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Perceptions of Kibud Av v’Em: Honoring Your Father and Mother
What does it mean to honor your parents? Is honoring your father different from honoring your mother? Is it different in other religions? Is it religious or cultural? Implications for interfaith families…
From JewishJournal.com

Honor your father and mother

The case for the Torah, part II

by Dennis Prager
January 19, 2011 | 3:20 pm

To make the case for the Torah, I can think of no better verse with which to begin than the fifth of the Ten Commandments: “Honor your father and your mother so that your days be lengthened on the land that I give you.”

Proper understanding — and living by — this commandment is indispensable to making a good society.

And to properly understand it, perhaps the most important point to be made is that the Torah commands that we honor our mother and father; it never commands us to love them.
The psychological and moral insights here are remarkable. Given that the Torah does command love elsewhere — “Love your neighbor as yourself,” “Love the stranger,” “Love God with all your heart ...” — the absence of a commandment to love our parents is obviously deliberate. The Torah recognizes that there are people who, for whatever reasons, do not love their parents, and it does not command what cannot be observed.

But even more important from the Torah’s perspective is this: Whether or not we love our parents is irrelevant; what matters is that we show them honor.

As I wrote in my opening column on the case for the Torah, taking the Torah seriously means challenging and even upsetting many modern ideas. This is one of the biggest challenges to modern thinking: One of the Torah’s greatest teachings is that our feelings are far less important than our behavior.

If you don’t love your mother or father, that is sad. But you still owe them honorable conduct.

Let me offer an analogy. At every presidential press conference, all the members of the press rise from their seats when the president enters the room. They do this even if they dislike the president. They, therefore, do not stand because they feel like doing so. They do so because they honor the presidency.

That is why many of us were dismayed when Jon Stewart, while interviewing President Obama, called him “dude.” One wonders how many young people felt the same way. Not having been raised with the concept of showing deference to anyone, let alone not having been raised with the Ten Commandments, most young Americans probably thought nothing of it.

The great lesson of the fifth commandment is that in life we are obligated to behave in certain ways whether we feel like it or not.

Yes, there are some cases wherein honoring a parent may be impossible. No legal or moral code can account for every possible situation. Were Adolf Eichmann’s children obligated to honor their father, the architect of the Holocaust? And what about honoring parents who terribly physically abused their child — real physical abuse, not an occasional spanking — or who seek to harm a child who is now an adult?

But even here, one must be very careful about violating the fifth commandment. The moment one puts an asterisk on the commandment, it is an invitation to those who are angry with a parent to deem themselves as having been improperly treated and thereby avoid honoring a parent.

What does “honor” mean? The Hebrew word for “honor” (ka-bed) consists of the same letters as the Hebrew word for “heavy” (ka-ved). The only difference is a dot in the second letter.

In other words, “honor” means treating one’s parents with the gravity that their position demands. In one of many examples of the genius of Torah Hebrew, the opposite of “honor” is “kalel.” The word is always translated as “to curse,” but its literal meaning is to make light of (from the Hebrew “kal,” light). One curses one’s parents not only if one directs curses at them, but if one treats them lightly.

One honors one’s parents through speech and actions. We do not speak to our parents with the same abandon we do to our peers — no “dude” and no use of expletives are two examples. Actions would include getting up to greet a parent, offering them one’s seat, and maintaining regular contact with one’s parent(s) — such as calling them every week.

Honor does not mean blind obedience. In another great Torah lesson, one learns from Abraham, who disagreed and even argued with God, his Father in Heaven, that one can argue and disagree with one’s father on earth. But one also learns from the way in which Abraham did it how to differ with one’s parent respectfully.

This commandment is the only one that lists a reward for its fulfillment — long life as a viable society. Clearly, the Torah wants us to understand that a society in which children cease showing honor to their parents will cease to be a functioning society. Its days will be numbered.

This makes one worry about America, where, too often, parents do not demand respect from, but seek to be loved by, their children.

One consequence is a large number of adult children who do not honor their parents.  An especially painful example is the number of adult children who have severed contact with a mother or father.

That is horribly painful to a parent, but the child who does not honor a parent will also suffer. First, not honoring one’s parents almost guarantees that a child will grow up to be a narcissist. Second, when such children become parents, they may in turn receive the same disrespectful treatment from their children, thanks to the example they have set. And third, there is the guilt that adult children suffer when they realize their mistake in not treating their own parents better, often after the parents are deceased.

It is difficult to overstate the significance of the commandment to honor one’s parents — to parents, to children and to society.

It remains vital. Too many parents seek to be loved by their children and do not demand that their children honor them. Sadly, these parents usually end up being neither loved nor honored.
Dennis Prager is a nationally syndicated radio talk-show host, columnist, author and public speaker. He can be heard in Los Angeles on KRLA (AM 870) weekdays 9 a.m. to noon. His Web site is dennisprager.com.
From Interfaithfamily.com
Honoring My Mother


By Andi Rosenthal

"I have the perfect name for you," Rabbi Sirkman told me, as I slid into the booth across from him and signaled the waitress for a cup of coffee.

It was two weeks before my conversion ceremony, and we were meeting at the diner to chat about the details, and, finally, to choose my Hebrew name. "I've been thinking about this for a while," he said, "and I hope that you'll agree with me." I smiled and waited for him to speak. With a flourish, he announced it: "Hadassah."

The name hung between us like the choice between a blessing and a curse.

"What do you think?" he asked me. "When you think about your family history, it seems like the perfect choice, for you to carry on your grandmother's name."

He was right, in a way. Hadassah was the Hebrew name of my father's mother Esther, who had also converted to Judaism as a young woman in order to marry my grandfather. He left her a widow at the age of forty-three. Ovarian cancer killed her five years later, leaving four orphaned children, all of whom had become estranged or alienated from their Jewish upbringing. It was, I thought, not exactly the legacy that I had in mind.

