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Mensch MakingJewish 
Parenting

Mensch is a Yiddish word that means “maximum human being.” One 
of the major goals of Jewish education and of Jewish family life is to 

enable our children to become menschen. If you go to the bookstore 
or library, you will find shelves of books devoted to telling you how 

to raise ethical children. If you read the education or psychology 
journals, you will find endless research on models and theories 

of “ethical or moral development.” And, not surprisingly, the 
Jewish tradition is equally rich on the topic.

When you correlate and organize these various sources, four 
basic kinds of actions stand out. In this short space we will 
provide you with the highlights of each kind of process.

•Listing Values and Deep-Rooting Them with Stories. 
The first step in trying to become something is to set goals 

and develop a set of standards. A common set of values gives you 
a language to work with. While an “American” list of values gives us 

words like honesty, courage and responsibility, Jewish sources suggest a 
very different list.

•Using Case Studies to Rehearse Choosing between Values. Most 
problems of “everyday ethics” do not involve the question “Should I 
be ethical or not?” but rather involve what one should do when two 
values conflict. These value conflicts demand rehearsals.

•Creating Opportunities to Take Responsibility for Mistakes. 
The best way to become a good person is to make mistakes and take 
responsibility. When we (1) understand the impact of our actions 
(and how we have hurt others) and (2) successfully do the inner 
work necessary not to repeat those actions, we become better people. 
This is a very Jewish process, one called “t’shuvah” (repentence), the 
very essence of the High Holidays. T’shuvah is also designed to be 
an everyday process.

•Being a Good Role Model. The last part of the “raising a mensch” 
equation is setting a good example. Surprisingly, this involves two 

different commitments. The first is the obvious one, living as 
kind and ethical a life as you can. The second, the one that is 

harder, is the willingness to admit mistakes. We all tend to 
have a tendency to rationalize our behavior and cover up our 

missteps. Modeling how to be wrong is the more important 
process.
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Listing Values
Listing values is the most popular form of “moral education” in 
North America today. William J. Bennett (The Book of Virtues) has 
headlined a process of “virtue” education where specific values are 
introduced, defined as good, and then deep-rooted through the 
telling of stories. This is actually an old Jewish process as well. We 
have an extensive literature from the Musar movement about midot. 
The Musar movement was an attempt to analyze the rungs in ethical 
behavior and to define the way we can control our thoughts and 
feelings to overcome our worst urges. They talked about midot, a 
Hebrew word that means “measures” and is our version of virtues. 
The Jewish model of a mensch is a blend, a formula that balances 
“scoops” of this value with “cups” of that value.

For the Jewish tradition, one of the most 
important of all the midot is “Loving your neighbor as 
yourself” (Leviticus 19.18).

If you look on the next page you will find a list of 
ways that the value of “Loving your neighbor” 
can be actualized. We suggest that you copy 
it, maybe decorate it, and place it in your 
kitchen. It is the kind of list that you should 
take down and read together every week or 
two. You should talk about:

• Which of these actions are the easiest 
to do?

• Which of these actions has been part 
of our lives recently?

•Which of these actions is most difficult for 
us to do?

•Are there any of these actions that seem 
wrong to us? Why do we disagree with 
them?

Here is one secret. In Hebrew, the word for 
“neighbor” also means friend. One of our jobs 
is to turn strangers in neighbors, neighbors into 
friends.
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The second step in this process is to collect and tell 
stories that express the values you are trying to teach. 
Here is one such example.

A rabbi gathered three of his congregants and asked 
each, “What would you do if you found a bag with a 
lot of money in it?”

The first congregant said, “I would immediately 
return it to its owner.” The rabbi said, “You 
answered too quickly. I am not sure you are telling 
the truth.”

The second congregant said, “I would keep it—
especially if no one saw me pick it up.” The rabbi 
said, “If you did that, you would be doing the wrong 
thing. That would be dishonest.”

The third congregant was poor, a person dressed in 
rags. The third said to the rabbi, “If I found a bag of 
money I would pray to God to help me do the right 
thing. I would want to keep it, and I am not sure 
that I would be strong enough to return it.”

The rabbi said to him, “You are truly honest.”

This story lets you teach two things. (1) Keeping things 
you find is not right—if you have a way of returning 
them. (2) In order to do the right thing we all fight 
urges to do what would be best for us.

Ways of Loving our 
Family, Friends and 

Neighbors
This list comes from a medieval book called the Orhot 

Tzadikkim (The Way of the Righteous). It suggests 

reciting this ethical creed regularly. You may want to 

find your own family way of doing just that.

• I should help other people in every way possible 

according to my ability.

• I should go out of my way for both rich and poor 

equally.

• If I have business dealings with others, I must be 

entirely honest.

• I should not be strict with other people when it is 

only over small things.

• I should always try to see to it that other people 

are happy but not expect that all other people will 

always do the same for me.

• I should always speak nicely to everyone.

• If people cheat me, I will not cheat them back.

• I will go out of my way to help others but will not 

cause them trouble.

• I will not quarrel.

• I will greet every person with joy and a pleasant 

facial expression. This will strengthen love and 

friendship.

• When others are sad or worried, I will comfort 

them.

• If a person tells me one of his or her secrets, I will 

not tell them to others even if that person gets me 

angry.

• I will not say bad things about other people, and I 

will not listen when others people say such things.

• I will always try to find something good about 

everyone.

• I will show honor and respect to everyone with my 

actions and with my words.

• I will never treat anyone as if they are less than I am.

(The Gate of Love)

Value Stories


