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On Tuesday., March 22, Dr. Norman Lamm, the
president of Yeshiva University, spoke in Manhattan's Fifth Avenue
Synagogue. His remarks were widely disseminated. In fact, The New
York Times devoted considerable coverage to the event. The title of his
address was “Centrist Orthodoxy: Agenda and Vision. Successes and
JFallures.” The Times report began:

“Ultra-orthodox Jews, including Hasidim, have set the religious
agenda for too long in both the United States and Israel. the
president of Yeshiva University said Tuesday, calling on moderate
Orthodox elements to reassert themselves. . ..

“Dr. Lamm said the ultra-Orthodox has been ‘powered by
triumphalism,’ which he defined as an attitude of, We are winning,
therefore we are rght."”

This was not his first time to have attacked the Orthodox right and
not the first time that he has sought to rally “centrists” to action. Due
to the public nature of his statement, his words should not pass without
comiment. As a step toward dispelling some of the wrong impressions
that were created by his statement, The Jewish Observer presents
Professor Aaron Twerski’s

OPEN LETTER TO
DR. NORMAN LAMM

Dear Dr. Lar xm wrny:

The rema ks that follow are not
intended to scrve as a rebuttal to
you. Nor do t 7ey constitute a retreat.
As a card-ciunying member of the
“trlumphali::t; ... Orthodox right,™
and a Hassict . {0 boot, I am confident

Profeazor Twers x|, a musmach of Yeshiva Ner
[eracl-Baltimore. elsn fiudied In Beth Medrash
Elyon In Monsc . A leading national authority
on products liat 1lity and conflict of laws, he I*
currently 8 prol 2ssor of law In Brooklyn Law
School, formerly acting dean of Hofstra Law
School, and ha: been z visiting prolessor at
Cornell. Untvers ty of Michlgan (3 Ann Arbor).
and Boston Unls »:5lty.

6

enough to state without equivoca-
tion that our agenda for action will
remain very much in place. But [ am
genuinely confused as to the sub-
stantive pature of the “centrist”
view of things. as you espoused
them. You did make a point of saying
that you spoke as president of Rabbi
Isaac Elchonon Theological Semi-
nary. putting your words Into a
religious framework All the more
reason that your statement is
worthy of scrutiny—and all the more
do I find it disturbing.

Your remarks “were not an attack.
but an attempt at self-definition.”
The definition followed: "Unlike ...
the right wingz. .. the centrist group
is open to secular culture, is un-

1. Al quotes are from The New York Times
March 22. 19886, unless otherwise attributed. At
1 was not present at Dr. Lamm's address, my
comments arc bascd on the Times article as well
a5 other annotated sources of Dr. Lamm's
pronouncementa on the issue.

2. For the record, J find “right-wing” as
meaningless a term as “centrist.” | consider our
approach malnstrcam. and would llke to know
the pammeters of the ficld tn which Dr. Lamm
places Modern Orthodoxy 1n “the cenier”

The Jewlsh Observer, April 1988
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What do you mean when you describe the
non-Orthodox as “valid groupings’?

o R TR I A D o . W i A P T T S R s v 1T

abashedly Z onist and values toler-
ance of dIff rrent spinions.” Since
you chose t)» define your camp by
contrasting 1 to the so-called “right
wing,” these three points are meant
to be key are: 13 where the two groups
do not share comurion ground.

I can only hope that the readers
of the Tinwes article. and the
members of your audience, under-
stand that w hile w "right wingers”
do not emtiace Westerm culture,
neither do we ignore it in the
manner of nvnothings and country
bumpkins. Yvere that the case, we
could not be setting the agenda In
so many arez & The fact is that “right
wing" Jewry sccupies a very definite
place in West ern World. On the other
hand, 1t wruld be {mportant to

The Jewish ('bserper. April 1988

clarify how the “centrists” square
the "unequivocal centrality of
Torah” with a good many aspects
of Yeshiva University's academic
programs. This topic. however,
requires broader discussion.
Equally., cladification (s necded in
regard to your “unabashed” identi-
fication with Zionism and its rela-
tion with Torah. Our position on
Zionism has been explained on
numerous occasion in the pages of
this Journal, as well as in other
public forums. While our love for
Eretz Yisroel and our concern for
Its security and welfare are bound-
less. we cannot accept Zionism's
redefinition of Am Yisroel, replacing
Torah at its core with a nationalism
that makes religion a private matter.

