ANCESTORS AND LEGACIES:
PURPOSEFUL PLANNING
OR NEUTRAL NEGLECT

By Rabbi Jerome M. Epstein

t this time of the year especially,

we reflect on our ancestors — the

ancestors we read about in the
Torah, the figures who shaped our people’s
history, and our own families’ forebears.
Each contributed to our life, uniquely
adding to our physical, emotional, mental,
and spiritual DNA.

Just as it is important to remember
our ancestors, it also is crucial to remember
that we too will be someone's ancestors
some day. What kind of role models will we
be? What legacy will we leave to our chil-
dren? What inheritance will our descen-
dants be able to attribute to us? Will they
do so with pride? And how will we trans-
mit the legacy we would like our descen-
dants to inherit?

We sometimes miss an opportunity
to become the ancestors we want to be
simply because we choose not to assert our-
selves, preferring to be neutral in guiding
our youth. We refrain from exerting influ-
ence on them. To become worthy ances-
tors, though, requires purposeful planning,
not neutral neglect.

We transfer our nonmaterial
inheritance from one generation to the
next through education, both formal and
informal. The Jewish community has a
well-deserved reputation for its commit-
ment to learning. That commitment is

embedded in traditional Jewish values.
Parents are obligated by Jewish law to
teach their children a trade so they can
sustain themselves and the families they
will have some day. They are mandated as
well to teach their children practical life
skills. For instance, the Talmud teaches
that parents are obligated, among other
things, to teach their children to swim
(Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin 29a}.

Although it is essential to teach
children how to earn a living and to func-
tion in the world, it is also vital for parents
to teach their children how to relate to
God and to nourish their souls. Indeed,
this is what we read in Deuteronomy 6,
and it has been canonized in our siddur in
the «'chavta prayer. We must teach our
children how to love God — but we should
not confine our educational efforts to our
own children. The Midrash Tannaim on
Deuteronomy 6:6 mandates that we must
teach not only our biologic offspring but
anyone whom we can influence.

Each of us can make a significant
contribution to make sure that our cher-
ished values do not die with us. How do we
do that? How can we prepare ourselves to
become better ancestors?

irst, each of us transmits that which
is important to us by what we say and
what we do, not by what we think
but do not model. We cannot assume that
our children or our community will know
that we think Judaism is important unless
we say and act it clearly. Feeling it in our
hearts is not sufficient. Our children have
to hear from our lips that we care that they

live as Jews, and they have to see us live
Jewish priorities so they can follow our
example. We are their ancestors.

Living the Jewish calendar in our
homes creates an ambience in which our
children experience Jewish living as the
way they live their own lives. Living the
values of g'milut hesed (acts of lovingkind-
ness), tzedaka (acts of righteousness), and
derekh erety (treating others with sensitivi-
ty) creates models to transmit those values
to our heirs. Becoming an ancestor means
accepting responsibility.

econd, Conservative congregations

play an important role in transmit-

ting our heritage. Quality formal
Jewish education and dynamic informal
Jewish education help to shape Jewish
souls. Congregations must invest in highly
qualified and committed educators and
youth leaders. It is unacceptable to tolerate
mediocrity. Qur children deserve the best
we can offer.

Rather than surrendering to those
who request less education, parents must
demand more. Instead of responding posi-
tively to those who call for diminished
standards, we must require accountability.
Afrer all, we are the ancestors of tomorrow.

Rather than trying to reduce the
congregational youth activities budget, we
must find ways to invest more. Rather than
viewing USY and Kadima as a burden on
the congregational budget, we must leam
from those synagogues that continually
enrich the lives of their teenagers through
stellar USY and Kadima activities. Instead
of looking for subsidies for USY activities
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