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Norman Lamm May 3, 1983 

Rabbinical Council of America Convention 

"The American Orthodox Rabbi in the Computer Age" 

l. The topic assigned to me, formally, is "The American 
Orthodox Rabbi in the Computer Age." In elaborating on_ the 
theme, my hosts informed me that I was expected to expatiate on 
the issues and challenges that will confront Centrist Orthodoxy 

in the coming years. 

Now, this leaves me in a dilemma. I know less than 

nothing about computers. Since I am away, from the rabbinate for 
6=7 years, I feel unqualified to elaborate my views before those 
who bear its daily burdens. And in so far as predicting the 

is concerned, I am always mindful of what Samuel Goldwyn 
Never make forecasts, especially about the future." used to say: " 

I shall therefore ask your leave to make some general 
and some specific comments about Centrist Orthodoxy, especially 
as it relates to American Orthodox Rabbis, and therefore most 
especially to the Rabbinical Council of America. I apologize in 
advance if I occasionally stray from my assigned theme to include 
matters that appear to me either urgent or important. 

y Before focusing on Centrist Orthodoxy -- or by whatever 
name we now go -- let me say a word about the emerging right wing, 
of Orthodoxy because, despite all its aggresivhess which often 
annoys, and troubles some of us, it deserves» our proper 

appreciation. 

Let us not underestimate the contribution of the flew 
Right. Think back to our beginnings in the Rabbinate twemby or 
thirty or forty years ago., Our complaints centered primarily on 

successfully attacked the condition that the flew Right has now 
and remedied: A laity that was not only ignorant of Torah, but 

contemptuous of the values of study and halakhic performance; 
congregations that had placed greater emphasis on the social hall 

than on the ash; a Synagogue calendar that highhighted 
balls and dances rather than she'urim; people who had _ to be 

cajoled and almost hoodwinked into religious life by a variety of 
degrading gimmicks; she'elot that were remarkable either by their 
mon=existence or by the banalities and the trivia of their 
content; i a — a one ee which, although usually 
divided and d came, together only in their hostility to 
the values preached by the Rabbi. | 

That has now begun to change, and -if the ‘new 
intensification sometimes pits us against those of our people who 
are more demanding, more punctillious, more halakically rigorous — 
-- then that is far better than the situation that prevailed 



before. 

3. Having said that, I must warneagainst the dangers of 
defeatism, against accepting toombightly the triumphalism that 
-percolates through so»much of the Orthodox Rights 

We must beware of the self=doubt engendered in us by 
“ the self-confidence of our critics. The Kotzker used to. say: fle Cave 
_ ew he who despairs acts out of foolishness. We may be in flux, 

but we are farefrom surpassed.) 

We must be equally careful not to give eredence to the 

assumption that ouwrsvalwes are the resubty-of- temporizingy and 

undignified compromises. The evaooelte -- or as, the 
Rambam calls it, the swpdmitenreeg> 3 -- is the Gpeegas » 
noteemerely a compromise between extremes. Moderation is a real, 
principle of Torah; the competition to proliferate ap\ewir in- 
discriminately is mot. The integrity and unity of KelbaleYisrael 
is parteand=parcel of our“Masorah; the facile deligitimation of 
everyone outside your own group is Toup is neki@nNWam ple of Karr 

ftideaot - Our belief in ToraheUmadda, our receptivity to 
secular learning, is grounded notin economice™need but in Torah 

Fundamental to our whole Wektanchauung is a certain 
miata of the communal nature of Torahedewr y . Permit me to 

~ explain it bye.thessymbolism of a passage in the Yerushalmi ( infor 
a’> Ko) concerning Shemitah. 

