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Kibbud u' Mora: Mutual Honor and Respect 

Three interactive sessions for teenagers, parents and teachers based on the writings of Rav Soloveichik
Abstract: Parents and children are often the subjects of numberous fights and misunderstandings during the teenage years.  Using the school community as a forum, Cohen creates a series of sessions whose purpose is to establish and maintain tools for constructive communication between high schoolers and their parents and teachers.  The sessions center on a section of the Rav’s “Family Redeemed” that deals specifically with the issue of kibbud av veem.  Learning together, participants are guided through difficult passages and personal issues. They are also given opportunity to learn more about the Rav and his philosophy and how it relates to their own lives and relationships.

Shoshana Cohen is a third year fellow at Matan's Advanced Talmud Institute.

She is also working towards an MA in ancient Jewish history at Hebrew University.  She has taught middle and high school students at Maimonides School in Boston and at Drisha in NY. She has participated in adult education programs at Matan, Brandeis University and B'nai David Judea Congregation in Los Angeles.  Having made aliyah two years ago, she now lives in Jerusalem with her husband.

Project Inspiration and Goals:

This program is designed as part of an extra-curricular program for parents and children of high school students.  Early teen years are some of the most difficult possible parent child relationships. Though most families are going through similar difficulties, fights, disagreements, testing/setting of boundaries etc, as far as I have seen there are few schools which take the issue seriously enough to provide support for kids and their parents. Part of this is the strict boundary which is set between school and home life.  Just as schools would rather parents not interfere with their administrative and educational goals, except in extreme cases they do not see it as part of their roles to address family issues at home.  While family autonomy and privacy is important, I believe that schools are too good an opportunity to miss when it comes to contact between families.  As part of a school community, there is no reason that a child or a parent or a family should feel that they are alone.  Schools should take advantage of the community to provide a forum in which families can get together and discuss issues like teenagers etc. and for parents to be able to talk to their kids etc.


 I have observed such a group at a middle school where 6th and 7th grade students and their parents met one evening a month to discuss issues like growing up, boundaries, mutual respect etc. There was a very positive feeling in the room, but becaue there were no clearly articulated goals and focus the discussion was not particularly successful.  It occurred to me a way to best make use of such a forum would be to learn a particular text together and have this text be the jumping off point for further discussion.  That way be engaging in Talmud Torah parents and children could learn to communicate, to listen and to talk to each other. 


A text which I believe lends itself to this sort of structure is Rav Soloveichik’s essay on the mitzvah of “Kibbud U-Mora: The Honor and Fear of Parents” published in Family Redeemed.  This essay touches on many important issues that arise in the parent-child relationship, some of which are particularly relevant to teenagers specifically.  This chapter also includes several themes and methodological choices that are found throughout the writings of Rav Soloveichik, so this chapter, while being personally relevant to parents and children, also is a good introduction to the philosophy and writing of the Rav.  These themes include the dialectic of action and experience, the common Brisker method of expanding on a distinction in the Rambam, in this case kibbud u-mora, the problem of loneliness, division between natural and covenantal communities etc.



The Sessions, whose general theme is  "Kibbud Av ve-Em: Mutual Respect and Obligation between Parents and Children" is divided into three two hours sessions. The sessions should take place once a week for three consecutive weeks, as they build on each other.  The participants should definitely include parents and students of teenagers most appropriately 8th-11th graders.  The sessions are led by Judaic studies teachers, but having teachers of secular subjects participate can also add to the sense that this a school community project.  If it is implemented in a high school, it should be mandatory, and given to one class at a time.  Each section is structured slightly differently as the different sections of the chapter lend themselves to different types of presentation.  Included here are background sources, guiding questions, suggested activities, as well as highlighted quotes from the chapter itself.  The relevant section from the original should also be handed out for participants to refer to from the beginning.

Lesson #1

1. Based on Family Redeemed pgs. 130-132

2. Educational goals:

a) To create and environment where parents and children can openly and constructively discuss their relationship, including the tensions and frustrations they undoubtedly have for each other.


b) To rethink the mitzvah of kibbud av ve-em in a way that is not abstract or patronizing by focusing on personal examples of behavior, desire and obligation.

c) To introduce the Rav and his philosophy as understandable and relevant to the lives of the participants


3. This session should take about 2 hours in total, and is conducted mostly in small groups.

4. Divide into groups of 6-10, that is 3-4 parent/child pairs.  If the school decides, teachers can also participate and disperse themselves amongst the groups.  All groups should be in ear shot of each other, but far enough away as to not bother other groups.  An auditorium or large classroom is ideal. 