"What's wrong?" he asked. "You don't like it?"

"You know, rabbi," I sighed, "she died so young. And you know about what my father went through, losing his parents at such an early age. I think it would be really painful for him. I just don't know if that's a shadow I want over my Hebrew name."

He seemed to understand immediately. "OK," he said. "Why don't you tell me what you had in mind?"

***

Choosing a Hebrew name--ironically--brought back memories of choosing a confirmation name, when I was thirteen years old. I was brought up as a Catholic--the religion of my mother. The rule for choosing a confirmation name is that it must be the name of a saint. Having become interested in my Jewish heritage, however, I wanted to choose one of the names of the biblical matriarchs--Rebecca, Rachel, Sarah, or Leah--to honor my father's birth religion.

When it came time to confer with the priest to discuss a name, he flatly refused to allow me to choose--as he called it--"an Old Testament name." Angry at what I perceived as an insult to my Jewish heritage, I ended up selecting a secular name--Diana--and told the priest that it was derivative of my maternal grandfather's name, Daniel.

The choice of that particular name was in no small way an act of rebellion--especially since I knew that the origin of the name Daniel was Hebrew. It was the best choice I could make at that time, to secretly honor both parents and a heritage that would otherwise have been forced to remain unacknowledged.

But when the time came for me to choose a Hebrew name, everything was different. For one thing, choosing Judaism enabled me to redefine my religious identity, and in doing so, I understood that the act of choosing a name would confer upon me a heritage that obligated me to act with moral authority. As Jews, we read in the book of Numbers (v. 22-27) that through the priestly blessing, God links his name to his people Israel. As I prepared to choose my name, I thought about how upon becoming part of the Jewish people, I would link my name to God. It was a process that I had looked forward to for months, researching the meanings of Hebrew names, trying to make sure that my choice would reflect the meaning of my journey.

Imagine my surprise, then, when I found myself confronting nearly the identical situation that I had all those years ago: the denial of one parent's identity, as reflected in a choice of a name.

***

When becoming part of the Jewish people, many converts to Judaism choose to symbolize their new lineage by calling themselves "ben/bat Avraham v'Sarah" (the son/daughter of Abraham and Sarah--the first "converts" to Judaism). But my case was different, because even though my father had not practiced his Jewish faith for decades, my Hebrew name could still be linked with his. I still remember the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, however, when my rabbi told me that no such link could be made to my mother. Thus, whatever name I chose would only have one parent--as if my mother did not even exist.

While at some level I understood the logic--my mother, as a Catholic, obviously was not part of the Jewish people, and thus, could not be considered as one who stood before Sinai, my heart ached, and still does, at the idea of excluding her from a choice I considered to be so meaningful.

It was ironic, then, that my father, who was born Jewish but remained silent on the subject, and did not raise us with any sense of our Jewish identity, would be honored at my conversion when my own name became "bat Aryeh" (the daughter of Leo), symbolizing the generations. And yet, when I told my mother that I wanted to convert, she was completely supportive of my choice. Her spiritual generosity made the conversion process a joy for me. Didn't my mother, who at some level sacrificed her intentions for my spiritual choices, deserve to be honored, as well?

***

Unlike my response years before, I did not want the choice of my name to be one made out of anger or a sense of rebellion. My name is Aviva Micah bat Aryeh. I am Aviva because it is close to my given name, Andrea, the name that both of my parents chose for me. Also, Aviva in Hebrew means springtime, a time of renewal.

I chose Micah for three reasons: first, because of the words of the prophet of the same name, words that guide me every day as a Jew:  " . . . to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God." (Micah 6:8).

Second, because in the fall of 2001, my dear friend Inbar gave birth to a baby girl named Mika--a beautiful, brown-eyed baby who was a constant source of laughter and hope during that terrible time of darkness for those of us working in downtown New York City.

And finally, I chose Micah to share an initial--the letter M--with my mother, Marie, to honor her as she honored me, through her love and her acceptance.

In my heart, I am sure that my grandmother Hadassah--of blessed memory--would have approved.

[image: image1.jpg]



Andi Rosenthal is a convert to Judaism, marketing director and freelance writer living in Larchmont, N.Y. She is a URJ Schindler Outreach Fellow and frequently lectures and teaches about issues relating to interfaith life. She also recently completed her first novel, The Bookseller's Sonnets.
From chabad.org
The Religious Aspect of Honoring Parents

By Jacob Immanuel Schochet
An implicit allusion to the deeper significance of the command to "honor your father and your mother" is detected in the very context in which this command appears. It appears as one of the Ten Commandments.

Moreover, within the Decalogue itself it is part of the first of the two tablets. This is rather significant. For though all of the Decalogue is of Divine origin (as is the whole Torah), the precepts on the first tablet deal with typically religious matters of the man-G-d relationship.

The Mitzvos on the second tablet deal with the matters related to intra-human relationships. One would expect the fifth commandment to be grouped in the latter five as it, too, seems to deal with a matter of social concern. In fact, however, it is adjoined to the first four which are of purely religious nature.

The classic commentators already noted this and offer various interpretations [Cf. Hadar Zekenim; Ramban; Abarbanel; and others.].

Some suggest that this draws attention to the parents' role as those who provide their children with the proper guidance with respect to their religious obligations. But there is a still more profound allusion which is independent of the post-natal parental involvement and centers on the creative capacity of the parents only.

The child-parent relationship is analogous to, and intricately bound up in, the man--G-d relationship. This is so because in bringing a child into this world the parents are in a partnership with G-d: the material substance is derived from the parents, while G-d grants spirit and soul, the vital form of man [See Kidushin 30b; Nidah 31a.].

The fifth of the Ten Commandments implicitly suggests awareness of one's origin, cognizance of one's raison d'etre, and grateful acknowledgment of one's resources.

