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Translation:

The Torah equated honoring parents to honoring Hashem.

Explanation:

Our knowledge of Hashem and acceptance of the Torah is dependent on our
Mesorah, the chain of transmission reaching back to Har Sinai. This chain is
made up of links that are created each generation by parents who teach their
children and by teachers who teach their students. The mx» of honoring and
revering parents is rooted in facilitating the creation of these links, becoming
the very foundation on which our service of Hashem is based. The Torah thus
highlights the command to honor and revere our parents, as only through this
will we accept their teachings and continue the accurate transmission of our
heritage.

Looking in the Pasuk:

We are troubled by the fact that the commandment to honor parents is included
in the first five commandments, all written on the first m?, which are all
between Man and God, where it would seem to be better suited to be included
on the second mY, which relate the commandments between Man and his
neighbor. We also seek to understand the connection between the fourth and
fifth commandments and why both were taught in 77», before the giving of the
Torah on Har Sinai. Finally, the addition of the words 7°28 nX and R nx, are
understood by %7111 to add an obligation to honor stepparents and even one’s
older brother. We must explain why they should be afforded this honor even

though they have no role in our creation.



NOTES

Our Musag is taken from the &n3 in (:%) 1w17°p noon which equates honoring, fearing and even
cursing ones parents to doing so to God.
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The x7n3 justifies this by stating that one’s parents and God are considered equal partners:
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With this we might explain a difficulty with the groupings of the n11a77 nawy. The waT» teaches us
that the commandments were divided on the two mim% with five on each side. A cursory
examination leads us to the conclusion that they were divided by the first five consisting of 12 mx»
o o7k and the second five consisting of 17°2n% o7x 1°2 mxn. This seems to hold true for every
commandment except for the commandment of axy 28 712°5. However, according to our Musag we
may explain that honoring one’s parents should be included in the yp» o7X 1°2 category, as
honoring them is equated with honoring God.

The problem with this explanation is we are still left to ponder why this should be so. Why should
honoring parents be equated with honoring God? And, while the &2n3x did seek to explain this by
telling us that they are all considered equal partners, how can one possibly equate the role of God in
our creation to that of our parents?

One explanation is that the mx» of oxy ax 712°5 is not an end in itself but simply a means by which
one may come to honor God. By fulfilling the commandment to honor one’s parents one will learn
the trait of 210n n57; recognizing and repaying the favors one has done for you. By appreciating all
my parents have done for me, from giving me life to caring for my every need, | will come to
appreciate all that Hashem has done for me. Thus we are not equating honoring parents to honoring
God, but rather stating that fulfilling the former with lead to the latter. For this reason the
commandment was placed with the other o1pn% 078 12 mxn.

However, this explanation seems a bit lacking. For surely the trait of 2107 01257 is an end within
itself and not only a means to acknowledging our debt to Hashem. And, if so, we return to our
question of why it is not considered a 171°2r% o7 12 mxn. Additionally, if we are to honor our
parents simply as a means to learn 217 N1, how are we to understand the following parts of the
S which parallel v&1 var nk2 to 71 nk? Are we to say that we fear our parents in order to learn
the trait of fear so that we will fear Hashem? And finally, perhaps most problematic to the above
explanation is the &7nx in (.a2) M21n2 noon which teaches:
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The xna learns from the fact that the p105 did not say JnRy 7°ax 722 but rather added the words nx
and an extra y, that one is required to honor their stepparents and their older brother. If the mxn of
oRY AR 712°0 was simply an exercise in 2101 0757 it would be impossible to explain why the Torah
would command one to honor one’s stepparents or older brother as one does not necessarily owe a
debt of gratitude to either.

There is a different explanation, offered by Rabbi S.R. Hirsch, which seems to answer all of our
questions. In his commentary on Chumash he writes;

Not on the results of our research into Nature, but on the actual events in the history of our
people by which God became revealed to us, and made His will revealed to us, did God
found our Jewish Knowledge and acknowledgment of Him, as the One Who directs our fate,



and Who is to be the guide of all our acts. ..It was only the historical revelations of God in
the history of the Jewish people, which brought back the monotheistic idea to mankind for
their understanding of nature and history. D™ xn NX'x* and NN [N these two basic facts
in the history of the Jewish People which constitute the basis for our submission to God, as
the Guide and Director of our history and our lives, these facts are actual historical truths.
But the knowledge and acknowledgment of historical facts depends solely on tradition, and
tradition depends solely on the faithful transmission by parents to children and on the
willing acceptance by children from the hands of their parents. So that the continuance of
God's whole great institution of Judaism rests entirely on the theoretical and practical
obedience of children to parents, and DXI AX TIA"D is the basic condition for the eternal
existence of the Jewish Nation. 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, that
allow it to be aJew or Jewess, and they are those who are to hand over to them the Jewish
mission in knowledge, morals and education. The child is to receive history and the Law
from their hands so that ultimately he can transmit both to his children. In the same way
that it looks up to its parent, are its children some day to look up to it. Without this bond
the chain of generations is broken, the Jewish past is lost for the future, and the Jewish
nation ceases to exist. That it is worthy to have this place in the Ten Commandments
indicates this importance of parents and allows the Torah to say: JnX NXI )'2aX NX 12D
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Rov Hirsch goes on to explain that this commandment is so fundamental to the entire transmitting
of Torah that Hashem saw a need to present it to the Jewish people at 711 before they received the
Torah, as the X3 in (:11) 1°77730 Noon teaches: 7R NMVEI OXY AR 712°5 H¥ AX. Just as the mxn of naw
was given at 717, due to the fact that it is fundamentally crucial to our keeping of all future nixn, so
t00 ax) ax T3