--. For its part, Yeshiva University
has publicly honored and fawned
over Teddy Kollek and other vehe-
mently anti-religious Zionist lead-
ers. As [ satd. further discussion on
these topics will have to wait for
another occasion for a fuller
treatment.

“VALID GROUPINGS,
SPIRITUAL DIGNITY™

he centrists’ tolerance of

different opinions. as it con-

trasts with “right wing intol-
erance.” however, rajses too many
questions to permit us to postpone
discussion. Exactly where do we
differ? The New York Times quotes
you as saying:
“Rightist Orthodoxy concludes that
sloce ... [the Conscrvative and
Reform] are not legitimate, we must
have no truck with them at all. Centrist
Orthodaxy holds that one must indeed
disagree with the non-Orthodox, but we
must do so respectfully. That means
lowering the temperature of the polem-
ical rhetoric, acknowledging that they
are valid groupings, and, indeed, in
granting that if they are sincere in their
convictions they possess spiritual

dignity.”

What do you mcan by “valid
groupings™? That they arc to be
dealt with like leaders of secular
Jewish groups, such as B'nal Brith
or Jewish War Veterans? [ hardly
believe that this would pacify the
Conservative and Reform leader-
ship. Do you mean, then. that they
constitute a group that is valid
within Torah Judaism? But you
yourself spoke out against plural-
ism, stating clearly that they lack
religious legitimacy®. So what do
you mean by “valid groupings™? And
in what way do "right wingers™ view
them differently? One might sur-
mise that. in spite of your convic-

3. "I have no cholce but to judge legiimacy
by my own undcrstanding of what constitutes
Judalam and what does not, The critcrion of such
Jegitimacy ls the Jewish lex—the halacha: not
A specific Interpretation of an Individual nhala-
cha: not a general tendency (o be strict or lenlent:
but the fundamental acceptance of halncha's
divine “origln. of Torath min hashamaytm "—
From an address delivered at CLAL conlercnce
on March 19, 1986, quoted In Moment Magaztne.
Junc 1986,
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What is the “spiritual dignity” that you
confer nn Conservative and Reform

Judaism?
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tions. you h 1ve reasons for wanting
to maintaii positive and official
relationships with the Reform and
Conservativ: movement and leader-
ship: so you recsort to silken diplo-
matic termi jologies. But must you
trumpct your tolerance at the
expense of he "right-wing.” when
your attitudes. we are sure, actually
conforms vith the halachic re-
quirement of rejection of de'os
kozvos (fals:: ideologies)?

Similarly you grant the non-
Orthodox “s siritual dignity.” Would
that mean t7at one is permitted to
pray in a Conservative congregation
without a raechitza on Rosh Ha-
shana? Rabzi Yoseif Dov Soloveit-
chik (Rosh F ‘ayeshiva of RIETS and
mentor of Moderm Orthodoxy), for
one, has rul:d otherwise’. I cannot
believe that you would differ with
Rabbi Solov:tchik on so basic an
issuc. Nor would you recognize the
legitimacy of a conversion per-
formed by a abbi who docs not have
full allegian:i ¢ to halacha, let alone
one of the m sjority of Reform rabbis
who officiat.: al infer-marriages.

So what i the "spiritual dignity”
that you con fzr on Conservative and
Reflorm Jud:ilsi? The same dignity
that you worild accord the devotions
of a Jesuit priest, or to a Tibetan
monk's sear ch for nirvana on a Hi-
malayan mcuntaintop? If that's all
you meant, and no more, would
Wolfe Kelm: n. executive vice-presi-

4. "I do heretr reilerate the statement 1 have
made on numer yus occzisions, both In writing
and orally, that 3 aynagoguc with 3 mixed scating
arrangement no' only forfeitsYts sanctity and Iis
Halachie statv: of Milkdash M'at. but also
becomes a vislga ‘1zed Institution which 1s unfit
for prayer and 3 cdah sheblev. With full cognlz-
ance of the Imylcatlons of such a Holachic
declzlon. [ wnule «til] advise every Orthodox Jew
to forcgo T'Ma B tzibur even on Rosh Haghanah
and Yom Kippur rather than cnter a synagoguc
with mixed pew: , notwithstanding the Mel thal
the officlating F sbbt happens to be a graduatc
of a great and ve yerable Yeshiva."—From a letter
from Rabht Y.D. Soloveltchik to the members of
the Robblnical € suncil o' Ameriea, July '55.

