Honoring One’s Parents
Shavuot 5766
What is the most difficult mitzvah for one to observe properly?  Let me suggest that perhaps it is the mitzvah of Kibbud Av Va-Em—Honoring One’s Father and Mother.

Before you say, “I do a good job of that already.”  Bear in mind that the Talmud says:  “Ashrei mi she-lo raah chamaan.  Happy is one who never saw their parents.” 

Rashi explains that this means that only one who never saw their parents—i.e. their father died before they were born and their mother died during childbirth—can be considered not to have violated the commandment of honoring one’s parents.  In other words, the Talmud is suggesting that it is practically impossible to perform the mitzvah of honoring one’s parents.
This refers even to a case where there is a great relationship between parents and children; where everyone gets along (most of the time) and loves each other.  About those cases, the Talmud says it is impossible to fulfill the mitzvah.  
What about the more difficult cases?  I’ll never forget the time a young child whose father had just abandoned his family turned to me and asked if he still needed to honor is father.  How can children be expected to perform the mitzvah in cases where a parent has not fulfilled their role properly; e.g. a parent abandoned a family, a mentally ill parent, or a parent who is abusive to their family?  Can a child really be expected to observe the mitzvah under such circumstances?  
The Talmud teaches the extremely far-reaching extent of the law: Even if you are holding a bag of coins and your parent comes and tosses them into the sea, you are still not permitted to be angry with them!  You still must give them honor.
As an example of a person whom we should emulate the Talmud tells the story of an idol worshipping Gentile named Dama son of Nesinah.  This man was once sitting, dressed in a fancy, golden cloak amongst all the distinguished nobleman of Rome.  Along came his mother and she ripped his garment off him, hit him on the head, and spat in his face.  While doing this her slipper fell off.  Dama then immediately handed her the slipper so that she would not suffer any distress.

By today’s standards we would consider Dama’s mother either mentally ill or else emotionally abusive.  And still the Talmud suggests that there is an obligation to honor such a parent!

Most of us have trouble just returning phone calls in a timely manner or performing simple, everyday tasks with the proper respect and honor.  That is hard enough.  Why would the Torah make this commandment even harder?  Why give us a commandment that it is practically impossible to keep?  Can we realistically hope to achieve the level of even an idolater like Dama son of Nesinah?  
The answer to these questions lies in a conceptual understanding of this mitzvah.  In many places the Talmud literally compares the honor we must give to our parents to the honor we must give to God.  Here are just three examples:
The Talmud points out that the same word--kabed (honor)—is used in respect to the way we must honor both our parents and God.  (Kabed et avikah ve-et imekah; kabed et hashem mei-honekhah, Honor God with your property.)  
The Talmud points out that every child has three equal parents—mother, father, and God.  If we dishonor one of our parents it is like we are dishonoring God.
The Talmud notes that honoring one’s father and mother is the fifth commandment.  The first four commandments deal with laws between man and God.  The last five deal with laws between man and man.  This mitzvah bridges the gap, but it is classified as a commandment between man and God, not man and man!

Conceptually, we are being taught that we should view serving our parents as a vehicle towards serving God.  We may love our parents very much and we may feel eternally indebted to them, but the essence of honoring them lies in the concept that we should view our service to them as essentially a manifestation of the way we ought to serve God.

A parent is the most God like creature on earth.  Like God a parent has created.  Thus, our relationship with our parents can impact on our relationship with God.

Just like we must honor God regardless of what we see in the world; so too, the honor due to our parents approaches that level.  Just like we can never realistically expect to completely honor God, so too, we must be realistic that we will only fulfill a shadow of the mitzvah of honoring a parent.
But what about cases where a parent makes it difficult to honor him or her?  In these cases, the rabbis give us further guidance.

In codifying the laws of honoring one’s parents, Maimonides records the law discussed above that even if parents throw a child’s money into the sea in front of the child, the child must still honor the parents.  But then Maimonides adds the following statement: Asur le-adam le-hakhbid olo al banav, it is forbidden for a parent to make the burden too heavy on the child.  
Maimonides is known for being one of the most careful writers in all of Jewish history.  Every word he writes is measured.  The word to honor, is kabed.  In referring to the parents responsibilities, Maimonides uses a form of that same word, le-hakbid, to burden.  Maimonides is teaching something powerful here.  While it is true, that the obligation to honor a parent is gargantuan, it is also true that the parents have an obligation to help their children perform the mitzvah.  Parents have an obligation to act in a way that merits respect; otherwise they will be literally leading their children into sin.  If parents don’t act this way—if they are too abusive—if they don’t respect their children, Maimonides says that a court should punish the parent.
Indeed, Maimonides continues and discusses a case where a parent just becomes too much to handle.  Under those circumstances, he offers the following advice:  The child should leave the area and pay others to honor the parents on his behalf.  

The obligation to honor the parents never disappears.  How could it, it is a reflection of the commandment to honor God?  But if a parent acts in a way that desecrates the name of God then the child can remove himself from the situation.  He still must honor his parents, but he can do so from a great distance.
I warned you that this law is not easy.  Every case is unique and extremely nuanced.  All of our obligations are immense.  But ultimately proper performance of this mitzvah—which under certain circumstances might mean distancing ourselves--is an essential element of the path to Hashem.
When I think about the most spiritual people I know, I often notice that they are also giants in the area of Kibbud Av Va-em.  I think of my parents and the way they cared for their parents as they grew frail and elderly.  I think of the many people I have encountered in my rabbinate who have made tremendous professional and financial sacrifices in caring for their parents.  I think of the numerous times I have seen children caring for their elderly parents in heroic ways even though their parents were extremely abusive to them.  It is often the case that these people exude spirituality. I am not sure if their spirituality feeds into the way they honor their parents, or their performance of the mitzvah feeds into their spirituality, but the connection is strong.
The Talmud tells another story about Damah son of Nesina.  The rabbis were once searching for special jewels for the Kohen Gadol.  They knocked on Dama’s door and asked if they could purchase the jewels from him.  He said: “I’m sorry I can’t sell them to you now.  The key to the safe is under my father’s pillow and my father is still sleeping.”  The rabbis went on their way and Dama lost the sale.  A year later, Dama’s farm produced a Red Heifer—a very rare and priceless animal.  The rabbi came to Dama and begged him to sell them the Red Heifer at whatever price he wanted.

The Red Heifer is the essence of spirituality in the Temple.  God blessed an idolater with this animal because Dama might not have known the laws of Judaism but he understood the mitzvah of honoring one’s parents.  He understood that the path towards the deepest form of spiritual service of God connects with the way we honor our parents.  
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