5. Activity #1. Each participant is asked to write down a list of who they are in terms of their relationships (eg. Mother, child, wife, sister etc.)  After writing the list, participants are asked to notice what was first on their list, and to consider which relationship most defines who they are and why.  After this they should share their results with the group.  Everyone is encouraged to share and to notice what relationships are common to most people in the group and which are unique.  Attention should also be given to special circumstances, like the loss of a parent or even a child (though this is probably too heavy a subject for this forum) and how this changed ones self-definition.

6. One relationship or identity that most people in the group have in common is that of a parent and/or a child.  The discussion here turns to the conditions and obligations of this relationship.

Parents are asked: What obligations do you have towards your child simply because they are your child?  What expectations do you have from them?  

Children are asked: What obligations do you have towards your parents and what do you expect from them?

As much as is possible examples should be concrete and relevant.

After airing their answers to these questions and perhaps even writing a collective list, the group is asked as to whether they see these mutual obligations as interdependent or unconditional.  In other words, does a parent who does not live up to their obligations deserve respectful treatment by their child and vice versa?  Is there are difference in expectation between adults and children in this area? Which are more important obligations of parent to child or of child to parent?

7. Now the facilitator should introduce the primary texts on the subject that will be the subject of the learning portion.  The previous discussion should transition into the learning, the segway is important. The issue of mutual obligation is most explicitly mentioned in the Mishna in Kiddushin (source #1 on the sheet).

Here both parents and children have obligations towards each other and these obligations are elaborated upon in the Gemara.  

The fact that here women seem to be exempt from one level of obligation, that is to their parents, is explained in the Gemara by an admittedly antiquated explanation: Woman cannot be obligated to serve their parents because they have another more important obligation, to serve their husbands.  Since this obligation is no longer relevant, it is certainly possible, even likely that women are now equally obligated in the mitzvah, or at least there is no reason for them not to perform it.  This is a long discussion in itself, and will undoubted come up in the session.  It is important for the facilitator to address the issue, but keep the discussion focused on the assumption that the Mishna and the Halacha expects both men and women to fulfill their obligations as a parent and as a child.

8.  The basis of parent of these obligations is found in several sources in the Torah, which are included on the source sheet and should be read aloud in each group.  Following the reading the groups should answer the following questions:

a) What are the two major differences between the verses in Shemot, rephrase in Devarim and the verse in Vayikra.

Answer: Difference in order of parents and in verbs.  The majority of the discussion will focus on the difference in verbs, but the Rav does briefly address the difference in order between mother and father.  If there is time later on the facilitator can mention this quote, found on pg. 158.
b) Is the difference of verb usage here to phrase the same basic obligation in a slightly different way or does each come to teach us two separate obligations?

9. The Rambam sees these two words, kibbud and mora as two separate sets of obligations a child has to a parent.  The groups should read the words of the Rambam aloud making sure to translate and understand.  Following the reading of the Rambam the groups should answer these questions, again making use of a list if necessary:

a) What, according to he Rambam are the obligations included in the mitzvah of kibbud?

b) What are the obligations included in the verb mora?
c) What element to the kibbud actions have in common?

d) What element or overarching principle do the actions of mora have in common?

e) Do you agree with the actions the Rambam includes in his list?  Are these things you would expect as a parent or attempt to fulfill as a child? Why or why not?

d) If you cannot relate to these particular actions, or even if you can how do you relate to the principles they may represent?  

This element is critical in leading the group into thinking like the Rav, that is by constructing abstract principals that are universally relevant based on details that may no longer be applicable.  If time permits it is possible to insert and expand on the “lumdus note” on Brisker learning included below.

10. The last element of this section is a reading of the section of the chapter entitled: “Kibbud u-Mora” in Family Redeemed.  The subsection entitled “Halakhic Norms: Their Rationale and Implications” is located on pages 130-132.   This section was chosen not only for its relevance to this discussion until now, but because it is fairly straightforward and easy to understand, so it is good way of easing the group into the often complicated writing of the Rav.

