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“The quality of your life ultimately depends on 
the quality of your relationships.”  
 
This is relationship advice, family counsel, from 
Ester Perel, one of the best-known living 
psychotherapists and relationship analysts in 
the world. Her most recent book, called The 
State of Affairs, details her understanding of 
family, partnership, love, lust, and loss after 
over 30 years of private practice counseling and 
research on the topic of romantic relationships. 

Her 2015 TED talk on infidelity in particular has over 16 million views. Perel has a 
private practice in NYC, and is the daughter of Holocaust survivors; her interest in 
relationships and families spans cultures, timeframes, and traumas, to bring her 
readers and her clients insight on who we are, and why we do what we do.  
 
That is the big question for us this Lenten season as well: “How then shall we 
live?” Each week we’re examining the Ten Commandments from the book of 
Exodus in order to remember what God asks of us. Today we look at two 
commandments, #5 and #7. “Honor your father and your mother,” and “do not 
commit adultery.” While they seem to be commanding two very different things, 
the two commandments actually do coincide. These two commandments are 
about relationships, they are about family, they are about the people we love the 
most: our partners, our parents, the ones we build lives with. So, this morning 
we’re looking at how we might live with these commandments in mind.  
 
But it’s first worth exploring that these commandments were written in a very 
different context, to very different people. Perel, the relationships expert, 
explains this in the beginning of her latest book. She explains that for thousands 
of years marriage, and family, were primarily modes of economic security and 
social safety. Relationships between spouses were not always or usually equal or 
mutual; sometimes these relationships were forged for the sake of cultural 
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norms, or security, or offspring; and relationships between parent and child were 
based on genealogy and survival first and foremost.  
 
Perel explains, then, that conflict between parent and child, or a dishonoring of 
marriage commitments, was primarily a threat to that social, genealogical, and 
economic security. “Honor your parents” and “do not commit adultery” meant 
slightly different things to their original audience.  
 
Now, in modern American culture, for example, we find ourselves in a cultural 
context in which the predominant norms of partnership and family are that of 
love; We build partnerships, get married, have children, navigate the complexities 
of these same relationships, but not for survival but for belonging, connection, 
and joy, love—having a partner or children not because you need them but 
because you want them.  
 
So, what is threatened when there are breaches in those relationships is not just 
economic security (though that is surely still a part), but emotional security.  
 
Perel explains how this pertains to partnerships. She writes, [quote] “We have 
higher expectations of relationships than ever before. We want everything that 
we expected in traditional marriage in terms of companionship and economic 
support and family life and social status. And then we also want what a romantic 
marriage brought us, which was a sense of belonging and connection and 
intimacy and a best friend and a trusted confidant [...] a soulmate.” [end quote] 
 
And we might extend this to our relationships with our families, our parents, our 
children: That we want and hope for both attachment and independence, 
belonging and freedom, security and self-reliance; we want to let our kids fly the 
nest but be able to reel them back in at any moment. We will respect our parents 
but want to receive the same respect, recognition, and understanding in return.  
 
In our partnerships and in our families, we try for it all. We hope for it all.  
 
And so while our contexts, our norms, and our opportunities are quite different 
than our historic predecessors, there’s definitely something still at stake in how 
we conduct ourselves in our relationships.  
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And, spanning thousands of years of cultural norms, changes, and choices, most 
of us (maybe all of us) generally still agree on these commandments, even hope 
for and expect these commandments: Children and parents having good, loving, 
respectful relationships. Partners and spouses who honor and respect the 
agreements and promises of their relationship or their marriage.  
 
But it turns out that it’s not as easy as it appears. It turns out that these deeply 
meaningful, important, formative relationships between parent and child, or 
between partners/spouses, are also the relationships where we find ourselves the 
most deeply hurt. Or, we find ourselves inflicting the most hurt on the people we 
love.  
 
I have certainly been on the many sides of this kind of hurt. I have been hurt by 
the people who are closest to me; I have certainly inflicted forms of hurt, 
disregard, criticism, and betrayal to the people I love the most. I am certainly not 
alone.  
 
For agreeing on them, we are generally quite bad at keeping these 
commandments. And I’m not just talking about infidelity or big breaches of trust 
or respect, though if you read Ester Perel’s book you’ll learn that this is also the 
case. I’m talking about the general promises we make to one another as partners, 
as families. There is a lot at stake in these relationships. These are often the 
relationships in which we are most vulnerable, and so hurt runs deep. Sometimes 
that hurt runs so deep that it is irrecoverable.  
 
The commandments on family remind us of this truth. That to follow God and 
stand in right relationship to God means also standing in right relationship to each 
other.  
 
Quakers and social justice writers coined this language of “right relationship.” It’s 
a way of thinking about, even visualizing and embodying, how you understand 
your relationship to another: To God, to others, to the earth, to your own 
partners and families. It is not in theory, but in practice. Right relationship means 
standing with acknowledgement, regard, respect, and awareness to another. Not 
against, or enmeshed, or back to back, but face to face.  
 
Sometimes standing in right relationship means doing so at a distance. Of course 
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it does. There are harms and hurts that are irrecoverable close up. That’s true in 
partnerships and that is true in families. Sometimes, it takes a lifetime before we 
are ready to be proximate to people who have hurt us. Sometimes being in right 
relationship means being held accountable. Right relationship is not always 
comfortable.  
 
These commandments are not always comfortable. Because while we all generally 
agree that honoring your parents, honoring the promises of your partnerships are 
good things, good advice, good reminders, these commandments are also a 
reminder of how vulnerable we are in these relationships. That the people we 
love the most can hurt us the deepest. That the people we hold so close, we can 
also do such harm.  
 
How, then, shall we live?  
 
If Ester Perel’s TED talk on infidelity has 16 million views, it’s because there are so 
many people hoping for, yearning for, some kind of clarity on how to be in 
partnership, how to build a relationship or a family, how to understand oneself in 
right relationship to another.  
 
We imagine that we know how to do it, right? We imagine what love looks like, 
what right relationship looks like:  
 
 “Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It 
does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in 
wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth.”  
 
We read this scripture passage at weddings—it might also have 16 million hits at 
this point. But we read this beautiful passage on special days and in the presence 
of families, loved ones, all those relationships we’ve built, or rebuilt, or are 
starting anew.  
 
But this wisdom offers us so much more than we give it credit for. What does it 
look like to live in right relationship? To follow these commandments? Not just on 
the most joyful days, or after something’s already gone all wrong, but all the rest?  
 
Be patient. 
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Be kind.  
Don’t be envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. 
Don’t insist on your own way.  
Don’t be irritable or resentful.  
Don’t rejoice in wrongdoing.  
Rejoice in the truth. 
 
The truth is, we’re not so skilled at living in right relationship. The good news is 
that these commandments give us insight into how to live not just in theory, but 
in the actual relationships that matter most to us: With love, with awareness, not 
against, or enmeshed, or back to back, but face to face.  
 
It turns out, in our work to stand in right relationship to those who are most 
important to us, we also find ourselves standing in right relationship to God.  
 
May it be so.  
Amen.  
 

 

 

 

 