Awareness of the parents' role as creative agents leads to contemplation on, and recognition of, the ultimate Creator and Provider of all: G-d. Acknowledgment and gratitude will then extend from the immediate and visual tangiblilities to such as one comes to recognize only after some meditation.

For this reason G-d accounts honor shown to parents as though it were shown to Himself; and conversely, the neglect to honor parents is regarded as an insult to G-d [Mechilta on Exodus 20:12; Sifra on Lev 19:3.].

That is why this commandment appears in the middle of the Decalogue: it mediates between the first four and the latter five precepts because it is related to both groups. It is as much a religious principle as it is a social one.

Proper behavior towards parents is seen as a logical rung in the ladder leading to the proper behavior toward our Father in Heaven and the realization of the ultimate purpose of man. He who heeds his parents as he should may be assumed to heed other religious obligations as well [See Zohar III:81b.].

From San Francisco State Univ. Philosophy

Filial Respect: 
Honoring Father and Mother
Compiled by Dr. Ron Epstein 
Philosophy Department 
San Francisco State University

General and Comparative Sources

· World Scripture: "Parents and Children"

Confucianism

· "The Twenty-Four Paragons of Filial Respect: Their Stories & Verses In Praise" translated by Dharma Master Heng Sure
· Filiality: The Human Source
· Hsiao Ching: The Classic of Filial Piety: Chinese text and translation of  James Legge
· Confucius.  Analects, Arthur Waley translation, Chapter Two
Confucius.  Analects, Arthur Waley translation, Chapter Two:
Mang I asked what filial piety was. The Master said, "It is not 
being disobedient."   Soon after, as Fan Ch'ih was driving him, the Master told him, 
saying, "Mang-sun asked me what filial piety was, and I answered 
him,-'not being disobedient.'"   Fan Ch'ih said, "What did you mean?" The Master replied, "That 
parents, when alive, be served according to propriety; that, when dead, they should be buried according to propriety; and that they should be sacrificed to according to propriety."   Mang Wu asked what filial piety was. The Master said, "Parents are anxious lest their children should be sick."   Tsze-yu asked what filial piety was. The Master said, "The filial piety nowadays means the support of one's parents. But dogs and horses likewise are able to do something in the way of  support;-without reverence, what is there to distinguish the one 
support given from the other?"   Tsze-hsia asked what filial piety was. The Master said, "The 
difficulty is with the countenance. If, when their elders have any troublesome affairs, the young take the toil of them, and if,  when the young have wine and food, they set them before their elders, is THIS to be considered filial piety?"

Judaism
· Jewish Scriptures
· "Honoring Father and Mother" by Rabbi Bachya ben Asher
· Excerpts from The Legends of the Jews by Louis Ginzberg, Volume III
· Mitzvot Concerning Parents
·  "B"H KIBBUD AV Va-EM (Honor Due to Parents): A Brief Treatise on the Significance of this Mitzvah"by Rabbi Jacob Immanuel Schochet
· Honor Your Father and Your Mother
· "Respect for Parents vs. the Independence of Children" by Rabbi Dr. David Mescheloff
· "The Significance of Filial Responsibility," Honor Thy Father and Mother by Gerald Blidstein (NY: KTAV Publishing House, 1975). [slow download, Acrobat file]

Jewish Scriptures:
Honor your father and your mother, that you may long endure on the land that the Lord your God is assigning to you. (Tanakh, Torah, Exodus 20:12)

Lo, I will send the prophet Elijah to you before the coming of the awesome, fearful day of the Lord. He shall reconcile parents with children and children with their parents, so that, when I come, I do not strike the whole land with utter desolation. (Tanakh, Nevi'im, Malachi 3:23-24)

Excerpts from The Legends of the Jews by Louis Ginzberg, Volume III:
But when the people heard the fifth commandment, "Honor thy father and 
thy mother," they said: "According to our laws, if a man enrolls himself as a servant of the king, he thereby disowns his parents. God, however, makes it a duty to honor father and mother; truly, for this is honor due to Him." [222]

It was with these words that the fifth commandment was emphasized: "Honor thy parents to whom thou owest existence, as thou honorest Me. Honor the body that bore thee, and the breasts that gave thee suck, maintain thy parents, for thy parents  took part in thy creation." [223] For man owes his existence to God, to his father, and to his mother, in that he receives from each of his parents five of the parts of his body, and ten from God. The bones, the veins, the nails, the brain, and the white of the eye come from the father. The mother gives him skin, flesh, blood, hair, and the pupil of the eye. God gives him the following: breath, soul, light of countenance, sight, hearing, speech, touch, sense, insight, and understanding. [224] When a human being honors his parents, God says: "I consider it as if I had dwelled among men and they had honored Me," but if people do not honor their parents, God say: "It is good that I do not dwell among men, or they would have treated Me superciliously, too." [225]

God not only commanded to love and fear parents as Himself, but in some respects He places the honor due to parents even higher than that due Him. A man is only then obliged to support the poor or to perform certain religious ceremonies, if he has the wherewithal, but it is the duty of each one even to go begging at men' doors, if he cannot otherwise maintain his parents. 
[226]

Christianity
· The Catechism of St. Thomas Aquinas: THE FOURTH COMMANDMENT
· Catechism of the Catholic Church: Fourth Commandment
· THE DUTIES OF CHILDREN: by William Ellery Channing
· "The Duties of Children to their Parents" by Cotton Mather
· Martin Luther's Small Catechism
Martin Luther's Small Catechism:
Thou shalt honor thy father and thy mother, that it may be well with thee, and thou mayest live long on the earth. 
Q. What does this mean? 
A. We must respect and love God, so that we will neither look down on our parents or superiors nor irritate them, but will honor them, serve them, obey them, love them, and value them.


