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Thesis Summary

Kibbud Av v’Em, Issues of Honor and Reverence in the Modern Context for Adult
Children is intended to present an understanding of the issues that confront adult children
in fulfilling their filial obligations and responsibilities in the United States in the Twenty-
first century. This paper is grounded in an exploration of our traditional texts, starting
with the Torah, and then moving into the Talmud Bavli (Kiddushin), Mishneh Torah,
Shulchan Aruch and commentaries. | then employed other modern commentators to
further explore the subject matter as well as current authors, scholars and current

statistical and demographic data.

The paper is divided into 4 sections. The first section entitled, “The Impossible
Dream- Kibbud Av V’Em,” explores the concepts of honor and reverence, where they
first appear in the Torah, how they are explicated in the pages of Kiddushin of the
Talmud Bavli and the extraordinary, practically impossible task at hand. The second
section is entitled, “Honor and Reverence for Parents: Practical Halakhah. This section
explores the development of the halakhah of honor and reverence within our texts
including the Mishneh Torah and Shulchan Aruch. The third section entitled, “The
Emotional Component in the Mitzvot of Honor and Reverence,” delves into the emotional
and practical issues and how they affect honor and reverence. The fourth section entitled,
“The Issue of Distance in Effecting Honor and Reverence,” explores the modern context
of distance, the unique emotional and physical issues confronting the contemporary Baby
Boomers. This section also offers suggestions as to how the rabbi and synagogue have an

opportunity to provide assistance and support.

David M. Levin
March 9, 2013
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Introduction

On January 8, 2011 my father passed away. He died of a heart attack after a
protracted bout with emphysema, the result of a lifetime of heavy smoking. It was a
week after he celebrated his 80™ birthday at his home with his three adult children,
their families and other friends. During his 10-year fight against an inexorable
disease, | confronted the issue of how to observe the mitzvoth kibbud and mora,

honor and respect for parents.

I moved with my family to Florida in 1994. At that time, my father was not yet sick.
I missed being in close proximity to my dad, but the decision to move was based on
the needs of my family. He was diagnosed with emphysema when he suffered
respiratory arrest. He recovered from the immediate trauma, and was able to move
about relatively well, continuing to work in the real estate business. | invited him to
join me in Florida, suggesting we might live together ( 1 had divorced from my wife).
But he declined, preferring to remain in familiar surroundings and among friends. |
travelled up to New York to visit, as much as | could. But he was close to my brother

who kept a rather close eye on our father.

As | contemplated the journey into the rabbinate and the decision to go to school, |
considered my dad’s situation. He was relatively robust. But his disease would get

worse and he would decline in health. Part of the timing of the decision to leave for

-3-



Israel was based on the understanding that his health would deteriorate. So the sooner
I went, the earlier in the process | would be back. 1 also knew that | needed to return

to New York. A different campus would place me too far away.

| packed my things and went to New York to spend a week with my Dad before
leaving for Israel. We shared a lovely time. He drove me to the airport and told me
how proud he was as | embarked on this path to study for the rabbinate. While in
Israel, we spoke regularly, often at length and with substance about what was going
on with each of us. | believe that both of us enjoyed this time together and the

conversations we shared served to strengthen our relationship.

| was given the transfer to the New York campus but actually came home to
Philadelphia, to my fiancée. We started our life together and I started working for a
synagogue in the Philadelphia suburbs while attending school in New York. My
weekdays were spent in New York at school and my weekends were mostly spent
studying at home or at the synagogue. Seeing my father did not happen often enough.
His home was not easily accessible from either New York or Philadelphia and the
grueling schedule of school made substantial blocks of free time scarce. That part of

my plan was not working as well as | had hoped it would.

| did what I could to remain supportive of my father. | visited when | could and we
spoke on the phone with regularity. The responsibility for caregiving however was
my brother’s. He made the time and facilitated my father’s ability to live

independently. | am grateful that my brother decided to assume this role, although |
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do not believe he was obligated to do it alone. | struggled with the knowledge that |
was unable to provide as my brother provided, either in terms of time or financial
resources. Doing the best | could was one of those thorny issues. Was | in fact doing
the best I could or was | rationalizing that what I did was somehow adequate? In his
last five years, dad was living in a compromised situation, relying heavily on my
brother and struggling with the stairs of his home. Where was the line drawn between
helping him cling to the independent living arrangement and the safer, more secure,

healthier and more social environment an assisted living facility would permit?

I believe that the genesis of my thesis started there. The struggle with how to fulfill
my filial obligations was as old as time itself but a modern struggle as well. The
thesis starts with an exploration of several dapim in Kiddushin (30-32). There the
parameters of kavod and mora are already well established. Our morning prayer, Eilu
Devarim, based on the Mishnah, Pe’ah 1:1 and declares there are certain things that

are limitless, among them Honor of Father and Mother.

We continue to struggle with the issues that surround our filial obligations. The
Jewish wisdom contained in our texts is profound and certainly a strong framework
for understanding what we are to do. The Talmud even explains the reason why we
do it as it understands our two parents in the context of a larger relationship, a
“trinity” expanded to include God. The values set forth in the Talmud remain
foundational. But modernity comes with a new set of complications. In this country
and in this time, parents are living longer than ever. They statistically also have

greater wealth than at any other time in history. This country and culture have
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provided extraordinary mobility for both parents and children, so quite often one or
the other has moved to a new location. Long gone are the days of sharing the same
house or living in the same small village for an entire, and much shorter lifetime.
Parents are living longer. The extended lifespans give new opportunity to remain
active and engaged. But health issues are quite real and place a potentially onerous
burden on the family fortunes as technology permits treatment of illness and
extension of life-span. but does not necessarily address the quality of that life. The
focus has been on resolving the issue of “what can we do” and only recently has the
conversation turned to address “what should we do”. Further, the demands made by
the children’s children are also great. New understandings of development, college
and culture have all contributed to costly and ongoing requirements of many of these

children for substantial and extended parental support.

It is my intention to explore and develop and understanding of Honor and Reverence
through a Jewish lens, using the wisdom literature of our tradition, the vast
compendium of knowledge and thought developed through time and cultures. 1 do
not propose to definitively answer the question “How do | Honor and Revere My
Parents”? Our rabbis and sages have helped us understand that there is no easy
answer to the question, but in my thesis I am allowing myself the opportunity to
seriously engage it. Only after we have engaged this question can we try to do our

best to engage in the sacred work of honoring and revering our parents.



Chapter 1

The Impossible Dream: >0 DR X721 7120

We are charged with the Mitzvot to Honor Father and Mother, kibbud Av v’Em, ax 712>
axy, and to revere/fear father and mother, axy ax x7m. These mitzvot are based in
Exodus 20:12, commonly known as the Fifth Commandment: ,728%—nX) Ta8—n& 720
77 103 PAPR MWK TR PV TR0 11980 1wn2, “Honor your Father and Mother so that
you will have long days on the earth which the Lord your God has given you.” The
mitzvah to revere parents is derived from Leviticus 19:3: —nR) RN 1°2K) MR WX
DR M IR Pwn cnnawn, “You shall each revere his mother and his father, and

keep My Sabbaths, | am the Lord your God.”

The commands are clear. However, the implementation of the mitzvot are anything
but clear. The aphorism “the devil is in the details” seems to apply. The rabbis
quickly grasped the enormity of the implications contained in these two deceptively
simple commands intended to apply to every adult in Jewish society. How does one
practice honor, 7125, and X7, reverence? The question is given even greater gravitas
because of the inclusion of God into the charge. God’s presence substantially
increases the stakes in the discussion as Judaism grapples with the concepts of honor
and reverence. By acknowledging parents, people admit we are not the source of our
own being. Rather, we owe our existence itself to forces beyond our personal reality.
Issues of origin is paradigmatic to the choice between self-centeredness and

acknowledging the Other.*

1. Gerald J. Blidstein, Honor Thy Father and Mother: Filial Responsibility in Jewish
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It makes sense from a sociological point of view that children should feel a sense of
filial responsibility. Society benefits from a system wherein parents are not simply
cast out once their duties as caregivers has been fulfilled. There would be little
incentive to rear children if parents were left to fend for themselves as they grew older
and increasingly challenged. There is a natural reciprocity at work when the young,
who are incapable of survival without parental nurturing, respond by caring for those
who have sustained them in their time of need. The child’s “indebtedness” to his or
her parents is further heightened because we understand our very existence is the
result of our parents actions. Indeed, the rabbis understand the profound nature of this
aspect of the parent/child relationship as they explain the act of procreation not as
something limited to the parents, but rather as a partnership of the parents with God in

the creation of life.

The Talmud as well as several other sources of Jewish wisdom view God as an

integral and personal participant in procreation. Kiddushin 30b states:

“The rabbis taught in a Baraita, There are three partners in the creation
of a person, the Holy One, Blessed be He, his father and his mother.
When a person honors his father and his mother, the Holy One,
Blessed be He, says: “I consider it as if | had lived among them and
they honored Me.”?

Law and Ethics (Jersey City, NJ: KTAV Pub. House, 2005), p. 5.
2. Kiddushin 30b.



Rashi explains in Kiddushin 30b that the words for man and woman, w°x and nwx, are
the same except for the > and the 17 which together spell a name of God, 7—.> Rabbi
Joseph expounds upon and supports the intimate relationship between God and
parents stating, that when he heard his mother’s footsteps, “&°nX7 n1ow "npn 2pPKR”, “I

will stand before the approaching Shechinah.™

The Mekhilta d’Rabbi Ishmael explicates the text of Exodus 20:12-14 by quoting no
less than Yehuda Ha-Nasi, Rabbi, the force behind the compilation of the Mishnah.
The two verses of honor and reverence, Exodus 20.12 and Leviticus 19.3,
respectively, are summarized by Rabbi to mean that Scripture places honoring of ones
parents, fearing of one’s parents are equivalent to honoring and fearing God. Further,
the cursing of one’s parents is just like cursing God.> The result is that behavior is
either rewarded or punished appropriately: “If you honor them, the result will be that
your days will be long, and if not, the result will be that your days will be short.”
Rashi similarly explains the verse. Both Rabbi and Rashi focus on the portion of the

phrase “that your days may be lengthened,” * 7»° 1998 wn%” and excluding the

3. Kiddushin 30b.
4. Kiddushin 31b.

5. Mother and Father are considered equals for the purposes of honor and respect.
The source for this understanding is based on Father being listed first in the Exodus
verse and Mother coming before father in the Leviticus verse. There are however a
question that arise when honoring one conflicts with honoring the other. There are
rules that are laid out for when there are conflicts between competing deeds for
mother and father as well as for parents and in-laws. As Rashi explains in his
interpretation of Leviticus 19, every man has the ability to fulfill the obligation to fear
his parents without restriction, but a married woman is under the authority of another,
namely her husband.



clause “on the land that the Lord, your God is giving you,” “7°7%& M7 WK 70787 9y
7% 1n1”. Honoring parents in accordance with the Fifth Commandment is no longer
bound to the Land. Honoring parents is to be observed wherever you may be. Proper

treatment of parents will result in God’s blessing.

The chapter Bachodesh, in the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, ends in an interesting and
somewhat cryptic manner. After espousing the duties of honor and fear/reverence as
well as the respective reward and punishment, the chapter concludes: ®‘7mn »a7w
MPvn”, “For the words of Torah are Notarikon.” By definition, notarikon is the
system of mnemonics used to reduce phrases where a word is represented usually by
the first letter of that word, creating an acronym. By ending this chapter with this
comment, we are taught that the Torah is exponentially greater than the words of the
scroll. Each letter represents at least an entire word/thought. So by extension, the
verses quoted as the basis of honor and reverence from Exodus and Leviticus are
therefore infinitely more complex than the mitzvot we are instructed to follow. Given
our rich history of attempting to plumb the meaning of Torah, with commentator after
commentator, we can conclude that honor and reverence are elusive at best, ever-
evolving and limited by our own capacity to understand. So we are left to grapple

with how does a child properly honor and fear parents.

6. "Bachodesh,” in Mekhilta De-Rabbi Ishmael, trans. Jacob Z. Lauterbach
(Philadelphia: Jewish Pulication Society of America, 1976), p. 259.
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How far does the honor of Parents extend? The Talmud understands one of the
particularly difficult aspects of honor, namely the financial obligation. This very
question is posed by Rabbi Ulla to Raba in Kiddushin 3la. Story of Dama ben
Netinah as told by Rabbi Eliezer tells us of a non-Jew who refuses to disturb his
father’s sleep to conclude a business deal to provide special jewels to the priests.
Dama’s refusal to negotiate is mis-interpreted as hard bargaining. Although the offers
to buy the jewels continue to increase, Dama will not dishonor his father by
awakening him to access the key beneath his pillow and does not conclude a
transaction.” Later, when Dama can make a deal, he returns to the original price he
would have accepted, foregoing a chance to make substantially more money.
Honoring a parent is far more important than any financial gain. A second story told

of a Rabbi of the Talmud, continues to expound this important component of honor.

The story of Rabbi Tarfon helps to focus on the impossibility of the task at hand. He
explains in Kiddushin 31b that he would bend over to permit his mother to climb on
him in order to get in and out of bed. Instead of being lauded by his compatriots, the
text says they chastised him saying he had not given his mother even half the honor
due her. She had not yet taken his purse, perhaps a reference to his inheritance, and
thrown it into the ocean without his protesting her action. Another similar situation is
considered in Kiddushin 32a. This is a test of honoring one’s parent; a child’s proper

response, even to the destruction of his or her property is to not react at all to such an

7. Dama is held out as an exemplar for us to follow. Dama acts in accordance with
the mitzvah, but he is not obligated because he is a non-Jew. We are taught through
this passage that as a mitzvah, we have a higher obligation to fully observe than the
gentile. But Dama holds himself to an extraordinarily high standard.
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action, lest he shame his father or mother. The relative importance of honor and

money or material possessions is clear. Honor is more important.

