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Given the terrible schisms in the Jewish community that are threatening to tear us apart, 
there is, perhaps, no moment in Jewish history in which it has been more necessary to 
present why we see our tradition as supremely valuable and essential to our functioning 
as Jews. In that regard, this will be the first in a series of articles written by members of 
the Rabbinical Council of Greater Washington examining that tradition and its major 
elements. In that way, we hope to reacquaint the readership of the Jewish Week with 
institutions, traditions, ways of life and methods of thinking that sustained Judaism and 
the Jewish people across the millennia. 

First, the more basic question. Why tradition? Why live according to ancient tenets and 
values? Why risk contemporary ridicule for nostalgic habit? 

These are good questions that I can answer only by stepping out of myself, as it were, 
and asking how my life would be different if I suddenly abandoned Jewish tradition. The 
first element I would lose would be the stable patch of ground on which I stand from 
which I view and make sense of the world. 

The greatness of Jewish tradition for me is its ability to provide guidance and answers to 
all the complex questions that plague modern life. Is it ethical to clone myself? May a 
doctor help an ill patient commit suicide? Under what circumstances may I say 
something which is not entirely true in order to protect someone from unnecessary 
pain? What constitutes an ethical business venture? All these and all the rest can be 
responded to from within the values espoused by our tradition and its teachings. 

In living by that tradition, I have, as indicated, a secure patch of ground from which to 
examine the world and make sense of the complexity and the craziness that I see out 
there. Absent that patch of ground, I think the world would be an impossibly more 
difficult place to live. For me, the absence of objective, externally-created values would 
leave me struggling to find a glimmer of light in a world gone mad with darkness and 
lack of direction. 

Second, human existence, if lived without tradition, strikes me as remarkably lonely and 
existentially troubling. As compared to the size of our galaxy, much less the universe, 
the single human being is existentially infinitesimal. So, too, our existence in time is less 
that an eyeblink in the infinite scale of universal time. To live without tradition, to see all 
that is valuable as being so only because I deem it to be so is to take all that is precious 
to me and diminish its value to the tiny domains in space and time that I occupy. 

On the other hand, to live with tradition, to align my voice and my action with those of 
people who lived over the course of many centuries is to feel oneself part of something 
vastly larger and more significant. It is precisely the difference between the power one 
feels joining one voice to a chorus of millions of people singing in harmony across the 



centuries and singing alone in the middle of Redskin stadium with no help and no 
amplification of one's lonely, singular voice. 

Third, there is the sense of living beyond the pseudo-satisfactions of materialism and 
physical pleasure and finding spiritual values that are so much more significant. In that 
way life takes on meaning and purpose beyond enjoying oneself and amassing more 
and more "stuff." 

Fourth, I believe that one's sense of self and well-being come in large measure from 
successfully encountering a series of challenges and succeeding in meeting them. Part 
of that experience must, if it is to succeed, include choosing to forego the desire of the 
moment in pursuit of sustaining a more transcendent commitment. Our sense of self is 
always bolstered when we maintain our personal integrity against temptation. 

Finally, there is the experience of connectedness that we all crave. Tradition connects 
us with our people, with our history, with our national and personal identity, and 
ultimately with G-d. Nothing gives more meaning and purpose to life than the sense of 
being connected in a significant and important way to something or someone that one 
perceives as valuable. Victor Frankl taught us all that the search for meaning is a 
fundamental, if not THE fundamental, human drive. Tradition is a powerful mechanism 
toward finding that meaning. 

All of these elements--offering guidance and answers to life's confusing and complex 
questions, providing an entre to something larger than oneself, allowing one to live 
according to values that are other than materialism and pleasure, fostering a sense of 
integrity, personal strength of commitment and self-worth, creating an opportunity to feel 
connected to others, to G-d, and to oneself--are significant parts of the experience of 
living according to tradition for me. Though I view that tradition as, in large measure, 
mandated by G-d, I often respect that the human need being fulfilled here is so great 
that we would have had to invent this tradition if it hadn't been required. 

My life's work is to study and to, therefore, hopefully get ever closer to that tradition. It 
has never let me down and never left me wanting. My greatest hope is that those not 
connected to this tradition also continue to study it, to fully learn about themselves and 
their people. Hopefully, in that way, the overarching positive impact of this tradition, as it 
functions when it is well-lived, will aid us in our personal life's quests and missions while 
helping heal the rifts in our community. 


