Erev Rosh Hashanah 2011/5772
Teaching Your Teenager to Drive, A Manuel / E Manuel for Life

Each and every day we step in and out of our cars.  Most of us drive on auto pilot, literally and metaphorically.


But stop for a moment and remember….your first car, your first solo journey.  I learned on a 67 Chevy Impala that I shared with six of my siblings.  I remember it had the “H” shift on the column, we were able to seat three in the front seat and anywhere from four to six in the back…it was a different time then.  

The first car that I owned on my own was a used Orange Austin Marina.  Bucket seats in the front with four speed shift on the floor, I left my parent’s home and drove up to Brandeis with my dog Edgar, my co-pilot who had a habit of hanging himself precariously in the center of the bucket seats, balancing himself so that he could see out the front windshield as we navigated through my college experience, in and around Boston to my multiple jobs teaching Hebrew.  I launched many wild adventures in that old Austin Marina. 

These memories returned two years ago when I had the privilege and responsibility for teaching my daughter Shai to drive.  Now as she independently navigates the roads in Israel, I am gearing up for the spring as my son Nir anticipates receiving his driving permit.  

Many of you have already taught or soon will teach your own teenagers to drive or perhaps you have witnessed friends and relatives step up to this challenge with their children.   


First it is the nuts and bolts of driving.  Receiving your permit is predicated on your understanding rules of the road.  What does each sign mean, who has the right of way; when and what is considered a safe distance between vehicles.  My father made each of us change a tire, jump start a car and siphon gas out of a tank before he would even let us get behind the wheel (it seems that we were running out of gas frequently in those days).  The DMV provides a driving manual for new drivers.  After studying the manual and passing a basic informational test, Shai received a permit to drive. 


From a Jewish perspective the nuts and bolts are acquired in Religious school.  Learning to read Hebrew, knowing our stories and mastering prayer are just some of the fundamentals that are stressed in our Religious School Program.


After Shai passed her permit test she began the challenge of taking it on the road, putting the pedal to the metal, the moment when the theoretical become the actual.  Starting, stopping, signaling, turning, passing, parking, three-point turns… but with a permit she could only drive while supervised by an adult licensed driver.   In New York State, each new driver is required to have at least 50 hours of supervised driving practice prior to scheduling their road test.   

  
Teaching a teenager to drive can be a harrowing experience to say the least.  Relationships with our teens can be dicey, even outright challenging.  I marvel at the simple wisdom that engages parents as the primary teachers of teen drivers.  This formula works namely because when faced with how much we love our children, we recognize that the stakes are high; we feel compelled to create the right balance for launching not only competent drivers but responsible drivers with sound judgment.


I imagine our B’nai Mitzvah students to be much like permit drivers.  They are asked to translate what they have learned in the manual, the nuts and bolts of Judaism, and apply these skills.  Bar and Bat Mitzvah students must fine tune their competence for handling prayer, Torah and Jewish responsibility in a very frontal and public forum.  Like permit drivers they are not left alone, they are given the focused attention of the Temple Community, the Cantor and I devote hours of one on one training, making certain that they have honed in on their skills and they are prepared to take their place as an adult in the minyan.  More importantly, the parents of the B’nai mitzvah devote time, energy and focus in supporting their son or daughter to be prepared in every way for their day for becoming Bar or Bat Mitzvah.

I loved teaching Shai to drive.  In fact she handled the car beautifully.  From the beginning she was a confident driver who handled the mechanics of driving with ease.  Shai passed her driving test and became a licensed driver.  Imagine if she stopped at that point.  If after all of her practice and learning she stopped driving once she received her license, unthinkable, correct.  And when she received her license, the pivotal document that would put her behind the wheel and on the road to independence, when by law she no longer needed an adult driver to sit in the car with her; that was when I recognized that she needed my guidance more than ever.  


As a teen driver, Shai was confident in the mechanics.  As a parent and with decades of driving experience, I was acutely aware of the potential repercussions for a new driver with limited experience on the road.  It was my responsibility for maintaining ongoing dialogue, cultivating communication as well as oversight of her driving.


 So it is with us as Jews, the day after your child becomes Bar and Bat-Mitzvah.  “Licensed” as an adult in the Jewish Community, this is the time when our young people need our direction more than ever, for maintaining ongoing dialogue, supporting and shaping them as they continue to learn and experience themselves specifically as adult Jews, independent yet accountable, adult study, confirmation, Youth Group, ongoing involvement with Tikun Olam, Prayer, participation in Community.


If you are teaching a new driver, you have reminded them continually that it is not enough to be a “good driver” but you must be answerable to and aware of what the other person on the road may do or not do.  Right of way gives you bubkas if the person opposite you does not yield.  We are all in this together. 


New drivers remind us of our own propensity for loosing perspective.  The biggest mistake a new driver makes is the moment that he thinks that perhaps the rules don’t apply to him, perhaps she knows better, imaging that they “KNOW” and slowing down at that stop sign is ample, there is no need to come to a full stop.  That no one really travels the speed limit and “x” miles over the speed limit is just fine.  That taking that telephone call or reading a text for that split second won’t harm anyone.  We all put ourselves and our community at risk when we begin to imagine that the rules are not really for us, that we can bend and adjust the rules at our leisure.


It is during the high holidays that each of us becomes aware that we are not the only people on the road.  New Year is the wake up call, not for today, but for tomorrow and the next day and the next.  We are granted the opportunity on Rosh Hashanah, to re-examine the manual, to embrace Emanuel, to return to community to return to God.


I taught Shai to drive and then had her sign up for driver’s Ed at school so that we would get a break on our Insurance Premium for a new driver.  The Driver’s Ed coach repeatedly pointed out what a great driver Shai was.  Our teenagers love to drive because it is a tangible sign of their maturation.  But over and over and over again I reminded Shai that handling the mechanics of a car does not a great driver make.  Passing the driving test was only the beginning.  Only with good judgment and caution, with years of skin in the game, only after her first skid, a close call, the moment when everything goes wrong and she is able to avert calamity, only then does she begin to be a good driver.


Tefillah, teshuvah, tzedakah… these fundamental values of the High Holiday return us to the awareness and openheartedness, the recognition and the actions that follow that it isn’t really all about us, rather during the Days of Awe we are humbled by the deeper understanding that there is something bigger more powerful than us, by which we are humbled and from which we draw power and are empowered.


There is a reason that it is we who teach our children, who return with them the day after, guide them, challenge them, support them, practice with them as we find our voices as part of our community.  There is a reason that it is we who model for and with our children, returning with them the day after Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  


The High Holidays remind us that we cannot be on auto-pilot when it comes to our Judaism, when it comes to who we are and to where we hope to arrive.  


We need to know, practice, live and communicate the rules.  We must stay present and engaged, becoming accountable and demanding accountability.  May the connection we feel today bring us back to where we need to be.  

- Rabbi Yael Romer
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