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Raising Children Unit 8 

Continuing to reflect upon R. Lichtenstein’s comments about the values that a parent should attempt to 

instill in his children, and the specific issue of attitudes towards Talmud Tora, I thought that a recent blog 

post of mine could add to the discussion. The blog can be accessed at 

https://yaakovbieler.wordpress.com  

The specific blog post appears below:  

Overprotecting Children 1/24/16 
 

 

Professor Adrian Ziderman, in his contribution to the Bar Ilan Parashat HaShavua series in 2000 for 

Parashat Yitro, wrote an essay entitled, “On Bringing Up Children” 

(http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/ytro/zid.html ) considers the question of what happened to 

Moshe’s two sons and what may have contributed to how they ended up.  

We first hear about a child being born to Moshe after he marries Tzipora at the beginning of Shemot: 

Shemot 2:22 

And she bore a son, and he (Moshe) called his name Gershom; for he said: “I have been a 

stranger in a strange land.” 

Both Gershom and his brother Eliezer are mentioned when Yitro reunites the family at the outset 

of Parashat Yitro: 

 Ibid. 18:3-4 

And her (Tzipora’s) two sons; of whom the name of the one was Gershom; for he said: “I 

have been a stranger in a strange land”; 4 And the name of the other was Eliezer: “for 

the God of my father (Amram) Was my Help, and Delivered me from the sword of 

Pharaoh.” 

But that is the last we hear of them mentioned explicitly in the Tora text, resulting in our wondering 

why neither of them played any sort of significant role in the subsequent development of the Jewish 

people, given the importance of their father.  

Ziderman even cites a Midrash to the effect that his sons’ failure to succeed him was a surprise and 

disappointment to Moshe himself (which interestingly suggests that Moshe was not all that in touch 

with where his children “were at”): 

BaMidbar 27:15-8 

15 And Moshe spoke unto the LORD, saying: 16 “Let the LORD, the God of the spirits of 

all flesh, Set a man over the congregation, 17 Who may go out before them, and who 

may come in before them, and who may lead them out, and who may bring them in; that 

the congregation of the LORD be not as sheep which have no shepherd.” 18 And the 

LORD Said unto Moshe: “Take thee Yehoshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is spirit, 

and lay thy hand upon him.” 

https://yaakovbieler.wordpress.com/
http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/ytro/zid.html
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BaMidbar Rabba 21:14 

…The Holy One, Blessed Be He, Said to him: …”Your children didn’t engage in Tora. 

Yehoshua has served you exceedingly, and has given you much honor, and he would rise 

early and leave late from your meeting place. He would arrange the benches and would 

spread the coverings. Since he has served you with all his might, he is worthy of serving 

Yisrael and should not be deprived of the reward that he has earned…  

Professor Ziderman suggests that a way to understand Gershom and Eliezer’s “disappearance from the 

scene” might depend upon combining an insight of the Mechilta (the Midrash Halacha on the book of 

Shemot) concerning why Moshe’s family ended up not accompanying him to Egypt, together with one 

side of a disagreement between Tannaim regarding what had Yitro heard –see Ibid. 18:1—that 

convinced him to bring Moshe’s wife and children to rejoin Moshe in the desert encampment.  

The Tora notes that when Moshe set out to return to Egypt, he took his family along:  

Ibid. 4:20 

And Moshe took his wife and his sons, and set them upon an ass, and he returned to the land of 

Egypt; and Moshe took the rod of God in his hand. 

However, when Aharon meets his brother in the desert on the way to Egypt, the Midrash claims that he 

dissuades his brother from bringing his wife and sons with him: 

Mechilta D’R. Yishmael on Shemot 18:1 s.v. VaYikach Yitro 

…”And who are these?” He (Moshe) said to him (Aharon): “My wife and my sons.” And 

he said to him: “And where are you bringing them?” He said to him: “To Egypt.” He said 

to him: “Regarding the one’s already there we are troubled, and you are going to bring 

these into the same circumstances so that we will be troubled about them as well?”  At 

that time he said to Tzipora: “Return to the house of your father.” She returned to her 

father’s house, taking the two children with her. For this reason the text states “…After 

he (Moshe) had sent her away…” 

Earlier, the same Midrashic source wondered: “What did Yitro hear (that caused him to) come?” 

The war with Amalek he heard and came, because it is written alongside (a Semichut 

HaParashiot argument based upon the juxtaposition of the end of Shemot 17 and the 

beginning of Chapter 18)—the words of R. Yehoshua.   

