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The ultimate gift
• DR. BATYA L. LUDMAN

O
ur children gave us the ul-
timate gift. When choos-
ing the dates on which we 
would fly to be with them 
when their first child was 

to be born, they opted for the dates that 
gave us the maximum time together, 19 
glorious days.

Coincidentally, we arrived in New 
York the day after our granddaughter 
did, and the day before she came home 
from the hospital – the same hospital 
where both her parents were born and 
where we, her grandparents, worked 
32 years ago. At the time, among other 
things, I was teaching infant develop-
ment in the medical school. How fun-
ny to come full circle and live in the “in 
vivo” laboratory of our family, and how 
special to watch how beautifully our 
kids parent. Not to be taken for granted 
in 2018. 

Newborns spend much of their day 
sleeping, eating and pooping. Along 
with the parents regaling others with 
stories about the delivery, these activ-
ities take up a tremendous amount of 
time in the early days, as getting each 
of those well established is no small 
feat. In return, babies reward the adults 
in their lives with an occasional gassy 
smile, encircle their fingers around ours 
and look in our general direction. They 
smell delicious, and one could gaze at a 
baby forever.

No longer considered a tabula rasa, 
a blank slate, infants are truly capable 
of so much more than once thought. 
Those early days offer a perfect oppor-
tunity for growth for both the baby 
and his parents, as they begin to ap-
preciate each other’s rhythm and learn to dance together without stepping on 
each other’s toes. Babies know how to command an audience, quickly training 
those around them to heed their call. Everyone learns that the real boss is the 
tiny, sweet, precious bundle who at times might cause his parents to wonder just 
what they’ve done, when insistent cries pierce the air and initially they have no 
clue as to just why.

Bringing home a new baby is not easy, and new parents appreciate all the help 
they can get. There’s much that family and friends living with them or helping 
out can do to help make the transition to parenthood an easier one. Here are some 
suggestions.

1. Encourage new parents to sleep whenever and as much as they can, even if it’s 
a short power snooze. Unpredictable awakenings, especially when frequent and at 
night, can make new parents feel psychotic. There’s no such thing as a schedule. 

2. If a new mom plans to breast-feed, there is much that you can do to help out. 
Be there with a glass of water, offer to change the baby and do your best to be as 
supportive as possible.

While it might seem that nursing should be easy and instinctive, until a baby 
learns just how to feed properly, it can be incredibly frustrating and scary, especially 
if the baby cries, seems hungry or has initially lost weight. While totally normal, it 
may not feel that way, and it is easy to doubt oneself. An offer of help from someone 

who has “been there” or a consultation 
with a professional lactation consultant 
can go a long way.

A short hospital stay with a sleepy 
baby and frequent interruptions is not 
the best environment for encouraging 
success.

3. If a baby will be bottle-fed, take the 
opportunity to offer help making bot-
tles or feeding the baby. A late-night 
feeding or an early morning one will 
give new parents just a little more time 
to sleep.

4. Recognize that a new mom’s hor-
mones are often totally out of whack. 
In addition to having labored, being 
in pain, and being sleep-deprived, new 
parents are attempting a task with no 
parenting manual individually tailored 
to their baby’s needs. They are going to 
be sensitive to every gesture and word, 
said or even thought. This sensitivity 
will help them nurture, and be won-
derfully attuned to, their baby, but they 
will also pick up on the nuances of your 
behavior, so be very careful about what 
you do and say. Less may be best.

5. Limit visitors. Even well-meaning 
visitors who say they’ll stay only a few 
minutes, once enraptured by a baby 
lose all track of time. New parents often 
won’t say anything but feel totally ex-
hausted after a visit, may be frustrated if 
the baby is fussy, and often feel it’s dif-
ficult to feed when others are around, 
offering unsolicited advice. If the baby 
is actually asleep, they may be desperate 
to get some sleep themselves and not 
have much patience for small talk. 

6. Remember that babies cry for all 
kinds of reasons. With time, a parent 
can distinguish between tummy pain, 
being cold, having a dirty diaper, being 

hungry or just crying for no apparent reason. Growth spurts in the early days and 
months often cause increased fussiness, leaving babies wanting to eat more and 
causing someone to ask if they are sure the baby is getting enough. It’s all a learning 
curve and it’s important to choose who you want to glean information from.

7. Gifts come in many forms and shapes and don’t have to cost a fortune. While 
some parents may register for what they want or need, you can also buy diapers, 
offer to cook, clean, buy groceries or do laundry. Babies love to look at faces and at 
black and white. Check out the Internet for some easy toys to make. Perhaps orga-
nize a meal rotation – providing meals nightly for the first few weeks, or pick up and 
return their laundry, or anything else to help out with the essentials that no one 
has time to do in the early postpartum period. 

8. Never assume a thing! Ask what you can do to help during this difficult time, 
while also trying to anticipate what could be helpful. Know when to take a step 
back and give parents space as they work to understand their baby’s ever-changing 
rhythms. 

9. Remember, in the early months, you can’t spoil a baby when you attend to his 
or her needs.

A new baby is one of the most magnificent gifts in the world. When you have to 
make room for someone else in your life who takes over everything, when every-
thing changes in an instant and takes on new meaning and your life is turned total-
ly upside down, it takes time to make sense out of it all. There is a difference between 
baby blues and postpartum depression, so one should ensure a couple is making a 
normal healthy adjustment. If in doubt, always seek professional guidance. 