‘Aw Qier (" sav afayr wp arty rz (HGR \F"e fey a phe pov y myn 

AR RDEV Pon HE ae cnsy Motes sehr care Gn Lepoafnond wnrts 

“Noh” las Nay. Wr (e> fo f\}N Grn “3h uwsl P\RN ax teltys» » Koa 

ris t >t s¥2 e 4f SUT WS VOLK TPA olen Gots fe d iru ln (\ara) 

TU vet B rehy= psa at Ura abr Bie Sy BF raigy Ste Te weasarsy’ 

Ry + ters ws yer Cn yf yt WH \sli . Oey ae, Sore mY thes oy 

“BYy Fypn (HW Gora in WwGl (bve \sh\- “33h Roy p75 AW B alt Opn 

Ue Pel , “Part Saye wary” “ANWOPN q Iygal uss, rye ur! (es TID 

Ea EN YAY CYL Shr, Goa R sob or xGue ape gl 39 Se poe al 

Gaby (vy W\Gd oF wal vg f fc Owe



I take "field" and "house" ——— as ie 
ey ree which impinge on s t, but as 

larger symbols that speak of the hii aniaaiae, 

Judaism generally, and the 1 ition of the 
Rabbinate in particular, was a : it was 

concerned with the entiretysof the Jewish “people, with the 
totality of mankind, and not only small» segments of Am Yisrael. 
Its vision was that of the gsadeh, mot the bayit. Newer 

tendenciés in the last» couple of centuries, and especially since 

pre- World War II Eastern Europe, would restrict the 
of Jewish life to a bayit -- to a "shtibel," not only in an 
ie but also in a sectarian sense: limited, 

sape® yr vi 

elitist, 
ry, segregated, ed. Torah was removed from 

not without great — the 7 ee 

provocation, of course -- and confined to the 

(Professor Jacob Katz, in his Tradition and Crisis, page 
242f., has detected a similar polarity in the history of the 
rabbinate. The diewst cel community Rav presided over a 
Kehillah, whereas the Hasidim -- and, in a different way, the 
Yeshiva movement -- introduced the edah. These roughly 

The view that restricts Torah to a bayit is more 
protective of it and gives one a qr rity. But 

an is less natural, more 
stifling, and ng. It lacks the sense of Wwyep , 
of breadth and scope and horizon that characterize.a..sadeh 
conception of Torah and its community. 

There are certain sco s to this 
Ye The -bayit view leads one to be a 

-- to forego luxury and leisure and i ee and to Fa exercise — self-denial. DPR INRA mi Hence, (KO fer 
At the same time, the ew is rbhetively 

d with the needs of the broader community. , , his 
leadership in an identification with UJA*® or Bonds or 

service in Zahal... Federation =n OF 

The big question is: can this bayit-confined Torah 
experience shemitah? i is tied in to redemption: 

.In the Kabbalah, Shemitah is the 

redemptive culmination of "es The question 
of whether HMWAD UKE (rG&er Pi 
is, in its ation, the q of whether 

redemption is “possible | through the practice of a bayit or of a



Se Certain o@NSe@quences flow from this choice. A sadeh 
view, for one, requiressopennéss by us to the very Right which we 

criticize for being self=segregated. 

does this mean that, despite any difference 

with the Right, we are fundamentally at one in allvikkarim, but 

that we ghadby acknowledge whatever debt we owe to the various 

institutions of the Right. 

Let me give you an example. A fewoweeks ago we lost 

one of our Rashe@@Yeshivah -- a great pan3wh, a wonderful 

_ human being, whofe son learned in ours-Yeshiva, recieved his 

Semikhah form’ us, and now is a Ram in our High School. The 

students “of the son, as a tribute, collected and distributed 
, to those institutions with 

which the father was associated -- world famous yeshivot which I 

prefer not to name now -- as wekleas to our own Division of 

Communal Service for outreach programs. 

Consider the openness -- in all its freshness -- of 

those young» takmidim. Would their counterparts in those other 
yeshivot have been equally forthcoming, had the situation been 

reversed, in donating to Rabbi Isaacs Elehanan Theological 

Seminary or Yeshiva University?... 

with the attitude of Contrast their sadeh - openness 
the Rosh = Yeshivah of one of=these institutions who rose to 

our iva in Lamport Auditorium. It was) an 

elaborate apology for the fact that the Niftar taught not» at a 

“pegular"” “yeshivah” where Torah is studied 24 hours a_ day but, 

"nRebech," at an institution which is only 1/2,devoted, to Torah... 

