


 

The Story of the Empty Chair 

It was a Friday night in a glowing, bustling frum home. The walls were lined with seforim, the 

smell of fresh challah and kugel filled the air, and silver candlesticks shimmered beside the warm 

Shabbos licht. Children sang zemiros with joy. The father offered a thought from the Nesivos 

Sholom. The mother beamed with pride. 

But one chair remained empty. 

It wasn’t due to illness or distance. It wasn’t an oversight or travel plans. The chair once 

belonged to her father, zeide — a quiet man who never missed a simcha, who drove carpool rain 

or shine, who tucked his children into bed with stories of gedolim and the coming of Moshiach. 

He had given his daughter away under the chuppah with trembling hands and overflowing tears. 

He was once the pride of her eyes. 

But today, he was uninvited. Not from anger. Not from scandal. But from a slow, creeping drift. 

A subtle discomfort that widened into silence. A few tense conversations turned into text 

messages left unanswered, and eventually, nothing at all. 

He watches his grandchildren grow up from a distance, like one peering through a fogged 

window. He doesn't ask for kavod. Only for a hello. 

 

Not the Way It Was 

Estrangement in families is not new. Siblings have feuded since the days of Kayin and Hevel. 

Parents and children have wept over misunderstandings and disappointments for generations. But 

what we are witnessing today is different. 

In recent years, in communities that hold so tightly to the values of family, Torah, and mesorah, a 

new and painful trend has begun to emerge: children — often grown, often outwardly frum, often 

successful — quietly, completely, or significantly cutting ties with one or both parents. 

Sometimes it’s a mother, sometimes a father. Sometimes both. 

And often, no one knows. No one asks. No one explains. The chair is just empty. 

This is not the classic estrangement of past generations. This is not a result of ideological rifts or 

one party abandoning Torah values. This is a new kind of quiet fracture, guided sometimes by 

emotional wounds, unhealed disagreements, family tensions, or personality clashes. The message 

sounds holy: protect your peace, prioritize your emotional health, and guard your boundaries. 

But what is being protected, and what is being lost? 

 



 

Torah and Chazal on Kibbud Av V’Eim 

The Torah is unequivocal:  "Honor your father and your mother" (Shemos 20:12). This is one of 

the Aseres HaDibros. Not one of the small mitzvos. Not an optional extra. It is foundational. 

The reward for this mitzvah? Long life. Not just physically. Spiritually. Nationally. It is a 

connector to the past, a bridge to the future. 

The Gemara in Kiddushin (31b) tells the story of Dama ben Nesinah, who lost an unimaginable 

sum of money rather than wake his father. For that, he merited incredible reward. 

The Shulchan Aruch (Y.D. 240:1) writes clearly:  “A person is obligated to honor and fear his 

father and mother at all times, in all places.” 

And yet, somehow, today, in the most observant corners of our people, we find Torah Jews 

forgetting the basics. 

 

The Gedolim Who Modeled Honor 

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky once stood when a young man mentioned his father’s name. The 

bochur asked why. Rav Yaakov replied, "Because you said the name of your father."   

The Chazon Ish rose to greet his mother until her last day. 

 Rav Shach wept when someone spoke negatively about his long-deceased father. These were 

men who carried the weight of Klal Yisrael on their shoulders, but they never forgot who held 

their little hands in childhood. 

 

But Today... 

Today, things have changed. We hear more and more: 

• "She’s toxic." 

• "He’s not emotionally safe." 

• "They crossed a boundary." 

And often, these accusations boil down to personality differences. On child-rearing. On 

communication styles. On emotional needs unmet. Sometimes on tone or lack of empathy. Or 

simply on old wounds that festered over time. Therapists, mentors, and even some rabbanim, 

trying to support the hurting party, may subtly (or directly) encourage distance. Not temporarily. 

Not for healing. But indefinitely. 



This is where the damage begins. 

 

Not Always Abuse 

Let us say this plainly and clearly: There are cases—rare, but real—where a parent is abusive. 

Where continued contact is dangerous, damaging, or retraumatizing. In such cases, after 

consulting competent rabbonim and therapists, a child may need to create distance. Sometimes 

completely. Sometimes lifelong. But these cases are the exception, not the rule. 