Rav Huna reportedly tested his son, Rabbah, and tore silks in his presence, saying, Let
me see if he gets angry, °nnn >x X 7x. Rav Huna destroyed valuable property
but his son did not react. The Talmud probes the various aspects of this situation to
understand the motivations of each of the two actors. Ultimately, the Talmud
absolves Rav Huna of wrong doing and similarly commends Rabbah in his restraint.

The honor of a parent is more important than even valuable possessions.

There appears to be a “Catch-22” regarding honor. In Kiddushin 31b We are told of
the story of Rabbi Jacob ben Abbahu whose father and mother hold him in high es-
teem. Mother and father prepare wine for their son for when he returns home from
school. One pours the wine and the other mixes the water. Abaye instructs Rabbi Ja-
cob to accept it from his mother, but not to accept it from his father, as his father may
feel affronted. The text understands that the father is likely performing this task will-
ingly, but because he is a scholar, he may none-the-less feel ambivalence about pro-
viding this service to his son.” However, the following questions arise: If the father

has decided to perform this task, which appears to be one of service and honor on be-

8. This provocation of Rabbah has additional implications which will be discussed in
a later chapter. Rav Huna ran the risk of entrapping his son and prompting him to act
disrespectfully. Rav Huna was potentially guilty of “placing a stumbling block before
the blind” Swan 1nn 8% 77w *197 (Lev. 19:14).

9. The Rav Huna incident also reverberates with this issue. The Gemarah states that
Rav Huna had foregone the honor due him before submitting his son to the test, 2>rnn7
R .
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half of his son, would not the act of refusing his hospitality be the very kind of sham-
ing that we are instructed to avoid? Does preventing the possible shame the father
might feel after the fact warrant the harshness of refusing a gift? Honoring one’s par-

ents appears almost impossible to achieve.

The couple in our story are not unlike many parents of accomplished children. They
are proud of their children and continue to offer them gifts and service as a means of
expressing their feelings of love. This is not a unique circumstance, although the par-
ticular rabbi, Rabbi Jacob, the subject of the story, is someone of virtue and merit,
m>r1, which makes the story all the more important as an example. But we all are
aware of, if not experienced with, the mother who starts cooking the moment her
child calls to say they are coming by for a visit. Is it not disrespectful to turn her
aside from doing that which she likely finds meaningful in her own understanding as
a loving mother? So this piece of aggadah leaves us in a quandary. No matter how
we respond, we find ourselves in the wrong, offending a sensibility with improper

thought or action.

This brings us to the important issue of intention. It is deemed wrong to only do the
right thing. Action or deed without the proper intention is as wrong and therefore
punishable as incorrect action. The kavanah, i1, is of equal importance and value as

the keva, ¥ap. In Kiddushin 31a-31b, a discussion focuses on the importance of inten-
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tion. Avimi the son of Rabbi Abahu.”® . 25w 11 17701 1109 1Ak Hoxn w°” One can
feed his father pisyon, and drive him from the world, o°n>92 °nvn w» and one can
make him grind with a millstone, X271 22w:7 »n% w°am, and bring him life in the World
to Come. Rashi explains that despite serving a delicious meal, the son would be pun-
ished if served the meal with resentment. And in contrast, if the father had to work be-
cause the son was unable to support for the family and the son encouraged his father
to help giving him due respect, the son will be rewarded. Rashi bases this explanation
on the Yerushalmi, which shares two stories that elaborate these two parts of Avimi’s

statement.

Avimi practices this correct sense of honor as illustrated in the following story which
details his insistence to run to open the door of his home to his father, despite Avimi
having five sons at home who were ordained (received :72°n0) and therefore knowl-
edgeable in honoring their father. Avimi’s opportunity to honor his father was too

great to forego. He was rewarded with understanding (of Divine source) Psalm 79,

10. The choice of protagonist for this story is significant as the Gemara will use both
Avimi and his father R. Abahu as prototypes for teaching correct ways to honor their
parents. When Avimi speaks, his voice carries appropriate gravitas.

11. A particularly tasty bird, such as a pheasant.
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nox> am, “A Song of Asaf.’*? Until this point Avimi was unable to comprehend the

passage.”®

The issue of honor and reverence is so deeply troubling and the task of fulfilling the
mitzvot so daunting that the discussion in the Talmud actually goes to the extreme and
suggest that it is preferable to be an orphan rather than have to experience the misery
of failing to properly honor and respect one’s parents. Rabbi Yochanan submits “Hap-
py is he who has not seen them.”*. This brings us back to the place of beginning,
which is to ask how does one honor and revere one’s parents? The Talmud is not sat-
isfied to leave this question so completely unresolved and conflicted. Kiddushin 31b

attempts to explain the practical ways that honor and reverence can be expressed.

12. Psalm 79 seeks God’s forgiveness and return to his people to remember and
avenge them in the wake of the Temple’s destruction and the murder of the Jews of
Jerusalem. I presume the Psalm of Ingathering is deliberately selected as the troubling
text for Avimi and here is used as a metaphor for the punishment for improperly
treating parents and the rewards for giving parents their proper due.

13. Rashi’s commentary, Kiddushin 31b.
14. Kiddushin 31b.
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Chapter 2

Honor and Reverence for Parents: Practical Halakhah

What is proper reverence and what is proper honor, 712°3 178 X1 1mR? Simply put,
the Talmud instructs from a 3127 11n Baraita that reverence means that a child does not
stand in his father’s place, nor sit in his father’s place. He may not contradict his fa-
ther’s words, nor offer an opinion on his father’s words. Honor means a son must

provide food and drink, dress and cover him, bring him in and take him out."”

Taken at face value, the filial responsibilities appear straightforward based on this
synopsis provided by the Talmud. However, the task of properly honoring and rever-
ing one’s parents is an impossible one. The degree to which one owes filial reverence
and honor to those who have given life and nurtured is beyond the scope of human ca-
pacity. For as parents, mother and father are considered on a par with God in the cre-
ation of human life and they are to be handled as such. The unbounded responsibili-
ties also seem to contain potentially contradictory commands and the requirement to
have intention underlying actions that is completely pure. The aggadic stories of Kid-
dushin seem to say that no matter how much one does, it is insufficient to pay proper
tribute to mother and father. Such a situation is impractical, and would be the cause
of a breakdown in the society due to the onerous stresses it places on the children.

Each act would be the source of angst and likely would lead to ripping apart the fami-

15. Kiddushin 31b.
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ly unit and support system upon which society depended. The Rabbis of the Talmud
understand this and begin to move from the aggadic-laden earlier passages into a
more halakhic discussion creating the rules that inform how we fulfill the Torah based

commands, &n»x7, to Honor and Revere.

In his book, Consolation, Maurice Lamm discusses Maimonides’ view of the afterlife,
leading to his observation that “...Often it is in Judaism that abstract principles must
be held in the larger, conceptual sense...(while for) pragmatic religious behaviors, the
observances of the faith are worked out to their most minute detail...”*® Similarly, the
rabbis move from the philosophical abstract concepts of honor and reverence and con-

cretize pragmatic ways to exhibit honor and reverence.

An Example of Practical Halakhah Regarding Honor and Reverence

A key insight into the practical issues of honor and reverence are found in story of
Rav Assi and his mother. Rav Assi cared for his old mother, npr xaX. She asks of
him and he fulfills her requests for jewelry. She then requests of him a husband “xiv2
TMIRD OWT X137 “as handsome/pleasing as you”. There is a recognition that the re-
quest is not a healthy one, and Rav Assi left her to travel to & w» yax. It is from this

passage that Maimonides and subsequent commetators including the Shulchan Aruch

16. Lamm, Maurice, Consolation, The Spiritual Journey Beyond Belief, Jewish
Publication Society, Philadelphia, PA, p. 168.
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understand limitations on caregiving for parents. When it is not possible for a child to
properly care for his or her parent, a child can leave their care to someone who can

properly care for them."

Honor and Reverence in Life and After Death

There are practical issues and very particular differences in fulfilling the mitzvot of
honor and reverence. There are also issues that are specific to honoring after death,
that are different from those required of a child while the parent is alive. These are

expounded in Kiddushin 31a.

Honor and Reverence in the Talmud

Kiddushin 31a focuses on how a child is to fulfill the mitzvah of Honor. This is
accomplished though specific actions identified by the sages. A child extends honor
to his father both during his lifetime and even after death. For example, while one’s
father is alive, a child must act deferentially in the public sphere to his father and also
protect the father’s reputation, for the son’s request will be heard for his father’s sake,

DIpnR AR 272 Yewn.

17. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Mamrim 6:10, and R. Joseph Karo,
Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, 240:10.

18. Kiddushin 31a.
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The son cannot exploit the reputation of his father and he must accordingly. If the son
asked a favor of another, relying on his father’s reputation to have the favor granted,
the son cannot make the request as though it would be granted because of the son’s
standing. The sugya extends this further; even if the son was held in the same esteem
as his father, the son should still refrain from asking in his own name, preserving the
son’s respect for and deference to his father in the public sphere. Everything should
be requested for the sake of the Father, xax 2°awa 17%5. Conversely, if a father’s repu-
tation is less than that of his son, the son must rely on his own reputation and not his
father’s. Otherwise, Rashi explains, the son risks disgracing his father if the son re-

quest is not granted.™

Honor continues even after death. Certain actions are taken to maintain the son’s

mystical obligations to his father during the first year of avelut, mourning®. Specifi-

19. Rashi, Kiddushin 31a, s.v. XaX »2wa "1now.

20. Kaddish Yatom is not known to the Talmud. The first mention of Kaddish Yatom
came in the Or Zarua, a thirteenth century halakhic work written by Isaac ben Moshe,
the Riaz, according to the Jewish Encyclopedia and Hayim Donin in his book, To
Pray As A Jew. This practice took on new meaning as Kaddish Yatom developed.
When one dies, certain Jewish customs adhere to the belief that the deceased’s soul
enters Gehennom, for a period of atonement for misdeeds or sins committed in life.
The mourners through prayer and rituals are empowered to honor the deceased’s soul
and also assist the souls elevation to its new, higher state of life. This state is
expected to last a maximum of 11 months, as it is custom to understand that only the
most wicked would be required to atone for a full year in Gehennom. A story is told
of Rabbi Akiva meeting a man/spirit laboring as a wood carrier, bringing the wood
used to burn him in Gehennom as punishment for his misdeeds while alive. He
informs Akiva he would be released from this sentence if his son would recite the
Barchu and the Kaddish before a kehillah that would respond with “Yhei Shemei
Rabbah Mevorakh.” The matter is further complicated because the father had
neglected the son during his life. Akiba finds the son and teaches him Torah as well
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cally, the Talmud instructs that a son when quoting his father not merely make attribu-
tion to his father during the first year. Instead the son instead should state, “So said
my father, my master. May | be an atonement for his soul,” “n79> >3 > RAR MK
1mown.”# After the first year, there remain ways in which the son can act and contin-
ue to give his proper honor to his father’s memory. After avelut, the son is required to
make the following attribution: “May his memory be blessed for life in the world to
come”, “Xa7 0w >0 19137 Won” Later, in the Shulchan Aruch the phrase is abbre-

viated to simply 75725 1ar.%

Honor of a Parent in Regard to Torah Scholarship

The rabbis continue further in their understanding of proper honor of a father in mat-

ters of Torah and quote a Baraita explaining that sages must not use the proper name

as the prayer. With the recitation the man’s soul was released from judgement and
given eternal rest (Mahzor Vitry). The text from the Mahzor Vitry is included in the
appendix.

21. These words are supposed to be said for the first full year after the father has died.
This interestingly comments on the idea that in fact the father may have been wicked
enough to warrant a full 12 months in Gehennom. However, a son’s honor of his
father none-the-less extends to him, despite this possibility. This is complicated by
the recitation of Kaddish which lasts for only 11 months, consistent with the
understanding that no one is so fully wicked as to warrant a full year in Gehennom.
Rabbi Moses Isserles references the 11-month recitation in his gloss to the Yoreh
De’ah 374:4.

22. Joseph Karo, Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah 240:9.
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of either their father or teacher when quoting them. The son would refer to his father
not by name, but rather one would say either “this is what my father, my master
said...” or “this is what my teacher, my master said...” The translator, 1310, however
would cite the father’s name, so proper attribution would be correct. This careful
treatment of the father’s name and words, would seem to be a natural extension of the
sensitivity towards a father’s reputation in the public as well as the prohibition against

commenting on a father’s statements, which will be taken up below.

Reverence

The rabbis taught in a Baraita that reverence means a children may not stand or sit in
their parent’s place. They may not contradict their parent’s words and even more ex-
treme, a son may not offer an opinion in any debate in which the father is a party.®
Honor means that a child must give his father food and drink, dress him and cover
him, bring him in and take him out. The Schottenstein Talmud’s editor understands
that the mitzvah of honoring one’s parents demands that one act in a positive manner
to show respect while the mitzvah of reverence demands that one not act in a way that

detracts from their (the parents) status.*

23. Kiddushin 31b.

24. Hersh  Goldwurm, Yisroel Simcha. Schorr, and Noson Boruch. Herzka,
"Kiddushin 30-32," in [Talmud Bavli] = Talmud Bavli : The Schottenstein Edition :
The Gemara : The Classic Vilna Edition, with an Annotated, Interpretive Elucidation,
as an Aid to Talmud Study (Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah Publications, 2004), p. 31b.
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These ideas serve to rein in the unbounded filial piety and reverence commanded by
the two verses of Exodus and Leviticus. However, they have not adequately con-
cretized the things that one would do or would not do to properly demonstrate and to

fulfill the obligations of the children to their parents.