R. Eleazar HaModa’i says: He heard about the Giving of the Tora (Ibid. Ibid. 19) and he 

came…    

While the view of R. Yehoshua maintains the chronological order of the events recorded in the Tora, i.e., 

Yitro’s coming is described in Chapter 18, after the war with Amalek, R. Eleazar HaModa’i’s 

understanding, which also happens to be the perspective of Ibn Ezra, in contrast to most of the classical 

commentaries, apparently asserting the principle of “Ein Mukdam U’Meuchar BaTora” (one cannot 

assume that the order of the events in the Tora follow historical chronology), assumes that Yitro heard 

about an event that is first recorded only after his coming!  
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This is where Professor Ziderman creatively broaches the psychology of parental child-rearing to explain 

why Aharon’s suggestion could possibly have led to Moshe’s sons not being as committed to Jewish life 

and leadership as they otherwise may have been:  

Rather, the debate centers round the question of whether or not Gershom and Eliezer 

were present at the giving of the Tora at Mount Sinai and, with feelings of ecstasy and 

love, accepted the yoke of the Tora - "We will hear and we will observe!" - together with 

the rest of the nation. According to the views of Rabbi Eleazar Hamoda’i and Ibn Ezra, 

alone of all the Jewish nation, Gershom and Eliezer took no part in these central spiritual 

events of our history. They did not witness the thunder and lightning at Mount Sinai, nor 

did they hear the proclamation from on high; “I am The Lord your God, Who Brought you 

out of the land of Egypt…” If this were the case, we may begin to understand something 

of the process that may have led to their estrangement from Tora and Mitzvot.  All 

parents will sympathize with Moshe's attempt to make life easier for his sons, to spare 

them the traumatic experiences of witnessing the slavery in Egypt. Moshe may have 

succeeded in this, but at the heavy cost of their missing Matan Tora. At the very time 

that the Jewish people were collectively standing at Mount Sinai, entering into a 

covenant with God, Gershom and Eliezer were absent, enjoying home comforts in 

Midian. Missing out on this experience must have left its mark on their spiritual 

personality. May this not be the source of their failure to become leaders of the Jewish 

People?  What can we learn from here? Understandably, as parents we all desire to 

smooth the path in life for our children, so that in growing up they may avoid some of 

the inevitable pitfalls and hardships of the real world. But over-protection in the 

formative years may lead to negative consequences over the longer term, particularly in 

terms of character development and values. Indeed, this seems to have occurred in the 

case of Moshe's sons - which is why the Tora is silent about their lives so soon after their 

youth, and we hear nothing of their descendants after them.  

Trying to gauge the types of experiences from which children ought to be sheltered while at the same 

time not depriving them of seminal occurrences is certainly one of the major challenges as we raise our 

children. I have thought for a long time that we only know retroactively whether we have made the 

“right” choices with regard to neighborhood, school, shul, camp, friends, etc. It’s hard to have enough 

foresight to anticipate both the good and the bad. The paradoxical implication of Ziderman’s 

interpretations of these texts is that while we may spare our children danger, we also deprive them of 

singular experiences that will shape their future commitments and ideals. A contemporary example of 

such a dilemma is how some parents are thinking about their high school graduates’ spending time 

learning in Israel before they begin university. The dangers, that of late have become more acute are 

undeniable; the importance of spending significant amounts of time uninterruptedly exploring one’s 

heritage and religious identity is certainly important. How one parses such challenges can make a great 

difference in the overall life of a young person, as I myself can strongly attest. Without my two years at 

Kerem B’Yavneh between 1969-71, my religious commitment and career path would certainly have 

been different. 
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Questions for thought and discussion: 

1. Professor Ziderman’s hypothesis hinges upon exposing children to “the thunder and 

lightning of Mt. Sinai.” How might such an idea be translated into a contemporary context? 

Although there is a tradition that those who stay up studying Tora the night of Shavuot are 

replicating the Giving of the Tora at Sinai, are there aspects of this idea that would have 

relevance the rest of the days of the year?  

2. I think that Professor Ziderman would agree that it would be imprudent for parents to go 

along with whatever risks their children wish to undertake. So where would be a reasonable 

place to draw the line, i.e., what sort of risks would be those that simply we should not 

allow? Is there a difference between risks that are completely “elective” or “matters of 

recreation and entertainment” as opposed to those that have substantive value? What sort 

of risks are worth taking in terms of religious development?  

3. Ziderman’s presentation also raises the issue of what has come to be known as “helicopter 

parenting.”1 Where do you stand on this issue as it pertains to your children in general, as 

well as with respect to their religious maturation and understanding?  

Practical applications of the source:    

1. Do you feel in your own life there has been anything comparable to the dilemma that 

Moshe was confronted by when trying to decide whether his family should accompany him 

in a “perilous” (this could be figurative rather than literal) experience? What were the 

thoughts that you entertained when you considered such a situation?  

2. Are you an adherent of the sentiment attributed to Neitzche, namely, “If it doesn’t kill you, 

it makes you stronger”? Are you of the mindset that this should not only apply to yourself, 

but also to your children? And if so, at what age? Discuss.  

                                                           
1 A helicopter parent (also called a cosseting parent or simply a cosseter) is a parent who pays extremely close 

attention to a child's or children's experiences and problems, particularly at educational institutions. Helicopter 
parents are so named because, like helicopters, they hover overhead, they do not stay long, and then they leave, 
only to return. Although some parents enthusiastically describe themselves as "helicopter parents," this trend is 
ironic, as the phrase is almost exclusively pejorative when used in journalism and other media… 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helicopter_parent  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helicopter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pejorative
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helicopter_parent