Islam

· Excerpts from the Qur'an
· Family Values in Islam
Excerpts from the Qur'an
And remember We took a covenant from the Children of Israel (to this effect): Worship none but Allah; treat 
with kindness your parents and kindred, and orphans and those in need. (Qur'an 2.083)

And We have enjoined on man (to be good) to his parents: in travail upon travail did his mother bear him, and in years twain was his weaning: (hear the command), "Show gratitude to Me and to thy parents: to Me is (thy final) Goal. (Qur'an 031.014)

We have enjoined on man kindness to his parents: In pain did his mother bear him, and in pain did she give him birth. The carrying of the (child) to his weaning is (a period of) thirty months. At length, when he reaches the age of full strength and attains forty years, he says, "O my Lord! Grant me that I may be grateful for Thy favour which Thou has bestowed upon me, and upon both my parents, and that I may work righteousness such as Thou mayest approve; and be gracious to me in my issue. Truly have I turned to Thee and truly do I bow (to Thee) in Islam." (Qur'an 046.015)

Hinduism

· Excerpt from The Laws of Manu
Excerpt from The Laws of Manu
The father [is] the physical form of the Lord of Creatures, the mother the physical form of the earth... The trouble that a mother and father endure in giving birth to human beings cannot be redeemed even in a hundred years. He should constantly do what pleases the two of them.... (The Laws of Manu, 2:226)
From ahavat-israel.com
Honor your Father and your Mother

The great importance and significance of the Mitzvah to honor parents is seen in the fact that it is part of the Ten Commandments:
Honor your father and your mother (Exodus 20:12, Deuteronomy 5:16)

Fear your mother and your father (Leviticus 19:3)

In the matter of honor due to parents, the father is mentioned first; in the matter of reverence due to them, the mother is mentioned first. From this we infer that both are to be equally honored and revered. Thus, whatever is said of one parent applies equally to the other parent (Kerrithoth 6:9 - 28a).

Maimonides enumerates in addition to these commandments also three prohibitions:
a) not to curse one's father or mother
b) no to smite one's father or mother
c) that a son shall not rebel against the authority of his father or mother
(Sefer Hamitzvot II:218, 219 and 195, and Hilchos Mamrim ch 5ff.)

The Mitzvah of Kibud Av va-Em (the precept to honor father and mother) may be a self-evidently rational, ethical principle. But the Talmud refers to it as the most difficult Mitzvah (Talmud Yerusahlmi, Peah I:1).

Respect for parents - A religious principle

However, the fact that the Torah declares the proper child-to-parent relationship to be a Divine precept lends it a new character.
Honor your father and your mother as the L-rd your G-d has commanded you.(Deuteronomy 5:16)

The fact that "to honor" and "to revere" parents are Mitzvot of the Torah, impresses upon these precepts a stamp of absoluteness and makes of them independent principles.

Indeed, the Torah's absolute precepts remain in force even in relation to parents who may have forsaken the Torah (Hilchot Mamrim 5:12ff., and 6:11; Shulchan Aruch, 240:18).

From jewishpath.org
 The Torah's View of Honoring One's Parents

Reflected in the New Testament. 
By Dr. Akiva G. Belk

 

This essay study is dedicated in the loving memory of Ms. Kathryne Lynn Wright, may she rest in peace.

In the case of the New Testament there are six references to honoring one's parents, two references {Matthew 15:1-10 and Mark 7:1-13} are inaccurate. The claims made by Jesus are unfounded. it is difficult to understand what rabbinic source Jesus was referring to. It is proper to establish one's Torah reflection with references. After searching hundreds of Talmudic references, I found absolutely nothing to substantiate the comments in Matthew and Mark.

I find it most disturbing and very distressing when publishers omit pertinent facts, change words and give only enough details to improperly inform their readers. This is a common practice of some Christian / Messianic publishers. With so much misinformation, it is difficult for readers searching for truth to wade through these kind of Everglades.

As a side note: In the New International Version of the Bible there is a discussion of the corban. The NIV says "transliteration of a Hebrew word meaning 'offering.'" To most Christians / Messianics this means "MONEY" not sacrifice. The corban is much more than an offering. A corban is an animal specifically raised for sacrifice. It is not like you can just go out to your flock and pick out a corban. In addition, most Jews were not shepherds. They depended upon observant Jews specially trained in raising animals for corbanim. The omission of important facts like this is wrong.

Returning to the discussion of Matthew 15:1-10 and Mark 7:1-13 accredited to Jesus, these are unfair characterizations of a vow. It's like saying this is the only vow you should be concerned about. Dear reader, one must understand that any vow made to G-d by any one of his creation is serious. Vows are not to be taken lightly. Any person who utters a vow to G-d has taken on a very serious commitment. That applies to any vow, any place and at any time. We cannot just make a vow to G-d then carelessly cast it aside.

Yet the problem here is with the claim that the elders, meaning members of the Bais Din, devised a deceptive plan to circumvent one's Torah obligation of caring for one's parents.

As already stated, Jesus' words are not substantiated. The fact is that throughout history the elders {Bais Din} both taught and enforced one's obligation to assist one's parents. In addition to this, the Torah law of caring for one's parents would have superseded what appears to be a reference by Jesus to a rabbinical law even though such a law did not exist.

The above spurious comment is followed by an absolute fabrication in Mark 7:15 that combined cast much doubt on the credibility of the New Testament.

"Again Jesus called the crowd to him and said, 'Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. Nothing outside a man can make him 'unclean' by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of a man that makes him 'unclean.'' {Mark 7:15} Paul also reflects this anti Torah view in Romans.

The fact is this statement accredited to Jesus is untrue. It is a violation of G-d's word! The Torah states, "Nevertheless these shall you not eat of those that chew the cud, or of those that divide the hoof; the camel, because it chews the cud, but its hoof is not parted; it is unclean to you. And the coney, because it chews the cud, but its hoof is not parted; it is unclean to you. And the hare, because it chews the cud, but its hoof is not parted; it is unclean to you. And the swine, though its hoof is parted, and is cloven footed, yet it chews not the cud; it is unclean to you. Of their flesh shall you not eat, and their carcasses you shall not touch; they are unclean to you. Lev. 11:4-8

In addition to this, there are other discussions within the New Testament that clearly show Jewish followers of Jesus {G-d forbid} did not agree with this statement.