Codified Halakhah in the Mishneh Torah

In the Mishnah Torah, Maimonides codifies a series of halakhot, specifically in Hil-
chot Mamrim- The Laws of the Rebellious Elders, that are grounded in Kiddushin
31b. Maimonides elucidates five mitzvot related to parents in chapter 6, of a total of

nine, specific to honor and reverence towards parents:

Not to curse father or mother. ORY 2R 99p% KW
Not to strike them (mother or father). .omaao Xow
To honor them (father or mother). .0720%
To revere (fear) them (father or mother). ORI

For a son not to rebel against the voice  .inRY 1°aR 2P HW 770 90 127 7970 ROW
(from the teachings) of his father or

mother.

-22 -



Rambam understands the importance of filial responsibility to society. Further, Mai-
monides supports the notion that treating parents with contempt is cursed by God.”
This is likely based on the concept that one who curses his parents curses God. Fur-
ther, children may not, according to Maimonides, cause pain to parents.”® Subtly the
conversation has developed a new boundary. The adult must children be sensitive to

their affect on their parents.

Maimonides Fleshes Out the Torah’s Generalities about Honor and Reverence:

The Laws of Parental Obligations as Recorded by Maimonides

In chapter 6 of Hilchot Mamrim these mitzvot are explained in further detail. Honor
of parents and fear (reverence) of one’s parents is the first listed, and is considered of
great importance. Maimonides relies on the proof texts of Exodus 20:12, °ax nx 722

7% nx1, Honor your father and mother, and Proverbs 3:9, =53 nowxam1 3371 > IR 720

25. Blidstein, Honor Thy Father and Mother: Filial Responsibility in Jewish Law and
Ethics, p42.

26. ibid.

27. The Mishneh Torah quotes only the first portion of Proverbs 3:9, Honor God from
the first of your harvest. The entire verse is included above. It is also noteworthy that
the second portion of the verse is not included. This is possibly to ensure that the
admonition to honor remains in force, and not limited to those who are farmers or
vintners.
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Tnx1an, Honor God from your wealth (with the best of all your income, the first of

your harvest), as the grounding for Honor.

Maimonides joins two verses from Torah, Leviticus 19:3, “A person must fear his
mother and father,” *“x7°n vaxy mx wX”  with Deuteronomy 6:13, “And you shall
fear your God,” “x7°>n Mo} » nx,” equating the fear of mother and father with the
fear of God, if that is possible. For now parents are considered on a plane with God.
Just as He commands us to honor and fear His great name; so, too, He commands us
to honor and fear our parents,” “.07125 ¥ INX 72,1 21737 MW T2 DY AW T
ax"M.” Rambam also follows Kiddushin affirming that both mother and father are to

be treated equally in this regard.

Maimonides moves on to rein-in how to properly demonstrate the ideals of Honor and
Reverence, as he asks “What is meant”, “171 °x1”? He reiterates the passage from Kid-
dushin 31%, Fear is not standing in his place, not sitting in his place, not contradicting

his words, nor offering an opinion on his words.” These are actual things are those

28. It is interesting to note that although mother and father are to be treated equally in
the spheres of honor and reverence, the passage in the Talmud and the Mishneh Torah
both are explicitly dealing with the son’s responsibility toward the father. The
aggadic texts of the Talmud offer strong examples of filial responsibility toward the
mother however, as we move toward concretization, the examples are of how to fulfill
duty toward the father. There are also no equivalents for the mother regarding a place
sitting or speaking in the synagogue or among the elders, and there would not be an
opportunity to quote one’s mother in a scholarly discussion.

29. There is an issue regarding the proper translation of the word ¥*7on. Eliyahu
Touger, in his translation with commentary of the Mishnah Torah, offers the
translation as “outweighs” based on Rambam’s Responsum 264.  Touger
acknowledges that an alternative translation is “support”, which is also used in the
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done in a father’s presence or in a father’s place, rather than a metaphorical idea. Al-
though this idea appears implied in the Talmud, the clarification is important. Ason is
not required to remain silent on all issues for which the father has offered an opinion.
A son is able to express his own opinions on matters, even when they are different
from the father’s, provided the opinion is not offered in front of his father, an idea ex-
pressed in the Shulchan Aruch.®* Indeed Maimonides expressed opinions on matters
that dissented from views offered by his father, an example of which is Hilchot She-
chita 11:10, cited by Eliyahu Touger.** Maimonides is discussing a sirchah, adhesion,
found in meat. Respectfully, he disagrees with his father who forbids such meat, who
Maimonides refers to as “my father and teacher.” Maimonides believes this meat is
permissible. This apparent contradiction proper respect for a parent is resolved by un-

derstanding that a child’s silence is required in the presence of the parent.

Schottenstein Talmud translation. Support implies that the son has enhanced the
father’s words and this is also considered a sign of disrespect. Based on what |
believe is the underlying meaning of the phrase, | have used “offer an opinion” to
express that any commentary on a father’s words is considered disrespectful.

30. In the Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah 240:2, Rabbi Joseph Karo explicitly uses the
phrase “before him (father)”, 192 Y727 NX ¥"5n X7 1727 IR M0 X9, It appears
reasonable to infer that Maimonides would be in agreement with this position as the
opinion Touger cites in Hilchot Shechita is such an example of a different opinion.
Moses Maimonides et al., Mishneh Torah (New York: Moznaim, 1986), p. 376.
Eliyahu Touger, is a scholar who has translated many works including the Mishneh
Torah.

31. Eliyahu Touger cites Hilchot Shechita 11:10 as an example of such a situation.
ibid., p. 377.
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Maimonides continues reiterating the ideas laid out in Kiddushin, a son should not
ever refer to his father by name, referring to him as “My Father and my master.”
However, Rambam goes further than the Talmud saying that when others share the
same name as one’s father, the son should not refer to these other people by name, and
instead use another name, lest someone might think the son is referring to the father
and being disrespectful.®> Maimonides also indicates that when a father has a com-
mon name, the son can use the name to refer to others as long as the son is not in the
father’s presence. These ideas are a honing of the concept of reverence (fear) offered

by the Talmud.

Honor is also clarified by Maimonides succinctly following the explanation offered in
the Talmud. Honor requires specific actions to be taken regarding the care and wel-
fare of the father. Filial honor requires providing food and drink, clothing and cover-
ing them. It is the son’s obligation to provide these things, but importantly, the money
needed to do this comes from the parent’s resources. If the parent does not have mon-
ey to do this, then it is incumbent on the child to provide from his resources to the ex-
tent that he is able. If the child is well-off, then it is expected that the support will
come from him, and the court can compel this action. If the child is not wealthy, then

he is to provide according to his ability and even permitted to use the money ear-

32.ibid., p. 377.  Eliyahu Touger in footnote 9 of Chapter Six in his translation of
Hilchot Mamrim, offers an actual example of this from Tosefot. The sage Abbaye
was so named by Rabbenu Asher, whose father shared the same name as Abbaye, who
was his nephew. Touger points out that Abbaye is the Aramaic derivative of the
Hebrew Avi. By contrast Ravva, Abbaye’s colleague refers to him by his given name
Nachmeini, and not Abbaye.
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marked for charity for parental support.*® This obligation includes both parents, 1912
212 RITW 7% 051 MR AR N MR, However, Maimonides goes on to say that the son
should treat his father as one would treat a teacher, in other words act as a servant

does towards his master, and stand before him as one stands before a teacher.*

When a father is the student of the son, Maimonides rules that the father need not
stand in the son’s presence, even though this is considered appropriate respect for a
teacher. The son however must always stand before his father. This understanding of
respect is amended by later halakhic authorities. The Radbaz understands that due to
his Torah knowledge, the father should stand before the son; therefore both should
stand in each other’s presence. This understanding of proper etiquette is also the po-

sition of both the Tur and the Shulchan Aruch.®

Honor and Respect in Life and Death

Maimonides echoes the Talmud’s understanding that the son must always pay proper
honor and respect to his parents in public matters, stating his honor and fear/reverence

of them to others and not attempting to take personal credit for things that are based

33.ibid., p. 377. Kessef Mishnah; Ramah (Yoreh De’ah 240:5). The Ramah adds that
this can only happen if the child does not have ample resources.

34. ibid. p. 378. Hilchot Talmud Torah 5:8 states that a student is expected to perform
all the services of a servant for his master for his teacher.

35. ibid, p. 378, Yoreh De’ah 240:7.
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on the reputation of the father. Maimonides makes it clear that this should happen in
all similar matters. Children should always be considering their parent’s reputation,

placing it before their own whenever this must be considered.

After the father’s death, Maimonides reflects the Talmud’s understanding of continued
proper honor of the father. During the first 12 months after death, the son should, as
noted previously, complete any teaching he attributes to his father with, “This is what
my father and teacher said. May | be an atonement for him.” After the 12 months,
this phrase is amended to, “ May he be remembered for life in the world to come,” as
the maximum time the father’s soul would have been in Gehennom has lapsed. The
Shulchan Aruch instead instructs the use of the phrase, “ 7572% 1121,” “May his mem-

ory be blessed.”*®

Filial Responsibility extends to both Sons and Daughters

Maimonides reiterates the filial obligation is incumbent on both sons and daughters,
7221 RO 1210 AWK TN woRn TR, But only a man is fully able to fulfill the obliga-
tion because a wife is subject to “another’s influence”, %y o>nR mwn nw. As a

wife, a woman is subject to her husband, and therefore she is relieved woman from

36. R. Joseph Karo, "Yoreh De'ah," in Shulchan Aruch, 240:9.
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honoring her father while married.®” However, if a woman is either divorced or wid-

owed, she has equal filial duties to her male counterpart.

A question arises as to how a woman could possibly fulfill the responsibilities of
reverence. Reverence is described as practices in a public sphere that would not be ac-
cessible to women and therefore might exclude them from such obligations. In his
translation of the Mishneh Torah, Eliyahu Touger suggests that because the language
including women is specific to honor, it might be possible that a woman’s obligation

might not extend to fear/revere towards her father.

It seems there is a logical case to believe that reverence/fear would remain as an
obligation. The understanding of responsibilities is rather pragmatic. The specific
duties of honor require a commitment of time and likely financial resources to proper-
ly fulfill. The economics of supporting many parents, up to four, would likely place
an undue burden on most families. The obligations of reverence/fear by their nature,
are attainable without such an economic strain placed on the family. However,

another argument for a woman’s responsibility for reverence can be made.

The examples given explaining how a son shows honor for his father are transferable
as a construct to how a daughter should honor her mother. Just as the traditional roles

of father and son are explained, so too can we understand the mother/daughter rela-

37. R. Joseph Karo, "Yoreh De'ah," in Shulchan Aruch, 240:17.
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tionship based on traditional societal roles of women as mothers and home-keepers.
A daughter can be properly deferential towards her mother as she learns from her to
rear children, interact with grandchildren and maintain the home; cooking, cleaning
and making a place for the father as he returns from work or study. There are ample
opportunities for the daughter to offer proper deference, attribution and praise of the
mother in the public sphere as she interacts with other members of the community as
they all engage in the daily routines of their lives. Although this is never explicitly
stated in the texts, the deduction that the daughter act reverentially is supported be-
cause there is not explicit language used to exclude the daughter from these filial
obligations. She is only excused from obligations to her parents while she is married
and explicitly called an equal to the son in her filial responsibility when she is di-

vorced or widowed.

The Torah based mitzvah to honor one’s parents remains in force without regard to a
parents actions, even when they appear to be embarrassing or create a real loss. In
Halakhah 7, Maimonides refers to the story in Kiddushin 32a®; if a mother throws
the son’s a purse filled with gold into the sea, the son is required to remain silent,
showing neither anger nor shouting so he will not embarrass his parent. In the Kesef
Mishneh, Joseph Karo explains that a son is obligated to sacrifice all monies to keep
a father from discomfort, even though a son is not required to use his own funds to

honor his father as understood above. The Tur and Ramah (Yoreh De’ah 240:8) offer

38. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Mamrim, Perek 6, Halakhah 7.
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that a son may try to persuade his father not to throw his purse away, but once it is

done, he is to be silent.*

The extent to which the mitzvah of fear/reverence is required is grounded in another
piece of aggadah from Kiddushin 31a, the story of Dama the gentile. We are remind-
ed that the unequivocal command to fear comes from God, the King of Kings. As a
person is required to abide by rulings of an earthly king, 721m 57, one must certainly

abide by the decrees of God, “The One who spoke and brought the world into being.”

Parental Responsibility and Abusiveness

The responsibility for honor and reverence carries certain obligations on the part of

the parent.

A parent is prohibited from placing excessive demands on his sons, a heavy yoke,
12w 7207, or be overwhelmingly punctilious, p777%, rendering honor too difficult to
achieve. Instead a father is expected to forgo his honor and ignore any affront. A fa-
ther can also forgo his honor if he wishes. This answers the earlier dilemma in the
Talmud regarding the parents who prepared wine for their son. It would seem that ac-

cording to this understanding the in act of preparing the wine, the father is conscious-

39. Touger, Eliyahu, Mishneh Torah, p. 380.
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ly forgoing his honor and therefore the son can accept the cup of wine without con-
cern as to dishonoring his parent. For if a father decides to forgo/relinquish his honor,
according to the Mishnah Torah, he may, “»m» 1725 5y Hrmaw axa.”*® According to
Touger, the Kesef Mishneh implies that this halakhah is a deduction of Mai-
monides.* But as noted, this interpretation would appears to be consistent with the

story related in the Talmud.