8

dent of the [Conservative] Rabbin-
ical Assembly, still say. as was
quoted in The New York Times
“The Centrist Orthodox have not
been our problem”? T believe not.
And I gravely doubt that Alexander
Schindler. president of the Union of
American Hebrew [Reform) Congre-
gations. would still have written to
you, on the morrow of the Times
article: "This Is the kind of voice that
[and many others bave been longing
to hear. You express the kind of Or-
thodoxy that [ was taught to revere.”
(Quoted in JTA, March 28, 1988.)

HOW DO WE DIFFER?

o now we are faced with the
Ssame question as bcfore: If

you are conferring a spiritual
dignity that is removed from legi-
timacy, how is that different from
the love and concern that the Torah
Jew—the “right wing. ultra-Ortho-
dox Jew.” {f you will—has for every
other Jew. regardless of denomina-
tional stripe? Thc obligation to love

FIFTH AVENUE SYNACOCUE m

3 E. 9In0 Bivavt, N.Y.. NV, 10021

In coopornalion with
The Marx Storn Divislon of Communal Services
©) Yeshive Univer=ily

Announces 3 public lecture
Mace possible by a grant
{from the
Jozeph Alexander Foundation
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“Centrlet Orthodoxy:
Agenda and Vision,
Suernesses and Fallures.”

SPEAKER:
Rabbi
Dr. Norman Lamm,
Preslgent,
Yeehiva University

DATE:
Tuesday,
March 22, 1988
3l B:00 P.M,

THE PUBLIC IS INVITED
ADMISSION FREE

others s especially urgent today,
when the overwhelming majority of
our non-observant brethren are in
the category of tinokos shenishbu.
those who unfortunately never
benefltted from a Torah awareness.
Almost every yeshiva within the so-
called right has a major commit-
ment to kiruv work—Beth Mcdrash
Govoha's Sholom Torah Centers
and Agudath Israel’s JEP and
Chizuk: programs sponsored by
Lubavitch, Belz, and Bobov—both
the Lithuanian-American and the
Chassidic yeshivos devote signifi-
cant flnancial and human resources
to outreach. Every Jew counts. And
we decply care about their es-
trangement.

So, if your view is identical with
that of the right wing, why do you
phrase it in such way as to lead the
members of today's confused gener-
ation. who desperately need gui-
dance and not obfuscation. to
believe that you arc embracing
spiritual leaders that are actually
lcading American Jcwry into the
abyss of a religion with an absentee
god?, guided by a Torah authored
by mortals—led by “rabbis” who
perform second marriages without
benefit of a get (halachic divorce).
irreparably splitting off the princi-
ples' offspring from Klal Yisroel?
While you say that “"Reform long ago
abandoned halacha” you describe
“the Conservatives... [as having]
sometimes tampered with it outside
the conflnes of Jewish law.” as if the
Conservatives are only guilty of
relatively minor infractions. Their
permitting a kohetn to marry a
grusha (divorcee), for example. or
advocating driving to shul on Shab-
bos. for another, is in direct violation
of Torah Jaw, which means that they
reject the entirc halachic process.
Yet your description makes this

5. According to a recent study. more than 20%
of the Reform rabbl= 1n America do not believe
in a personal G-rl. The Conservatives, whosc
approach untll recently was undefined, have just
published a tract om thclr bolicls: Emet Ve-
Emunnh. While the paper says that beltef in G-d
I1s essential. it alro praciaims that, “we have the
right to challenge the cxistence of G-0.” to
question whether G-rl eares ahout us. whether
G-d hears our praycrs and. In Jight of the Nazi
Holocaust, why G-0 permiis sich sulfering and
tragedy. ... Sno much for Conscrvative Fmef Ve-
Emunah.

The Jewlsh Observer, April 1988
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fatal flaw se >m insignificant/s

As a termn 1o describe Reform and
Conservati »z. "spiritual dignity"
goes far teyonc "lowering the
temperatun: of polemical rhetoric.”
It implies granting rabbinjc legiti-
macy to these who brazenly falsify
Torah and [ resent their approaches
as legitimite alternatives. Why
should you ¢ ven appear to be playing
their game?

