
 

 

LT CHEVRAH TORAH  5780 
Parashat Yitro & the 5th Commandment 

 

Blessing for Torah Study 
Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech haolam, asher kid'shanu  
bemitzvotav vetzivanu la'asok b'divrei torah. 
  

We praise You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of the universe, who calls us to holiness through mitzvot,  
commanding us to engage in the study of Torah. 

 

Key Koshi: How does one fulfill the command to “honor thy father and mother” and what are its limits? 

 

The Commandment to Honor our Parents - Exodus 20:12 

ד ֶאת בֵּ ל ָהֲאָדָמה, ֲאֶשר--ִאֶמָך-ָאִביָך, ְוֶאת-כַּ ן, יֲַּאִרכּון ָיֶמיָך, עַּ עַּ ן ָלְך-ְלמַּ  .ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ֹנתֵּ

Honor your father and mother, that you may long endure on the land Adonai your God is giving to you. 
 

Ibn Ezra: “Honor your father and mother…” By doing so you honor God. Those who have passed down the 
traditions of the Torah have explained how one is to honor one’s father and mother.  Note that one who 
audibly curses his parents is put to death (Ex 21:17). But one may belittle one’s parents without it being 
known. Hence this is included among the “curses” of Deuteronomy [27:16- “Cursed be he that dishonors his 
father or mother…”] with the other sins that are committed in secret. 
 

Chizkuni: The death penalty for cursing parents [as articulated in Exodus 21:17] is completely natural, as when 
cursing one’s parents one automatically curses God also, as He is one third partner in any human being, having 
supplied the soul. (Talmud Kiddushin 30) 
 

Ramban: Having finished all that we owe to the Creator, the [Decalogue] turns to deal with His creatures.  It 
begins with one’s father, who is like a co-creator with God in forming his descendants.  For God is our first 
father, and the one who sired us is only our immediate father. […] Our verse does not make explicit the nature 
of this “honor,” for it can be derived from what we know about the honor due to God: A son must 
acknowledge that his father is his father, and not deny him and claim that some other man is his father, nor 
serve another man for his inheritance or something else that he expects to get from him; and he must not 
swear falsely by his father’s name.  Many other things are subsumed under the category of honor, all of which 
we are commanded, and they are spelled out in the words of our Sages. 
 

R' Elie Munk: There is nothing inherently Jewish about honoring one’s parents. It stems from a person’s innate 
feeling, whatever his religion or race may be.  Filial duty is so natural and logical that no promise of reward is 
needed to stimulate it.  Yet, the Torah makes a special point of mentioning a reward in this case, something 
unusual even for other less understood mitzvot.  One explanation offered by the Midrash points out that the 
reward of longevity is also mentioned in Deuteronomy 22:7 [shooing away a mother bird before taking the 
young/egg].  Of all the mitzvot, this is the easiest to perform, whereas honoring one’s parents, if carried out 
conscientiously, is among the most difficult of the commandments.  Their similar reward indicates that such 
rewards are bestowed over the whole range of mitzvot, from the simplest to the most difficult. 
 

Talmud Kiddushin 31a 
A tanna taught a baraita before Rav Naḥman: When a person causes his father and mother suffering, the Holy 
One, Blessed be He, says: I did well in not dwelling among them, for if I had dwelled among them they would 
have caused Me suffering as well, as it were. 



 

The Reward for Honoring our Parents 
 

Cassuto: “…that you may long endure on the land…”  The reward for this mitzvah is measure for measure; if 
you honor the source of your life, you will have life. 
 

Abarbanel: This is in recompense for his good deed towards his forebears. Alternatively, it is to enable his own 
children to honor him, measure for measure; therefore when this commandment is repeated in Deuteronomy 
(5:16) the Torah adds, “in order that it will be good for you.” 
 

Tur HaAroch: Our sages say that the promise of the reward is to be divided into two separate promises. 1) 
Long life; 1a) life in the land of Israel. These two aspects of the reward speak about the terrestrial world, 
whereas 2) the word יאריכון in itself speaks of a domain in which time is unlimited, the world to come in the 
celestial regions in the words of the sages: ארוך שכולו  בעולם , a world which is not bound by time.  
 

Mishnah Pe’ah 1:1 
These are the things that have no measure: Pe’ah [corner of the field which, while harvesting, must be left for 
the poor], Bikurim [First-fruits that must be brought to the Temple and given to the priest], the appearance-
sacrifice [brought to the Temple on Pilgrimage Festivals], acts of kindness, and the study of the Torah. These 
are things the fruits of which a man enjoys in this world, while the principal remains for him in the World to 
Come: Honoring one's father and mother, acts of kindness, and bringing peace between a man and his fellow. 
But the study of Torah is equal to them all. 
 