Further, a father is prohibited from striking his adult son. Maimonides bases this on
Leviticus 19.14, admonishing not to place stumbling blocks before the blind, “ *19%
Swon 1nn X2 mw.” The earlier referenced account of Rabbah and his father Rav Huna
responds to this concern in Kiddushin 32a. Although destroying valuable property is
less an offense than striking a child, certainly the response by the aggrieved child to
physical abuse might be retaliation in kind, which would be a capital offense. The
Gemarah is concerned that tearing of valuable silk violated the prohibition in Lev.
19.14, “ Swon 1N RY W L7 R "N2vpy nnd ’»P7.” The Gemarah responds that Rav
Huna had waived the honor due him, thereby relieving Rabbah from any punishment
that might result from his becoming angry with his father. Maimonides rules that if a
parent crosses a prohibited line, the community is to respond by ostracizing the fa-

ther.*” Even the mamzer, although obligated to honor and revere his father, is not li-

40. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Mamrim, Perek 6, Halakhah 8.
41. Touger, Eliyahu, et al., Mishneh Torah (New York: Moznaim, 1986), p. 379.
42. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Mamrim, Perek 6, Halakhah 9.
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able for striking or cursing his father until the father repents.® Although according to
the Talmud a son is to treat a father like a master or teacher, this does not give the fa-
ther immunity to act abusively. Likewise, the civil treatment that one would accord to
any person should be extended to the father. However, an inappropriate response of
an child to a parent can be more egregious due to matters of filial honor and rever-
ence. What is particularly interesting in the explanation of this aspect of behavior
appears to be that the child still remains responsible for his actions. The father can be
ostracized, but Maimonides does not excuse the bad behavior of the son even if the

bad behavior was provoked.

The Limits of Direct Parental Honor (Care-taking) in Maimonides

Maimonides offers insight about caring for parents based on the story of Rav Assi
and his elderly mother, the aggadah found in Kiddushin 31b. Maimonides says a
son should take care of parents who are in a diminished mental state until they die, but
he understands this can be an impossible burden. When a child cannot take care of
them because they are fully deranged, anva yonwiw, he can leave, but first he is oblig-
ated to charge others to properly care for them.** Rambam does not specify if this
mental state of complete incapacity creates an emotional inability to care for the par-

ent or a physical inability to attend to the parents’ needs. The state described would

43. ibid., Perek 6, Halakhah 11.

44. ibid., Perek 6, Halakhah 10. The Shulchan Aruch echoes this in Yoreh De’ah
240:10.
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indicate the parent is unable to provide for their own physical needs, but it appears
that even if the child could provide for them, if such caring placed too much emotion-
al distress on the child, the child could leave this care to others. This issue of distress
would be supported from the story of Rav Assi, who we can infer was able to provide
materially based on his gift of jewelry to his mother, but nonetheless left for Eretz Is-
rael when his mother’s diminished capacity led her to make inappropriate sexual

requests.

Parents who are Sinners

The responsibility to honor and fear his father extends even to the mamzer. This is
striking insofar as the son must perform his filial duties even though he is the product
of a sinful act on the part of his father and as a result suffers in the community be-
cause of his status as the product of an improper union. Cursing and striking a parent,
although prohibited acts are however not capital offenses until such time as the father
has repented, which is consistent with an earlier halakah, from chapter 5. In both the
Kesef Mishneh and Shulchan Aruch Yoreh De’ah 240:11- Karo asserts that a son is to
honor parents, although Rama differs. Unless the parent had repented, child is not ob-

ligated to honor, but he should not aggravate him.*®

45, Touger, Eliyahu, et al., Mishneh Torah, p. 382.
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Conflicts Between Parental Demands and Torah Obligations

Maimonides is steadfast that Torah Law is a supreme authority and therefore cannot
be violated at the direction of a parent. Leviticus 19:3 states that one must fear moth-
er and father and keep Shabbat. The second part of the verse becomes highlighted and
important. Here, Maimonides understands keeping Shabbat as honoring God, “ 0592

*71202 P

The son’s obligation to the father when there are conflicting mitzvot is also addressed
by the Mishneh Torah and Shulchan Aruch. Maimonides agrees that if the father
makes a request at the time the son should perform another mitzvah, the son should
satisfy the father. A request for drawing water to bring a drink is the example used. If
there is another person that can perform the mitzvah, the son may tend to his father.
However, Kesef Mishneh and the Rama in his commentary on Yoreh De’ah (240:12),
clarify that this discussion is about a mitzvah that cannot be delayed, for example a
burial. Both commentators further clarify that if the mitzvah is already underway, the
son is to postpone servicing the father until the mitzvah is completed. Finishing the
mitzvah takes precedence over honoring the father. Finally however, Maimonides
states that Torah study is greater than honor of parents, *“ax 7120n 5173 70 Tmbm

axa.”

46. ibid., p. 383. Touger cites Pe’ah 1:1, Torah study surpasses all other mitzvot.
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Mainonides also reiterates the Talmud’s conclusion on the issue of a conflict when
both mother and father ask something at the same time. Using the example of a drink
of water requested by both, the father is to get his water first and then the mother re-
ceives hers. This is because both mother and child are obligated to honor the father,
therefore he would be served first and then the child is obligated to serve the mother.
However, under circumstances when the mother is equal to father, such as in the case
of divorce, the two parents are treated equally by the child. If they are divorced, the
son can choose which parent to serve first without risking dishonor to one or the oth-

er, according to the Shulchan Aruch.”

Parental Respect for a Spouse’s Partner

The concept of honor of one’s parents extends to their respective spouses in the case
of another marriage, at least for the lifetime of the parent. Thus, a son is obligated to
both step-mother and step-father while his father or mother are alive. Once the bio-
logical parent dies, the obligation to their spouse ceases. The Shulchan Aruch sug-
gests that a son should continue to honor his step-mother even after his father’s

death.”® This understanding Touger believes is grounded in Rabbi Yehuda Ha-Nasi’s

47. Joseph Karo, "Yoreh De'ah," in Shulchan Aruch, 240:14
48. ibid., 240:21
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instruction to his sons to continue to honor their step-mother after he had died, which

is shared in Ketubot 103a.%

These are the filial responsibilities as promulgated by the Talmud, Mishneh Torah and
Shulchan Aruch. They are difficult to implement and seem more aspirational that a
concrete expression of what precisely to do in order to implement the mitzvot of honor
and reverence for parents. The way in which we are directed to honor a parent leaves
us still struggling with how to fully accomplish things such as feeding, clothing, or
leading them in and out. The Talmud seems to take more time explaining how our
deeds are inadequate rather than detailing how to fulfill our obligations. Furthermore
we must also confront the thorny issue of who pays? Are the children required to un-
derwrite the parents or does this remain the responsibility of the parents? And what is

the emotional impact of these daunting mitzvot?

49. Touger, Eliyahu, et al., Mishneh Torah, p. 385
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Chapter 3
The Emotional Component in the Mitzvot of Honor and Reverence

Kiddushin 30b

929 OT-NR 720 77 DR TUAR-NRY TAR-NK 72077 MR 1320 un.”” The Talmud juxta-
poses the familiar verse of Torah, “Honor your father and Mother” from Exodus
20:12, with Proverbs 3:9, “Honor God with your property/material belongings.” The
Talmud continues “opnn 71257 oXY AR 7125 2327 Mwa”. The Talmud places the honor
of father and mother equal to that of God.® This joining of texts also moves us to

consider the pragmatic questions of the concept of honor.

Honor has been defined as providing food and drink, clothing, bringing in and taking
out. With honor defined as caring for physical needs, the rabbis understand there is a
real cost to realizing the caregiving process. Among the first questions that naturally
arise is, Who Pays? Is the child obligated or is the parent obligated to fund the costs
of a parent’s physical maintenance? If the child is obligated, to what extent? What if
the child has insufficient funds? How does the filial responsibility affect the other re-
sponsibilities that child has, particularly to tzedakah and his own family, wife and
children. Also to be considered is the child’s proper approach to the filial obligation.

How does intentionality affect the appropriate fulfillment of filial responsibility? In

50. This portion of the sugya goes on to understand that the same applies for
reverence. Scripture puts reverence of father and mother equal to the reverence for
God, “01pna NRING aRY AR KM DNT mwn.”
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sum, how does the adult child fulfill the obligation of honor? In rabbinic thought
there is keva, yap fixed obligation, but also intention, kavannah, n1>. The role ka-

vanah might play in honor is the issue to be examined first.

Intentionality

Straddling the dapim of Kiddushin 31a and 31b, the Talmud relates a story explaining
the implementation of honor. Avimi the son of Rabbi Abahu taught, vax? 9oxn w»
X277 027 1N RN 2PN N WY 22w 1 1701 310D, a person can feed his father
pheasant and drive him from the world, and one can make (his father) grind a

millstone and bring him to life in the world—to-come.

I had understood this text to mean that there is an element of intentionality that needs
to be present in order to properly honor one’s father. Even if you provided the finest
things to your father, but you gave them begrudgingly, your works are
counterproductive to your father’s ultimate benefit. Alternatively, if you needed your
father to continue at labor in order to provide his needs, but did so with righteous
intention and appropriate respect, your acts truly honor him and you will be rewarded
in the world-to-come. This is Rashi’s understanding of this statement and appears to

be its plain meaning as well.
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Providing material needs to a parent falls within the talmudic definition of honor, as
noted. Honoring or dishonoring a parent, within the talmudic discourse however,
does not seem to have any bearing on a parent realizing reward in HaOlam Habah,
the World to Come. God is quoted elsewhere in the text that He considers Himself
honored when a child properly honors his parent, *am°a >n17 ¥2°R2 o7°hy IR 799n
17201, Likewise, God feels dishonored when a child acts improperly towards his
parents, *»17y°x orr12 °na7 “onxw. The God-Parent partnership has been broadened
from the act of creation into God’s vested interest in the actions of the child toward
the parent. By extension, the active involvement of God could be read from the
converse. That is, as God is affected by the actions of the child in this world, the
parent is affected by the child in God’s world, HaOlam Habah. This idea is bolstered
by the plain reading of the text itself at the beginning of Kiddushin 31b, »n% woam
X277 own, and (this action- asking the father to work in a grist mill) can bring him
life in the World to Come. But Rashi explains this phrase to mean that the child will

be rewarded for his good words and deeds.

Rashi continues to cite a story from the the Yerushalmi. There the issue of
intentionality becomes murky. In the first case, the child’s harsh response to the
father’s question about affording the meal of fine fowl is interpreted by Rashi as the
son expressing the burden that the father poses to the son. The peshat, or surface
reading, is the son reacting badly towards his father. The underlying intention of the

harsh answer seems to flow naturally from the response. This response dishonors the

51. Kiddushin 30b.
52. Kiddushin 31a.
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father and can only come from a place of anger, frustration or other negative emotion
the son has in response to his filial responsibility. But the second story complicates
the matter. The son asks the father to remain in the grist mill working so that the son
can take his father’s place in the king’s service. This can easily be ascribed to
altruistic motivations on the part of the son. But we do not know the underlying
emotions with certainty. It does appear reasonable, however, to conclude that the

manner in which the actions are undertaken is of importance, but to whom?

Dr. Michael Chernick in his essay, Who Pays? The Talmudic Approach to Filial
Responsibility®®, finds an alternative interpretation of this underlying idea, suggesting
that the issue is one of uplifting the parent’s psyche. It is the “emotional and physical
well-being of the parent [that is] the focus of talmudic concern.” The issue at hand for
the child is in the proper execution of his or her filial responsibilities, the emotional
issues or intentionality underlying the actions, are interesting but of secondary

importance to the Talmud according to Dr. Chernick.

Dr. Chernick recognizes the complex emotions that enter into a child’s relationship
with his or her parents and maintains that this may be precisely the reason that the
Talmud does not venture into the territory of intention. A child will have ambivalent

feelings towards his or her parent due to the parent’s complicated and conflicting roles

53. Michael Chernick, "Who Pays? The Talmudic Approach to Filial Responsibility,"
in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging Parents, Caring for Ourselves, ed.
Richard F. Address and Hara Person (New York: UAHC Press, 2003), pp. 96-97.
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as “provider, disciplinarian compassionate supporter but also implacable judge.”* He
concludes “what one actually does in the relationship between parent and child is

ethically more significant than what one feels at any given moment.”

The Talmud’s interpretation of the aggadah of the fowl and the grindstone and
Rashi’s commentary upon it seem to complicate Dr. Chernick’s understanding that the
action is the ethically more significant. As noted, the two scenarios of the
Yerushalmi’s Gemara cited by Rashi strongly suggests that the manner in which the
action of honoring one’s parent is performed is important. The first story supports Dr.
Chernick’s understanding: It is the emotional impact on the father that is considered,
not solely the intention of the son. For the son performs the action, feeding the father.
But the manner in which it is done can only serve to make the father feel diminished,
feeling like the a burden the son carries. Does one pretend to deliver the goods with a
happy heart, or is the underlying motivation important? The text lends itself to
reading that the intentionality with which the deed is carried out is important, unless
we are all fine enough actors to mask our emotions sufficiently so parents do not feel
themselves a burden. The Shulchan Aruch also seems to support this view, 27125 17K

NS O 952 197987 PHRW MDY O°15 1202 17 1IN .ROXWAT 02107 1103 WA WIPWII 1778

54. Michael Chernick, "Who Pays? The Talmudic Approach to Filial Responsibility,”
in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging Parents, Caring for Ourselves, pp.
96-97.

55. Michael Chernick, "Who Pays? The Talmudic Approach to Filial Responsibility,"
in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging Parents, Caring for Ourselves, ed.
Richard F. Address and Hara Person, p. 97.
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PHY wavl ,ndyir 0°19 12 axam. One who does not feed his father with a “good
demeanor” will be punished.”® Although | would agree with Dr. Chernick that the
action is most important, the text requires us to consider and reflect that we have

proper intention to fully fulfill our filial responsibility of honor.

The commentary on the manner is which children show proper respect towards their
parents addresses directly the issue of the parent’s feelings. | concur with Dr.
Chernick that the prohibition for a son to argue in support of his father’s position is
particularly telling in this regard. Not sitting in one’s father’s place, standing when he
stands, not arguing against the father’s position,”” these appear relatively
straightforward means by which a child will give respect to his or her parent. These
visible actions of deference will likely have the additional effect of making the parent
feel good as they are displayed for him or her in public before peers. Dr. Chernick
describes this as “encourag[ing] a sense of worth, even power to the parent.”*® But the
Talmud goes further, barring the son from making any commentary on his father’s
position in a dispute, Wwon X7 1127 NX N0 X7, The son cannot disagree with his
father’s words and he may not decide or comment on his views. As the Aruch

HaSulchan points out®, this includes all comments including the positive or

56. Joseph Karo, "Yoreh De'ah,” in Shulchan Aruch, 240.4.
57. Kiddushin 31b.

58. Michael Chernick, "Who Pays? The Talmudic Approach to Filial Responsibility,"
in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging Parents, Caring for Ourselves, p.
97.

