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In thinking about the celebration of Mother’s Day on Sunday, I’d like to explore with you a 

deceptively simple question: What’s the right amount of mothering?  

 

Jewish mothers in particular occupy a special place in our social consciousness. We may even be 

familiar with a stereotype or two. 

 

A few years ago, a woman named Joyce Antler wrote a history of the Jewish mother. It’s titled: 

“You Never Call! You Never Write!” 

 

It evokes the joke we all know about a man who calls his elderly mother in Florida: 

"Mom, how are you?" 

"Not too good" she says, "I've been very weak". 

The son asks, "What’s wrong? Is everything OK?" 

“Well,” She says, "I haven't eaten in 38 days." 

“Oh my gosh! That's terrible!" says the son. "Why haven't you been able to eat?" 

"Because I didn't want my mouth to be filled with food in case you should call me." 

 

Inspired by a sermon Rabbi Lamm once gave in honor of Mother’s Day, I’d like to share two 

models of mothering gone wrong and then try to identify a third way. 

 

The first case study comes from the end of our parsha. It’s a sparse and tragic story about a man 

born of an Israelite woman and an Egyptian man. Something goes terribly wrong – a fight breaks 

out in the camp: 

 ויקוב בן האשה הישראלית את השם ויקלל
And the son of a Jewish woman utters the ineffable name of Hashem in blasphemy.  

So who is he? What’s the identity of this blasphemer? It’s a mystery. We never learn his name. 

All we have is the identity of one of his parents: שלומית בת דברי.  

 

I can’t think of another example where such an important character in the Torah is identified 

only by the name of his mother.  

 

It’s important to notice that the Torah goes out of its way not to blame her for what happened 

here. כי יקלל אלקיו ונשא חטאו – the Torah makes a fundamental claim about personal responsibility. 

Yes, you may be a victim of circumstance, but human agency is inviolable. The choices we make 

are ours and we’re responsible for them. 

 

All this being said, we don’t need Freud to understand that the role of this man’s mother is not 

inconsequential to the story. It’s instructive that among the entire generation of Jews who left 

Egypt, this is the only case on record of a Jewish woman who married an Egyptian man. And 

Chazal have all kinds of theories about her promiscuity. But they all agree that her moral 
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compass was mis-calibrated. She privileged erotic love over the love of her child. In the absence 

of sufficient mothering, her child acts out. 

 

But the Torah is also sensitive to the problem of over-mothering. And in fact, I think there’s an 

argument to be made that the entire דור המדבר was a textbook case. Here were people smothered 

by affection and attention. 

• They’re told time and again that their chosen and special.   

• They’re given a unique mission and a Promised Land.  

• Every one of their needs is looked after: food, water, shelter. 

They live in a cocoon of infancy.  

 

It’s not coincidental that when Moshe reaches the point of exasperation, he asks rhetorically:  

אנכי ילידתיהו האנוכי הריתי את כל העם הזה אם  

Did I conceive these people or give birth to them? 

 

Unwittingly, perhaps, Moshe has become a mother figure to the Jewish people. But it’s a case of 

over-mothering. The Jewish people have become so dependent that they’ve become infantilized. 

When they finally reach the Promised Land, the prospect of fending for themselves – the 

prospective of individuating and acting like adults – is too terrifying. They can’t do it. They 

won’t. And they act out. As we’ll read about in just a few weeks – instead of blessing the land, 

they curse it.  

 

In the Art of Loving, Eric Fromm articulated so beautifully the great challenge that every mother 

faces.  

 

He describes two kinds of relationships that every mother has to have with her child. The first is 

an unconditional affirmation of the child's life and his needs. He actually says the Promised Land 

is a beautiful metaphor. “It’s described as ‘flowing with milk and honey.’ Milk is the symbol of 

the first aspect of love, that of care and affirmation. Honey symbolizes the sweetness of life, the 

love for it and the happiness in being alive. Most mothers are capable of giving ‘milk,’ but only a 

minority of giving ‘honey’ too. In order to be able to give honey, a mother must not only be a 

‘good mother,’ but a happy person — and this aim is not achieved by many.” 

 

This is all accomplished by attachment, by the beautiful bond formed between the mother and 

the child. The great paradox, Fromm explains, is that the child must eventually separate. There’s 

a second aspect to the relationship. Something has to change. Because part of the mother’s love 

for her child must be a desire for him or her to become independent.  “In motherly love, two 

people who were one become separate.” It’s here that so many fail because the task of letting go 

is so herculean.  

 

If the mother’s love is insufficient, if the bond is weak, the child separates easily. But he or she 

may not have developed enough to sufficiently love living and sufficiently love others.  

And yet if the bond is too strong, if separation is too difficult, the son or daughter – in some 

respect – always remains a child, never achieving an independent identity.  
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With our Women of the Bible we’ve been studying the book of Shmuel. And perhaps there is no 

more touching example of a Biblical woman who found the golden mean than the character of 

Chana.  

 

In fulfillment of his mother’s vow, Shmuel’s life is devoted entirely to the service of Hashem. 

But every year, Chana would come visit her son in the Temple.  

 .זֶַבח ַהּיִָמים-ִאיָׁשּה, ִלזְּבַֹח, ֶאת- ַּבֲעלֹוָתּה, ֶאת--יִָמיָמה ּלֹו ִאּמֹו, ְוַהַעְלָתה לֹו ִמּיִָמים-ּוְמִעיל ָקטֹן ַּתֲעֶׂשה יט

 

And the Navi tells us that she made him a little coat and brought it to him every year when she 

would visit for the holidays. And the Midrash poignantly asks: How is this possible? Surely the 

little boy would have outgrown the garment? 

 

So the Midrash suggests that a miracle occurred. With each passing year, the little coat became a 

slightly bigger coat. So Shmuel never outgrew it. 

 

It’s such a powerful metaphor. The coat is the symbol of Chana’s love. It was never static. It 

changed and grew as Shmuel grew. 

 

I could never put it better than Rabbi Lamm: “Her maternal love was given in such a measure 

that it conformed to the contours of Samuel’s emotional life and needs.”  

 

He kept that coat with him through his adulthood, which is another way of saying he kept his 

mother’s dynamic love with him through his adulthood. It never stifled him or stunted his 

development. It was appropriate to the moment. From his infancy through his adolescence, it was 

the loving embrace of arms clutched tightly. As he matured into an adult, it was the loving 

gesture of arms open wide.  

 

Jewish history and Jewish destiny rise and fall on the success of Jewish mothers. Their ability to 

hold fast and let go has sustained us through triumph and travail. Some of us are blessed to be 

able to celebrate with them tomorrow; some of us celebrate with photos and memories. Either 

way, it would be hard to think of something more Jewish than saying thank you to our moms.  

 

 

 

 