Gersonides: It is not a reward, but rather a natural result. Respect for parents will ensure that succeeding 
generations will accept the teachings of their elders.  The pattern repeats generation after generation, and we 
will live a long life in the values that are perpetuated. 

 

 

Honor vs. Reverence 
Leviticus 19:3                        
You shall each revere/fear your mother and father…                                      ...ִאיש ִאמֹו ְוָאִביו ִתיָראּו 
 

Rashi: Here Scripture mentions the mother before the father because it is manifest to Him that the child fears 
the father more than the mother and therefore by mentioning the mother first Scripture stresses the duty of 
fearing her. In the case of honoring one's parents, however, Scripture mentions the father before the mother 
because it is manifest to Him that the child honors the mother more than the father because she endeavors to 
win him over by kindly words. Therefore by mentioning the father first Scripture emphasizes the duty of 
honoring him (Kiddushin 30b - Kiddushin 31a). 
 

Talmud, Kiddushin 31b-32a 
The Sages taught: What is fear and what is honor? Fear of one’s father includes the following: One may not 
stand in his father’s fixed place, and may not sit in his place, and may not contradict his statements by 
expressing an opinion contrary to that of his father, and he may not choose sides when his father argues with 
someone else. What is considered honor? He gives his father food and drink, dresses and covers him, and 
brings him in and takes him out for all his household needs. 
 

The Gemara relates: Rabbi Tarfon had a certain manner of treating his mother, that whenever she wished to 
ascend into her bed he would bend over and help her to ascend, and whenever she wished to descend from 
the bed, she would descend onto him. He came and praised himself in the study hall for performing the mitzva 
of honoring one’s father and mother so thoroughly. They said to him: You still have not reached even half of 
the honor due to her. Has it ever happened that she threw a purse into the sea in front of you, and you did not 
embarrass her? 
 



 

Rabbi Marc Katz 
What this text teaches is that nearly every interaction we have with our parents when we are young should be 
view through the lens of reverence. Only when the dynamics shift and we become the more powerful person 
do we have the opportunity to honor. We don’t fulfill the fifth commandment when we listen and obey our 
parents. We enact the decree though something much more difficult: through setting up doctors 
appointments, through researching elder care facilities, through preparing meals, and through listening to 
many-told stories. The primary way we honor our parents is through the lens of compassion. 
 

However, as we know, honoring our elderly parents isn’t always as easy as simply making them food and 
ensuring their medical care. Often, what makes “honoring” so difficult it often involves a series of tensions 
that have no easy answers: parental care vs financial sustainability, parental dignity vs our own, our parent’s 
needs vs our children’s desires. Do we hire a night aid when insurance will not pay for one or do we sacrifice 
our own sleep for a loved one’s one-nightly bathroom trip? Will we ask for time off from work for a hospital 
emergency, knowing that very soon we may soon end up in the same situation? Will we continue to care for 
our father or mother when disease has changed them and they are no longer the person we once knew? 

 
 The Limits of Parental Honor 
 

Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, Olam Magazine, Summer 2001 
The surprising feature of the Fifth Commandment is its insistence that we owe our parents honor, while saying 
nothing about loving them. It is not as if the Torah is reluctant to command love: “Love your neighbor as 
yourself” (Lev. 19:18); “And you shall love the Lord your God” (Deut. 6:5); “You shall love the stranger” (Lev. 
19:34). Why then are we not commanded to love our parents? 
 

One possibility is that parents are included in the command to “Love your neighbor as yourself”; since they too 
are neighbors, you are commanded to love them. But I think the real reason is that the Torah realized that it is 
harder to command love in a relationship as intimate as that between children and parents; either the love is 
present or it isn’t. 
 

In addition, many children, much as they might love their parents most of the time, go through periods of 
estrangement from them. Thus, what the Torah is offering us is a guideline for behavior even during those 
periods when we might not be feeling loving toward our parents. Even at those times when we feel our 
parents have not been fair to us, or even when we have seen them do something we regard as wrong, we are 
still obligated to honor them. (However, in instances of parents who have physically or sexually abused their 
children, I believe that children do not owe the parents respect or anything else for that matter.) 
 
