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and what might be described as a parental position paper. This seems
like a significant enough event for the third in the series, though this
time, the letter does not go to you alone, Alisa, but rather, to the two of
you.

It goes to both of you, because my relation to Alisa is no longer unme-
diated. Though you, Alisa, are no less my daughter now than you ever
were, vou are a daughter whose new primary relationship will be to you,
Harold, her husband. That suggests that the areas in which it is permissi-
ble for me to nag are now greatly restricted, indeed, almost entirely
eliminated, that your home, Alisa, is elsewhere, and that this house in
which you grew up and where you will always be welcome, has become
a place to visit, a storage warehouse (although, it should be noted, for
only a finite period of time) and a laundromar that doesn’t charge quar-
ters.

That is a very hard thing to think about, much less say, particularly
inasmuch as I don’t feel ready for you to be my married daughter. It is
not that [ want to discourage you from getting married. Certainly not. I
have been a very active encourager. We all know that. It is just that I
have an unreasonable wish that first you should know as much about
what it means to be married, as I, in retrospect, now wish I had known
lo those many vears ago. I want you to know how wonderful it is and
how hard and how many things vou can do wrong and what are the
comforts vou can expect and how to muddle through when the comfort
season is a little lean. You clearly ought not get married without know-
ing these things . . . and alas, neither should I have, nor should anyone
else who also can’t be told and who has to make those discoveries alone,

It doesn’t much help me that I understand perfectly well that my con-
cerns are just a part of the inevitable war between the generations in
which parents always find their children not quite prepared for what-
ever their children believe themselves to be ready. Whether the question
is who holds the cereal spoon or when to begin using the family car, or
when to have babies, parents and children are only rarely on the same
timetable. I shall do my best to make my peace with your current inno-
cence, in the comforting knowledge that, in the first place, you are prob-
ably a lot less innocent than I was when | married and, second, like the
rest of us, you will get older.

As you spend years getting to know one another, you will learn that
one of the more curious features of the human personality is how close
virtues are to deficiencies. It is likely that you both cook toq well for
either of your long-term good. Alisa, wherever you are, there is a party,
but parties sometimes take up quite a bit of space. Also, your extraordi-
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nary ability to respond with great competence to the exigencies of the
moment does not always leave you with the resources to dole out your
formidable talents in measured fashion for more routine matters.

Harold, my congenial fellow woodsman and log splitter, some of
whose handiwork will warm this house next winter, I eyed you with all
of the suspicion uniquely and appropriately directed to the suitor of
one’s firstborn daughter. By now, you are far less a stranger than a com-
fortable and treasured member of our confusing and noisy family. While
Alisa is an expert in liveliness, you, Harold, seem to specialize in steadi-
ness; she in now, you in then. May you each corrupt each other, but only
just a little, so that you don’t lose these, your very real strengths.

You both know how to work hard. No matter what you do, that is 2
quality that will surely stand you in good stead. Neither of you appears
to view yourself as a finished product. That too, I find admirable. It has
always seemed more important to me to try to be a lamdan, one who
keeps on learning, than a talmid bhakbam, one whose learning has al-
ready arrived. Don’t let your curiosity about important things die as you
become engrossed by the routines of living. Don’t let your search for
the perfectly set table distract you from a concern for a larger vision
which will energize both your lives over the years. Your commitments
to Torah and hokbma will nourish you more than will Julia Child and
her friends. Yuppie heaven is ultimately not a very interesting place.

The Midrash assures us that making a proper match, one that will
really hold together, is as great a miracle as the splitting of the Red Sea.
If that was such a miracle in the time of our ancestors, how much greater
a miracle it must be in our own days, when many expect from marriage
so much more and invest in it so much less.

As you may have discovered already, it is either a great act of faith or
an illusion to believe that men and women are really both members of
the same species. In the face of the inevitable strains, what will serve
you best is what can only be thought of as moral resolve, your commit-
ment to stick to your marriage and make it work. That determination is
what you need more than anything else to carry you over the bumps.

Off you go on a formidable adventure together. It should be a wonder-
ful one. We, your family and friends, are very proud of you today, proud
of your qualities as Jews, as students of secular culture and as very hon-
orable menschen. And there is every reason to believe that we will be
even more proud in the course of time.

So may you go forth in joy and be led forth in peace. May the moun-
tains and the hills before you break into singing and all the trees of the
field clap their hands. Though you are two persons, there is now only
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one life before you. May you find happiness in the time to come, and
may your days be good and long upon the earth.
Your father and soon-to-be father-in-law

Thursday, January 14, 1988
Dear Alisa,

I never planned these letters as part of a package when I first started
writing them. It seems to me that this is likely to be the last of the four
I will have written you on special occasions—the last, not because there
will be no further special occasions between us, but rather, because now
the cycle is complete. (It is for that reason that I address it to you rather
than to you and Harold. 1 in no way want to minimize the profound
affection and respect 1 feel for him.)

I first wrote you when I was a young parent just about to have a new-
born and now, it is you who are a young parent about to have a new-
born. It is you who are now more or less in the situation I was in some
26 years ago, when you first surfaced. The decisions we had to make
about your life are now for you and Harold to make about your nearly
born child.

In many respects, it is a very different world today than the one into
which you were born. Politically, the 1960's were full of turmoil and
hope. We were confident that we could change the world and make it
better. It was comforting to realize that we knew who the good people
were and who were the bad ones. Now everything is much more mud-
dled and our chances of affecting the system seem much more remote.