Now having diverted briefly, let's return to the bottom line. Even though Jesus' claims were inaccurate regarding the Bais Din it is clear that his support of the Torah commandment to honor one's parents is unwavering in the New Testament to his followers...

In three other passages {Matthew 19:16-26, Mark 10:17-27 and Luke 18:18-27}, Jesus clearly supported the Torah understanding of honoring one's parents to his Jewish following.

In the final mention of honoring one's parents in the New Testament by Paul, in Ephesians 6:1-3 to a non Jewish following, he stated, "Children, obey your parents in the L-rd, for this is right. 'Honor your father and mother '-which is the first commandment with a promise - 'that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth.'

This is the only New Testament paraphrase of the Torah quotes of:

"Honor your father and your mother: that your days may be long upon the land which Hashem your G-d gives you." {Exodus 20:12}

"Honor your father and your mother, as Hashem your G-d has commanded you; that your days may be prolonged, and that it may go well with you, in the land which Hashem your G-d gives you." {Deut. 5:16}

Paul refers to this TORAH LAW as "commandment with a promise." For your information, the word "commandment" means "law". Why would Paul introduce Torah law into the New Testament? why would Paul say, "{This} is the first commandment with a promise"?

The answer is simple. Paul taught the Torah law of honoring one's parents from his Jewish understanding of the Torah without variation. In other words, Paul taught non Jews {which is forbidden} that they are to observe this commandment with promise just as the Jews observe it.

This is very interesting because these are the same laws that Christian / Messianics claim the New Testament did away with.

Wishing you the best,

Dr. Akiva G. Belk
From Women of Reform Judaism

Big Question: How Do You Honor Your Mother?

Helene Dunbar
In honor of Mother’s Day, WRJ’s President, Lynn Magid Lazar, and Executive Director, Rabbi Marla J. Feldman, were asked to pose May’s Big Question for The Global Day of Jewish Learning.

Their question: “As Jewish law commands us to ‘Honor your Father and your Mother’, on this Mother’s Day, how do we fulfill our obligation to honor our mothers? Is there any difference between how we honor our mothers and how we honor our fathers?” was answered by Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz below (and on the Global Day site).

Please share your own thoughts on this question.

The Scriptures do not distinguish between mother and father when it comes to honoring them, and treating them with deference. Differences in implementing this command stem not from the Law but from the human mind and behavior. While there is no law that creates different modes of fatherhood and motherhood, in every family there is some difference between these two.

However, Jewish Law does not oblige us to love father and mother. Respect is something that the Law can command; emotions are not within its power. Parents often complain about emotional neglect rather than financial or other disrespect. Children may be guilt ridden because they don’t love their parents. Love comes from individual, unique relationships; whether or not there are blood ties does not create, by itself, an emotional closeness. It does not mean that people should not love their parents; but it should be a wish rather than a command.

The commandment of honor is not just in showing external signs of respect, but in doing things that cause the honored person to feel better, brighter and honored. In that sense, Mother’s Day is always a very individual choice of the children. Children must answer the question – what will make my mother happy?

From jewishpath.org again
The Essence Of Honoring One's Parents ©
By Dr. Akiva G. Belk

This study of the weekly parsha is dedicated in the loving memory of Mrs. Ethel Belk, may she rest in peace.

As we conclude Sefer Bereishis with Parshas Vayechi we will also be concluding our seven week examination of social issues that began with Parshas Toldos.

Parshas Toldos: Walking In Yitzchok's Revelation.. 
Parshas Vayeitzei: Human Contact With G-d
Parshas Vayishlach: On Wrestling With The Angel Of The L-rd 
ParshasVayeishev: Family Problems
Parshas Mikeitz: How Is G-d With Us?
Parshas Vayigash: How Can I Help End Human Suffering?
Parshas Vayechi: The Essence Of Honoring One's Parents

So much is happening in our world that affects life. How do we live? How do we learn? How do we plan for the future? Who do we marry? {In many cases, Who do we live with?} How do we earn a very good income? How do we live comfortably? Do we want children? If so, How do we raise our children? Where do we live? What shul do we attend? What level of observance do we keep? The issues go on and on and on... Not only do the issues go on and on they are being constantly challenged. It's like going to work today in blue jeans and tomorrow in a suit. The tides of change... style... society...keep sweeping ashore wave after wave. In a few days, G-d willing, we will be swept from the twentieth century into the new millennium...

While the waves of social change / unrest tend to be society's apparent trend, it is not the path of Judaism. Our beliefs and system of values have been rooted within the wisdom of the Torah for thousands of years. Our religion is not trendy! Our beliefs in the Torah are not secured to Wall Street, e commerce or society, etc... Those of us who observe Torah walk to an entirely different pace.

It is here that we begin our consideration of this week's parsha. The Patriarch Yaakov drawing close to death calls for his sons so he can bless them. Yaakov's blessings {for his sons}, death and burial conclude Sefer Bereishis.

How Sefer Bereishis culminates is very important because it gives us a glimpse into how Yaakov's children from Reuvin {apx. 62 years of age} to Binyomin {apx. 50 years} to Ephraim and Menasheh - grandchildren - {apx. 23 - 25 years of age} honored their father. It also launches us into the Torah's guidelines of honoring one's parents....

