Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Honoring Parents

By Dr. Erica Brown

“Honor your father and your mother that you may live long on the land that the Lord your God will give to you.”

Exodus 20:12


As we finish reading the book of Exodus on the Torah cycle this week, we look back at major highlights of this seminal biblical book. We recall the harsh chapters of slavery, the glorious redemption of the Jews from Egypt, the initial wanderings in the wilderness, the theological stumbling of the golden calf incident and the building of a majestic edifice, the Tabernacle. It is an action-packed book that has at its center the Ten Commandments. The influence of these tablets is still hotly debated today.

Last week, a friend asked me a question about the fifth commandment that sent me on a little intellectual exploration: why is the honoring of one’s parents connected to long life in the land of Israel? There are very few rewards attached to commandments in general. We are supposed to observe mitzvot for the sake of goodness and out of belief in God. We are not supposed to be good for a reward. In addition, the reward of long life on the land is strange. Honoring parents may reward you with a pleasant household and children who, in turn, honor you, but long life on the land is harder to understand.
Nahum Sarna, in his commentary on Exodus, offers a good explanation:” respect for parents is deemed to be vital for the preservation of the social fabric; dishonoring parents imperils the well-being of society.” 
This line of thinking is also followed by the 18th century commentary of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch. He believes that this command is strategically placed between the laws related to God and those related to our treatment of others. Good parenting teaches us both about authority and reverence – qualities necessary for belief in God – and helps us navigate human relationships and act appropriately within society at large. His words on the centrality of this command are inspiring:
…tradition depends solely on the transmission by parents to children and on the willing acceptance by children from the hands of their parents…Through father and mother, God gives the child not only physical existence; they are the actual bond that joins the child to the Jewish past…and they are those who are to hand over to them the Jewish mission in knowledge, morals and education…Without this bond the chain of generations is broken, the Jewish past is lost for the future and the Jewish nation ceases to exist.

For Rabbi Hirsch, this command is causal. Failure to honor parents who are the bearers of tradition will eventually amount to the corrosion of nationhood itself. We will cease to be a people on a land if we cannot sanctify this most basic relationship which is the gateway to all others.


Rabbi Hirsch, in explaining this commandment, also discusses the root of Jewish parenting. The physical care and nurturing we offer our children is not the better or most important part of parenting; our central task is the transmission of values that enable children to function nobly within society as contributors to the common good. We can be good physical providers and not live up to this ideal that merits honor. Although children must give their parents respect within Jewish law regardless of their familial situation, Rabbi Hirsch almost suggests that parents earn respect by passing on tradition.


Maimonides calls the commandment of honoring one’s parents a significant commandment. This may be because of its difficulty at times. It may also be because of its centrality in the formation of the next generation. By honoring parents, we learn respect for rules and roles and we learn gratitude for what we have – even if that relationship only gave us the simple fact of our own existence. 


In Jewish tradition, honoring parents is so much more than an appreciative pause once or twice a year marked by a card. It is the foundation of virtuous living within society. While there is no guarantee of long life on a land, it signals a healthy and functioning society that respects age and wisdom and allows the transmission of values to spill over to those not yet born.

Shabbat Shalom 
