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OUT OF SIGHT, FRONT OF MIND

— THE ADULT CHILD-PARENT/IN-LAW RELATIONSHIP

My father often asks me to take care of things for
him, and I sometimes have to push him off because it
takes away from my husband’s time. Previously, my
husband and I would constantly fight about this, and I
would feel guilty if I didn’t help my father with whatever
he needed right away. Thanks to therapy, IT've learned
to work through this, yet the problem still arises from
time to time.

For example, when I avrive at my father’s house to
help him, he’s usually not ready for me. I help him as
much as I can, but when it’s time for me to go, he agitat-
edly asks why I can’t stay longer. I tell him, “Look, Twas
here for X amount of time, and I explained to you before
I came that this is the time I can give you. We accom-
plished what we could, and we’ll continue next time.”

Moreover, when it comes to my fathers time, all
else can wait, but when it comes to my time, there’s no

Teras. first
I’'m glad you took steps to learn how to deal
with the feelings of guilt and codependen-
cy. Therapy helps many people sort out their
emotions and deal with challenges. It’s crucial
to point out, though, that any advice you receive,
whether in therapy or anywhere else, must always
be in line with the Torah and coming from a To-
rah perspective.
If therapy pulls anyone away from doing what
the Torah requires, whether as part of kibbud av
veim or in their relationship with their spouse,

acknowledgement whatsoever. Whenever we invite
him for supper, he’s always late, even if we made up a
specific time. My husband comes straight from work
and wants to get started right away, and we sit around,
wondering whether we should start eating or not, My
father saunters in after a while, telling us, “Oh, it’s fine,
nothing happened, just relax” with no apology or sign of
remorse for his late arrival.

We've learned to minimize the time we visit to avoid
all this frustration, but really, we’re just brushing the
issue away. We've tried speaking to my father about it,
but he doesn’t seem to understand.

We've asked my mother to explain it to my father,
but she, of course, takes his side, which a wife should
do. But I feel that in this case, it’s making the situation
worse.

What can I do?

in the name of helping you feel less guilty, code-
pendent, or anything else, that’s terrible. As To-
rah-true Yidden, every step we take and every
action we do must first and foremost be evaluated
through a Torah lens.

According to the Torah, a married woman’s
first allegiance is to her husband, and only after
that comes the obligation of honoring her parents.
Remember, though, that as long as her husband
has no objections, i.e., there’s no contradiction
between her two obligations, a married woman is
required to honor her father just like anyone else.
The details and extent of this obligation are some-
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thing a rav should help you understand, not a
therapist. Once the Torah guidance is clear, you
can turn to other forms of help to make it easier
for you to do what’s right with more confidence
and less guilt. Every person
and couple should be in
contact with a rav for
all she’eilos, includ-
ing sensitive rela-
tionship-related

As Torah-true
Yidden, every step

we take and every issues.
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. putting a hus-
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should have to en-
force. While there’s
much more to under-
standing the details and lim-
its of a woman’s obligations and responsibili-
ties to her husband in general, in regard to the
father-vs.-husband aspect, the Torah’s idea is
clear, and I invite and encourage you to get clear
Torah guidance on the topic.

Alot of the frustration on your part and
the resistance on your father’s end may
be because you're trying to appeal to him using
logic. This is a common mistake people make in
relationships. The more you explain yourself,
the more frustration you’ll have, and perhaps
you’ll even cause more resistance on the other
side.
Surely, if you haven’t tried to explain your-
self to someone, go ahead and try. It would be a
shame not to communicate because you decid-

ed on your own that it won’t work. But if you've tried
not once but a few times, and it didn’t work, it’s time
to realize that it’s not the explanation that wasn’t
working; rather, chances are that you’re using a log-
ical explanation for an emotional issue. Logic and
emotions are two completely different languages.
All this is aside from the fact that trying to “educate”
your father isn’t respectful and is most often unpro-
ductive.

More specifically, the one line you stuck in (was
this the therapist’s idea?), “Look, I was here for X
amount of time, and I explained to you...” seems un-
necessary and unproductive. It rings of negativity
and connotes, Well, I told you. It’s your problem if
you can’t handle it. Aside from being unproductive,
it’s disrespectful and perhaps a violation of kibbud
avveim.

