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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 56 - HONORING PARENTS - THE HARDEST MITZVA?
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - SUMMER 2026

A] OUR PRAYERS FOR GEULA: RECONCILIATION OF PARENTS AND CHILDREN
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The final words of prophecy to the Jewish people predict that God will send Eliya HaNavi at the end of days.
Interestingly, the ‘tikun’ of those times will be epitomized by the rejoining of parents and children who, until then, had
not connected fully.
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The Redak understands, according to the pshat, that the parents and the children will embrace the redemption together.
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The Malbim understands that the children who had drifted away from Torah will do teshuva and return to the Torah of
the parents, thus reconciling them.
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Rashi’s understanding is that the children will become Ba’alei Teshuva and then bring their wayward parents back to
Torah observance!
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Chazal quote this idea of shalom between parents and children as the ultimate symbol of bringing peace to the world.
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Chazal call the mitzva of Kibud Horim the most difficult of all mitzvot!

* As the fifth mitzva on the luchot, Kibud Horim is the link between Mitzvot Bein Adam LeMakom and Mitzvot Bein Adam LeChavero.
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B] THE HASHKAFOT OF THE MITZVA
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The Sefer Hachinuch explains that the hashkafic roots of Kibud Av V’em lie in developing a feeling of gratitude to one’s
parents for the ultimate gift - life itself! Then, through the ‘seder’ of a family hierarchy, we will be drawn to an even
greater sense of gratitude to God who created our neshama and keeps us alive at every moment.
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In the desert between Egypt and Sinai, the Jews stopped at Mara and God gave them a ‘chok’ and a ‘mishpat’.

ONY AN TYDD 7Y VOV, NIWN M PN - DIV PN 15 DY DY 9.

ON PYSN 1™ X NYI9 - NHYA XNDYIN
Chazal identify the ‘mishpat’ as ‘kibud av v’em’, stressing to us that we must approach this mitzva as a mishpat.
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A second and very important hashkafic aspect is to realize that Kibud Av V’em is not a set of ‘chukim’ - rules that we
may not be able to understand and apply rigidly. It comprises ‘mishpatim’ - laws that need to make sense and fit the
individual circumstances of each person’s family. Who are their parents and what do they expect?

TY JPOY NS NI PO NNN PTHONY MIM NIV I TOM NIV NPIN TIND D»VI DT NIV OV N 11.
INTI INY TIAD 12 XM XINY 22 NIV HY I1DHNN 1N NINNX IIPIAY DION HDIIN NON NNN DY INVMND NYINY
ND NNNN NIIRY TIAD OXND PITY OXAIN GIN 12 NYIY IDPAN N2 1IN XTY PN 1M 1P TAY NN N 1IN
NYY NN .TI2D2 22 X3 IPXY 22 IRV H1IW) 1D NN IPMAI MDY NODPY NN ORYNYS I OY NN 1IN
PO YT T NINR Y TAY NN DY YIIN PN TIAID KNI N ORYNY ) IWON AN AP DY DM 1IIION
T2 NN NNNI NXIM DININ DI D PPV KDY 17PN ONYN NIPI WD MY NIX NTYN 1IN

N:N NS MOV TN
Chazal stress that the essence of Kibud Av V’em is to provide what the parents want and need, even if that may be a little
strange! When R. Tarfon allowed his mother to walk across the street on top of his hands, this was only a fraction of
what the mitzva requires! When R. Yishmael’s mother said she wanted to wash his feet and drink the water to show how
much she valued his Torah learning, R. Yishmael was told to allow her to do this!!

C] THE HALACHIC STRUCTURE OF THE MITZVA
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The mitzva included as the 5th commandment is kavod for parents.
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There is a separate mitzva of yira.
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By changing the order of the father and mother in the two verses, the Torah communicates that the obligations to the
mother and father are equal in their priorities.
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The obligation is also equally incumbent on sons and daughters, although a wife will sometimes need to weigh the needs
of her husband against those of her parents.
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The halachot apply irrespective of how good the parents are as people, with the exception of an actual rasha.

C1] MORA - RESPECT
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Mora for parents includes:- (i) Not standing/sitting in their official place e.g. at shul, or sitting in their seat at home; (ii)
Not to contradict or argue with parents but to be respectful at all times, (iii) Not to ‘agree’ with parents - i.e. treat them
in such a way that one is effectively acting as a ‘parent’ to them; (iv) Not to call them by name, or even to call a friend
by the same name in front of one’s parents or, if the name is very unusual, even not in the presence of the parents.
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The Gemara tells the story of Dama ben Netina - a non-Jew from Ashkelon who refused to wake up his father in order to
do a major business deal. He also stood by whilst his mother ripped apart his clothes in public and did not publicly
humiliate her by stopping her. (Tosafot points out that the mother was mentally disturbed!)
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‘Mora’ - showing respect to parents extends even to a situation where the parent humiliates the child!! Even then, the
child must not in any way insult the parent. If however the parents’ behavior becomes abusive, the child is not required
to continue to take such abuse.
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The Rema adds that one can use a parent’s name as long as there is an honorarium before it e.g. Mr., Reb. etc. The
Vilna Gaon rules that this means even in the presence of your parents!
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Rav Yosef (who was blind) would stand up when he heard his mother’s footsteps, as if getting up for the Shechina.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that there is an obligation to to stand before parents. Many poskim see this as based on the
obligation to stand in front of a talmid chacham. Thus all the relevant halachot will apply.