Talmud, Kiddushin 31b-32a 
Come and hear: Rabbi Eliezer was asked: How far does the honor of parents [extend]? — Said he: that he 
should take a purse, throw it in his presence into the sea, and not shame him.  But if you say, at the father's 
expense, what does it matter to him? — It refers to a potential heir. […] When Rav Dimi came from Eretz 
Yisrael to Babylonia, he said: Once Dama ben Netina was wearing a fine cloak [sirkon] of gold, and was sitting 
among the nobles of Rome. And his mother came to him and tore his garment from him and smacked him on 
the head and spat in his face, and yet he did not embarrass her. 
 

Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah, 240:16, 25 
If a father commanded his son not to speak to a particular person, nor to forgive him until after a certain time, 
if the son wishes to make up with that person immediately, despite the father’s command, he may disregard 
the command.  […] If a student wishes to move to another place where he is certain that he will benefit greatly 
from the Rabbis there, and his father forbids him to go, because he is worried about possible deeds of 
idolaters there, he need not abide by his father’s wishes. 



 

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah Sefer Shoftim, “Rebels” Ch. 6 excerpts 
Parents should not place too burdensome a yoke upon them or be too exacting with them in matters 
pertaining to their honor for fear that they may cause them to sin [by dishonoring them]. They should forgive 
their children and close their eyes, for parents have the discretion to forgo the honor due to them. Parents 
who strike their grown child are excommunicated because they violate the biblical prohibition, “You shall not 
place a stumbling block before the blind.” (Leviticus 19:14) 
 

If one's father or mother has become mentally disordered, he should make an effort to behave toward them 
according to their state of mind until they will be shown mercy [and get cured]. But if he is unable to endure 
the strain any longer, because they have become utterly insane, he may leave them and go elsewhere, 
charging others to take proper care of them. 
 

If a man was ordered by his father to transgress the words of the Torah, and break either a prohibitive or a 
positive precept, or even a rabbinic enactment, he must not listen to him, as it is written: "You shall revere… 
and keep my sabbaths" (Lev 19:3); that is, all of you [including your parents] are required to honor me. 
 

 

Rabbi Holly Cohen, Caring for Elderly Parents: Talmudic texts in Tension 
On the one hand, Palestinian Rabbis say, “Children must support their impoverished parents even if the 
children themselves are poverty stricken (Jerusalem Talmud Kiddushin, 1:7).” One the other hand, Babylonian 
Rabbis say, “The money for such support should come from the estate of funds of the parents (Babylonian 
Talmud Kiddushin 32a).” So who do we follow today? Both: The family is not required to impoverish 
themselves in the pursuit of fulfilling the commandments and parents have a responsibility to handle as much 
of their own financial obligations of care giving as possible. 
 

Today, Rabbi Dayle A. Friedman teaches, “Our tradition urges respectful attentive care, on the one hand, and 
on the other hand, recognizes and supports accepting the limits of what adult children can do.” It is fully 
appropriate under Jewish law to turn to in-home nursing services, a part-time arrangement, or a nursing home 
placement. Finding assistance… can be a mode of personal service, of demonstrating honor and respect.   

 
Honoring our Parents in Death as in Life 

 

Rabbi Jack and Sharon Riemer, a prayer for honoring our parents as we empty out their house 
Master of the universe, as we enter the home of our beloved parents, who have left us to be closer to You, 
please guide our actions to be in accordance with Jewish law and custom, as well as in accordance with their 
wishes.  Help us to move through their home, which so enriched our lives, in a manner that is a tribute to their 
teachings and their values. May we perform this sad and wrenching duty with reverence and with dignity.  
May we do so with generosity to others in the family, acknowledging their desire for some of these 
mementos, and with generosity to others in the community who might benefit from these possessions. 
 

Kiddushin 31a 
The Sages taught: One honors their parent in life and honors them in death... How does one honor a parent in 
death? If one says a matter they heard from their parent’s mouth, one should not say: So said my parent. 
Rather, one should say: So said my parent, my teacher, may I be an atonement for his/her resting soul. And 
this phrasing applies within twelve months of death. From this time onward one says: May his/her memory be 
for a blessing, for the life of the World-to-Come. 
 

Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, “Teach Your Children” 
And you, of tender years can't know the fears that your elders grew by. And so please help them with your 
youth, they seek the truth before they can die. Teach your parents well, their children's hell will slowly go by. 
And feed them on your dreams, the one they pick's the one you'll know by. Don't you ever ask them why, if 
they told you, you would cry. So just look at them and sigh...and know they love you.   


