
 
Shifting   Blame 

By   Rabbi   Shmuel   Gluck: 

 

I’d like to begin this ar�cle with some disclaimers, instead of weaving them throughout the               
ar�cle. What I’m hoping to achieve is an understanding of why children may not reach their                
poten�al. I’m not blaming parents, even though it may appear that way. This ar�cle should be                
therapeu�c for parents, instead of causing them to be angry. I’d like parents, Mechanchim, and               
mentor organiza�ons, to acknowledge their contribu�on to the challenges, and          
disappointments, that take place when they don’t succeed with teenagers and young adults.             
This ar�cle speaks in general when describing the individual/family circumstances. Please read            
this   ar�cle   aware   that   I’m   not   discussing   any   specific   incident. 
  
I’m discussing teenagers, and young adults, who aren’t succeeding in life and are involved in               

tragedies. When there’s a tragedy, people begin looking for explana�ons.  Explanations are            

needed to help families, professionals, and communities, avoid repeating their mistakes.           
They’re also needed to help people become aware of which situa�ons they should, or should               
not,   feel   guilty,   apologize,   or   change   their   behaviors. 
  
Some people who search for an explana�on do it with the hope that they’ll be “protected” from                 
blame, by finding someone else to blame. I consider it dishonest to take an individual’s,               
complex, life, with its hundreds of interac�ons, rela�onships, and decisions, and conclude that             
his/her’s lack of success was the result of a single person, or system. This is especially true when                  
the cause that’s most often chosen, is the one that’s the greatest “distance” from the ones                

searching for a “neat” explanation. Parents blame their teen’s failures on the school, the school               
blames   it   on   the   parents,   other   people   may   blame   it   on   the   internet,   etc. 
  
A�er a tragedy, it’s common for a parent, to blame the school system, or a specific                
Rebbi/teacher. While individual cases may make such a claim legi�mate, in most cases, doing              
this oversimplifies what took place, and some�mes distorts it. While distraught parents have a              
right, during their �me of sorrow, to blame others, those listening to the complaining parents’               
shouldn’t immediately accept the poin�ng of fingers at an individual, or system, as being a               
legi�mate explana�on for the teen’s lack of success.  Even though teenagers are in school              
several hours a day over multiple years, this represents a smaller contribution to their lives               

than the contribution of the parents, who’ve been with the teen since birth. If the parents                

have only been able to contribute a little (positive or negative) to their teen’s life, that, in                 
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itself, requires them to accept a significant portion of the responsibility for the lack of a                

relationship   with   their   teenager. 

  
The school may also be to blame, but other people who were involved in the teenagers’ lives                 
should acknowledge that when the teens fail in life, they contributed to the failure. It’s not                
simple, or honest, to say, “If it’s “their” fault, then it doesn’t have to be my fault.” Some�mes                  
the   answer   is   that   it   was   everyone’s   fault. 
  
Parents are some�mes cri�cal of the school, especially when their teenagers’ school doesn’t             
succeed with them as they had hoped, and expected. They’ll o�en acknowledge, in the same               
conversa�on, that the teenager that’s being discussed, wasn’t allowed, or refused, to come             
home, because the family wasn’t able to “handle” him/her. Then, when failure strikes, the              
system is blamed, and all of the events that happened prior to, and outside of, their teen’s                 
school, are forgo�en. Parents, and friends, o�en do more than downplay their responsibili�es,             
and contribu�ons. They forget about them. In their minds, their teenager’s story begins only              
a�er   the   school   becomes   involved. 
  
In many cases, the parents shouldn’t be the only ones blamed for their inability to create a                 
rela�onship with their teen. The teenagers should also, righ�ully, be seen as par�ally vic�ms of               
the mistakes of others, but  they also deserve to be included in the long list of people who                  
“failed”   them. 
  
I’ve personally experienced many situa�ons in which a single individual caused the lives of              
teenagers to “fall apart”. In these cases, many people may believe that they can legi�mately               
point fingers at that individual, or system. Nevertheless, I don’t believe it’s that simple. I’ve               
“experienced” parents who’ve downplayed what was happening to their teenager for years,            
ci�ng a lack of �me, money, or saying, “Let’s just wait it out. We’re sure things’ll fall into place.”                   
I’ve seen parents send teenagers to the wrong schools, even a�er the schools advised them that                
they wouldn’t be able to help them, only to blame the failure on the school years later. Parents                  
who didn’t create a mentor style rela�onship for their children, haven’t done everything they              
could’ve   done. 
  
My inten�on isn’t to be cri�cal of anyone. I’m offering our community a healthier perspec�ve,               
one that I hope, they’ll adopt. In a recent ar�cle, I wrote about acknowledging uncomfortable               
and, possibly, guilty thoughts, when parents’ first get a sense that their teenagers aren’t doing               
as well as they could be. Instead of ignoring the gnawing feeling that as parents, they should                 
act, many of them downplay what’s taking place. Then, when a crisis strikes, they’ve no “choice”                
but to blame others. “We had no way of knowing that anything was wrong”. When the concerns                 
first became evident, the parents should’ve “pushed” aside their uncomfortable feelings, and            



reacted more quickly, before the problems became catastrophes. Not having a future            
scapegoat,   forces   people   to   act   as   soon   as   they   see   the   need. 
  
I’d like to add that the “marke�ng” of individual failures upsets me terribly, par�cularly in               
situa�ons in which the “agenda” doesn’t fit the individual incident. For example, boys who’ve              
received hundreds of hours of mentoring become symbols of a community that doesn’t spend              
enough resources on mentoring. Students who were given hundreds of hours of individual             
a�en�on in the school (o�en at ten �mes the cost of the tui�on paid by the parents), are used                   
as   examples   of   a   failed   system. 
  
I, also, find it very distasteful that a small group of individuals within mentoring (and similar)                
organiza�ons, seem to get excited with failed lives. When they see an opportunity to further               
their agenda of helping teenagers, they allow their agenda to become insensi�ve to the              
suffering   of   individuals,   and   their   families. 
  
Instead, I’d like people to see individual failures, and lost hopes, in the following manner: “What                
happened was sad, and there were many contribu�ng factors. In truth, there was nothing I               
could have done differently and the same is true about all those who tried to help. In my                  
frustrated/sad/angry/ state of mind, it doesn’t serve me well to blame anyone. I can’t, easily,               
change others, but I can change myself. Some people may want to use the life story of my                  
teenager to further their agenda. Other people just like drama. While my life may be “ripe” for                 
drama, poin�ng fingers won’t help me, or my family. I’ll reject any a�empt to draw me into a                  
controversial   conversa�on.” 
  
If people want to “act” on what they consider to be an injus�ce, they should act in a                  
construc�ve manner. Instead of taking on a system, or being outspokenly cri�cal, they should,              
quietly, find a person to help, then a second person, and con�nue helping as many people as                 
they can. If they do this, I want to warn them that having experienced an injus�ce doesn’t                 
necessarily qualify them to help others. They should find someone who can help them find the                
best   way    for   them    to   help   their   community. 
  
It never helps to be divisive, and create a “we” against “them” attitude, or to live lives which                  

look down at entire groups of people. Although doing this may make people feel be�er in the                 
short run, in the long run, it won’t allow their wounds to heal. It also won’t build the                  
rela�onships needed between all of the different groups in Klal Yisroel, to prevent, or at least,                
diminish,   the   amount   of   �mes   we’ve   failed   our   children. 
 
T he   author   can   be   contacted   at    shmuelgluck@areivim.com 
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If   you   enjoyed   this   ar�cle   or   benefited   from   it,   please   consider   making   a   dona�on   to   Areivim. 
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