59. Joseph Karo, "Yoreh De'ah," in Shulchan Aruch, 240.13.
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supporting arguments of the father’s position.®* This far-reaching prohibition serves
to support the full extent of respect/reverence, X7, that a son is to show to his father.
One could argue that this is an admission that the son is simply not worthy of
speaking to the point made due to his inferior position. Dr. Chernick extends the idea
suggesting that this prohibition further bolsters the father’s feelings due to the
repercussions of such a comment, as he questions how the father might feel as he
considers whether he won or lost an argument based on the persuasiveness of his

opinion or that of his son.

It is because of the understanding of reverence that is derived from the reading of this
passage in Kiddushin that I believe we can still suggest that a child’s inner feelings are
important in the matters of honor and reverence. What the child must do is of primary
importance and the appropriate duties and responsibilities are explicitly stated by the
Talmud for both honor and reverence. Therefore it is not surprising that in his book
Honor Thy Father and Thy Mother, Gerald Blidstein quotes Rabbi Eleazar Azkari,
who understood that “the essence of (honor), 725, lies in “the heart,” and “only from

the heart can come the proper deeds of speech and action.”® But given the rather

60. The only exception to this rule would be if the father were to incorrectly state a
Torah Law and the son had irrefutable proof. Then, according to Rabbi Joshua Falk
in the Perisha, the son could state the correct Torah Law Hersh Goldwurm, Yisroel
Simcha. Schorr, and Noson Boruch. Herzka, "Kiddushin 30-32," in [Talmud Bavli] =
Talmud Bavli : The Schottenstein Edition : The Gemara : The Classic Vilna Edition,
with an Annotated, Interpretive Elucidation, as an Aid to Talmud Study (Brooklyn,
NY: Mesorah Publications, 2004), footnote 34.

61. Gerald J. Blidstein, Honor Thy Father and Mother: Filial Responsibility in Jewish
Law and Ethics (Jersey City, NJ: KTAV Pub. House, 2005), p. 54.

Blidstein bases his understanding from Azkari’s works Menorat ha-Ma’or, and Sefer
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explicit commands regarding reverential treatment and how they would clearly affect
the father’s attitude, the aggadic passages that serve to guide honor seem to go to the
issue intentionality. These offerings include the story of the pheasant and the mill as
well as the “dressing down” of Rabbi Tarfon, who is told by his peers that until he can
remain silent while his purse is thrown into the sea, all he has done is not even half

the honor he should do.

Who Pays?

The Talmud seems to be clear that the parent is responsible to provide for his or her
physical needs. The notion that the parent is responsible for his or her needs seems to
run contrary to the understanding of the plain sense of the texts of Kiddushin 30b and
31b instructing children to honor their parents with their material possessions and to

honor by providing food, drink and clothing.

The emotions that seem to be wrapped up in the parent-child dynamic are complicated
given the multiple roles the parent plays in the child’s life. This is only further
complicated as the child becomes and adult and assumes full responsibility for
themselves while also possibly assuming responsibility for the care of his or her
parent. The feelings of the parent are certainly considered in the discussion of

reverence as noted above. The desire for the parent to continue to provide in their

Haredim, chapters 4 and 1.
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role as caregiver to the child can often conflict with the child’s desire to provide for
their own welfare and that of the parent.®® But in order to fully honor parents, we are
consider their feelings, their sense of independence and the relative superiority they
have exercised as the caregivers to their children. The parent’s ego must be
considered and the affect children’s actions may have upon that ego. So the question

posed by the Talmud, ®*» wn, remains and is considered here in Kiddushin 32a.

Two opinions are offered. Rav Yehuda said the son must take responsibility for his
parent’s upkeep, 12 Ywn, and Rav Natan bar Oshaiya said parental upkeep is the
responsibility of the parent, a8 wn.**  But the rabbis agree with R. Natan that the
obligation is the father’s. But this ruling is at best incomplete, as the verse from

Proverbs calls on a child to support his or her parents using his or her wealth.

The Talmud resolves this conflict by saying that the child is compelled to provide
support in the forms of time and energy. This means being physically present for the
parent, which often requires time away from profitable work. This is the “wealth”

that the child lays out for the parent. Hence, this understanding of time certainly has

62. | have experienced the “fight for the restaurant check” with my father z’l, as we
both would reach for the bill at the end of the meal. | wanted to treat him as a way of
saying “thank you” and “I have the ability to do this.” He wanted to continue to
provide and possibly also demonstrate his continued ability to give, remain a tangibly
important presence to me as well as his own independence. We resolved this issue
when | suggested that we alternate paying the bill, which worked except when he
seemed intent on paying in which case | gratefully deferred.

63. Kiddushin 32a.
64. Kiddushin 32a.
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an economic component to it.

Who is Responsible When Parents Cannot Afford Their Own Upkeep?

In the event that parents are unable to provide for themselves, the responsibility then
falls to the child. Fulfilling this filial obligation is considered very important even to
the extent that the tzedakah, 17p7%, can be allocated toward support of the parent in the
event the child has insufficient financial resources to care for the parent and to give
tzedakah. This is in fact np7y, but it is allocated specifically to the father rather than
to a stranger.”® Gerald Blidstein summarizes Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg’s thoughts on
this subject in the Talmud as being the first to apply the catchphrase, “Charity begins

at Home”.%®

Another component in understanding the relative obligations of parent and child is
based on the intertwining of the fortunes of both. In previously discussed aggadot,
Rabbi Tarfon was chastised for not giving full honor to his parents as he has not
remained silent when his purse was cast into the sea. Similarly, Rav Huna was liable

for criticism when he tested his son by ruining expensive garments. Rav Huna or his

65. It is clear in the argument put forth in Kiddushin 32a that the child cannot use his
funds allocated towards 7% unless he or she is incapable of providing caregiving
otherwise. A person who has the means to do both tzedakah and caregiving but uses
the tzedakah money is robbing the poor.

66. Gerald J. Blidstein, Honor Thy Father and Mother: Filial Responsibility in Jewish
Law and Ethics, p. 67.
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son, Rabbah, must have owned the garments he tore. In each of these cases the son
owns the property directly or quite possibly the property is owned by the parent. In
the latter case, discussion might actually be centered around issues of inheritance and
the parent’s disposal or use of their own property. The need for the child to remain
silent supports the understanding that the parent’s assets are to be used at the
discretion of the parents. They can spend their fortunes how they wish and are not
under an obligation to leave an estate for their children. By extension, such an
understanding would also support the notion that the parents would be responsible for

themselves to the extent they are able to be their own providers.

A child might privately question the wisdom of certain spending that might be
deemed wasteful, or squandering their wealth, metaphorically speaking, “like
throwing money into the sea.” But it is the parent’s right to dispose of their wealth as
they see fit. A child may reproach his parent for risking their capacity to care for
themselves and ultimately determine the quality of their lives. But once the parents

have made their decision, the child is to speak no more on the matter.”’

Dr. Chernick weaves reverence and honor together. Uplifting the ego and psyche of

67. The understanding that a child may question a parent on their intended use of their
wealth comes from Rama’s gloss to Yoreh De’ah 240:8, that a child can attempt to
stop a parent from “throwing money into the sea” or squandering their funds. From
this commentary, | believe it is reasonable to suggest that a child’s motivation may be
concern for the parent’s welfare and not solely limited to a selfish desire to shield
themselves from financially contributing to their parent’s care or to preserve the
estate. This raises a difficult issue with which the child must grapple. For they have
watched the squandering of assets occur and now they may be expected to assist in
their parent’s care.
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the parent and sensitivity of his or her self-esteem comes to the fore in the practice of
reverence and honor. Hence, the halakhah requires the child permit the parent to pay
for his or her own well-being.®® And yet, there is a stream that runs counter to this
understanding. God not only commanded to love and fear parents as Himself, but in
some respects He places the honor due parents even higher than due Him. A person is
only obliged to support the poor or to perform certain religious ceremonies, if he has
the wherewithal, but it is the duty of a child even to go begging at people’s doors, if

he cannot otherwise maintain his parents.®

Jewish tradition rightfully struggles with the question of who pays. As Halakhah is
dependent on knowing the underlying facts of the issue at hand in order to determine
the appropriate course of action, accurately knowing the precise details of the
situations of parent and child are extremely difficult. Therefore, proper governance as
to the correct thing to do in accordance with the mitzvah of honoring father and
mother is almost an impossibility to achieve. The profoundly complicated nature of
the parent/child relationship is highlighted in the following passage from the book of
Malachi, “Behold, 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 parents, so that, when | come, | do not strike the whole land with utter

68. Michael Chernick, "Who Pays? The Talmudic Approach to Filial Responsibility,"
in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging Parents, Caring for Ourselves, p.
98.

69. Louis Ginzberg, Henrietta Szold, and Paul Radin, "Volume 3," in The Legends of
the Jews (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), p. 101.
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destruction. M2aR—2% 2w .77 DTAT I O K12 2107 K027 TPHOR DR 07 79w ODIN 17
D1 PAIRT-NR N°O72 KIAR-1D OMIAR-9Y 0°12 291 0012-99.7°  The text seems to affirm to
us that the parent/child dynamic requires divine intervention to fully unravel it and

smooth it over.

In the Talmudic literature, and this issue as case in point, there is sometimes no
resolution to a problem. After consideration, the rabbis agree to let the matter remain
unresolved. The word used is y»°n. In a world populated by acronyms, ma°n *w-, the
word p°n was reinterpreted thusly, 71 mo°1 ¥291 X132 ,01°921 PP ¥IN "2awn: 1PN
202 Pnd PR OwRd. “The Tishbite (i.e., Elijah)  will resolve questions and
problems.” In the Gemara this appears when there is no resolution of issues. Hence,
Elijah would someday visit rabbis to help solve particularly difficult legal problems.
Malachi had cited Elijah as the harbinger of the eschaton. Thus, when confronted with
reconciling impossibly conflicting laws or rituals, the rabbis would set aside any

decision “until Elijah comes.”"™

We understand that supporting a parent as a caregiver the right thing to do. The
manner in which we accomplish this however is a difficult and thorny affair fraught
with emotional, psychological and economic consequences. Our struggle is a struggle

handed down to us by the prior generations. Recognizing the complexities in

70. Malachi 3:23-24.

71. "Elijah," Wikipedia, February 03, 2013, Elijah's Cup, accessed March 04, 2013,
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elijah.
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fulfilling the mitzvot of honor and reverence is common to all those interested in

attempting to assume this responsibility.

The concept of mora, X7, is laden with emotional implications for both parent and
child. Fear or reverence is explained as certain deferential actions that one must carry
out. It is arguable whether this deference is limited to only the public sphere, and
therefore it is reasonable to consider these actions in a broader context namely the
general treatment of the parent. For it seems illogical that one could be so deferential
in the public sphere only to maltreat a parent in private. The story of the pisyon birds
(pheasant) and the millstone seem to speak directly to this issue. So we must consider
the implications of such deference and probe the potential underlying motives for

such action.

Dr. Chernick in his essay and Rabbi Dayle Friedman in her work™ explore how a par-
ent copes with a child’s actions. Mora, in the words of Rabbi Friedman, is about pre-
serving dignity.” How does a person cope with a loss of independent function? More
particularly, how does a parent cope with the loss of independence to his or her child

who was completely dependent upon them for being nurtured and raised? The impli-

72. Dr. Chernick’s essay, Who Pays, The Talmudic Approach to Filial Responsibility
and Rabbi Friedman’s work in pastoral care including her book, Jewish Visions for
Aging, specifically raise the issues of the impact on the parent of the child’s actions,
both emotionally and psychologically.

73. Dayle A. Friedman, "Beyond Guilt: What We Owe Our Aging Parents- A
Perspective from Tradition,” in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging
Parents, Caring for Ourselves (New York: UAHC Press, 2003), p. 86.
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cations of the role reversal compounds the already extraordinary events that occur

when a person loses their capacity for self-sufficiency and self-reliance.

For this reason Dr. Chernick echoes the texts when he asserts the child must permit
the parent to remain in their parental and independent roles for as long as is possible.
I would argue that this requires the child to permit the parent to operate independently
even if there is a perceived or real diminution in the quality of life. The adult child
must tread carefully offering help as is welcome, or help that does not appear to un-
dermine the sense of independence. The relationship of an adult child to a diminished
parent cannot be one of inverted roles, not, at least, until it must.””* The obligation to
preserve a parent’s dignity is at the core of the child’s responsibility toward their

parent.

As both scholars point out, the texts are are focused on both the particular obligations
through the concept of honor, but equally important, the manner in which the child
fulfills these obligations. Neither the Torah nor Talmud, nor subsequent texts, com-
mand the emotions that a child must feel, although I have argued that in order to prop-
erly fulfill the duties and responsibilities of an adult child, there is the need to ap-
proach caregiving with a proper attitude. The texts place honor and reverence for

parents on a level with our honor and reverence for God. But interestingly, the texts

74. Michael Chernick, "Who Pays? The Talmudic Approach to Filial Responsibility,"
in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging Parents, Caring for Ourselves, p.
100.
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do not command us to like our parents nor to love our parents, which is commanded
in our relationship with God and affirmed in our daily prayers. Immediately upon
recitation of Judaism’s creed, the Shema, we repeat the words of Deuteronomy
6:5-9,777% » nX naaxy, you will love the Eternal your God completely.” Rabbi Fried-
man suggests that this may be due to the complexity of the child/parent relationship.”
It is at first astounding to imagine that the implication of such a statement is that our
relationship with our parents is actually more complex than our relationship with God.
But such an understanding speaks an extraordinary truth. A belief system, such as Ju-
daism, can command Love of the Supreme One, an embrace of God at all costs with
the most intimate emotions, even if we might wrestle with God’s nature or our rela-

tionship with the Eternal.

