Colored bracelets: 
Meaningless fad or important action?
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Exploration of Topic 

Through the many different paths and avenues to holiness and different approaches that can give your life meaning, there are many intentions that lead us to repairing the world, tikkun olam. We must evaluate our actions with regard to why we do them. If you donate to charity in order to see your name on a plaque or in order to save on your taxes, how committed are you to tikkun olam? 

Further, if you have concurrent or ulterior motives for your social justice activity, does that necessarily undermine your commitment? For instance, while volunteering for the local soup kitchen you are invited to a volunteer appreciation dinner. Attendance does not mean that your dedication to the work of the soup kitchen is diluted because you accepted a gesture of appreciation; nor does the donor who accepts a plaque or other public recognition become less committed. That being said, if I choose to wear a colored bracelet because they have become fashionable and my commitment to the given cause for, say, a blue bracelet (blue being a nice color), is weak—or I am not even certain what a blue bracelet stands for—how can I consider my so-called awareness-raising bracelet important action?

Certainly, there can be deep meaning associated with the donning of a colored bracelet; particularly if there is also an effort to other forms of support for a given cause. Indeed, if all one ever did for social justice was wear colored bracelets, this would still be holy work. There is a need for awareness on so many issues, and if a bracelet wearer can remain informed enough to share this knowledge, this can have a meaningful impact. The risk, naturally, is that one's wearing of the colored bracelet will become so commonplace and mundane, that no one will ask its meaning, and the important action once associated with the bracelet wearing will be entirely lost. 

Related Questions

How can the wearing of a bracelet help our efforts towards tikkun olam?

Obviously, there are many different approaches to social action that are related to the wearing of a colored bracelet, but it appears that ideally, awareness raising will be coupled with more involved action for a given cause. Not only will the wearer's knowledge and ability to raise awareness increase, but also their own soul will be nourished as they work to improve our world. As Jews, our number one earthly responsibility is to ensure that the world is better off by the end of our lifetimes than at the beginning. At times it appears as though this hasn't always been a successful credo; all the more reason for each of us to redouble our efforts. It has been said that the messiah will come once the world is repaired, and it is all of our responsibility to achieve this goal. In that sense, the power of the messiah is in each of us, and it reveals itself in the work of social justice activity in our communities. 

What do I need to think about before I put on a bracelet?

If wearing bracelets is part of your efforts to improve our society, it can be part of a healthy social justice effort; but beware the ease with which bracelets become colluded with fashion and resignation. How is my commitment to social action and tikkun olam aided or diluted by the bracelet phenomenon? What are my true, inner intentions while wearing a colored bracelet? These questions are crucial to how colored bracelets can play a role in our world, if at all. 

Taking Action

Choose a Bracelet With Meaning

I encourage you to wear a colored bracelet that has meaning to you. You will become a local spokesperson for this cause, remaining educated and committed to the work of you and others trying to bring about positive change in your communities. You will also need to figure out other ways in which you may wish to work towards resolving the challenges of your cause. If we are to take hunger as an example, being educated and informed about developments in hunger statistics, as well as some of the frameworks for resolving hunger in various communities, will be important. This advocacy will only be strengthened if you are also actively involved in some of the more grassroots features of resolving hunger, like soup kitchens or food banks (both of whom always need help). This is not merely something you can do; this is the role of the Jew in the world. 

Less is More!

I encourage you to limit your bracelet ownership to a handful of causes that can more fully benefit from your interest and support. If you have a bracelet for every day of the week, if might be difficult to stay active in all those communities and groups; but if you keep three, then you can do the most effective work for them, in both awareness raising and active volunteering. More valuable than money, even though it doesn't always seem like it, is certainly time. 

Through all this discussion, what strikes me most is whether a mitzvah can be done by accident. If one chooses to wear a colored bracelet for example, whether for amazing or good reasons—or for no reason at all, can there still be some important tikkun olam coming out of this? 
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