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An Objective Mitzvah
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I remember Rabbi Avi Weiss telling me that his father once called him on the phone and asked him to pick him up from the airport in the morning…right in the middle of rush hour.  Rabbi Weiss didn’t want to pick up his dad, but he also had a hard time saying “no.”  So he kept saying to his father “I love you, Abba; its just very hard tomorrow morning.”  Finally, his father said to him, “Don’t love me so much; just pick me up.”
How far does the commandment to honor our parents go?

It is the fifth of the Ten Commandments.  And it stands at the center of the Ten Commandments for a very good reason.  It is the nexus between the first half of the Ten Commandments which deal with relationships between man and God and the second half which deal laws between man and man.  In a sense it is the commandment that stands at the center of our Torah.
On the one hand, we fulfill this commandment by serving our parents, who are flesh and blood.  We love our parents.  They reared us and raised us; they nurtured us and comforted us.  Of course we must honor and respect them.  Look what they have done for us.

On the other hand, if we view this mitzvah as a subjective obligation that arises ONLY out of our gratitude to our parents, then we are on an errant course.

There are two separate commandments in the Torah that relate to serving one’s parents.  There is the commandment to honor one’s parents—kabed et avikhah va-et imekhah, and there is the commandment to fear one’s parents—ish imo ve-aviv tirau.
The rabbis wonder: Why is the father placed before the mother when it comes to “honoring” one’s parents, while the mother comes before the father when it comes to “fearing” one’s parents?

Rashi (Leviticus, 19) teaches: Here [G-d] placed the mother before the father, because it is known to Him that a son fears his father more than his mother, [while] in regard to honor He placed the father before the mother, since it is known to Him that a son honors his mother more than his father, because she wins him over with words. 

The underpinning of Rashi’s teaching is that the mitzvah is not subjective, but objective.  We are not supposed to honor our parents based upon how much we love them or what they have done for us, but simply because they are our parents and God objectively commands us to do so.

What is the literal, objective commandment?  The Talmud (Kiddushin 31b) teaches:
What is fear? He may not sit in his place, nor speak in his place, nor contradict his words. And what is honor? He provides food and drink, clothes and shoes, helps them go out and helps them come in. 
These are objective criteria, not subjective.  Note that soon after the Torah in Leviticus commands us to fear our parents, it also commands us to love our neighbor (ve-ahavta le-reiakhah ka-mokhah.)  We are commanded to love our neighbor, but not our parents.  The commandment for our parents is not to love, but to honor and fear.

On some level, it is easier to honor and fear than to love.  You can honor and fear someone even if you don’t love them.  Many people who have difficult relationships with their parents still give honor and fear to them.

At the same time, it can also easier be to love than to honor.  Remember the story of Rabbi Weiss and his father.
When we look at the mitzvah objectively it allows us to give greater honor to our parents no matter how we feel about them.  Practically speaking: even if they are old or weak or mean we must see them objectively not subjectively.

Even if we have a great relationship with our parents, many of us might feel a strain in the relationship as our parents grow older and less supportive.  As parents and children grow older there is often a temptation to reverse the roles.  The child might look at the parent with less respect --- not intentionally, just as a result of caring for them so intensely.  From the standpoint of Jewish law this is absolutely forbidden.
Another implication of the objective understanding of the mitzvah is that there are times where we are NOT allowed to listen to our parents.  As Rashi writes:  Keeping the Sabbath is placed adjacent to the fear of [your] father [in order] to tell [you]: Even though I warned you regarding the fear of [one's] father, if he should say to you: "Violate the Sabbath," you must not listen to him--- and so in regard to all the other mitzvos.
At its core the commandment to honor one’s parents is an attempt to help us go beyond the present reality of our situation and see our parents as a reflection of God.  When we give honor to them we are really giving honor to God.  However, if we honor them in this way, then no matter what physical state they are in we will be able to see their greatness.
Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, of blessed memory, taught us this best.  He once said that the mitzvah of honoring one's parent's entails being able to look at a parent living in a nursing home and say, "that man (and / or woman) in the bed, who is now unable to take care of his own bodily functions, is responsible for everything that I am.”
