
Tell Your Children 

What are the ingredients that go into creating happy families and successful children? 

A number of studies over the past few years, described by Bruce Feiler in his book Happy 

Families, have delved into this question. A number of them have converged on a relatively simple 

answer: develop and transmit a strong family narrative. 

Psychologists at Emory University 

asked participants in their study 

questions about their families that they 

could not have remembered but would 

have had to be told by their parents or 

grandparents such as, “Do you know 

how your parents met? Do you know 

some of the lessons that your parents 

learned from good or bad 

experiences?” They found that the 

more knowledge kids have about their 

own family history correlates with 

higher self-esteem, lower levels of 

anxiety, fewer behavioral problems, 

more self-confidence, and a stronger 

ability to overcome future challenges. 

Interestingly, they identified three types of narratives that families tell. First is the ascending 

narrative that goes something like this: “We came to this country with nothing your grandfather 

went to high school and worked hard, I went to college, so that now you can go to law school…” 

The second narrative type is descending: We used to have it all and then we lost it.” 

But the third and most healthful and helpful narrative is the oscillating family narrative that goes 

like this: “Your parents and grandparents had many successes, they also had failures and 

challenges but they always stuck together as a family to help each other make it.” The study 

concluded that children have the most balance and fortitude when they are given a strong 

intergenerational identity – that they belong to something bigger than themselves. The effect is 

especially strong when the narrative fits the third model of both descending and ascending 

components. 

Predating this study by two thousand years, the rabbis composed the Haddagah with exactly this 

formula and theory built in. The Exodus is our founding family national narrative and is also the 

prototype upon which we can build our own personal and family stories. Our children should learn 

of their history not only from textbooks and teachers. The Torah specifically commands parents 

to retell this story to their children. The Haggadah furthermore instructs us to relay both the arc of 

descent into slavery and suffering as well as the miracles of freedom and redemption. 

The Seder is a perfect opportunity to relate the national story of the Exodus to our own personal 

family narratives of struggle, hope, and providential success. 
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