When reading, the group is encouraged to stop often to discuss and understand what they have read. There is a tendency, especially among experienced learners to rush through even difficult material assuming they understand.

11. The reading provided a self-guided insight and introduction to the Rav’s attitude towards the mitzvah of kibbud u-mora. It also should have left something for the next sessions.  It is also possible to give the entire text of this section without the commentary and instead use leaders in each group to help guide them through.  This depends on the size, skill and participation level of the group.  This session should end on this note, summing up the discussion and providing a taste of what will be presented next time.

Source Sheet Lesson #1
משנה מסכת קידושין פרק א 
  משנה ז  
כל מצות הבן על האב אנשים חייבין ונשים פטורות וכל מצות האב על הבן אחד אנשים ואחד נשים חייבין  
ויקרא פרק יט:ב-ג 
דַּבֵּר אֶל כָּל עֲדַת בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וְאָמַרְתָּ אֲלֵהֶם קְדֹשִׁים תִּהְיוּ כִּי קָדוֹשׁ אֲנִי יְדֹוָד אֱלֹהֵיכֶם: 
אִישׁ   אִמּוֹ  וְאָבִיו תִּירָאוּ וְאֶת שַׁבְּתֹתַי תִּשְׁמֹרוּ אֲנִי יְדֹוָד אֱלֹהֵיכֶם: 
שמות פרק כ:יא    
כַּבֵּד   אֶת  אָבִיךָ וְאֶת אִמֶּךָ לְמַעַן יַאֲרִכוּן יָמֶיךָ עַל הָאֲדָמָה אֲשֶׁר יְדֹוָד אֱלֹהֶיךָ נֹתֵן לָךְ  
דברים פרק ה:טו  
 כַּבֵּד   אֶת  אָבִיךָ וְאֶת אִמֶּךָ כַּאֲשֶׁר צִוְּךָ יְדֹוָד אֱלֹהֶיךָ לְמַעַן יַאֲרִיכֻן יָמֶיךָ וּלְמַעַן יִיטַב לָךְ עַל הָאֲדָמָה אֲשֶׁר יְדֹוָד  אֱלֹהֶיךָ נֹתֵן לָךְ:  
רמב"ם הלכות ממרים פרק ו 
 הלכה א  
כבוד אב ואם מצות עשה גדולה וכן מורא אב ואם שקל אותן הכתוב בכבודו ובמוראו, כתוב כבד את אביך ואת אמך  וכתוב כבד את ה' מהונך, ובאביו ואמו כתוב איש אמו ואביו תיראו וכתוב את ה' אלהיך תירא, כדרך שצוה על כבוד  שמו הגדול ומוראו כך צוה על כבודם ומוראם.  
  הלכה ב  
המקלל אביו או אמו בסקילה והמגדף בסקילה, הנה השוה אותן בעונש, הקדים אב לאם לכבוד והקדים אם לאב למורא  ללמד ששניהם שוים בין למורא בין לכבוד.  
  הלכה ג  
אי זהו מורא ואי זהו כבוד, מורא לא עומד במקומו, ולא יושב במקומו, ולא סותר את דבריו ולא מכריע את דבריו, ולא  יקרא לו בשמו לא בחייו ולא במותו, אלא אומר אבא מרי, היה שם אביו או שם רבו כשם אחרים משנה את שמם, יראה  לי שאין נזהר בכך אלא בשם שהוא פלא שאין הכל דשין בו, אבל השמות שקוראים בהן את העם כגון אברהם יצחק  ויעקב משה וכיוצא בהן בכל לשון ובכל זמן קורא בהן לאחרים שלא בפניו ואין בכך כלום, 
אי זהו כבוד מאכיל ומשקה  מלביש ומכסה משל האב, ואם אין ממון לאב ויש ממון לבן כופין אותו וזן אביו ואמו כפי מה שהוא יכול, ומוציא  ומכניס ומשמשו בשאר הדברים שהשמשים משמשים בהן את הרב, ועומד מפניו כדרך שהוא עומד מפני רבו.  
משלי פרק ג 
(ט)    כַּבֵּד   אֶת  יְדֹוָד מֵהוֹנֶךָ וּמֵרֵאשִׁית כָּל תְּבוּאָתֶךָ: 
דברים פרק ו פסוק כד   וַיְצַוֵּנוּ יְדֹוָד לַעֲשׂוֹת אֶת כָּל הַחֻקִּים הָאֵלֶּה לְיִרְאָה אֶת יְדֹוָד אֱלֹהֵינוּ לְטוֹב לָנוּ כָּל הַיָּמִים לְחַיֹּתֵנוּ כְּהַיּוֹם הַזֶּה:  
Based on the Rambam, the Rav divides the obligation of children towards their parents into the two elements of kibbud and mora.  To him these are two separate ways of fulfilling the mitzvah.  