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private practice in Ra’anana and author 
of the book Life’s Journey: Exploring Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has 
written about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 2000. ludman@netvision.net.il, 
www.drbatyaludman.com
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When I ask her about her active Twitter account, Westheimer admits 
that her manager, Pierre, is actually the one who runs her Facebook and 
Twitter accounts. 

“But I read every message that comes in, and I tell him exactly what to 
write in response. It’s important to keep up in these modern times.”

How helpful do you think Facebook and matchmaking apps 
are for people looking to meet someone?

“They’re very helpful. Look, the worst thing in the world is to be lone-
ly. There’s nothing worse than that. So, if two people connect through 
Facebook and a relationship forms as a result, that’s wonderful. But it’s very 
important to hold the first in-person meeting in a public space that’s well lit 
so you can give yourselves time to get to know each other. Ideally, the meet-
ing should be held in a café or a hotel lobby.”

At this point in the interview, Westheimer begins barraging me with a 
series of personal questions about myself, which I manage to deflect some-
how. She then tells me, “The most important elements of a relationship are 
love and mutual respect. The moment these disappear, the passion dissi-
pates and then everything else falls apart. Many people try to create passion 
without building a foundation, but this always leads to failure. You always 
need to go back to the foundation and keep the flame alive from there.”

What’s the most common question people have asked you over 
the years?

“In the early years, many women would ask me how to reach an orgasm, 
and many men would ask me how to prevent premature ejaculation. These 
questions don’t arise as much these days because there are so many books 
that have been written about these topics.”

What’s the most important advice you’ve ever given?
“If you don’t have a solid relationship, your sex life cannot improve. If 

you’re not willing to work on your issues first, don’t waste your (and my) 
time and just go see your lawyer.”

What has changed over the years you’ve been working as a sex-
ologist?

“Not much. Nowadays, though, people who approach professionals have 
a much better knowledge base from research they’ve done on the Internet.”

How should people handle sex education talks with their chil-
dren?

“You need to start talking to your children about sex the moment they 
begin asking questions. Parents should be prepared with age-appropriate 
answers even for very young children. You should never just respond with 
something off the top of your head. If a child asks you a question and you 
don’t know the answer, tell him, ‘I’m going to go to the library and look up 
the answer in a book. Then I’ll come back to you with the answer.’ You need 
to take responsibility for their sexual education.”

Are you a big fan of the institution of marriage, considering 
rising divorce rates?

“Yes, that’s a big problem. It’s not easy to live on your own, that’s for sure. 
Even I got married three times – only in my third marriage was I successful 
at having a healthy relationship. You need to be very mature to keep a mar-
riage going. I’ve never told a couple to stay together for the sake of the kids 
if they hated each other. But when a couple splits up, they need to tell their 
kids, ‘We’re not separating because of you. You are not responsible for this. 
We’re splitting up because we don’t understand each other anymore. But 
we’re going to continue to be your parents.’”

Is there a secret to maintaining an active sex life later in life?
“You need to make time for it. Couples need to have a date night once 

a week and decide not to talk about the kids. Even after a woman enters 
menopause, her partner must make sure she reaches orgasm. It doesn’t mat-
ter that she can no longer get pregnant.”

Do different religions have varying attitudes towards sex?
“In contrast to other religions, Judaism has never considered sex a crime. 

This is a great advantage we have over other religions.”

As a Holocaust survivor, have you ever experienced antisemi-
tism in a professional context?

“No, I’ve never personally experienced an antisemitic incident. By the 
way, I attend a sexuality conference in Germany every year, and I’m always 
welcomed there graciously.”

What’s your dream now that you’re 90?
“To continue teaching until I’m 120. And to find a partner who’s willing 

to dance with me. I met my third husband while skiing, but since I don’t ski 
much anymore, I’d like to meet a man who can dance with me at my speed.”

You’re a very energetic person. What’s your secret?
“I walk a lot. I don’t exercise, but I’m always walking places. And I’m al-

ways focusing on my next project, my next book, my next lecture. That’s 
what keeps me young.”

What does your typical daily schedule look like?
“I don’t offer many private therapy sessions anymore. I’m happy to 

leave this to the younger generation. I give lectures in the mornings and 
in the evenings I always go out – to dance, or to eat in a restaurant or to 
listen to good music. That’s what makes me happy.”

Have you considered in recent years coming back to live in 
Israel?

“No. My kids and my professional activities are here in the US. But, as 
you know, I visit Israel every year. And Israel will always be my home and 
close to my heart.”

At the end of our interview, Westheimer tells me, “I want to meet you 
in person next time I come to Israel for a visit. I’m a very curious person 
and I love meeting people I’ve spoken with and whom I’ve told all about 
my life. That’s a lesson I learned from my parents. Promise me that when 
I publish another book on my 100th birthday, you’ll call me for a fol-
low-up interview, okay?”  

Translated by Hannah Hochner. 

(Yossi Alon)

HOLDING UP the Hebrew translation of ‘Dr. Ruth’s Encyclopedia of Sex’ in 1995. She has 
penned 45 books dealing with human sexuality. (Gary Abramowitz)


