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THE THREE FUNDAMENTALS OF CONTEMPORARY ORTHODOX JUDAISM 

(Introduction to talk to RIETS Yom Iyun on Taharat Ha-Mishpaha) 

It is accepted as a given today that the three fundamental 

institutions of Orthodox Judaism are Shabbat, Kashrut, and 

Taharat Ha-Mishpaha. These are the three items we generally set 

before ourselves as our goals in convincing people to return to 

Judaism, the criteria by which we measure a person's Orthodoxy, 

and even the three major items to which we introduce potential 

converts. 

What is the source for specifically this collection of three 

items? The answer is--I do not know. I do not believe there is 

a text which can support specifically these three as being of 

over-arching importance. After all, there are a host of mitzvot 

--from Talmud Torah to Yom Kippur, etc.--which can claim 

priority. Wherefrom, then, this three-fold emphasis? 

I suggest that the source is not a text, but that it 

corresponds to and is based upon a human-psychological reality. 

It is well-known that the three major instinctual drives in 

man are: sex, food, and power. 

Hence, sex is circumscribed and sublimated by Taharat_ Ha- 

Mishpaha; food is limited and orientated by Kashrut; and the 

lust for power is curbed and directed by the laws of Shabbat 

which force us to relinquish our supremacy and control over’ mute 

nature and over our fellow humans (thus, le'maan yanuah 

avdekha...)
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