The formal, practical, normative component of kibbud summons man to serve father and mother; it is a call to the service aimed at the promotion of physical and mental well-being of the parents. It is basically an act of welfare service. 

The meaning of the word kibbud in this definition is not the traditional “honor” which has little practical meaning.  The Rav attempts to concretize the obligation implied in the word kibbud based on the examples seen in the Gemara and in the Rambam.  The obligation of kibbud is to physically support and sustain ones parents.   If we think about the root of the word kibbud, k-b-d, this definition is supported.  Kaved means heavy, and so is possible to understand the noun kibbud as giving physical weight, that is supporting.  This is further supported by the verse in Mishlei (see sheet). Here we are to honor or lekabed God with our possessions.  

All of this is understandable when we think of children taking care of their aging parents, and may be applicable to many parents in the room.  But how does this obligation to physically sustain and support ones parents apply to younger children?

When it comes to younger children the obligation of physical sustenance actually falls on the parents, not on the children.  

The practical normative aspect of mora finds its expression in a halakhic etiquette which regulates the formal relationships between parent and child, even though this particular decorum is not correlated with an inner feeling.

Mora is less concretely defined by the Rav.  It is a way that parents ought to be treated. It is interesting that the Rav stressed that even mora does not require an inner feeling, only a way of action.  The contrast between inner and outer experience will be the subject of the next session.
The Rav states this distinction even more concisely later on,

Kibbud equals welfare service, mora equals observance of proprieties. However the subjective aspect of kibbud u-mora, the inner experiences, elude strict interpretation and classification.

In order to try to uncover this subject aspect and inner experience, the Rav begins by delving into the use of the word kavod in this context.

The subjective component of kibbud is indicated by the mere fact that the Torah availed itself of the term kibbud instead of employing the usual Biblical phrases for charitable service, such as, “You shall relieve them,” “Open your hand to your parents,” let them come into your gates and be satisfied,” “You surely shall help them.” 

These phrases are taken from different Biblical commandments to take care of the poor, the convert, the widow and the orphan.  

Instead the Torah chooses the word kibbud.

We find proof that this assumption [that the subjective component is indicated in the word choice] is correct in the Talmudic passage:

It is said, “Honor you father and your mother” and it is also said “Kabed et Hashem me-honekha, Honor the lord with your substance” (Proverbs 3:9). Thus Scripture compares the honor dues to parents to that due to the Omnipresent(Kiddushin 30b).



It would be absurd to suggest that the precept of “kabed et Hashem me-honekha signifies the furtherance of God’s welfare. Such an interpretation would border on the blasphemous. The identification of kibbud av [ve-em] with kibbud hashem refers to an inner experience, one which in all probability manifests itself in tender love and compassion for the parents, in a unique subjective approach to father and mother, in an act of relatedness to and identification with them.

The Talmud makes the connection between kavod in the case of parents and kavod in the case of God.  In the case of God the verse demands us to honor (have kavod)  for God with our material substance.  This is how we understood kibbud av ve-em before, as physical support.  In the case of God, the Rav explains, this usage would be absurd, since surely God does not need our physical support.  He therefore concludes that kibbud must refer to a different feeling, one that causes physical support but is deeper.  This feeling, of “relatedness and identification” for ones parents and for others in general takes us to another level of understanding the mitzvah, one that explains why the performance of this mitzvah on an experiential level is beneficial not only for the other person, but for oneself as well.  The importance of dependence and gratitude will be discussed later on.

The Rav here alludes to this deeper experience and its significance, but he does not yet spell it out entirely.  What kind of experience do you think he is referring to?  How might a love for a parent, or for that matter a love for a child deepen ones relationship to God?
Lesson #2 Outer and Inner – Communication and Intention

1. This lesson is designed as a continuation of the last one, in which the obligations between parent and child was discussed in different terms, ending with the Rav’s pursuit of the inner experience hidden within the outer obligation of kibbud. The setting and general format are the same, though this one will focus more on the Rav’s writing. The main goal of this section is not only to understand what the Rav is saying but to associate it with personal experience.

