for the sixth time in as 

many minutes.  But parenting with perseverance can also mean helping children with 

homework, constant reminding, advocating at school for a special needs child over and 

over and over, or taking care of adult children or grandchildren who need you.  Think for a 

moment about the many ways that you have parented with perseverance.     

 I want to share a story with you that I think gets to some important issues about 

perseverance in parenting—for both parents of young children as well as parents whose 

children are grown.   

The story, from the midrash (on Psalms 92:13), is told about a man who made out 

his will with the following provision: my son shall not inherit anything of mine until he acts 

as a fool.  Two rabbis go to their teacher, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korcha, to get an opinion 

about this provision.  When they peek into Rabbi Yehoshua’s house, they see him crawling 

on his hands and knees, with a reed sticking out of his mouth, and being pulled along by his 

child.  Seeing him thus, they discreetly leave, but they come back later and ask him about 

the provision in the will.  He laughs and says, “As you live, this business you ask about—

acting the fool—happened to me a little while ago.”  Hence the aphorism, “When a man 

looks on his children, his joy makes him act like a fool.”   

 The simple moral of the story seems to be that it’s ok and even encouraged for 

parents to be silly with their kids.  And this is true for parents, grandparents, great-

grandparents, aunts, uncles, babysitters, or anyone taking care of young kids.  This is 

something we know, nowadays, whereas in previous generations I could imagine some 

parents taking themselves too seriously to engage in silliness with kids.  And research has 
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found that playing is how young children learn.  But even when we know it’s ok and good, 

it’s so hard as adults to really let ourselves go, to be silly, to play, physically and 

emotionally.  We’re busy, we’re exhausted, we don’t want to get our nice clothes dirty, we 

get bored easily, we’re not so creative, there are a million and one excuses with which we 

can placate ourselves and rationalize why we don’t get on the floor and play with kids, why 

we don’t let them lead us around crawling with a reed pipe in our mouth.   

 But there’s a broader lesson here too—at whatever stage we are in our lives, putting 

aside everything else and just being present is crucial, it’s really health to play and not take 

ourselves too seriously all the time.   

 But the story also contains another example of parenting with perseverance, and 

about this example I am more ambivalent.  It seems that the father who wrote the will is 

trying to get his son to be a more playful parent himself.  And the way he’s doing that is 

through financial incentive.  The goal here is wonderful—grandparents, by definition, have 

decades more experience parenting than their children do.  And they have so much 

wonderful advice to share.  In one sense, what it means to parent with perseverance means 

to continue parenting your children even when they are no longer children, even when 

they have their own children.   

 But this also can be very tricky.  There is nothing a parent likes less than being told, 

“He’s too hot!” or, “She’s too cold!”  It’s very difficult to give advice that does not edge into 

the realm of unwelcomed criticism.  We all know how it feels to be on the receiving end.  

One kind of approach to this challenge is for a conversation about ground rules.  A few 

months ago, one woman in a class I was teaching said something like, “I told my daughter-

in-law that I will feel free to give her advice, but she should feel completely free to ignore or 

disregard it—I can’t stop myself from saying it, but I recognize that she’s the parent of the 

child now, not me.”  To be able to say this, and really mean it, and have it understood as 

being sincere, is not easy or even always possible.   

 Parenting with perseverance from the perspective of the grandparent means 

offering suggestions in constructive, non-critical ways, and not being huffy if your 

suggestions are ignored.  Parenting with perseverance for the young parent means 

listening to the grandparent and recognizing that you still have something to learn about 

parenting.   

 But the way it happens in the story, with the grandfather manipulating his son with 

money, through an inheritance, strikes me as misguided.  Sometimes what it means to 

parent with perseverance means knowing when to hold your tongue.   

 One of the hardest things for a parent to do is to step back, to not say anything, to let 

a child, whether small or grown, figure something out alone, maybe fail, and learn from 

mistakes.  This too is a kind of perseverance.  As Ecclesiastes says, “For everything there is 

a time, a time for silence and a time for speaking.”  Recognizing the times for silence and 

actually being silent as a parent is parenting with perseverance.   
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 Think for a moment—what are the ways in which your own parenting requires 

more perseverance?   

Flowing from the story of playing the fool, here are some of my own, personal 

interpretations of what parenting with perseverance means: 

 Parenting with perseverance means parenting even when there are other things to 

do.  

 Parenting with perseverance means putting aside your own needs for the needs of 

another.  

 Parenting with perseverance means playing “harder” and sillier than is easy for us.   

 Parenting with perseverance means considering ourselves parents always, even 

when our children have grown up.   

 Parenting with perseverance means taking advice from all corners to become a 

better parent.   

 Parenting with perseverance means knowing when to have the strength and 

wisdom to hold our tongues, and not win the battle yet lose the war.   

May we all have the strength, the wisdom, the courage and the perseverance to be more 

consistently the parents we want to be, the parents we know we can be, the parents our 

children need.   


