Jewish Ethics Part II: It’s All In The Family
DEFINING ‘IMMEDIATE FAMILY’ FROM THE LAWS OF MOURNING
OUR PARENTS

↕

  OUR SIGNIF OTHERS  ↔ US ↔ OUR SIBLINGS                                                     

↕

OUR CHILDREN

TEXT 1: ON FAMILY
The family has been described, no doubt unfairly, as a conspiracy […].  Yet, in a sense, the family naturally gives preference to its own members because they cooperate with each other in furthering their own happiness and well-being.  In this sense, the family is like an individual.  While the life of an individual is inadequate if one does not reach out to others, one’s own needs should not be left to others to satisfy.  By the same token, the ideal family should be outward-looking, but that should not result in neglect of its own members.  Rabbi Louis Jacobs 

TEXT 2: THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT
Honor your father and your mother, that you may long endure on the land that the Lord your God is assigning to you. Exodus 20:12
TEXT 3
The root of this commandment is that one should recognize and do acts of kindness to those who have done good to him.  Sefer HaHinuch (13th century Spain) on Positive Commandment #33
TEXT 4
In Judaism, to reject one’s parents is to reject all of one’s ancestors and pretend that one has no past.  It verges on rejecting the ultimate parent, God, from whom all life flows. Rabbi Harold Kushner
TEXT 5
If a child is told by his father not to speak to, or forgive, someone with whom the child wishes to reconcile, he or she should disregard the parent’s command.  Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 143:1 (19th century Ukraine)
TEXT 6
If one happens upon a wandering animal in a stable, he has no responsibility for it.  If in the public domain, he must return it. […]  And if his father said to him ‘Do not return it’, he must not obey him…M. Bava Metzia 2:10 

TEXT 7: CASE STUDY 1, The Ethicist 4/3/09
When my partner of 20 years died, he asked friends to donate to one of several gay-oriented charities. My parents declined because they and their church do not condone homosexuality, but they handed me a blank check for $50. My parents both died recently. In their will, they “request” us children to tithe our inheritances to their church. I do not want to support this church. Must I?  JAMES, TEXAS

You may honorably decline to donate to the church. Your doing so is, as you note, a request, not a demand — an expression of your parents’ interest, not of your obligation. That they themselves were sensitive to the clash of values here is evident in their tactful conduct following the death of your partner and in the way they wrote their will. Had they been determined to enrich their church, they had a simple way to do so: put such a bequest in their will. They did not. Instead, they reminded you of their attachment to the church and suggested that your donating to it was a way to commemorate them. But it is not the only way. As an alternative you might tithe to another benevolent organization, one that both you and your parents respected; the world offers many worthy charities.
TEXT 8: CASE STUDY 2, The Ethicist 5/27/07
I am a single 62-year-old woman with a full-time job. Two years ago I allowed my 87-year-old mother, then quite ill, to live in my home with a 24/7 caretaker. Mother is now in good health, with mild dementia, but still needs the caretaker. I would desperately like them out of my home. None of my six siblings can take her in. What is my obligation? — name withheld, California 

You (as well as your siblings) have an ethical obligation to see that your mother is well cared for, a task you’ve shouldered admirably, not a duty to make her your permanent roommate. But I suspect that you were not contemplating leaving her at the curb on recycling day, just lamenting the current arrangement.

It’s easy to recognize this obligation — when we’re children, our parents care for us; when they’re elderly and need help, we look out for them — but harder to describe how to meet it. Finding a way to do so is something for you, your mother (if she is sufficiently lucid) and your siblings to discuss. In devising a solution, your happiness, too, is worthy of consideration. You may not abandon your mother, but she may not ignore your wish to lead your own life.

Yours is not an uncommon problem. Nearly 22 million Americans with full-time jobs care for parents or other family members. There are many services — in housing, health care and transportation, for example — that you might not have considered. You can find some of them through the AARP Web site, the U.S. Administration on Aging or the geriatric unit at your local hospital. As important as knowing your ethical obligation is learning pragmatic ways to meet it.

TEXT 9: PUTTING CHILDREN IN CONTEXT: IT’S AN OBLIGATION?

And God created man in His image, in the image of God He created him; male and female – He created them.  God blessed them and God said to them: “Be fertile and increase, fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the living things that creep on earth.”  Genesis 1:27-28 

TEXT 10
A father must teach his child how to swim…because his life may, one day, depend on it.  Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 30b
TEXT 11
A father must teach his child a trade or profession….And Rabbi Judah said: Whoever does not teach his child a profession teaches his child to be a thief.  Kiddushin 29a 
TEXT 12: A MEDITATION ON LOVING KIDS UNCONDITIONALLY
Allan Sherman (writer of “Hello Muddah, Hello Faddah”) remembers the story from his childhood, of the time he heard his Yiddish speaking grandmother announce that she needed a “football” for a large party she was hosting that evening.  Although confused as to why she would want one, the devoted Allan went out into his neighborhood in search for a football.  It turns out that the town bully had one.  And so, after he punched Allan in the nose and stomach, the bully lent Allan his ball.

Allan rushed home, polished the ball, and then left it for his grandmother.  His mother saw the ball first, and became upset for him for leaving a toy around the house.  When he explained that it was for the party, she started laughing.  “A football!!?  For the party?  Don’t you understand your own grandmother? Not a football!  A fruit bowl!  Grandma needs a fruit bowl for the party!

The embarrassed boy ran up to his room, slammed the door, and refused to come out.  But a little later on, his mother fetched him to come down.  When he came downstairs, he saw his grandmother proudly walking around the room with a bowl of fruit, with a polished football in the middle!  When someone asked her about the ball, she told them the story of the gift from her grandson, and added “From a child is beautiful – anything.” 
TEXT 13: AN UNREALISTIC FANTASY?
Hinei Ma Tov, U’ma Nayim, Shevet Achim Gam Yachad.  Behold: How good/lovely, and how nice it is, for brothers to sit (or dwell) together.  Psalm 133:1
TEXT 14: THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SIBLINGS AND BEST FRIENDS?
One who befriends another is joined up with his dear friend in good times and in bad.  This is part and parcel of loving: that one does not abandon one’s friend in times of trouble.  […] While a brother won’t be impelled to be joined with his brother in good times, in bad times he will come to his aid for his own flesh and blood. Rabbi Levi ben Gershon (14th cent. France) 

TEXT 15: A CONCLUDING THOUGHT
The mystics say that each letter in the Torah represents a Jewish soul.  Since each letter is important, the Torah cannot be read if even a single letter is missing.  But a letter has no meaning on its own; there are no single-letter words in Hebrew as there are in English, such as the word “a”.  Words, however, formed from individual letters represent the family.  The verse, formed from words, represents the particular Jewish community to which the individual family belongs.  The chapter represents the Jewish community as a whole.  In turn, the Jewish community belongs to the world community, represented by the Torah scroll.  Rabbi Louis Jacobs 