We find an intimate human partnership with God in Marriage. In entering this rela-
tionship, each individual is asked if he or she will love, honor and respect the person
about to become their spouse.”” As the Bride and Groom meet under the chuppah, the
Shechinah is said to dwell there with them. And the seventh blessing of the Sheva Be-

rachot blesses God as creator of mnx1 727, love and kinship.” The marriage bond is

75. 77R1=5221 qwo1-532 7225722 AR > nR naaxy. My translation of “completely” is
based on my interpretation of the second half of the verse, “with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your essence.”

76. Dayle A. Friedman, "Beyond Guilt: What We Owe Our Aging Parents- A
Perspective from Tradition,” in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging
Parents, Caring for Ourselves, p. 86.

77. "Wedding Service I," in Rabbi's Manual (New York: CCAR, 1988), p. 53.
78. "Wedding Service I1," in Rabbi's Manual (New York: CCAR, 1988), p. 53.
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sanctified, elevated in a unique fashion because of the bond of love that is forged in
the presence of God. This is the primary relationship to which we are ultimately

responsible.”

Despite the lofty description of parents as partner with God in the child’s creation,
they remain human, fraught with human frailties and foibles. Parents are not infalli-
ble or truly God-like despite all they have done for their children as creators and nur-
turers, and therefore they are potentially even more confounding to love as a result.
And it may be because of this, the rabbis knew that to command love would be futile,
but to command honor and respect was critical. Although we might not love them, or
be predisposed to caring for them, we are commanded to treat our parents with honor
and respect and thus accept our roles as caregivers. And no matter what, we should

do this with a “pleasant demeanor.”

79. This primacy of relationship is supported by the understanding that God’s
presence is there under the chuppah and will dwell with parents as the third party in
the creation of their family. Proverb 31 speaks eloquently to the centrality and
profound value of a wife to husband and his need to recognize his >rn nwx, which by
tradition happens every shabbat upon returning from synagogue.
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Chapter 4

The Issue of Distance in Effecting Honor and Reverence

Honor and Reverence are difficult to transact. Our texts and tradition have
demonstrated the daunting nature of filial responsibility. The difficulty of our task is
underscored by the need to elucidate the importance of caring for our parents and the
likening of filial honor and respect to honor and respect for God. There is yet another

component to the issue of transacting honor and reverence and that is one of distance.

Distance comes in two forms, emotional and spatial. The Talmud and subsequent
development of halakhah through later texts has grappled with the issues of emotional
distance. We are presented with definitions of honor and reverence and then we learn
the ways in which to serve our parents according to our responsibilities. We honor by
providing food and drink, clothing, helping them in and out. We express reverence by
preserving their dignity, acting deferentially and respectfully by standing before them,
not sitting in their place, not speaking in their presence on matters on which they have

expressed an opinion.

Our texts illustrate a profound understanding of the complexities facing children as
they approach their filial responsibilities. The adult children is are tasked with both
preserving the dignity of the parent while standing ready to be a caregiver as
necessary. It may be more proper to distinguish between caregiving and care-taking,

as the responsibility of preserving a parent’s dignity is also a form of caregiving. The

-55 -



manner in which the child approaches these caregiving tasks is important. He or she
must present the proper attitude in providing support. And although the financial
responsibility is understood to fall first on the parents themselves, the child must be
prepared to step in to the best of his or her ability in the event the parents are unable
to provide for themselves. The stresses on the child as caregiver are great. Sometimes

the burden of caregiving can be excessive. Our texts have considered this as well.

The story of Rav Assi leaving his mother to travel to the Land of Israel is the
beginning of learning how to grapple with this issue. Once he realizes his mother is
suffering from demential, Rav Assi leaves their home in Babylonia for the Land of
Israel.® Maimonides grasps the underlying issue and codifies the concept that a child
may leave the caregiving for his or her parent to another if the burden is too great for
the child to endure. The aggadah in Kiddushin 31b also includes Rav Assi seeking
and obtaining permission from his teacher, Rabbi Yochanan who understood Rav
Assi needing to leave the Land of Israel to return to Babylon to care for his mother.®
The tradition has sided with Maimonides’ interpretation of proper action. Although

dissenting voices have been heard, notably Rabbi Abraham ben David’s, the Ra’avad,

80. This story is complicated by the additional issue of Rav Assi complying with the
mitzvah of returning to the Land of Israel to live. This particular mitzvah has been
the subject of intense discussion and review by commentators such as Maimonides
and Nachmanides. A discussion of this topic is beyond the scope of this paper but is
noted as an important thread within the story to underscore the issues of competing or
conflicting mitzvot. B. Talmud Kiddushin 31b.

81. The story can be interpreted as above, or alternatively Rabbi Yochanan could be
understood to have granted permission to Rav Assi to leave the Land of Israel for the
purpose of welcoming his mother to the Land. B. Talmud Kiddushin 31b.
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commentary to the Mishneh Torah.®

The Ra’avad asks a question that resonates in the contemporary ear, essentially, if we
entrust our parents to others, how can we know that are being properly attended to?
I believe it is reasonable to interpret the Ra’avad’s question as having two
components. On the surface he is asking if the physical needs are being properly
addressed? Are the parents being satisfactorily fed and clothed, etc.? The second
issue is the emotional component. What is the affect on a person’s dignity when they
are left in the care of strangers? Understanding Ra’avad’s comment this way
illustrates that emotional and physical distance are intertwined and that the issues of
physical distance might be an additional level of complexity, to the emotional issue of

distance.

82. Isadore Singer, "Abraham Ben David,” JewishEncyclopedia.com, accessed
February 28, 2013, http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/.

83. The Ra’avad wrote critical commentary on the Mishneh Torah. Maimonides,
"Hilchot Mamrim," in Mishneh Torah. Regarding the issue of personally caring for a
parent, in 6:10, Ra’abad says that if the child does not care for his parent, no one else
will satisfactorily do so, : 7’7287 nawn
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Distance in History

Jewish migration has been going on far longer than the travels recorded in the Tal-
mud.®* The Babylonian Talmud reflects the thoughts of a Jewish community already

established outside the Land of Israel.

During Solomon’s reign in the Tenth Century B.C., the Kingdom was at the cross-
roads of trade routes from Asia, the European and African continents. It shared a bor-
der with the Phoenicians, whose Mediterranean sea routes extended to the tip of Iberia
and across the North African coast. Jews were likely traveling abroad. The Babylon-
ian exile created a seismic shift. The initial Jewish revolt of Jehoiakim of 598 B.C.
ended with the king’s death and a reported 10,000 men from the leading families of
Judah exiled to Babylon according to 2Kings 24:14.8 The crushed revolt of 586
B.C., resulted in even more of the indigenous Jewish population carried off to Baby-
lon, irrevocably establishing the diaspora. Those left behind in the former kingdom

of Judah were the poor, who owned nothing.?® Upon the assassination of Gedaliah ben

84. Migration seems to be a part of Jewish history from the beginning. However, the
early biblical stories were of families and tribes which tended to move together as a
unit.

85. 2Kings 24:14:
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86. Jeremiah 39:10:
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Ahikam, the appointed ruler of the territory, many more Jews fled to Egypt fearing
Babylonian reprisals. It was these refugees who created the first nucleus of a Jewish

diaspora on the banks of the Nile.”

In the context of this paper, the lament of the psalmist in Psalm 137, “By the Waters

of Babylon we wept as we remembered Zion”

11 MWD 2YWYY TIOWR-OR 191 NATR DY M- W-NR W1 PR
NMAY WRI 9V -02WI7-NR 729K KP-OK 9D72TR RD-0K -°017 "1W9-paTn

takes on a new meaning.

Jerusalem can be seen as a metaphor for our parental home. How do we sing a song
of the Eternal in a foreign land? We need always to remember Jerusalem, or else my

right hand will wither, and I will lose my speech.

The message of the psalm in verses 4-6 above echoes the biblical admonitions to hon-
or and revere our parents. “Honor your father and mother, that you may long endure
on the land that the Lord your God is assigning to you.” (Exodus 20.12) “You will re-
vere your mother and father, and keep my Shabbatot; | am the Lord your God.”

(Leviticus 19.3)

87. Elie Barnavi and Miriam Eliav-Feldon, A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People:
From the Time of the Patriarchs to the Present (New York: Knopf, 1992), p. 24.
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Jewish migration continued throughout history moving alongside Christianity and Is-
lam, often following economic opportunities. Communities developed as time and
circumstance permitted, around the globe to places as distant as China and the “New
World”. The ebbs and flows of Jewish historic population continued based on a com-
bination of opportunity and in reaction to outside forces that alternately invited, op-
pressed or exiled the Jews within the greater communities and cultures in which they
lived. Except for a wholesale exile, such as in Spain or England, it was difficult to
bring an entire extended family. More likely, the nuclear family would come over as
a group and the more extended family either followed or remained in place. Thus,
the larger extended family would often be left behind. The idea of separation from

families traces back throughout our history.

The historical perspective needs to be understood within its cultural context. The
extended family had traditionally been the standard. The family unit was multi-
generational, living together within the same household or at least within the same
village. Long before the European experience, the Talmud recounts stories of the
complications arising from conflicting mitzvot of caregiving for parents and the

emigrating to Eretz Yisrael.
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The Modern Experience

Modernity introduced mobility. Most notably the Emancipation of European Jewry
brought with it the ability to leave the Jewish population centers, because the gates of
the ghetto were now unlocked. Jews could move, at least theoretically. Economic
opportunity, among other reasons such as greater freedom, could motivate and be the
impetus to move. The scenario depicted in “Fiddler on the Roof”® shows Tevya’s
three daughters making personal decisions to follow their husbands to Siberia and the
United States, leaving their parents behind. Like most who left Europe to emigrate to
America, parents were never seen again once the children left for the New World.
The issues complicating filial responsibility have existed long before the American
experience, but the American experience brought new levels of complexity due to
unprecedented freedom, mobility, acculturation/acceptance and prosperity. In modern
America, both parents and children have the means and ability to move away from
each other. Often, children move for economic opportunity while parents move to
retire in more temperate climates, or less costly areas than where they raised their

families.

Cultural norms have also changed over time. The dominance of the extended family,
has given way to the dominance of the nuclear family with husband, wife and child

constituting the “normal” family unit. Furthermore, the American culture does not

88. “Fiddler on the Roof” as both Broadway play and Hollywood movie are based on
the book Tevya the Milkman, originally written in Yiddish by Sholom Aleichem. The
original story included six daughters, but the adaptations included three.
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appear to place the same level of value on the older generation as other cultures have.
There has been an erosion of respect for the elderly as a culture that celebrates youth
has emerged. This tension continues and becomes internalized as a conflict for adult
children as they attempt to understand a notion of traditional honor and reverence in a

society that may not be predisposed to uphold these values.

This is not a new tension for Reform Judaism to consider. The CCAR Responsum 53
on Filial Obligation dated 1982 cites historical discussion in response to a current
question on filial responsibilities. The Responsa specifically refers to the Sefer
Chasidim which suggested that, at least in the medieval period in which the book was
written, children seek to live in proximity to their parents but were not expected to
make unusual sacrifices to accomplish that. They should be close enough to look
after the needs of their parents (Section 564). But if father and son could not get
along, it was better if they were separated (Section 343). The Responsum also
acknowledges the Gaonic Responsum, cited by Meir of Rothenburg, (Responsa of R.
Meir of Rotherberg, Responsa |1, #81) recognizing that if an intolerable conflict arose
between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law making living in the same household
unviable, the daughter-in-law’s husband was obliged to move his family out of the

house. These rulings were based in the understanding in the Responsa that

“everything was done to balance the interest of the older and younger
generations. Normative Judaism encouraged freedom for the younger
generation. The children remained responsible for the maintenance of
their parents and were to look after their physical and psychological
needs, but the children were not to be subjected to every whim and
desire of the older generation. Through this, the full personal

-62 -



development of the younger generation was constantly encouraged.”®

The government, albeit unintendedly, has also contributed to problems related to the
traditional ideas about honor and reverence as social services have developed to
provide caregiving to the population of the elderly. We may rightly ask, “Does the
existence of the social programs help foster filial concern or does it exacerbate the
erosion of filial responsibility? Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid have become
important programs to augment, supplement or become primary support for the
elderly. As these programs become understood as entitlements, the affect can be
potentially negative. Parents are less predisposed toward saving for themselves,
expecting these services to cover substantial portions of their expenses. But if these
programs are inadequate, the burden will fall onto the adult children. Adult children
similarly may view these services as sufficient for their parent’s needs, giving
children the idea that they can re-direct their financial resources to the needs of the
nuclear family. The economic costs of caregiving remains quite high, estimated by

the AARP at $450 billion in 2009.%*

Adult children in modern society continue to struggle within American culture. The

majority of families still try to maintain their obligations to their parents. Women

89. Jacob, Walter. "American Reform Responsa 53 Filial Obligation 1982." CCAR
Responsa XCII (1982): pp. 207-09.

90. This estimate is based on 42 million caregivers providing approximately 18.4
hours per week of care at an average hourly rate of $11.16. Lynn Feinberg et al.,
Valuing the Invaluable: 2011 Update The Growing Contributions and Costs of Family
Caregiving, publication no. Insight on the Issues 51 (Washington, D.C.: AARP Public
Policy Institute, 2011), p. 2.
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continue to be primary caregivers, despite their increasing presence as providers to
their own nuclear families. According to the AARP, a not-for-profit organization

advocating for retired and over age-50 Americans, the typical U.S. caregiver is a

“...49-year-old woman who works outside the home and spends nearly
20 hours per week providing unpaid care to her mother for nearly five
years. Almost two-thirds of family caregivers are female.”"