Yaakov calls for Yosief the spiritual leader of the children and the established leader of the family. Sometimes the spiritual leader and the established leader can be two different individuals. Here Yosief fulfilled both roles. Normally the spiritual leader and the established should be the firstborn. Yosief was the firstborn of Rochel but Reuvin was the firstborn of Yaakov and the firstborn of Leah. Yet Don was the firstborn of Bilhah and Gad was the firstborn of Zilpah. This presented all the necessary ingredients for problems with one exception. Yosief was clearly respected as the established leader first by G-d and second by his father Yaakov. Many types of problems can surround the death of a parent that require everyone's respect of the family leader as displayed here. .

None the less, honoring a parent's wishes in death is the responsibility of all their children. This presents some very serious problems when the parent does not choose the respected spiritual and established family leader or if one does not exist. Yet if a parent has established their desires in a will or verbally as Yaakov did their wishes should be honored. If problems exist or develop one should contact a recognized halachach authority.

Yaakov requires Yosief to swear that he will NOT BURY him in Mitzriam. Yosief swears to his father that he will bury him with his fathers in the cave of Machpeilah. One could say that Yosief was the executor of Yaakov's estate of his last will...
It helps when the executor is truly the spiritual leader of the family and at the same time the established leader. Yosief persuaded Pharaoh to allow him to bury his father in Eretz Canaan. Yosief would lead his brothers and the army of Mitzriam to the place of burial. Yosief and his brothers would also be forced to contend with Eisov, Yaakov's twin brother.
HONORING ONE'S PARENTS IN DEATH
In Genesis 50: 1-14 we observe how carefully Yosief and his brothers honored Yaakov and his desires after his death.

Our sages teach honor after death in the way we address and remember our parent. In death, one should not say: 'Thus did my father say', but,{instead} 'Thus said my father, my teacher say, for whose resting place may I be an atonement. Then after twelve months [of his father's death he must say: "May His memory be for a blessing..."

 

WHEN IS ONE REQUIRED TO HONOR THEIR PARENTS?
Everyone must understand that it is Hashem the Creator Who defines when, where and what it means to Honor one's parents in life and in death. Honoring one's parents is not open for trendy changes. The fulfillment of the mitzvah has remained the same. The mitzvah of honoring one's parents was given in the Torah only to Kal Yisroel! In other words, honoring one's parents is only the responsibility of a Jewish child to an observant Jewish parent {with certain exceptions}.

Now this presents some interesting possibilities because Yaakov had four wives. Two wives are Matriarchs of Yisroel, Leah and Rochel. Two wives are not. Bilhah and Zilpah. Yet the children of Bilhah and Zilpah partly compose the tribes of Yisroel along with the children of Leah and Rochel. However, the two wives that are not Matriarchs did observe Torah.

We know that Bilhah and Zilpah are half sisters of Leah and Rochel. They are all the daughters of Lavon. We also know that Bilhah and Zilpah were given as handmaidens to their sisters upon each of their respective marriages to Yaakov. We also know that they observed and raised their children in accordance with Rochel, Leah, and Yaakov.

 

WHAT ARE THE CIRCUMSTANCES IN WHICH CHILDREN ARE NOT REQUIRED OR ARE FORBIDDEN TO HONOR PARENTS AS PRESCRIBED IN THE TORAH?
They are:
If a child is a convert to Judaism it is as though he / she has no parents.

If a child's parents deliberately violate Torah Mitzvahs... The Jewish parents deserve no honor!

If a child's parents are not both Jewish. The Jewish parent deserves no honor because they deliberately violated Torah Mitzvahs by marrying outside Judaism and remain there!

If a person is not Jewish... The command of honoring one's parents was NOT among the seven commands given to Noach. Now other religions of the world such as Christians / Messianics have quoted Torah Mitzvahs as a part of their required observance but this is NOT in accordance with the Seven Noach Commands given by G-d and NOT REQUIRED unless that religious ordinance is made a law of the land enforceable by the court system...

In another article entitled The Torah's View of Honoring One's Parents Reflected in the New Testament. and another article entitled Who Was Jesus?, {as a child and as an adult}. I have discussed the points from a Torah perspective. Briefly in all six references to honoring one's parents as recorded in the New Testament both Jesus and Paul completely supported the Torah Halacha of honoring one's parents without any redefinition!

 

IN CERTAIN SITUATIONS THE TORAH ALLOWS FOR LIMITED HONOR OF PARENTS
They are:
If a child's parents are not both Jewish. The Jewish parent receives limited honor because he / she was raised and married, void of any Torah knowledge or instruction. In other words his / her failure to observe Torah did not result from defiance but instead lack of a proper Torah education and instruction in Torah mitzvahs...

If a child's parents were both raised in violation to Torah Mitzvahs and their improper behavior is the result of a lack of any Torah education or instruction in Torah mitzvahs...

If a parent does shuvah or is attempting shuvah...

Which would include such actions as a Jewish parent separating from or divorcing their non Jewish spouse or the non Jewish spouse converting to Judaism.

THE IMPORTANCE OF A JEWISH PARENT'S BLESSING
Sometime later after Yaakov had selected Yosief as his executor, Yosief was informed that his father was ill, meaning close to death. Yosief went to his father with his two sons Ephraim and Menasheh. It is there that we learn the responsibility of Jewish parents to bless their children just like Yaakov blessed Ephraim and Menasheh in Genesis 48:20. Now each Erev Shabbos before the family meal Jewish parents observe the commandment to bless their children as required in this week's parsha...

Children of all ages should greatly desire / submit to the blessings of their parents...

It was here that Yaakov gave the blessing of the firstborn to Yosief the firstborn of Rochel instead of to Reuvin, Yaakov's firstborn of Leah. Essentially Yaakov choose Ephraim and Menasheh to also be his sons.

Later when Yaakov addresses his other eleven sons we learn a few additional points regarding honor to one's parents.