6. nN ‘second consequence of a sadeh orientation is that we 
a better and more efficient organizational apparatus. In a 

you caneafford to be cluttered; the areavis limited, so you 

will find <=yoursway around one way or another. In a fiel@ you 

must conservesyour= energy, marshal your resources, and avoid 

The time’ has come for the Rabbinical Council of America 

to take the initiative in the merging” of the Union of Orthodox 

Jewish Congregations of America and Young Israel. I have spoken 

of this at conventions and conferences of both these groups. As 

I expectéd, inertia and entrenchment prevailed, and Centrist» 

Orthodoxy “baymen plod=along in two,organizations when one well-— | 

runsorganization could be twicesas strong and influential as both 

put together. This is an act of vandalism™against the scarce 

resources of our community and must not be permitted. My own 

position and preoccupations prechude me from taking any further» | 

action. The burdenis entirely that of the Rabbinic Council of 

America. There is enough=takent»and commitment and good wilh in 

both groups, and in both=the»laymenvand professionals involved, 

to make Sipe” © y you worthwhile. «If» you do not feeb 

i i y the visi all the good that. can come of a united | 

Union of Jewish Congregations of America - Young Israel, consider 



the that can come from di ity as you contemplate’ the 

as it is being tt ile he 

7 7. Finally a sadeh View will ur approach to the non- 
Orthodox in ane d of our relationships 

with them. 

I refer to the recent, over-publicized Reform 

"“Gnnovation" on patrilineal descent -- a policy that would 

recognize the childvof a Jewish father and non=Jewish mother as 
Jewish. 

As usually happens with such anti-halakhic 

"innovations," ploys undertaken for purely practical, prudential 

reasons are paraded for the public as acts of moral piety and 

ethical heroism. Hence, the halakhic principle of recognizing 

only matrilineal descent in establishing Jewish identity is 

compromised by legitimating patrilineal descent as well under the 

guise of "equality" -- and all»the other meretricious synonyms © 

which together constitute the sacred vocabulary of Reform, 

heterodoxy. But the fig-leaf is too thim to cover the nakedness 
of a movement which has countenanced inermarriage even without 

the benefit* of conversion Reform-style, so that there is today in 

Reform Temples a very large number of children of re —— 2 

and non=Jewish mothers. It is no-easy matter for a R i 

to tekh»them they are not Jewish according to Jewish law. If is . Jecnieniemiven 

Of course, their move is to rit or 

vabidity from a halakhic point of view. ys 

Iam as irate as any of you are at the bEmmamEED of this move 

and its calblbous disregard of the millenial Jewish Masorah. 

Perhaps it is worth taking some organizational action that will 
i the Rabbinic Council of America's deep symbolically demonstrate 

displeasure. I leave that to you. 

However, what concerns me is the overreaction to this 

"change." What should haves been» a dignified and briefly) 

i cy, disguising a knowing smirk, 

became a rapidly escalating barrage which reached its crescendo 
— in the threat of an (rep vio fe 

Why do I consider this an overreaction? Simply because 

Reform has done worse before. For instance, in the area _ of 

ishut,» they have abandoned gittin and thus permitted the 

remarriage of an eshet ish. I consider this far more perilous 

than» declaring non=Jews to be Jews, because the former »involves 

‘mamzerut and the latter does nots In the latter case, we _ can 

palre ot - always recommend and insist upon rd if such a 

_ ebaiaaaian a ot comes before us. The for~fmgcase is a 
JN - And if, for so many years -- 

well a eeent Ury -- we have somehow a to get along 

te oentyawal 2 an eet why do so now? — 



Moreover, an Wop > lo'k is unnecessary. 

During my 25¢yeats in the rabbinate, I always inquired of bride 
and groom as to their besimnanne's , no what synagogue or 

id or e their parents did not elong to. a. 

a adoption -- these are items about which a us 
Cee es per we agree to siddur kiddushin. We will 

not accept as J a person whose conversion consisted of a few 

lessons culminating with a promise before the open Ark to be "a 

good Jew"; why then create such a tumult when, effectively, the 

R elena Meera eine S © their conversions unnecessary for a 
large group o heir people? 