This is the dilemma of the so called “Baby-Boomer” generation. The Baby Boomers,
ranging in age from 49-64, is in the middle between their children and their parents,
the elderly. Because of increases in longevity the traditional definition of old age has
been subdivided. The *“young elderly”, range in age 65-74, representing 10% of the
American Jewish Population. The “old” elderly are age 75 and above, and represent
9% of the American Jewish population.” The percentage of these groups is expected
to increase. We are all living longer and more active lives than ever before. This
results in a pull from both ends of the age spectrum for the Baby Boomers. They
have responsibilities to raise and nurture their own children and have responsibilities
to their parents for a much greater period of time than in previous generations. For
this reason, the Baby Boomers were dubbed the “Sandwich” generation. As everyone

continues to live longer, there are grandchildren often that become part of the scene.

91. Lynn Feinberg et al., Valuing the Invaluable: 2011 Update The Growing
Contributions and Costs of Family Caregiving, publication no. Insight on the Issues
51 (Washington, D.C.: AARP Public Policy Institute, 2011), p.1.

92. Miriam Rieger, United Jewish Communities Report Series on the National
Jewish Population Survey 2000-01 The American Jewish Elderly, report, series 6
(Storrs, CT: Mandell L. Berman Institute North American Jewish Data Bank, Center
for Judaic Studies and Contemporary Jewish Life, 2004), p. 4.
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Four generations are becoming more frequent. Because of the pull that the Baby
Boomer generation has felt from both sides in his book, Seekers of Meaning, Rabbi
Richard Address has renamed the Baby boomer generation as the “Club-Sandwich”

generation.®

Adult children contend with struggles at both ends with children, parents and
themselves. Children are struggling to venture out on their own. Adolescence is now
generally considered to extend through the age of 25. Increasingly a college degree
has been insufficient preparation for the start of a career. The economy is still
recovering from a deep recession and grappling with systemic issues creating limited
opportunities and great uncertainty. Often, the answer is to return to the nest and to

live with mom and dad.

On the other side, parents are hoping to continue their lives long into the golden years.
The limitations of old age for many has been postponed or augmented through
technology. But independence has a price. The adult child often struggles to know
how well his or her parents are doing. Long distance caregiving is quite difficult.
Parents live away, making us even less aware of their circumstances. How do we let
them remain independent and distant and yet fulfill our traditional responsibilities to
them? More importantly, how do we know when they can no longer remain
independent? How do we keep informed so that we can offer the proper honor and

reverence?

93. Richard F. Address, Seekers of Meaning : Baby Boomers, Judaism, and the
Pursuit of Healthy Aging (New York, NY: URJ Press, 2011), p. 81.
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Who Pays Revisited

The increasing lifespans enjoyed in modern society require substantial additional out-
lays of resources. According to the governments statistics published by the Center for
Disease Control, a person born today is expected to live to the age of 79. However,
those who are currently 65 can anticipate living approximately another 19 years to the
age of 84, while those who are currently 85 can expect to live another 6 years to the
age of 91.% Sickness and disease associated with longer life-spans will require med-
ical intervention. The costs of living increases as a result of living longer. But

earnings do not necessarily keep pace.

The National Jewish Population Survey of 2000 and United Jewish Communities re-
port on The American Jewish Elderly, only 21% of the American Jewish population
reported income over $100,000, 22% reported income under $25,000, and 5% were
reporting income at or below the poverty line. The American Community Survey of
2009 reported 4% of the Jewish population with income over $200,000.% A lack of

sufficiently high incomes to cover total living expenses places stress on savings.

94. United States of America, US Department of Health and Human Services, Center
for Disease Control and Prevention, National Vital Statistics Report, by Elizabeth
Avrias, PhD., 3rd ed., vol. 61, September 24, 2012 (Hyattsville, 2012).

95. Miriam Rieger, United Jewish Communities Report Series on the National Jewish
Population Survey 2000-01 The American Jewish Elderly, report, series 6 (Storrs, CT:
Mandell L. Berman Institute North American Jewish Data Bank, Center for Judaic
Studies and Contemporary Jewish Life, 2004), p.9.
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Substantial portions of accumulated wealth will need to be directed toward this aging
population, reducing what is available to be passed on through inheritance. Econo-
mists and sociologists once anticipated the greatest wealth-transfer in history occur-
ring between the current generations, Baby Boomers and their parents. The assump-
tion was that the well-off elderly would be prime targets for philanthropy and the next
generation would be the beneficiaries of substantial estates. The wealth transfer envi-
sioned however, may be limited by the need to redirect funds towards living related

expenses.

MetL.ife, Inc., a leader in investment and life insurance products, produced a study in
December 2010 entitled “The MetLife study of Inheritance and Wealth Transfer to

Baby Boomers.”®

The study indicated that Boomers were expected to receive ap-
proximately $8.4 trillion overall, of which $2.4 trillion has already been received. The
current recession is expected to have permanently reduced the total by $800 million.
The remaining sum of $5.2 trillion is expected to be inherited by approximately 2/3 of
the Boomers in late middle age from the estates of their parents. This number

equates to a median amount of $64,000. However, the distribution is not even. Go-

ing deeper into the statistics, the top decile (top 10%) of the population, the median

96. Although I acknowledge that MetLife is a company in business to promote
investment products, the information they share is still revealing.
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dollar amount that a Boomer can anticipate receiving under the best of circumstances

is $335,000.%" This would represent a “best case” scenario for the Jewish population.

The MetLife study cautions:

“...inheritances are important in aggregate, the timing and amount of
the receipts of any particular household are highly uncertain. Wealth
may be consumed by medical and long-term care costs, or simply as a
result of living longer than expected. Wealth is also subject to fluctua-
tions in the stock and housing markets. So an anticipated inheritance is
not a substitute for adequate saving for retirement.”*®

This issue of sufficiency cannot be overstated. The longer we live, the more we spend
if only for the routine expenses such as food and shelter. When we do become sick,
the cost of the cutting-edge medical technology that can treat, sustain or even cure us

can be substantial.

Furthermore, as the Boomer generation looks ahead, it faces many uncertainties that
place their estates at risk. This cohort also faces rising health care costs, the largely
uninsured cost of long-term care, the risk of job loss, and declines in prospective re-
turns on their accumulated wealth. Some have yet to face the potentially substantial
cost of paying for their children’s college education and may also be called upon to

contribute to the cost of their grandchildren’s education. The above factors could lead

97. Alicia Munnell, The MetLife Study of Inheritance and Wealth Transfer to Baby
Boomers, publication (New York: MetLife, 2011), p. 3.

98. Munnell, The MetLife Study of Inheritance and Wealth Transfer to Baby Boomers,
p.3.
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one to conclude that the Boomers might be less likely than previous birth cohorts to

leave bequests to succeeding generations.*

How this may affect our approach as Jews brings us back to the story in the Talmud:
proper honor and reverence means to keep silent even if your parents were to throw
your purse into the sea. But the ante may have been upped even further requiring that
we actively support these actions, willingly giving up what might have been our in-
heritance in order for our parents to enjoy the best quality of life possible. The Baby
Boomer’s wealth is at risk from both their parents and their children as the Boomers

stand ready to supplement the needs of each.

How do the Baby Boomers maintain themselves? Many have struggled in recent
years. The real wage has decreased over the past 10 years. Careers and retirement
nest eggs, comprised of investments and home values, have suffered in the recent
recession. The thought of retirement is becoming an ever more distant dream. The
social safety nets to the extent they have been in place are now actively questioned as
to sustainability into the Boomer generation. The Baby Boomers are reeling with a
sense that we are working for everyone but themselves. The ideas of finding self-

satisfaction and fulfillment have given way for many to a hope for survival.

How does one properly practice kavod and mora under these circumstances?

99. Munnell, The MetLife Study of Inheritance and Wealth Transfer to Baby Boomers,
p.14.
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Distance from the Caregiver’s Perspective

Caregiving is a demanding enterprise. Depending on the level of need and willing-
ness to commit, caregiving can in fact be the equivalent of a full-time job. However,
most of us are not in a position to give our full attention to caregiving for a parent.
Usually there are other things competing for our attention including family, work as
well as our own personal need to maintain balance and a life distinct from the role as
caregiver. Because caregiving can be consuming it is critically important that the
adult child evaluate his or her situation creating an assessment that establishes realis-
tic boundaries and goals. The caregiver adult child must know how much help they
are capable of giving and in what forms that help can occur. This assessment must
begin with an understanding of one’s personal situation at home and at work. Who
are you? Where are you in the journey of your life? Are you happy at home and with
the quality of your relationships within the nuclear family? Are you established in
the workplace and satisfied with the situation as it presents itself? Last but not least,
what is the relationship you share with your parent? These become important ques-
tions for they address the issues of availability as a caregiver from both the perspec-

tive of emotions and time.

We learn from the our texts that both husband and wife may place limitations on

living with parents. the underlying understanding is that our first obligation is to our
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own family unit."® If a wife finds her in-laws intolerable, the husband is compelled to
accede to her request that the parents do not remain in the house. This understanding
of the primacy of the marriage can be joined with Maimonides’ ruling that if the bur-
den is too great, caregiving can be shifted to someone else. By extension, it is appro-
priate to review with your spouse the family’s capacity to extend itself to the elder
parent. Even if only the one spouse expects to serve in the caregiver role, the entire
family is affected by that commitment. One of the most difficult challenges facing
adult children is balancing their obligations to parents with those to their own children
and spouse-- relating to their parents with respect and honor but yet on occasion hav-
ing to disagree with their petition since it would create excessive strains on their on
families."™ Are the children at a stage where they are particularly needing of atten-
tion, and when choices need to be made, what are the priorities short of an emergency

situation?

An honest assessment of situation in the workplace and finances is also required. Will
the workplace permit the time and effort to serve as a caregiver? For some of us,
there is a conscious choice we are willing to make, potentially sacrificing career ad-
vancement for time as a caregiver. In some workplace situations, this is not a choice
that is available. In the situation of the small business person or entrepreneur, work is

not a steady flow with a regular paycheck. Jobs appear and must be taken or lost.

100. Walter Jacob, "American Reform Responsa 53 Filial Obligation 1982," CCAR
Responsa XCII (1982): 208.

101.  Schindler, Ruben, and “Honor Reverence of the Elderly”, Journal of Jewish
Communal Service, Winter/Spring, 1995, page 252.
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High power positions such as medical doctors also will find that the demands of the
job are often unforgiving and inflexible. The potential caregiver must know their
boundaries beforehand. Such action gives the caregiver the opportunity to be proac-
tive, prioritizing people. This will minimize the issues that will invariably arise as the

needs of the parent conflict with other aspects of the caregiver’s life.

A very important consideration is a true understanding of the relationship with the
parent in need of care, or in potential need of care. Can you have an honest discus-
sion based on trust and mutual respect? This is difficult for both parent and child.
The parent is often as uncomfortable with the potential role reversal and loss of inde-
pendence as the child is. Often we revert back to traditional roles of child and parent
fraught with the emotional baggage that accompanies these roles. Can adult child be
welcomed as a caregiver and what will it take to accomplish that? Are both parties
prepared to have the adult child evaluate the parent’s home to assess its safety and
suitability? Can the child accompany his or her parent to the doctor and be included

in the discussions both of diagnosis and prognosis?

The opportunity to be a caregiver is extraordinary. It can be sacred and holy work, it
can be the fulfillment of mitzvot, an expression of love, an attempt to repay a debt to
the one who raised and nurtured you. It will certainly be challenging to the caregiver,
as they attempt to balance the myriad responsibilities required of this position with the

other demands of family and work and personal needs. Careful assessment of the sit-
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uation will serve to minimize the disruptions and difficulties and provide the best you

have to offer to all the people you care about.

Determining the Needs of an Elder

The Jewish Home Services, Inc. is a not-for-profit institution providing home health-
care services for the elderly. It also serves as a resource center to research issues on
the elderly, located in lower New York State. The purpose of the home services is to
enhance the quality of life for the elderly who are their clients through an home as-
sessment and recommendations based on the home assessment.Jewish Home has bro-
ken down the issues of needs into six categories. The following list is presented on

their website.'” These are:

e Personal care: bathing, eating, dressing, toileting, grooming.

¢ Household Care: cooking, cleaning, laundry, shopping, finances.

¢ Health Care: medication management, physician’s appointments, physical therapy
e Emotional Care: companionship, meaningful activities, conversation

e Supervision: oversight for safety at home and wandering prevention

e Home Safety: lighting, furniture configuration, rugs, wiring and external issues.

102. "How Can | Determine an Elder's Needs?," Jewish Home Lifecare How Can |
Determine an Elders Needs Comments, accessed March 01, 2013, http:/
Iwww.jewishhome.org/fags/how-can-i-determine-an-elders-needs.
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Upon review of the list presented, both the broad categories and the specific things
mentioned within them, are expansions upon the mitzvot of honor and reverence de-

veloped in the Talmud.

The comprehensive list provided above is detailed and intimate. It is interesting to
consider how many adult children are comfortable performing the detailed quality of
life review suggested as well as whether the parents are ready or able to have those
conversations with their children as well. For that reason, a third party professional
may be an appropriate surrogate. However, such services are not always readily ac-
cessible or affordable. But their value can be important when parent and child are in-

capable of doing it themselves.

Modern tools for closing the distance

Technology has helped to close the gap that exists when we live apart from our par-
ents. It is not particularly intrusive, but it is not a substitute for being physically
present. | recall the Summer Camp Director visiting our home to sell my parents on
the summer camp experience for me many years ago. The pictures showed a wonder-
ful campus with bunks that looked like bungalows, complete paneled interiors. When
| arrived at camp, | discovered that in fact the picture was the camp director’s bunga-

low. The bunks were far more spartan with screens for windows and no interior fin-
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ishing except for basic bathrooms. This is not a plea for sympathy, but rather an ac-
knowledgement that appearances, especially the representations of others, can be
misleading. Without a physical presence over time to experience first-hand the
circumstances, it is difficult to accurately assess the real situation for our parents

when they live apart from us.