2. Educational goals:


a)To develop skill for reading and understanding the Rav’s writing 
by applying abstract and universal concepts to personal 
experiences


b) To create a forum for communication between parents and 
children on issues that are difficult to discuss.


c) To expand understanding Rav’s concept of kibbud u-mora by 
adding the element of inner and outer experience.  

3.  At first, the people are divided into larger groups than before, into 10-12.  The groups are asked a general question, which is more important action or intention.  Each group will divide into two sides, one in favor of intention and one in favor of action. Every two-three groups will combine and present their views to each other.  Each side will present one reason followed by one example in their favor. This debate will continue for about five minutes.  After that the facilitator will “tweak” the debate by adding different situations:

 In the realm of interpersonal relationships which do you think is more important action or intention?  

In the realm of halakha is the same true? 

How does what you know about the performance of mitzvot (whether or not they need intent) inform this debate?

4. The groups should redivide into 6-8 people. The debate will continue, at first in the direction of action by reading the first paragraph on pg. 127. In style similar to the last reading of the Rav, participants are asked to read allowed slowly. Here the text is given with guiding questions:

The norms of kibbud u-mora consist of two components: outward action and inward experience. Under the aspect of outward action, the Halacha developed a normative science and a technique of good conduct on the part of the child towards the parent.  This normative and technical discipline introduces fixed, statutory standards of good behavior with which the son or daughter must comply. The realization of the norm concerning external action is attained with the formal correspondence of ones actions to the formal halakhic criteria. If the action is legalistically correct, the norms of kibbud u-mora are considered to be fulfilled.  

In simpler terms, as long as the action is complete the Halakhic obligation is fulfilled. In this case the actions are the ones discussed previously by the Rambam and the Gemara. 

Review question: What were these actions and how did the Rav expand upon them?

The role of Halakha here according to the Rav is to give us a guideline on how to act.  This is a view of halakha that is found through out the writings of the Rav, that the role of halakha is to create a vacuum sealed code of how to act.  It follows that anything outside this technical act, including inward intention may be important but it is not halakhic.

Do you agree or disagree with this statement about the nature of halakha?    
The Rav elaborates on this view of halakha.  See if you are more or less convinced by his next argument.

The halakha, when viewed from this angle, does not demand an intrinsically good deed,  a deed which expresses good will, inner commitment, an emotional attachment or relatedness.  Outward action which is just incidentally [happens to be] good has been sanctioned by the Halakhah, notwithstanding the “neutral” motivation responsible for this particular behavior.  

In other words, from a Halakhic perspective intention is completely irrelevant, as is the “goodness” of the action. All that is important is the actual performance of the mitzvah.

Yeshayahu Leibowitz a famous philosopher of Halakha took this theory to an extreme.  In his writings and lectures he repeatedly claimed that Judaism is only the technical act of performing mitzvot for the sole reason that they were commanded by God.  Any other intensions or attempts to justify the mitzvot in moral terms in his opinion is not only wrong but borders on blasphemous.  As we will see the Rav does not take quite as radical approach. Though he does not see intention or feeling necessarily as a halakhic requirement, he attributes an enormous amount of significance to it.
The Rav adds that in fact inner experience is what elevates the technical action to a higher level. If we think about this using simpler words it is not as difficult to understand. When you do any action, if you put thought and intension into it, if you realize what it is that you are doing, this action becomes an experience, not just an empty movement of your body.

