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Judaism, as a faith practice, is engaged with a sense of history and being a part of collective memory.  Yet, ultimately, Judaism also places it as a virtue to engage with not only the past, but also the future. There is a well-known tale that transcends cultural boundaries which made its way into the Talmud.
While walking along a road, a person saw a man planting a carob tree. He asked him: "How long will it take for this tree to bear fruit?" "Seventy years," replied the man. The first then asked: "Are you so healthy a man that you expect to live that length of time and eat its fruit?" The man answered: "I found a fruitful world, because my ancestors planted it for me. Likewise I am planting for my children." (Ta'anit 23a)

This concept is very reminiscent of the value that has permeated the environment movement in America known as “seventh generation sustainability,” that is the notion that our actions today should be thought of in terms of how they will affect each perpetual generation unto the seventh.  The origin of this idea comes from the Great Binding Law of the Iroquois Nation.  In that law it is written: “Look and listen for the welfare of the whole people and have always in view not only the present but also the coming generations, even those whose faces are yet beneath the surface of the ground -- the unborn of the future Nation.”

This value is inherent in this week’s Torah portion, Parashat Nitzavim, where it is written, “I make this covenant, with its sanctions, not with you alone,  but both with those who are standing here with us this day before the HaShem our God and with those who are not with us here this day.” (Deut. 29:13-14)  Rabbinic interpretation has long understood this to mean that future generations are obligated by the same covenant as the very generation which stood at Mt. Sinai.  In this light, it is of the utmost importance that we reflect on our personal decisions and how they will effect future generations.   When the covenant was struck with the Children of Israel, it was not intended for that generation alone, but as a guide and source of wisdom for all future generations as well.  The relationship demanded by the Torah between our community and God, and also between individuals, is envisioned as a perpetual chain of tradition handed down from one generation to another.  Just as we instill a sense of importance and pride in Jewish values to the younger generation, we also have a responsibility to enact those values in our daily lives on many levels.  We can learn from both the values set forth in the Great Binding Law of the Iroquois Nation and the values set forth in our own Law, the Torah, in providing for our future generations a healthy and sustainable world.