WHO IS A CONVERT?

nd thzn there Is your renun-
Aclati( n of the "right-wing"

stan 2 on the "Who is a
Jew?” issue The Times article says
that you “hjped that [their] legis-
lation ... [which] would recognize
only Orthod x conversions for those
wishing to cnter ... [Israel) as Jews
... does not comc up again.” Is it
your view ihat this vexing Issue
should be cccided by recognizing
Conservativ: and Reform conver-
sions inIsra:|? Oris it your opinion.
rather, that it Is politically unwise

when and how the issue should be
raised. as a matter of strategy. not
substance. Why not spcak up clearly.
that on the substantive issuc. you
too are against religious pluralism
in Israel?

REJOICING WITH TREPIDATION

S to our triumphalism, we are
Aﬂerccly proud of the hun-

dreds of yeshivos and Balis
Yaakov Schools that have sprung up
throughout our communities. We
are ficreely proud that our children
have a devotion—yes, an exclusive
devotion to Torah study. Wc are
choked with tears when we scc
hundreds and thousands of our
daughters taking early dawn buses
to the nursing homes to minister
to our sick. Our joy knows no
bounds when we watch the outpour-
Ing of tens of thousands of Jews
from batei midrashim on Shabbos
and Yom Tovu. We stand erect when
we see that from tens of thousands
of families, we have lost almost

The public has the right to know that
behind the silk language of diplomacy lies
your acceptance of the fact that halacha
confer:: no rabbinic status whatsoever

on Conervative and Reform rabbis.
S I RRBLTINTY ¢ 5 TR A TS St TRy A SREAG a e T e T R D R €A

to raise the matter repeatedly in
Israel? | har ily belleve the former—
although th: uniritiate will surely
understand your statement just
that way. Avud if you are only com-
menting or the Il-timing of the
campalgn. t 1en you must be aware
of the considcrable controversy
within thc rightist camps as to

6. "Onc canno hr gelerive with regards to the
halacho. and 1o say: ‘This part pleases me, and
(ke nther docs nl: Highting candles T will accept.
bul nol the laws of purity of the family.” Either
one belleves In 1oroh Min Hashamayim or onc
doce nol believ. In this basic principle. and
rejects It entlrel ., Jiafocha. (o be accepted only
In part. I frmpa: sible."—From & Responsum by
RabLI Y.D. Snla vitchik published In the Tog-
Momen Joumal sn Novernber 19, 1954,

The Jewish >bhserver. April 1988

nothing to attrition. We rejoice at
the homes that are closed to infil-
tration by the smut of television and
the degradation of what passes for
modern literature or cultural offer-
ings on stage and screen. And we
take courage from the realization
that the Torah camp has developed
articulate voices and an active.
responsible arm that is effectively
extending its reach. day by day. in
the seats of government and the
pockets of need across the map.
But this does not add up to a
triumphant pride that rides high on
the waves of success. We are pain-
fully aware of our shortcomings and
we are overwhelmed by what

remains to be done. Our pride, such
as it is. grows from being given the
opportunity to serve thc Divine
purposc, as much as it stems from
witnessing our efforts bear fruit.
But we are fully cognizant at the
same time that we have desperately
little time left before millions of Jews
will no Jonger understand what it
means to be a Jew and will no longer
consider themselves Jews. We can-
not permit the tragicloss of so many
precious neshamos. and the pain of
this realization goads us on to
further action.

We continue to operate under the
belief demonstrated by our Rab-
betm and Roshe{ Yeshiva: Torah
practiced with Integrity and convic-
tion need not, be diluted to win over
others. In fact, it must not be
misrepresented. for then the gains
are not gains, but losses.

Dr. Lamm. your lecture on March
22 was most disturbing, In the guisc
of a call for moderation. you in effect
misled the broad public in regard
to the Torah view on basic issucs.
and you mallgned the "Ultra-Or-
thodox™ camp in the process. You
skillfully issued your plea for “cen-
trist” assertiveness by espousing a
diplomatic and humanistic posi-
tion. But soft and mcllow phrases
do not answer tough questions nor
do they clarify gut issues. That
lonely task has been left to the Or-
thodox right. At this juncture, Torah
Jewry has the right to ask that as
president of thc Rabbi [saac
Elchonon Theological Seminary and
spokesman for "Centrist Orthod-
oxy.” you make the positions you
espouse unequjvocal and clear. The
public has the right to know that
behind the silk language of diplo-
macy lies acceptance of the harsh
reality that halacha confers no
rabbinic status whatsoever on Con-
servative and Reform rabbis. And
the bottom line for thal determina-
tion Is halacha.... Dr. Lamm. are
you there with us?

Yours truly.
Aamn Twerski