We do not build halachah around the exception. 

More often, what we see are unresolved emotional hurts treated like unforgivable betrayals. A 

mother who says something critical. A father who doesn't know how to express affection. A 

parent who lacks self-awareness. These are painful. They require sensitivity. But not erasure. 

 

The Language of the World, Not the Language of Torah 

There is a subtle but dangerous shift in language happening in the frum world. Phrases like 

"toxic people," "emotional vampires," and "cutting out negativity" are being imported from 

secular self-help culture into Torah life. 

But Torah doesn't speak this way. Chazal speak of "machlokes," of "p'shara," of "shalom." Of 

effort. Of forgiveness. Of rebuke with love. Of teshuvah. Of restoration. Of holding paradox: 

honoring someone flawed. Respecting someone difficult. 

 

And the Children Are Watching 

Perhaps the most dangerous fallout of these quiet estrangements is what happens next. 

The children see. 

They see how their mother avoids her parents. How their father never calls his father. How 

simchos skip a generation. How coldness becomes normal. And they learn: This is how we deal 

with conflict. 

Today it is your mother. Tomorrow it is you. Chazal say, "ֹהּ מוֹדְדִין לו ם מוֹדֵד, בָּ דָּ אָּ ה שֶׁ  The“ ".מִדָּ

measure a person uses will be used against him.” 

A generation that models estrangement will one day face it. 

 

“He Wears a Gartel, but Forgot Who Tied His Shoes” 



• He davens with kavana, but never calls his father. 

• She runs a chesed organization, but hasn’t visited her mother in five years. 

• He says "Chasdei Avos" in davening but won’t speak to the one who gave him life. 

This is not yiddishkeit. This is not the way of the Torah. 

 

Why Now? Why So Much? 

There are many contributing factors: 

• Therapeutic language without Torah framing 

• Spouses who demand loyalty at the price of previous family ties 

• Social media channelsthat validate cutting people off 

• A generation with lower tolerance for discomfort 

• Lack of rabbinic oversight in mentorship relationships 

And perhaps most critically: a breakdown of kavod. Not just for parents. For elders. For 

mesorah. For anyone who fails to reflect our current mood. 

 

Concrete Solutions and What Must Change 

1. Raise Awareness 

Articles, speeches, school workshops, and public discussion must expose the growing trend of 

family estrangement and challenge the ease with which it occurs. 

2. Train Rabbonim and Therapists Together 

Mental health professionals and rabbinic leaders must partner to understand the halachic and 

emotional boundaries of estrangement. Every community should have a small, trained beis din 

for family conflict resolution. 

3. Teach Kibbud Av V'Eim Seriously 

In schools, from a young age. With real stories. With nuance. With role-playing. Not as a cute 

mitzvah, but as the foundation of emunah and community. 

4. Encourage Mediation Before Separation 

Before contact is cut, mediation must be tried—not just suggested. Community-based mediators 

who are trained, trusted, and bound by halachah can be invaluable. 



 

5. Promote Teshuvah on Both Sides 

Parents also make mistakes. Some may need to apologize. Some may need help understanding 

boundaries. But reconciliation must be the goal, not revenge. 

6. Create Community Forums of Reconnection 

Shuls and schools can host "Shabbos of Shalom" initiatives: anonymous letters, workshops, even 

structured reunions. We must create the opportunity for healing. 

 

Don’t Say “These Are the Times” 

It is easy to shrug and say, "This is just how things are today." But that is not Torah. That is not 

hope. And that is not leadership. 

"A family broken in the name of frumkeit is not what Hashem wants." 

"To bring Mashiach, we’ll have to start by picking up the phone." 

"She kept your baby shoes in a box. Now you step over her memory." 

 

Yehi Ratzon 

May Hashem give us the wisdom to know when to set boundaries and when to break them. 

May we remember that the Torah does not ask us to be comfortable—but to be holy. 

May we sit at our Shabbos tables with full chairs, full hearts, and full generations. 

And may no parent ever again be left staring at an empty seat, simply because their child forgot 

who taught them how to say Shema. 

 

 