The central role of parents as the conduit by which we are to learn the values of our heritage is
highlighted by Rov Hirsch in the m¥n of 1271 179, in which he explains what the word 1271 comes to
add:

The parents are to multiply themselves by their children, they are to repeat themselves in
their children. The children are to be the replicas not only of the physical bodily traits of
their parents, but also of their spiritual, intellectual and moral selves. Accordingly, the
parents have to plant the spiritual and moral best of themselves in their children, and
carefully nurture and mature its development. In short, they have to form, educate and
cultivate them...

The meaning of forming educating which is innate in the root 7121... even the name 27 and
27 come from the same conception. For the true business of a teacher is in fact nothing but
to make the pupil a replica of his own spiritual and intellectual self. Only by taking over 129
does 179 attain its high, moral importance for the building of mankind. And even from this
point of view, extra-matrimonial births are the grave of mankind, for although children
there do indeed get born from parent, they lack their bodily moral and spiritual education,
the parental love, the parental home in which, and by which alone, the child blossoms to
and Man to an Adam.

1 naw thus becomes the day in which we are to reflect on our values and spiritual selves, and 712°>
ax1 ax becomes the conduit through which we are to learn those values. The significance of the
Torah’s placing the two commandments next to each other now becomes apparent.

(See aw >"w M 101 2° O°PI0D 771 PO 0™27)



We can now easily understand why the mx» of axy ax 712°2 is placed together with the a7 12 mxn
opn?, for this mxn is that which facilitates any and all future relationships that we will forge with
God. Additionally, we understand why this 7% is not restricted to only biological parents, but
extends to stepparents and even to an older brother. For any person in a position of influence carries
the role of a transmitter of values, and thus must be respected so that their words and actions
become the messages and models we will aspire to internalize and adopt. Thus, it goes without
saying that our Rabbis and teachers most certainly will fall under this commandment?, as the a”an"
codifies in the (X”77 775 770 75N N227) 7N MaWwn:
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We can now understand our Musag o1p»7 71237 oX) 2R 712°3 210197 Mwi and oXY ARk DR 27 MW
1P Nk, for honoring and revering our parents is the pathway by which we will come to honor
and revere God. Our parents, and by extension all those who seek to act as transmitters of our
heritage, become the bedrock of our 7m0 which can only be faithfully and accurately transmitted
if we treat them with honor and reverence.

Questions for Further Thought:
A. What obligation should one have to honor and revere a parent who is not educated and does
not take any part in your Torah education?
B. What do you think is the connection between honoring and revering our teachers to
accepting their teachings?

2 Which would go a long way in explaining why the Torah does not explicitly command one to
honor or revere Rabbis. Rather, Rov Hirsch would argue since the command to honor parents is due
to their role as teachers, most certainly this would apply to Rabbis as well (see following footnote).
% The Ramban here is quoting a 7aw» in (27°» 29) X¥°¥» X212 N20n which teaches:

K27 0Py 07 R0 M0 1Py 127) A0 0R1Y7 W02 PIARY ,NRTiR 127 7Y, 127 NTARY AR NTAN
This however seems to contradict the explanation of Rov Hirsch, as the iawn» does not connect the
honor afforded to parents to their roles as transmitters of morals and values, relegating that role to
Rabbis and teachers. Parents, according to the niwn, seem to only deserve honor due to their role as
providers of life. I believe that Rov Hirsch would answer that the mawn is not saying that the reason
we honor parents is because they brought us into this world. Rather, the point of the miwn is that
parents are not necessarily the primary source of moral education, frequently acting only as
secondary transmitters in their roles as biological parents. Therefore, the mwn continues, it stands to
reason that if our secondary teachers demand our honor, our primary teachers most certainly would
be included in the commandment. One could go so far as to argue that the 72w is actually a proof
to Rov Hirsch’s explanation. For if the reason we honor our parents was only because they gave us
life, then the reasoning of the mawn, learning a 7 m 2p to 127 would be faulty. One could easily
deflect this reasoning by claiming that perhaps only a parent who was the source of life deserved
honor. However, a teacher, who only takes that which the parent created and improves the product,
so to speak, would not necessarily deserve honor. Even though it is true that 121 does more for a
person than his parents, this does not prove that he most certainly deserves honor, since what he
does is fundamentally different than what a parent does! Thus only if we claim that the reason the
Torah demands that we honor parents is due to their role as transmitters - even though they might
be only secondary transmitters - can we continue to argue that we most certainly must honor our
primary transmitters.