When Yaakov blessed Reuvin he said, "Reuvin, you are my firstborn, my might, and the beginning of my strength, the excellency of dignity, and the excellency of power;
Unstable as water, you shall not excel; because you went up to your father's bed; then defiled you it; he went up to my couch." {Genesis 49:3,4}

The incident that Yaakov was referring to was when "Reuvin went and lay near Bilhah his father's concubine; and Israel {his father} heard about it." {Genesis 35:22} At the time we do not read of any action by Yisroel regarding this matter. What happened? After the death of Rochel, Yaakov's beloved wife, Yaakov moved his bed from Rochel's tent into the tent of Bilhah, Rochel's handmaiden and Yaakov's concubine. Reuvin was angry with his father's actions. Instead of speaking with his father regarding the matter he spoke to others about his objections to his father's actions and later Yisroel heard about it. Reuvin considered Yaakov's action of moving his bed into Bilhah's tent as an insult to his mother, Leah, who was Rochel's full sister instead of Bilhah, Rochel's half sister. In addition to this Bilhah was a handmaiden... a servant. Reuvin considered his father's actions humiliating and degrading to his mother, Leah. He disturbed his father's bed with his spoken words which in the Torah's view is the same as having laid with his stepmother which is a grievous sin!

This teaches us several points regarding honor:

THE FATHER'S HONOR TAKES PRECEDENCE OVER THE MOTHER'S HONOR
The Torah records, "Honor your father and your mother, as Hashem your G-d has commanded you.." The person of the greatest honor is mentioned first. Why? Because the mother {Genesis 3:16} is bound to honor her husband and the son is bound to honor his father.

The Talmud relates the the following story: "A widow's son asked R. Eliezer: If my father orders, 'Give me a drink of water,' and my mother does likewise, which takes precedence? 'Leave your mother's honor and fulfill the honor due to your father,' he replied: 'for both you and your mother are bound to honor your father. { This does not imply that the husband need not honor his wife but that the wife must obey her husband, just as a son his father.} "

A son honors his mother more than his father, because she sways him by words; therefore Hashem placed the honor of the father first. A son reverences his father more than his mother, because he teaches him Torah, therefore Hashem, put the fear [reverence] of the mother first.

A SON IS FORBIDDEN TO DISHONOR HIS FATHER
The son is not permitted to stand, sit or lay in his father's place.
The son is forbidden to contradict his father's words or speak against him.
The son must provide food, drink, clothing and living quarters for his father.
The son must care for his father.
"What is 'fear' {reverence} and what is 'honor'? Our sages taught 'fear' means that he [the son] must neither stand in his [the father's] place nor sit in his place, nor contradict his words, nor tip the scales against him. 'Honor" means that he must give him food and drink, clothe and cover him, lead him in and out."

Our Sages taught that there are three partners in man's creation, Hashem, the father, and the mother. When a man honors his father and his mother,Hashem says, "I ascribe [merit] to them as though I had dwelt among them and they had honored Me."

Reuvin in his youth dishonored his father and as a result was found to be unworthy by G-d to be the spiritual or established leader after Yaakov's death. As a result Yaakov removed the honor of the double / special blessing from Reuvin and gave it to Yosief.

Reuvin openly dishonored his father according to the Torah by contradicting Yaakov's actions and by placing the honor of his mother Leah before the honor of his father Yaakov.

A WIFE'S RESPONSIBILITY TO BOTH HONOR AND RESPECT HER HUSBAND'S PARENTS
Parents selecting a bride for their son may seem outdated for children living in the twenty-first century however it is a rabbinical directive from Jeremiah 29:6 saying, "Take ye wives, and beget sons and daughters; and take wives for your sons, and give your daughters to husbands." From this we can clearly see that parents are to help in the selection process for their son or daughter. This is beneficial because who knows a Torah observant child better than their parents? Their strengths, their weaknesses, their personality and character traits. Who is better suited from the advantage of experience and Torah to reduce potential mistakes in such an important decision for life?

Falling in love is stupid and foolish. One does not fall in love, one lusts. One builds from a similar observant Torah foundation over a lifetime, brick by brick, a life of love. This honors the Torah, one's parents, one's spouse's parents and one's spouse. Love is the most beautiful architectural design created between these parties and G-d completed at life's end.

As a result even one's wife must be careful to not curse her husband's parents or defame them in any way. Such an action is considered dishonoring one's husband's parents. Unfortunately it follows the sinful actions of Reuvin. That is considered immediate grounds for divorce.

ONE IS NOT PERMITTED TO RECEIVE HONOR DUE TO HIS FATHER AS HIS OWN HONOR
ONE IS NOT PERMITTED TO MISUSE HIS FATHER'S HONOR 
ONE IS NOT PERMITTED TO DISGRACE HIS FATHER
As Yaakov continued with his blessings he said, "Simon and Levi are brothers; instruments of cruelty are their swords. O my soul, do not come into their council; to their assembly, let my honor not be united; for in their anger they slew a man, and in their wanton will they lamed an ox. Cursed be their anger, for it was fierce; and their wrath, for it was cruel; I will divide them in Jacob, and scatter them in Israel." {Genesis 49:5-7}

Here we learn that they acted carelessly in the matter of their sister Deenah. They misused their father's honor by speaking in his behalf without his knowledge or approval. They used their father's honor to establish a marriage agreement with the men of the Chivite city then turned on them and murdered them, took their women, daughterS, cattle, children, etc.

To this Yaakov said, "Simon and Levi, You have brought trouble on me to make me odious among the inhabitants of the land, among the Canaanites and the Perizzites; and I being few in number, they shall gather together against me, and slay me; and I shall be destroyed, I and my house. And they {Simon and Levi} said, Should he deal with our sister as with a harlot?" {Genesis 34:30,31}

In addition our rabbis taught that one must honor their parents in this life and one must honor them in death. For example, a child who receives honor on account of his living father should not receive the honor to himself but instead he should receive the honor for his father's sake. Taking another's honor is stealing and when it is your father it is also dishonoring and could be disgracing your father also...