Additionally, telling your father at six o’clock, “I
said I'm leaving at six...” sounds somewhat degrad-
ing; he’s your father, not a little boy. If you want to
malke it clear that you’ll be leaving at six, then aside
from clarifying it in advance as you did, perhaps re-
mind him respectfully at 5:45 in a calm voice, “I have
another 15 minutes, Tatty; I have to leave at six. Let’s
see what we can still accomplish in this time. I'd love
to do whatever I can.”

Even at six, when you do need to go, it won’t hurt
to say, “I'd love to stay longer, but I need to go.” And
go. By telling him in advance, before it’s emotional-
ly challenging and relevant, and then by following
through, you've set yourself up for a pleasant visit
and a peaceful parting. When he sees that you had a
plan and it actually happened, he’ll be able to come
to terms with it, even if this may take a few times
to penetrate.

In my book, Getting Along with Everyone, I talk
about using the BIFF formula—be Brief, Informa-
tive, Friendly, and Firm in challenging situations.
Brief and Informative mean sticking to the point
that needs to be communicated in a brief manner,
only mentioning the facts that need to be shared.
Any side explanations are unnecessary and will only
complicate matters. Friendly is the tone and Firm
is the confidence and clarity that underlie the mes-
sage. If you give over the message this way instead
of trying to change your father, I think he’ll change a
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lot faster on his own, especially with the consistency and
respect in your approach and attitude.

Sometimes, people run after you because you're run-
hing away from them. The more you resist, the more
they’ll come back to you for more. When you give them
what they need before they ask, be it emotional or tech-
nical help, they won'’t feel the need to take as much from
you.

You feel that minimizing your time at your par-

ents’ home is a way of brushing the issue under
the rug. I respectfully disagree. Not everything in life
has a neat solution, and there are situations that
are best dealt with by avoiding them. I'm not
condoning the ostrich approach to life’s
challenges, but there are times when
the best way to deal with something
is to stay away from it.

Sidestepping the candy store
isn’t necessarily the lazy way
out. As much as you want to
teach your child not to demand
whatever catches their eyes,
sometimes, staying away from
temptation is the best way to
deal with it, in the same way the
Torah suggests that a nazir stay
away from a grapevine. Leave the
struggle for when it’s necessary, as
there will be more than enough challeng-
es they will have to deal with in life.

Visiting your parents a bit less can sometimes
be helpful not only in avoiding stressful situations, but
even in keeping up the relationship without the burnout
and resentment that may come from doing much more.
And when you do visit, remember to clarify your avail-
ability and schedule in advance, and do interject those
friendly reminders I mentioned before it’s time to go.

I would want to address the parent here, but I'm
trying to stick to addressing the writer, so I'll
phrase it this way:
When you get older, please remember how you’re
feeling now. Without conscious effort, many people fall
into the same tendencies they resented years before.

Not everything in
life has a neat
solution, and there are
situations that
are best dealt with by

avoiding them

Children mature and grow up gradually, and without be-
ing aware of the changing stages, you can find yourself
parenting your little boy who’s already 20. Yes, he’s still
your son who's obligated to be mechabed his parents, but
he’s in a different league already.

In case you think this will never happen to you, I'll
explain to you why it takes a lot of inner work to make
sure you keep the right boundaries. As arule, parents see
their children as extensions of themselves much more
than children see themselves as extensions of their par-
ents. Often, people want their children to please them
and do things as they expect or as they taught them,
while they don’t do the same for their own parents. In

their mind, this makes sense, because “why
would I need to do things their way? I'm
an adult!” Somehow, they don’t real-
ize that their own children have

also grown into adulthood.
In general, one needs to
make sure that advancing
in age doesn’t make them
feel more entitled. They say
there are two types of people
who walk into a room: one
says, “Here I am!” and the
other says, “There you are!”
I don’t think it’s so black and
white, and it’s fine to see both
oneself and others, but only with
some introspection and self-aware-
ness can one realize how it looks from
the other side, whether with their own chil-

dren or anyone else.

By implementing the changes I've outlined above, I
hope your visits and your relationship with your father
will improve, ultimately bringing peace and joy to both
of you. o
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Are you on either side of the adult child-parent/in-law relationship?
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