


to fear a parent, a child is required, ‘to 
neither stand in his father’s place nor sit 
in his chair, nor contradict his words, nor 
tip the scales against him.’

Is the Gemara asking us to be in fear 
of punishment or to be in awe of our 
parents? The answer is of course, both 
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fear, does not mention any emotions 
which you should feel. We are in fact not 
asked to be afraid or to be in awe of our 
parents. The Gemara does not command 
emotions, but rather asks for actions 
that should be done. You show fear for a 
parent by acting towards them in a way 
of respect, as one would act towards a 
person who commands respect and awe. 

The Gemara then explains to us what 
‘honour’ means. How do you honour your 
parents? To honour her parents, a child 
should give her mother and father food 
and drink, clothing and shelter, and take 
them out when needed and bring them 
back home. 

To honour one’s parents is, as with 
fearing them, not an emotion to be felt 
but rather actions to be performed. 
You honour your father and mother by 
providing for their needs. Providing for 
their physical needs in ways similar to 
how they provided for your needs when 
growing up. Being asked to perform 
actions is much easier to do than feeling 
emotions. This, of course, makes it a lot 
easier to honour one’s parents should a 
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parent. The Torah does not insist that you 
have to love your parents. The Torah asks 
you to simply treat them in a respectful 
way. Even when it can be tough to feel 
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the Torah’s wishes by demonstrating 
respect and honour towards them, by 
performing certain actions. 

Why does the Torah ask children to show 
honour and respect for parents?

The Sefer HaChinuch explains that we 
should honour and respect our parents in 
order to show gratitude for all that they 
have done for us. After all, they brought 
us up, fed us and clothed us. We should 
also be grateful for our bodies, that we 
are healthy and that our limbs work as 
well. It was our parents who brought 
us into the world and we must thank 
G-d for this. The Gemara also mentions 
that every child born is really a result of 
a partnership between a mother and 
father, who provide the physical body 
and G-d, who provides the child’s soul. By 
showing honour and respect to parents, 
we also show honour and respect to G-d. 
All three are partners in our creation. 

What are the limits of honouring parents?

Rashi asks why the Torah, at the 
beginning of this sedra, mentions fearing 
parents together with Shabbat. This 
juxtaposition, answers Rashi, instructs us 
to listen to our parents unless their words 

encourage us to break other mitzvot. 
Shabbat is a paradigm for this idea, since 
Shabbat is unique in its meaning. Shabbat 
is our testimony that G-d alone created 
the world. Should a child desecrate 
Shabbat when instructed by his parent, 
the child is then, really, placing that 
parent above the Creator. G-d is seen as 
an authority below the parent. If a parent 
asks you to break Shabbat, steal, or in 
fact break any of the commandments, 
one should not listen to them.

Howeve r,  a  m o r e  co m p l i c a te d 
situation arises when a parent asks 
you to do something which makes you 
feel uncomfortable. Do you, in such 
circumstances, have to listen? An answer 
can be found in a story about the saintly 

Rabbi Yishmael, told by Tosphot. Rabbi 
Yishmael came to the rabbis with a 
problem. He felt uncomfortable, since 
each day upon returning home, his 
mother would insist on washing his feet. 
No doubt, with such a great sage for 
a son, Rabbi Yishmael’s mother felt it 
an honour to do this for him. However, 
Rabbi Yishmael felt that it simply was 
not right to allow his mother to do this. 
He wished to ask the rabbis if he might 
ask her to stop. The rabbis gave an 
interesting response. The rabbis replied 
that Rabbi Yishmael must in fact continue 
to allow his mother to wash his feet. 
Their reasoning was straight forward. 
Allowing her to do this was, in fact, a part 
of his obligation to honour his mother. 

To refuse, though something he might 
prefer, would be taking away something 
through which she felt honoured. She 
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her son’s feet and so depriving her of this 
pleasure would be wrong. We see from 
the story of Rabbi Yishmael that though 
defined by the Gemara, honouring a 
parent can extend also to affording 
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Rabbi Yishmael’s mother gained pleasure 
from washing her son’s feet, this was a 
way for him to honour her. 

Fearing one’s parents does not require 
you to be actually afraid of them but 
rather involves acting in ways which 
demonstrate honour and respect. We do 
so out of a sense of gratitude for all they 

have done for us and also in recognition 
of the role G-d plays in our creation and 
continued wellbeing. Though parents 
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the Torah asks us to act always in a 
respectful manner. 

Perhaps, the Torah is also sending a 
message to parents. That to be truly 
honoured and respected, fathers and 
mothers should strive to live and act 
in ways which actually inspire respect 
and awe in their children and not a fear 
of violence or abuse. A parent should 
wish to raise a child who feels a natural 
respect because the parent is a good 
person, of high character and good 
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Even when it can be tough to feel love for parents, 
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demonstrating respect and honour towards them