The Rav uses somewhat more dramatic terms:

Under the aspect of inward experience, kibbud u-mora are raised from the level of technique – technical discipline-to that of an experience.  A novel element is injected into the performance-the motivation, the causative inner situation of man, the all-pervading mood.  The deed becomes the agency through which experience speaks, the objectified intimate feeling…

At this point it is clear that the Rav sees a large amount of significance in the inner experience, intent and motivation involved in performing an action, or in this case the mitzvah of kibbud u-mora.  What is less clear at this point is what exactly this significance is, what level does inner experience raise us to.  This will be the subject of the final lesson.  For now we will focus on the Rav elaboration of inner and outer.
Lesson #2 Section 2

On Outer and Inner as Independent Fulfillments
5. The following section in the Rav (pgs. 128-130) is easier to understand and its relevance is more immediately apparent.  Participants are asked to read the section aloud. Once they do they are asked to answer the following questions:

a) The Rav describes several difference ways people may perform either the inner or the outer aspect of the mitzvah of kibbud

List these types of people or situation.

b) Participants are asked to reflect on their own relationship with their parents. Everyone has probably behaved in all of these ways at different times.  Write down a time when you have acted in each of these ways.  (Since many parents are present, it may be embarrassing to share, but whoever feels comfortable is invited to share with the group).  

c) For parents, though the Rav is not specifically talking about your obligations to your child as a mitzvah, the division between performance and inner experience can apply.  Are there times when you performed your obligations without feeling them, or when you felt strongly but were unable to do what you wanted?

d) After having thought of specific incidences, try to remember how it felt, as a parent or as a child when inner feeling and outer expression don’t quite match up. 

This stage was an attempt to personalize the already concrete examples the Rav gives of way people can “half” perform the mitzvah of kibbud u-mora.  The goal is both to encourage participants to share their personal experiences and reflections and to internalize the Rav’s message on the spot.  In hearing a lecture, or even reading one of the Rav’s books one can often get lost in the abstraction of what he is saying.  It is helpful to immediately try to internalize the message before it is forgotten or lost entirely.

6. The second to last paragraph in this section describes a situation that is certainly not foreign to teenagers and their parents: 

“He lacks the ability to control his anger. It is self evident that from time to time he may commit and infraction of the norm of mora by uttering the wrong word or giving his parents an ugly look. Yet in spite of the fact that he is unrefined and rude, in spite of the fact of his awkward exterior, his heart might be tender and kind, might inwardly experience fear and admiration for his parents.”

This scenario will surely sound familiar to many people sitting in the room.  Parents often have to assume that there must be a serious gap between what their children mean and the way they say it in order this is true to continue their relationship with their children through the rocky teenage years of ugly looks and “wrong words.”

The Rav here expresses something which should be obvious, people do not always mean what they say and that perhaps even rude children should be given the benefit of the doubt.  Whether its hormones or other deeper psychological issues, parents have to learn to see that beneath the surface there may be better intentions.

After pointing some of this out, the facilitator should notice how the group reacts to this section and guide the session accordingly.  It may be a jumping off point for meaningful discussion if emphasized properly.  Not all groups react in the same way and the facilitator needs to constantly be aware of where the group stands. This is especially true of this type of lesson where facilitating communication is as, if not more important than the presentation of material.

The second description is probably familiar to many as well:

The child is by nature a polite person, has inbred excellent manners and polished phrases, treats his parents with courtesy and civility. Formally his relationship is immaculate. Yet inwardly he feels contempt for them and considers himself superior to the old folks.

Assuming that we have all, at some point played each of these roles, reflect again on how it felt to act in this way, and how it felt when you thought someone else was acting this way towards you.

What conclusions can we draw from the Rav’s analysis here?

What we have done here is an important exercise in how to read the Rav’s writings.  The Rav often writes about types and universal principles.  Here he writes about two different types of people and the way they behave.  Leaving things on this abstract level may make it difficult to relate to what is being said.  Here we have read this section not as different distinct characters, but as different aspects of our own experience.  At one time or another we ourselves are all of these characters.

Once we realize that these short-comings, or partial performances are applicable to all of us, we are even more needy of the Rav’s absolution at the end of the section, “The Halakhah has adopted a tolerant attitude towards all of these people. “ But we are by no means absolved from trying to achieve the ideal performance of the mitzvah, “when the external act and the inner experience, the outward and the inward, compliment each other.”

Lesson 3: Why? What does all this do for us?

1. Now that the group has gotten comfortable talking to each other and has delved into the practice and some of the experience of kibbud u-mora this final lesson delves into the deeper question of why.  Besides the fact that it is a halakhic obligation, the Rav explains the physical and more importantly the spiritual benefits of fulfilling this mitzvah in its entirety.

2. Educational goals:

a) To solidify lines of communication that have been developed 

between members of the group.

b) To deepen appreciation for the internal value of the mitzvah of kibbud u mora.

c) To gain some tools into understand some of the Rav’s more complex philosophical writing.