C2] KAVOD - SUPPORT
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By contrast, kavod for parents is halachically defined as providing material care, and always with a smile!
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In a very difficult situation where the parent has dementia and it is too disturbing for the child to care for the parent, the
child is permitted to hire a carer.
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The obligation of kibud horim continues after the death of the parent. This includes - how the child refers to the parent,
learning in the zechut of the parent, davening from the amud and naming children after the parent.

D] RESPECTING PARENTS vs PERSONAL AUTONOMY
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The Chazon Ish asks the following: If indeed the child must go to almost all lengths to ensure that the parent is not upset,
how then could the child ever marry someone that the parent did not accept, even if the parent is acting unreasonably?
Given the pain caused to the parent if the marriage proceeds, how can this be less serious than simply contradicting the
parent, which is prohibited?
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1t is clear that the child must invest their full efforts in physically caring or arranging care for parents. The Gemara then
asks who is obliged to pay for this? If the parent has their own money, does the child still have to pay for the parents
care - ‘mishel ben’, or can he use the parents’ money to pay for their own care - ‘mishel av’. The conclusion of the
Gemara is that the costs of caring for the parents are met using the money of the parents, The child is expected to give up
their time and to lose the expectation of future profits, but not to give up existing money.
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The Rambam (and later the Shulchan Aruch) rule that the obligation of kavod is ‘mishel av’ - i.e. the child does not need
to give up a significant amount of their own money to look after the parent (if the parent has money to use).
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The conclusions of the Shulchan Aruch are as follows:
(i) Everyone agrees that the child may perform the mitzva of kavod using the parents’ money (mishel av) and if the
parents have no money the child must use their own money.
(ii) As for the mitzva of mora, the Shulchan Aruch says that the child must lose their own money (mishel ben) rather than
disrespect the parent. The Rema however disagrees. He rules that we make no distinction between kavod and mora - in
each case the child is not required to give up from his own possessions. So the child can stop the parent (even by
upsetting and angering the parent) from throwing the child’s money away. (He cannot stop the parent from throwing the
parent’s money away, even though it is ruining his inheritance!)
(iii) If the parent has already taken away the child’s money, the child is not permitted to become upset with the parent,
but they can take the parent to a beit din to recover the money.
(iv) Everyone agrees that the child must perform kavod and mora even though it may cost him future profits.

* The key question now is - to what extent must the child do what the parent requires of them, even if the child does not want to?
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The Maharik (15th Century France) rules that a child is not required to listen if the parent tells them whom to marry.
Marrying the wrong person is a major personal sacrifice and is considered ‘mishel ben’. As we saw in the Rema above, a
child is not required to sacrifice their own belongings, even for the mitzva of mora - i.e. upsetting and contradicting the
parent.
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The Rema rules this halacha of the Maharik.
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A child is not required and not permitted to listen to a parent if they ask the child to break any halacha.
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If the parent requests that the child not forgive someone, so as to perpetuate a machloket, the child should not listen.
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So too, talmud Torah will sometimes override honoring parents.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules that if the child feels strongly that they need to learn Torah in a specific place and the parents
will not allow it (even if the parents are simply afraid), the child is not required to listen to the parents.
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The parents are encouraged to forgo their honor where necessary to assist in the long term development of the child.

E] OTHER RELATIVES
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The Torah verse includes an extra ‘et’ and a “v’et’ - what do they come to add?
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The Gemara concludes that the ‘et’ is to include a parent’s spouse and the ‘vav’ is to include an older brother!
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The obligation of kavod for a step-parent essentially stems from the obligation to the natural parent to be respectful to
their spouse. Thus the natural parent will take priority. Note that the obligation is one of kavod and not yira. As such it
is acceptable to call step-parent by their first name if the natural parent agrees.
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There is a special obligation of ‘kavod’ for an older sibling but this is not the same as that to the parents. According to
most opinions, this includes all older brothers and sisters. Again, the obligation is kavod and not yira.
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Moshe went out of his way to show honor to his father-in-law, Yitro.
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There is a duty of kavod to in-laws too, although this is not min haTorah.
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The Rema rules that there is a duty of kavod to grandparents, although parents will take priority.
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