
52     TORAH TIDBITS 1429 / VA'ETCHANAN 5781

The OU Israel Parenting Center was recently 
launched in partnership with the Jerusalem 
Municipality. The goal of the parenting 
center is to help anglo Olim navigate the 
challenges of parenting through lectures, 
workshops, an advice line, and parenting 
articles.

Sabra or 
Sensitive: 
Boon or 
Blessing

One of my favorite Aliya stories 
occurred over thirty years ago on 
a trip that my husband and I  took 

to the USA.  At the time, I was living in 
Yerushalayim and as we all did back then, 
I ordered a Nesher taxi service to take us to 
the airport.  Nesher drivers were notorious 
for their “patience” and sure enough, our 
driver was fuming about some pickup on 
his route where the couple were delayed.  
The driver was VERY upset and then the 
couple who looked to be in their eighties 
were gently and graciously seated into the 
van with help by ….none other than our 
Nesher driver!

Fast forward to the end of our trip at the 
O’Hare airport. 

We are saying our goodbyes to our family, 
not knowing when we will meet again. 

An overly smiley airport clerk gently 
requested that we get moving. When we 
took a few more seconds to finish our hugs, 
Mrs. Smiley, through her gritted teeth made 
her request more forcefully. 

So as far as Sabras go, we have to remem-
ber that they are soft on the inside. But why 
do they have to sometimes be so prickly on 
the outside??

As Americans and more so as American 
Jews we give a lot of value to the midda 
of being sensitive. Oftentimes we feel that 
this sensitivity may not be serving us or 
our children well, certainly  in the Israeli 
cultural climate but perhaps even in any 
climate! We watch our sensitive children  
suffer from bullying, not having friends or 
not getting onto a bus because they did not 
push to get on. Being sensitive is a sensitive 
issue indeed!

Is there a way to infuse and encourage our 
children to be sensitive while making sure 
they are not suffering for it?

I decided to get started on tackling this 
question. I would google a definition for 
“sensitive”. What I found was quite telling 
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and actually begins to bring us closer to an 
answer. 

The Cambridge dictionary had a number 
of definitions listed. Two of them went as 
follows:

1. Having or showing awareness 
and understanding, especially of 
other people’s feelings and needs.

2. Easily upset by the things people say 
or do, or causing people to 
be upset, embarrassed, or angry.

Two seemingly conflicting definitions. This 
is exactly the issue!

Some of us are born with a stronger propen-
sity towards being sensitive and some with 
less. Obviously we try to give our children 
the chinuch that being sensitive is good by 
encouraging them to be sensitive to the 
needs of others through our own model-
ling and other chinuch methods. The issue 
lies where a child feels hurt or vulnerable 
due to his sensitivity. Sometimes the child 
cannot function in his school because he 
cannot bear the insensitive actions of other 
students or even teachers. How do we deal 
with that ramification of sensitivity?

I think we need to start with awareness. A 
child should be  made aware of the fact that 
he is sensitive and given the understanding 
that this is a gift that Hashem gave to him 
It allows him to perform many mitzvot in 
a way that others without this midda might 
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not be able to do or to do as well as he can.  
That being said, the child should also be 
made aware that this gift comes with some 
challenges which includes a heightened 
vulnerability to be hurt by others or even 
by his own perceptions. The child needs to 
be given tools to protect himself from being 
vulnerable to the point that he is no lon-
ger safe in his environment. Of course the 
discussion and tools have to be age appro-
priate to be effective. 

Let me give you a personal example: One 
of my sons has a tendency towards being 
shy. (Not the ones you know, obviously!). 
Now being shy is actually a great midda. 
It is listed as one of the ways that you can 
be identified as a descendant of Avraham 
Avinu. BUT if that shyness is negatively 
affecting your ability to make friends then 
if it is important to you to make friends 
you have to leave your comfort zone and 
be “less shy”.  I told my son what a great 
midda he has and that he can be really 
proud of the midda. I then added that I was 
impressed that he was making the effort to 
be more “out there” so he could make the 
friends that he wanted. I was shocked at 
how grateful my son was for first appreciat-
ing his good midda and only then noticing 
his efforts. (And he was an adolescent at the 
time!!).

How can we use this model for a sensi-
tive child? We can point out how proud 
we are when he thinks or gives to siblings 
or friends in a healthy way. AND we can 
listen and notice when there might be an 
unhealthy exchange, when our child feels 
hurt or feels he is obligated to give some-
thing that he does not want to give. We 
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can then discuss the situation. Is it the 
child’s perception that is creating a prob-
lem? This is often the case with a sensitive 
child. It is very important to give the child 
a glimpse into how others might think and 
act so that he can learn to realize that this 
is not really about him. If the situation is 
objectively a problem, then he might need 
to react differently or distance himself to 
be safe. 

Looking at both sides of the sensitive coin 
is essential for maintaining the positive 
parts of being sensitive. When we don’t 
do that and are hurt by being sensitive we 
may develop some prickly skin to protect 
ourselves. The problem is that prickly skin 
can prickle others too! It can even develop 
into other coping methods which are very 
harmful to ourselves and others.  The key is 
to be sensitive to others while being aware 
of our own feelings and protecting our-
selves when necessary.  

So as for Sabras, you have to know how to 
peel them i.e. perceive them. They are not 
all so prickly! If you do  have to deal with 
a particularly prickly one, please use the 
advice above for guidance. 

Sima Gordon is a mother of 6 living in 
RBS. She made aliya over 30 years ago to 
Jerusalem. 
Mrs. Gordon has dedicated the majority of 
her professional career to assisting anglo 
families with the social. emotional and edu-
cational challenges that arise mainly during 
their childrens' adolescence..  She founded 
an alternative Bais Yaakov high school and 
developed and directed a highly successful 
mentoring program for  teens and pre-teens 
at Kav L'Noar. In addition to these contri-
butions she presents and writes on topics 
connected to mental health, teens and aliya.

OU ISRAEL CENTER         57

are about to say are intense, we can’t just 
mumble through them. We need to cover 
our eyes so that we can have complete 
concentration, and not be distracted by 
anything going on around us. 

 Listen, fellow Jews - We call out -שמע ישראל
to the entire Jewish people, it’s not enough 
to just accept Hashem’s rule over us as 
individuals, we need to do so together as 
a people.

 .Hashem is the master over everything – ה'
He is היה, הוה, ויהיה – He is beyond time, He 
simultaneously exists in the past, present, 
and future. He embodies the middah of
.of mercy ,רחמים

 Not only does He embody – אלוקינו
the middah of רחמים, He concurrently 
exemplifies the middah of דין, of strict 
judgement, as well. Additionally, we 
specifically point to the fact that He is 
not just אלוקים, He is אלוקינו, our G-d. He 
watches over every single one of us, in a 
very personal, detailed way.

אחד  .Hashem is the One and Only – ה’ 
One should enunciate the letter ד long 
enough to focus on the magnitude of this 
statement. He rules over the entire world 
from one end to the other, the good and 
the bad, the world of nature, the world of 
politics, war and economy, medicine and 
current events….everything. 
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