But w 1, such an warp v(o'fc , if 

it is ed, will be anu re It will be 

both se nd catastrophic, and we should fearlessly oppose | 
eee 

It is f because you do not execute such marital 

prohibitions pee Rene y 

Federation conducted a demographic study last year 

-— concerning’ the religious pfractice of the Jewish community of 

rk. The survey, not yet published, reveals that 
: der; 60% light Hanukkah candles; 50% fast 

on Yom Kippur; 22% light Shabbat candles; 17% buy Kosher meat; 
14% use 2 sets of dishes. Outside half a dozen neighborhoods in 

this country, Orthodox Jews are a minority. The Yiddish» press 

reports that some members of an Orthodox rabbinical group_ that 

cannot be accused of excessive moderation even demand that the 

es be treated no different from Reform. 

Consider now that Orthodox Jews, who constitute about 5-=8% of 

American. Jewry, will announce a prohibition to intermarry with 

the other 95% -- effectively declaring ourselves to be a brave 
1, trivial, and insignificant group in 

Jewry. I of «gad=flies» we will thus become’ mere 
mosquitos... 

Historically, an rap ott k was 
used to isolate ad vast majority of 

our people. ~~ — the (erm rivet _ a the 
was (see 3 (K'0 No yale >) (2), 

they were ¢ (i: 1) such an 
ieeur now will only confi s a tiny bayit -- a marginal hut, 
is) 12) n an insi r of the great Jewish sadeh. 

Moreover, consider certain other consequences of such 

an act: it will call an abrupt halt to the Baal Teshuvah 
mmngnert | The ( — sf ya 30 Pole) |W, in codifying the 

| ruling of 
\ won YH with K as p SEND 90 , adds that 

° Is that ? -- to 
ny possibility for after for any progeny® of Reform 

or unaffiliated or maybe 2: enneemt ive Jews to be ysIh)



elf this threat is an exercise’ in empty “hortatory 
invective, it is irresponsible. 

If it was seriously meant, it is an invitation to a 

If* such a ruling is issued -- by amyone -- and 
attempts” made to implement» it, it will be nothing df not” 
catastrophic. The bad feelings and ilb»temper and hostility that 

now” characterize intra=Jewish relations here “and in Israel will 
appear as child's play compared with the explosive wrath’ that 

will be turned on us by every segment» of Jewry outside our own 
camp. American Jewry may become destabilized, bwt/we» will surely 
become "shtibbelized" -- an off=shoot, a pariah, universally 
regarded as an exotic group of irresponsibile hot-heads. 
Federation, UJA, Serre tree cut us 
off, and the media will have a f ith us. 

None of the triumphalism and selfsrighteousness’ that 

characterize too much of our more extreme colleagues can justify 
such opprobrium for Torah, such disrepute to Orthodoxy, and such 
an irreparable rift in Kelal Yisrael. | 

The Rabbinic Council of America should make it» well, 
known in advance that it will not countenance such a move, not 
sanction it, and resolutely oppose it. ~ 

8. QaUEGUFE: ation, especially our ‘Generation of ‘Rebbenin, 

m 

is faced with more serious, complex, and grave problems’ than 
~ perhaps any generation since the . Thereis: a 

time for pulling away and into, a bayit. It is 

‘eimesey f° follow our natural instinet to slink away in petulant 
After the great Destruction of Jewry in our own 

times, we must reach out, not pull in. We must plow the field, 

noteretire to our private cabins. The Tree of Life that is Torah 
must be in the "field" -- where its 
and its can b It must not be» 

confined=to th 3 : 
Whether the ge*ulah will come from _{samenienie © in a 

uneharac eristically, Meroe But. 
that 9 tree: planted in « lit co ream, is 

o the laws of 

In an age of such danger to our people, we cannot risk 
further PEED and cleavages and animosity. We must summon up »the 

courage practice ahavat yisrael 
iy disagree; the ge — rrr b 

the storms and the hail in the o i ife; and the 

henge. of p ici and fri ip and modesty that 

wil r the i of Torah. 

L ° Then, as King David, 

promised us in Psalms,