Simon and Levi were guilty of stealing their father's honor and by their actions dishonored him. They met with the representatives of a city because of their father's honor. The representatives of the city assumed the sons of Yaakov were there on his behalf. They arranged an agreement believing that Yaakov had agreed to these terms. Simon and Levi lied. They deceived their father. They deceived the men of the city. When they murdered, slaughtered and kidnapped, they disgraced their father and their father's household. No one outside of Yaakov's house would understand or believe the great grandsons of Avraham would commit such atrocities on their own, without their father's directive. They grievously dishonored their father. He noted this by saying, "Let my honor not be united...{with Simon and Levi}."

Within the Torah the command to honor one's parents is stated as follows:

"Honor your father and your mother: that your days may be long upon the land which Hashem your G-d gives you." {Exodus 20:12}

"Honor your father and your mother, as Hashem your G-d has commanded you; that your days may be prolonged, and that it may go well with you, in the land which Hashem your G-d gives you." {Deut. 5:16}

There are four central points to the mitzvah of honoring one's parents:
First, only Hashem the Creator defines what it means to honor one's parents. Honoring one's parents is not open for trendy changes.

Second, honoring one's parents as Hashem the Creator has defined is not optional. Hashem G-d has commanded us to honor our parents.

Third, honoring one's parents can assist in extending one's life on earth.

Fourth, honoring one's parents can provide for a better life on earth.

ONE'S FATHER IS TO BE HONORED AS "MY FATHER, MY TEACHER"
Nowhere in the Torah do we read of a son or daughter calling their father or mother by their first name. Yitzchok said {to his father Avraham}, "Avie" meaning father... Yaakov said {to his father Yitzchok} "Avie" Eisov said {to his father Yitzchok} "Avie" and Yosief said {to his father Yaakov} "Avie" .... In fact it is required that a son NEVER refer to his father or his mother by their first names. Even when a son is to call his father to the Torah he says in place of the father's name, "My father, my teacher." Calling a parent by their first name is an act of absolute disrespect.

ONE SHOULD HONOR / REVERENCE THEIR PARENTS TO THIS EXTENT
The Talmud relates a story of a non Jew who greatly honored his father as follows:

"R. Eliezer was asked: How far does the honor of parents [extend]? - Said he, Go forth and see what a certain heathen, Dama son of Nethinah by name, did in Askelon. The Sages sought jewels for the ephod, at a profit of six-hundred-thousand [gold denarii] - R. Kahana taught: at a profit of eight-hundred-thousand - but as the key was lying under his father's pillow, he did not trouble him. The following year the Holy One, blessed be He, gave him his reward. A red heifer was born to him in his herd. When the Sages of Israel went to him [to buy it], he said to them, 'I know you, that [even] if I asked you for all the money in the world you would pay me. But I ask of you only the money which I lost through my father's honor.' Now, R. Hanina observed thereon, If one who is not commanded [to honor his parents], yet does so, is thus [rewarded], how much more so one who is commanded and does so! For R. Hanina said: He who is commanded and fulfills [the command], is greater than he who fulfills it though not commanded."

The Torah teaches that one should honor their parents as one is commanded to honor Hashem. Our sages taught that just as one is commanded to Honor one's father and one's mother one is also taught Honor the L-rd with your substance {Prov.3:9}. This assimilates the honor due to one's parents to that of the Omnipresent. The Torah states, "You shall fear {honor} every man his father, and his mother'; and the Torah also said: Hashem your G-d shall you fear, and him shall you serve." Deut. 6:13. The fear {honor} of one's parents is assimilated to the fear of Hashem. It is said: "He that curses his father, or his mother, shall surely be put to death." {Exodus 21:17} It is also said: "Whoever curses his G-d shall bear his sin." {Leviticus 24:15} Thus the Torah assimilates the blessing / cursing of one's parents to that of the Omnipresent.

 

My Son Was Only Trying To Help!
When my oldest son was very young, maybe four or five years of age, we went fishing in a paid fishing pond where it was easy for children to catch large rocky mountain trout. I felt this was the easiest way for my son to learn how to catch fish without becoming bored. We camped near by and fished there for several days. We caught a lot of fish. It was expensive. On one of those days he caught a three pound golden rainbow. It was a real prize for a young child.

Several weeks later we were in a local sporting goods store purchasing some fishing supplies when my son noticed some large trout in a freezer. One was about the size of the fish my son had caught a few weeks earlier. I bragged to the salesman that my son had caught a fish about that size a few weeks ago.

He questioned, "Where?""
I responded, "Up by Bailey"
He questioned, "In the creek?'
I said, "No but in the area."
It was about then that my son spoke up, "Daddy you know where I caught that fish. It was at Bailey Fishing Ponds where you pay to fish."

Needless to say, I was embarrassed and angry. My under age innocent son got a lesson on "Do not ever contradict your father."

I realize that he meant nothing by it. I should have not been so prideful but in real life this sort of thing happens often with children who do know better. It is forbidden.

Now having said this we return to the fashion of today's youth / parents and ask how many parents teach their children what the Bible means when it says to 'Honor your father and mother?' How many parents know these few basic Torah principles of what G-d expects when he commands, 'Honor your father and mother'?

The result of being careful to honor one's parents produces benefit in this world and in the world to come. Disregarding the Torah Commandment brings G-d's judgment and no promise of expanded life or G-dly favor.

So this week as we conclude the last parsha of Bereishis with Yaakov's blessings for his twelve sons and two grandsons we are reminded of honoring one's parents and the benefit received from carefully observing this important mitzvah.

In Judaism we don't do something just because the law of the country we are living in permits it! Our living, our existence, our prospering is totally based upon the Torah! So when we review a subject like The Essence Of Honoring One's Parents it MUST be clearly understood that it is solely based upon the Torah written over 3,500 years 
ago still living in the twenty-first century among serious Jews! Thank G-d.

Wishing you the best,

Dr. Akiva G. Belk
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