3.  In the previous lessons we discussed the importance of kibbud av ve-em focusing on what it does for the other person, how we expect to be treated and how we expect others to treat us.  This week we will turn this discussion on its head and try to determine what the performance of this mitzvah, or treating other people as they should be treated effects us as the ones performing the activity of kibbud u-mora.  This may be complicated, but the participants can be guided again by the focus on personal experience.

4.  Why do a good thing for someone else?

Groups divide into smaller groups. Here it may be productive to continue with the groups used previously.  Participants are asked to consider a very simple case of helping someone else at your own expense:

You are about to go out to the premiere of the new Star Wars movie. You ordered tickets in advance and have been waiting for weeks.  Right before you are about to leave,  a friend calls you and frantically asks for your help.  They have to move out of their apartment by tomorrow morning and because of a bunch of reasons they haven’t been able to get to it until now.  It will take them all night without your help.  There are probably a lot of thoughts going through your head, like why they didn’t think of this earlier, that you’ll have to miss what you’ve given up…in the end though you give up your tickets and go help your friend.

The question is why. What is it that makes you do this?

Choose from the following options:

1) You have asked for favors before and you owe you friend one.

2) You can see yourself in similar situation and you hope your friend would do the same for you.  The more you give up this time, the more you’ll be able to cash in later.

3) You feel it’s the right thing to do; after all there is a mitzvah of loving your neighbor as yourself, which you always understood as doing for other people what you would do for yourself.

4) You are ashamed to admit it but you want to be know as “one of those people” who people can rely on, it makes you feel good to have that reputation.

5) A different reason, again having to do with the right thing…

5. If you thought seriously about this dilemma you probably wrote down more than one of the answers above, maybe even all of them.

Options 1,2,and 4 are what the Rav calls “utilitarian” that is you do something good for reasons that are entirely self serving.  At first this seems selfish, perhaps you were even ashamed to admit that these are your reasons.  The Rav however says something surprising about the utilitarian approach to good actions:

In short, everybody and everything is influenced and affected by something or somebody from the outside. The idea of hesed rests upon this premise.  If one is utilitarian minded, he should realize that to be charitable is practical and useful. Even the simpleton may figure as follows: Now I am mighty, rich and capable of supporting others, and the thou is dependant upon me.  However, destiny is whimsical and changeable. In the future the roles might be reversed and I, the now independent and powerful person, shall find myself in dire need, and he who petitioned me for help might be in a position to lend me support in time of trouble and crises. Therefore I must come to his assistance now in order to make it possible for me to appeal to him tomorrow when I shall need help.

The Rav does not condemn this attitude towards charity and hesed, he presents it as a perfectly legitimate reason for acting.  He even brings support from the Midrash and the Mishna. 

 6. The revolutionary idea is not in giving just giving legitimacy to the utilitarian view, it is elevating this attitude to another level.  For the Rav recognizing your dependence on other people and their dependence on you is not a selfish way of thinking at all, it is actually the key to our spiritual quest and our relationship with God.  In the case of parents and children the connection is even more dramatic.

We may say that the pragmos may serve not only as a causative agents, but also as an experiential motif endowing action with inner meaning and worth…It was for precisely for this reason that the Halakhah had to raise the norm of kibbud u-mora to a higher level, that of ethical idealism.

But this “ethical idealism” is quite similar to what before was called utilitarianism, it is the same basic principle rephrased:

At this level we reinterate the thesis that the human being has been denied absolute autonomy of existence and that therefore he cannot build an isolated existence but must always depend upon and expect help from his fellow human beings.  The premise is the same was utilitarian philosophy.  However, the conclusion is different.  While from the pragmatic viewpoint we urge man to display kindness to others in order that me may lay claim to similar treatment whenever he will be in need of help, at the level of ethical idealism we do our duty without anticipating and 

7. The key to the Rav’s understanding of “ethical idealism” is gratitude.  From a utilitarian perspective we also do things expecting gratitude. There the gratitude is the expectation that our good deed will be returned.  For the Rav gratitude is:

The experience of existential solidarity with which we are bound together and from which it is impossible to drift away.