The telephone remains a basic tool to remain in touch. We are familiar with our par-
ents so we can often tell from the sound of their voice or their speech patterns if
something is unusual or suspicious. The advent of video calling via Facetime or
Skype are improvements to the telephone. We can see their faces or they can show
us things of interest. This further enhances our ability to gauge how well our parents

are doing without being too intrusive or undermining their sense of independence.

Ideally we would all prefer that the parent and child have good communication skills
and are ready willing and able to share with each other openly and honestly. That
does not happen frequently enough to be considered the norm. So we are left strug-
gling with emotions and issues that complicate and often obfuscate. These tools can
bridge the gap that exists because we can see some things without needing to ask. We
can tell if they look thin, act sad or sound weak or distracted. However, these are sup-
plements not substitutes for aiding our parents. Personal visitations to the parent’s
home is important to assess the situation on the ground for oneself. Visits of parents
to the children is also a good idea. It is a practical way to assess their capabilities to

travel and take care of themselves.
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There is also the opportunity to engage in conversation. Everyone reacts differently
to aging, some gracefully and some go kicking and screaming. The loss of indepen-
dence is difficult for many to grasp. The need to admit it and ask for help, particular-
ly when that request is to a child can be very hard. Someone recently asked me for
help with his fiercely independent parents. He was concerned they were diminishing
in their capacity, but were refusing his offers to help. | suggested a brief visit, the pre-
tense being that he missed them, not that he wanted to assess their living conditions.
| suggested he consider asking them for help. To let his parents know that even as an
adult, he missed them, and doing things for them since they have moved away. |
hoped this approach might be more effective. It was all about their being ready, will-

ing and able to accept help.

Other Means for Bridging the Gap

The issues of honor and reverence are no less daunting in modernity than ever before.
And as noted, new issues surrounding culture, lifestyle, longevity all contribute to a
new layer of complexity. These issues can serve to overwhelm the adult child, and
the response to being overwhelmed is often frustration. A feeling of isolation can en-
sue; even though you may know intellectually others have confronted issues like
yours, somehow your problems feel unique and you may feel alone in the struggle.
Personal issues of ego and emotion complicate the matter further. The more levels and

layers, the increasingly difficult it is to do what needs to be done. Outside assistance
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can make a substantial difference in helping the adult child to understand the situa-
tion, his or her place in it, and possible ways to act more effectively based on this

knowledge.

The natural suggestion that arises is to employ the services and help of a therapist and
a rabbi. A therapist can invest the time and energy understanding and assessing the
situation and how you relate to it. He or she can then assist you as you explore and
learn about the situation and how you relate to it. There are many kinds of therapies
available. It is beyond the scope of this paper to review the alternatives. It is satisfac-
tory to note their existence and importance. | do want to address however, the issue

of employing rabbis in the process.

Our rabbis continue in their important traditional role as teachers. They also spend
time practicing issues of chaplaincy and pastoral care. The rabbi can offer compas-
sion and empathy because they are removed from the emotional component of being
in the relationships themselves, similar perhaps to a therapist. But the rabbi brings a
spiritual Jewish component that is unique. The rabbi can engage in the sacred work of
honoring a person’s sacred story, as the chaplain. The rabbi can also engage the wis-
dom contained in Judaism to provide comfort in the religion, culture, history and rich-
ness of Judaism to travel with an individual on a path of exploration. The rabbi can
learn with the individual what the tradition says about a given situation and how that
might apply to the current circumstances. Such an approach can provide a renewed

sense of strength and purpose; the adult children are no longer merely concerned with
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fulfilling an obligation, they are engaged in the sacred work of Kibbud Av V’Em,
Honor and Reverence for his or her parents. Furthermore, the rabbi offers an additio-
nal component to this process for the adult child. The rabbi can offer community
through the synagogue. The adult child can find the emotional and spiritual support

in a community that shares cultural, religious and emotional values.

The Synagogue

The synagogue has traditionally been defined as having three purposes: n»a ,77°5n n»a
noid nva, WA, a house of prayer, a house of study and a house of gathering. Each of
these remains an critical component in fulfilling a synagogue’s purpose. However,
there are times when each aspect is more prominent than others and one of these may
present itself as an access point for an individual that the others do not. Regarding the
issues of filial honor and reverence, there is a unique opportunity available for the
synagogue to reach out to people as a place of gathering. The issues that have been
explored within this thesis are not unique to already affiliated religious Jews. These
are issues that confront everyone who has a sense of compassion and obligation. One
does not have to be religious to feel the tug of responsibility as a parental caregiver.
However, there is a common experience that is being shared by the Baby Boomer

generation as the group confronts elderly parents.

The synagogue can be a place where we can meet and find people with shared inter-

ests and issues, in particular the issues surrounding responsibilities towards aging par-
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ents. Through a social and community approach, people can seek support from others
and likewise provide support to those in need. Programming can be made available to
create learning opportunities from the vast religious wisdom available, to secular pro-
fessionals to help plumb the depths of the issues. Practical learning can also take

place within the synagogue regarding specific resources for individual needs.

A sense of common bond and shared experience helps to create community. This
community can occur within the synagogue and become a source of outreach for the
synagogue into the community, providing an important draw to the people who have
not found the other pillars of Judaism either fulfilling or sufficient. For those who are
already synagogue members, such a program is a service that directly benefits them as
they may ponder what purposes the synagogue continues to serve for them. Non-
members may find this to be an aspect of the synagogue that draws them in. We have
long accepted and promoted smaller communities within the synagogue space. This

becomes an important access point to Judaism. However, it should not stop there.

This program under the auspices of the rabbi will not only foster relationships but also
provide the opportunity for a non-threatening access to other facets of synagogue life.
For some, the opportunity to explore the other aspects of Judaism may be intriguing,
as the increases in adult education class attendance would already indicate. Other
people may find a resonance in religious practice in this new phase of their lives,
where it had not existed before. As parents get sick, the caring communities commit-

tee can provide support and visits. The rabbi continues to provide chaplaincy and
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pastoral services. End of life issues are another opportunity to support the family,
whether it is the counseling of the children or the funeral and bereavement services
most will likely desire. As we counsel and support, we strengthen the ties of these
adults with the community. As we serve them we can also move towards asking their
support of others, to “pay it forward” for others who are going to experience the pain
of separation, illness and loss. This is more than a “therapeutic community” of mem-

bers providing mutual support to those with common problems.*®®

The synagogue can create a new vitality by addressing the needs of the largest demo-
graphic segment in Judaism. The synagogue creates a sacred community within its
walls helping people find meaning and strength in each other under the sheltering
wings of their Judaism. By finding this new way to reach out to the adult population,

the synagogue may find its ability to attract and retain members is reinvigorated.

Conclusion

The modern issues that we confront present another layer of complexity onto an al-
ready difficult topic. Distance as noted can be emotional as well as physical and the
issue of physicality presents itself as both a distance that can be measured and a ca-

pacity to perform as well. Economics and longevity weave themselves into the issue

103. Lawrence A. Hoffman, Rethinking Synagogues: A New Vocabulary for
Congregational Life (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Pub., 2006), p. 143.
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of distance in new ways. The complications presented in the modern day however
still fall within the originally framed question “How does one practice Honor and
Reverence for his or her parent”? The modern understanding of a parent’s needs are
remarkably similar to the understanding of a parent’s needs in our texts. The issue re-
mains to honor and revere, so our instructions remain to provide food and drink,
clothe them and help them with their coming and going, and to treat them with digni-
ty. Two issues that seems to be something new are the issue that parents can move
away from us and the issue of prolonging life through medical technology. Moving
requires we become more creative in checking in with them and medical care is con-
stantly changing. But like other personal decisions, the responsibility for these deci-
sions should continue to rest with the parent, the recipient of our caregiving. We still
are not to do things before we need to in order to preserve the dignity and respect of
the parent. But distance makes realizing when that point in time has arrived more

difficult.
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Conclusion

As Rabbi Dayle Friedman said, Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai said: “...The most difficult
of all mitzvoth is ‘Honor your father and mother...””** We continue to look to our
forebears and our teachers for insight into the most difficult and perplexing of things
and we honor those who have come before us by attribution, remembering their words
as the as the basis for our understanding. As this paper draws to a close, | find myself
returning to Rabbi Tarfon of the Talmud and his story of his mother. It is almost as if
we are sharing a well worn joke, “What do | have in common with Rabbi Tarfon”?

Neither one of us knows how to properly treat his mother.

But like any good joke, at its core is a kernel of truth. The story of Rabbi Tarfon
stooping to permit his mother to climb on him to get in and out of bed was something
of which he was proud. And he shared his story with his peers expecting to be well
received. Although I believe Rabbi Tarfon indeed was sharing a story of what he be-
lieve were his good works, it is inconsistent with his reputation as a person of great
humility and one who would in fact perform such an act for his mother. This seems to

underscore the importance of the story. Rabbi Tarfon never expected the rebuke, that

104. This is an interpretation of a portion of a saying of Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai
from Tanchuma Eikev, 2. The complete quote attributed to the Rabbi is found in the
appendix.Dayle A. Friedman, "Beyond Guilt: What We Owe Our Aging Parents- A
Perspective from Tradition,” in That You May Live Long: Caring for Our Aging
Parents, Caring for Ourselves (New York: UAHC Press, 2003), p. 78.
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he had not done even half of what he could to properly honor his mother. That Rabbi
Tarfon is chosen is quite telling. He is a revered Tanna from our tradition. Rabbi Tar-
fon was there at the beginning of what would be rabbinic Judaism living through the
physical destruction of the Temple and participating in the spiritual rebuilding at
Yavneh. For Rabbi Tarfon to be stymied by the proper observance of the mitzvoth
means that all of us are equally ill equipped to fully do all that is to be done in the
realms of kibbud and mora. It has been impossible and it always will be impossible.
But Rabbi Tarfon’s words quoted in the Pirkei Avot have particular insight: “It is not
incumbent upon you to complete the work, but neither are you at liberty to desist from
it”.1® Even if we cannot do all that is to be done, we must try none-the-less, for some-
thing great is at stake. | find new meaning through reinterpreting a second verse
attributed to Rabbi Tarfon, usually joined with the previous in this context: “The day
is short, the labor (honoring and revering our parents) vast, the toilers (we, the adult
children who cannot complete the task) idle, the reward great, the Master of the house

(God) is insistent” *®

We are connected to our parents in an intimate way. God has interjected himself and
elevated the idea of honor and reverence of our parents to the honor and reverence of
God. We are unique in the bond and in the service. Psalm 71 is the plea of the aged
to both God and our children, “Do not cast me off in my old age. Do not forsake me”.

It is clear we will not. Our obligations are mitzvoth, commands from God. And yet

105. Pirkei Avot 2:21.
106. Pirkei Avot 2:20.
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we struggle with finding the way to fulfill these sacred and fundamental

responsibilities.

In the Talmud the discussion of filial honor and reverence in Kiddushin comes after a
discussion of the parental responsibilities toward their children, which include teach-
ing a craft and swimming. The interconnectivity between the generations and even
the interdependence becomes clear. The intergenerational transfer of wealth may in
reality be the wisdom and caring being passed from generation to generation, the ba-
sis for our living together in harmony and order, or at least the aspiration to do so.
Honoring our parents is central to honoring Torah, for it is within the home as chil-
dren that we first encounter nurturing, knowledge, rules and wisdom. Honoring par-
ents seems to be appropriate behavior. If honoring parents is correct behavior, then
logically it would seem to flow that parenting is honorable, and from the earliest
stages, the child looks to becoming a parent, and life continues. But this beautiful cir-

cle of life is more difficult to effect in reality and our texts acknowledge this.

In Genesis 2:24, we are told that a man leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his
wife and they become one flesh, 2wa% 1M MWK P27 MR-NRY PARTNR WIR™ATYY 1979Y
7nX. Man and woman are united and as such their primary responsibilities are to one
another, and by extension to the children of their union. Life gets increasingly com-
plicated and later we encounter the foundational texts of kibbud and mora in Exodus
20:12 and Leviticus 19.3, respectively. Our rabbis and sages have struggled to under-

stand how we approach these sacred yet extremely difficult mitzvot.
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We develop an understanding of our filial obligations through the aggadot and ha-
lakhot first introduced in the Torah and then later the Talmud, in Kiddushin. The cod-
ification and elucidation continues in the Mishneh Torah and Shulchan Aruch and the
commentaries on these texts. Honor, is developed and refined from its initial obliga-
tion to feed, provide drink, clothe, help them in and help them out. Reverence is
based on an understanding that a child is to not stand or sit in a parent’s presence, not
to comment upon their words in front of them and to refer to them respectfully both in

life and in death.

How we actually put these into practical effect, how we do these things is the difficul-
ty. We are confounded by our own ability to manage the complexity of these things
and our own issues of ego and emotion as we move into the realm of caregiver for our
parents. This is an impossible task, but it has always been so. Modernity has brought
with it a new set of complications to realizing the mitzvot. But each generation has
confronted its own set of issues complicating the already impossible task. In fact
there are opportunities to assist us that generations past have not known. We have in-
stitutions including therapy, rabbis and synagogues to create understanding, commu-
nity and support. Access to our parents is in some ways enhanced through technology
including the now dated telephone and more modern Skype.  We can take some
comfort in the knowledge that the task has always been daunting but remains a sacred

and holy obligation. We find insight and guidance from our traditions and text. The
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words of Rabbi Tarfon continue to resonate; We need to do our best to try and fulfill

the mitzvoth of kibbud and mora.
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