Jewish life then was more bland, but more genial. The world around
us was so much more obviously hostile to Jews that we could not yet
afford to harass one another. Israel was a tiny country, only a few miles
wide and the Wall could only be seen in sentimental pictures of old
Jerusalem,

Digital watches and VCR’s didn’t exist. Hand-held calculators cost a
fortune and were as big as Kleenex boxes. Computers lived in large labo-
ratories at universities and didn’t come home at night. Students were
ashamed 1o tell their classmates they were going into law or medicine,
unless they claimed they were doing it to serve the poor. Teaching and
the Peace Corps were the preferred professions, and no one, simply no
one, would admit to wanting to go into business.

Into all of this, you appeared. I still remember clearly how terrified I

360

Four Letters to My Cnua

was with the thought of bringing this expensive stranger into my house
and had only the vaguest notions of what I was supposed to do with it.
In this respect, you are probably better prepared than I was. You already
seem to know what to do with babies, something I never quite learned.
I have argued that it is programmed into your feminine hardware (femi-
nine software would probably be the more felicitous phrase), but since
Harold, too, appears to know significantly more about these things than
I, an ostensibly experienced father, perhaps it is only my soft- or hard-
ware that is deficient.

In other respects, too, I think you have an advantage over me. You
seem to have fewer illusions. I was determined to be an outstanding
parent—an obviously outrageous goal. You are more likely to want to
be a good-enough parent. That is not to say you will want less for your
child than I did for you, but rather, that you may know more about the
limits of parenting than I did. Your aspirations for your child may.be
better tempered by your child’s aspirations for himself. My parenting
was grounded in a plan, albeit not a very clear plan. Yours is more likely
to be in your child. I am probably overstating the case, because another
part of me hopes that you and Harold also have in your heads and hearts
some kind of grand notion about the kind of person you want your child
to be and the values you want that child to have. To be altogether
person-centered is to assume that only your child knows what one kind
of person to become. That is patently a fraud, just as much as the other
notion, which assumes that you can make any child turn out the way
you want, if you only try hard enough. As with most anything else in
this world, there is undoubtedly a middle ground which makes most
sense of all.

As I look around at zealous and pure types, whether Jews, vegetarians,
or Republicans, it has become increasingly clear to me that any good
idea carried to its logical conclusion is probably wrong. (I just ran into
someone who wanted to impose the death penalty on people who hurt
animals.) It is very caéy for people with noble concerns to run amok.
Avoid fads, whether of childrearing, Judaism, or politics, and you will
probably be better parents for it. .

If you are like us, part of the baggage of childhood that you bring with
you into parenthood is the notion that since you are much nicer peol?lc
than your parents, you and your children will get on much better with
each other than you did with your parents. No chance. Undoubtedly,
you will not make the same mistakes we did. Rather, like us, you will
make your own new and improved mistakes. Just don’t assume that by
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doing the.opposite of what we did, you will be more likely to be right.
In the process of developing your own style of childrearing, do your
best not to bend over backward so far that you fall on your faces.

You and I have spoken of the old Greek theory of knowledge, re-
worked by the Midrashic literature, that all knowledge is known in ut-
ero, but that an angel comes along at birth, strikes the child under the
nose, leaving the crease that we all have and causing the child to forget,
so that learning is really recalling. Knowing with exquisite precision
how to exasperate parents is one piece of wisdom that never has to be
recalled. It always seems to sneak past the angel. Be confident that what-
ever your weaknesses, your children will find you out at once and imme-
diately leap for the jugular, just as you and your brothers and sister did.
It is part of what parenting is all about. May you manage not to take it
any more personally than necessary. It is important to understand your
contribution to the mess but not to assume responsibility for all of it.

In particular, be sure to hold your psychic breath throughout those
difficult adolescent years and hang on, no matter what. You were about
thirteen and at the beginning of it all. There was something we wanted
vou to do that you didn’t want to do, though what it was, I have forgot-
ten. You were in your nightgown on the stairs between the second and
third floor when you declared, ‘'l am now an autonomous, responsible
adult and able to make my own decisions,”’—and your teddy bear was
under your arm, an irony that somehow eluded you.

You will probably have forgotten your own adolescence by the time
vour child reaches that age. May you at least recollect enough to know
that a lot of love and dogged determination will carry you through better
than clever psychological insights.

Children are often hard on a marriage. In the course of raising them,
it will be important for you and Harold to make a special effort to be
nice to one another—for quite some time, particularly since, as we have
learned from you and your sibs, there is no light at the end of the tunnel.
But we have also learned that things do become more manageable with
the passage of years. In the short run, you should take comfort in know-
ing that you really will sleep again. Do not assume that life will ever
come together in a neat package, but in the long run, there will be some
very satisfying resting spots.

Yes, raising children is hard, but it is also the most gratifying activity
there is. If you raise them to get gratification, you will get none at all,
but if you do it because there are few if any tasks more important, then
childrearing can provide a measure of extraordinary satisfaction that
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only those who have raised children can know. I am grateful to you for
providing some of those choice satisfactions.

It is true that there were times in the past when I would have or maybe
did mumble the old curse, ‘‘May you have children like you.” It turns
out that I can still say the same words, but now they have turned mto a
blessing. Alisa, may you have children like you.

With a love that is eager to discover new dzmenszons
Your child’s alarmingly inexperienced grandfatber