When we are thankful, or when we do something that causes someone to be thankful of us we have created a dependant relationship.  This kind of relationship helps us realize that we need other people to exist, that we simply cannot exist on our own.  This is especially true when it comes to parents and children.  A child’s gratitude to his parents, whether he acknowledges it or not is immeasurable.  When we realize how much we owe our parents, it is a reason not only to want to pay them back, but to understand how much our lives are build on the assistance of other people.

Gratitude reconciles the person to the idea that there are not isolated hemmed in existences; there is no ontic seclusion. The sense of gratitude liberates us from the abnormal state of self-directedness and brings solitary man face to face with another lonely being.  True gratitude means an existence turned outwards, an acceptance of responsibilities for and gracious giving to the other, an awareness that wherever I am the other trails behind me like an everlasting shadow…

Gratitude creates a sense of inner relatedness and existential togetherness between parent and child.…In gratitude one discovers the reality of the other not in a practical but in an ontological sense. The other encroaches upon my privacy and individual separateness.

This last sentence does something to turn the teenage experience or perception of the world on its head.  It glorifies the dependence and “encroachment upon my privacy” so abhorrent to them.  

The Rav here elevates a very common parent-child conflict to a critical spiritual level.  The feeling of “encroachment” or even stifling that a child may sometimes experience is one way to notice how much the child is not alone, as much as they may think they wish to be.

8. To understand why gratitude is so important to the Rav, we have to understand one of the major themes of the Rav’s writings, and that is the theme of loneliness.  As teenagers and even as parents this is a feeling many of participants can surely relate to.  Here is an exercise in expressing loneliness.

This exercise is entirely personal and should not necessarily be shared with the group.  If there is discussion of these questions they should take place in very small groups of 2-3 people.

What is loneliness?

Are you alone?

What are things in your life that help you not to feel alone?

The Rav has many answers to the last question, found throughout his writings (One of which is even called “The Lonely Man of Faith.”) One way we deal with feeling lonely is of course an awareness of God.  By feeling God’s presence in the world we can have the feeling that in fact we are never alone.  But because God is so far away, this solution does not always really work.  Instead by focusing on our relationship with other people, on how much we are dependant on them, on how much they need us, we realize that it is impossible to live an entirely lonely existence.

This is why the feeling of gratitude is so important, not because we feel indebted to other people, but because we realize that we need them, they have to be part of our lives.  

9. As a follow-up to these sessions, the participants are encouraged to read the rest of the chapter, handed out in this final session.  If necessary, a guide can be included that focuses on the next level of interdependence and the unique relationship of gratitude, necessity and self-awareness that exists between a child and parent.  Understanding this relationship gains a greater understanding of the self and deepens one’s relationship to the other greater partner in creation, God.
� The style of this facilitator’s guide was inspired by Erica Brown’s “Marriage and Commitment: A View from the Rav” published in A Study and Program Guide to the Teachings of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveichik.


�It is critical to stress the fact that the point of this session is not to teach the kids to respect their parents because the Torah said so.  This is a lesson they have undoubtedly heard many times.  The issue here is readdressed in a way that is less threatening and more productive.  The idea is to create discussion on what it means to be a parent, what it means to be a child and how you would like to be treated and how you believe you should treat others.  In the end, why they need each other. During every step the facilitator should try their best to create a feeling of mutuality and equality so that participants, especially students do not feel patronized and shut down. 


� The Brisker way started by Reb Hayim of Brisk is a popular way of learning in many yeshivot until today. One of the major methods associated with Brisker learning is establishing different aspects of a mitzvah based on different terms associated with it.  In the Torah kibbud and mora could even be considered synonyms, but to Briskers, the use of different terms represents two different aspects of the same mitzvah, in this case two different aspects of the relationship between child and parent.  This understanding of terminology, as we will see has its roots in the Rambam, and indeed many Brisker analysis begin with the halakhic distinctions made by the Rambam based on different phrases relating to the same mitzvah.


� Again, using the style of Erica Brown I have included excerpts from the section with explanations and comments interspersed.


� One of the greatest barriers between parents and children especially during teenage years is communication.  There is often a profound difference between behavior and intension and both sides often have a difficult time understanding one another.  Parents may feel hurt by their children’s rash behavior, while children may interpret parents concern and protective intentions as downright evil.  The goal of this lesson is to discuss the difference between behavior and intention, even isolate incidents where the two do not exist together.





