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Tow rel, Lvfe Sut EATS 

MODERN ORTHODOXY’S IDENTITY CRISIS 

HE FACTS about our commun- 

ity, as represented by the Ortho- 

dox Union, are rather encouraging. 

Numerically and institutionally, in 

terms of youth and influence, we are a 

significant group in this country. But 

we are beset by many problems. And 

our thorniest and most disabling prob- 

lem is, curiously, an ‘“‘identity cri- 

sis’”’ — perhaps a sign of our youthful- 

ness as an ideological movement. 

Objectively examined, what 

binds us together as a separate entity is 

our full commitment to the Torah tra- 

dition and our openness, at the same 

time, to the wider culture of the world 

about us. To use the two dreadfully 

inadequate words which normally de- 

scribe us as a distinct group, we are 

both ‘‘modern” and “orthodox.” | 

shall be using these terms only with 

the greatest hesitation. ‘“‘Orthodox”’ is 

almost pejorative; it implies a stifling 

and unthinking narrow-mindedness. 
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And ‘‘modern” is amusingly preten- 

tious; it adds nothing to the validity or 

invalidity of a proposition. Jacques 

Maritain recently referred to this as 

“chronolatry,” the idolatry of what is 

newest or latest in time. 

But while this observation is true 

enough as it goes, it does not go nearly 

far enough. Merely to describe what 

we are is not a sufficiently convincing 

reason for being what we are or for 

persuading others to acknowledge our 

rightness and join our ranks. The great 

problem of modern American Ortho- 

doxy is that it has failed to interpret 

itself to itself. This failure, which re- 

veals itself in many ways, derives from 

a remarkable intellectual timidity 

which we should have long outgrown. 

’ NE should not be too harsh in 

One the past. There were rea- 

sons — good reasons — for our apolo- 

getic posture. But it was humiliating. 
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In confronting the outside world and 

those to the left of us, we seemed to 

be saying that while we hold on to the 

practices and doctrines of the Jewish 

tradition, we are really just like every- 

body else, perhaps even more so. We 

appeared to be whispering, in unbe- 

coming shyness, that we were not real- 

ly foreign or dirty. 

At the same time, we were and 

still are apologetic — almost masochist- 

ically — towards those to the right of 

us. We send our children to the uni- 

versities. And we are going to continue 

to do so despite the campus’ recent 

notoriety. The far right does not ap- 

prove of our educational policy, which 

touches the heart of our distinctive- 

ness, or our educational and congrega- 

tional institutions. How do we justify 

ourselves? Neither by scholarship, nor 

by Halachic reasoning, nor by pointing 

to historical antecedents, nor by the 

philosophic validity of our stand. In- 

stead, we present the lamest of all 

apologies: vocational necessity! Our 

whole existence is thus based on a 

practical economic concession — the 

need of a college degree in order to get 

a better job. 

Our problem, then, is that we 

have yet to accept ourselves openly 

and directly on the basis of our major 

contribution to Jewish life in this cen- 

tury: that it is our religious duty, our 

sacred responsibility, to live the whole 

Torah tradition in the world, instead 

of retreating from a world in which 

there is literally no longer any place 

left to retreat to. As long as this condi- 

tion of spiritual timidity and intellec- 

tual diffidence prevails, we can hardly 

blame the non-Orthodox world for ac- 

cusing us of temporizing, the Chasidic 
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world for ignoring us, and the Yeshi- 

vah world for disdaining us. 

The challenge to our intellectual 

leadership is clear: to formulate the 

world-view of “modern Orthodoxy” in 

a manner that is Halachically legiti- 

mate, philosophically persuasive, relig- 

iously inspiring, and personally con- 

vincing. It is a tall order, admittedly, 

but one which we must fill if the great 

centrist mass of American orthodox 

Jews is not to be pulled apart in all 

directions, as they stagnate in impo- 

tence and inarticulateness for want of 

a clear world-view (shitah) to which 

they can feel fully committed in good 

conscience. 

N its encounter with the “‘out- 

side world” of non-observant 

Jewry and the rest of mankind, mod- 

ern Orthodoxy must offer neither 

“more of the same”’ nor the illusory 

advantages of escape and withdrawal. 

It must present viable options to the 

prevalent doctrines of the culture of 

the West, in terms that men and wo- 

men born into this culture can under- 

stand and appreciate. We must make 

available attractive Jewish alternatives 

to the nihilism and permissiveness and 

meaninglessness and Godlessness of se- 

cular life. These alternatives must be 

neither distorted nor compromised, 

but they must be expressed and elab- 

orated in the cultural and psycholog- 

ical idioms of the contemporary 

world. 

Judaism was born in protest 

against the idolatries of a simpler age, 

and must not fail to reject those of our 

own, far more complicated day. Our 

message must always be critical and 

restless with the complacent dogma of 
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a society content with the correctness 

of its spiritual paralysis. 

I cannot accept the idea that Or- 

thodoxy must defensively retreat and 

wait for Messiah until it speaks to 

mankind. We must engage the world 

right now and, speaking in a cultural 

idiom it understands, say that we are 

dissatisfied with it. We must declare 

forthrightly that its ‘‘sexual revolu- 

tion” is atavistic, a throwback to pa- 

gan debauchery; that its conception of 

man is depressingly shallow; that its 

prescription for happiness is vulgar and 

dangerous; that its conception of edu- 

cation is trivial and dehumanizing. 

E MUST, then, learn to speak 

persuasively and intelligibly to 

the man of today about transcendent 

purpose, about the meaning of the 

Covenant, about the significance of 

Halachic living both for personal 

meaningfulness and for the fulfillment 

of our covenantal obligations. Never 

again must we stoop to the kind of 

inane religious propaganda, which we 

once considered so very ‘‘modern,” 

which led us to offer as proof of the 

correctness of our commitment the 

avoidance of cancer or trichinosis by 

virtue of the practice of certain observ- 

ances. 

It is equally important that we 

interpret ourselves clearly, forthright- 

ly, and unapologetically to those of 

our orthodox Jewish brethren who do 

not accept our involvement in the 

wider culture as an integral part of our 

world outlook. We must make it ex- 

plicit and clear that we are committed 

to secular studies, including our will- 

ingness to embrace all the risks that 

this implies, not alone because of voca- 
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tional or social reasons, but because 

we consider that it is the will of G-d 

that there be a world in which Torah 

be effective; that all wisdom issues 

ultimately from the Wisdom of the 

Creator, and therefore it is the Al- 

mighty who legitimates a// knowledge; 

that a world cannot exist, and that cer- 

tainly an independent Jewish state 

cannot exist in the contemporary 

world, in which some of the best of its 

brains and the most sensitive of its re- 

ligious spirits will condemn as sinful 

and dangerous those profane discip- 

lines which alone can keep it alive and 

prosperous. Our religious commitment 

to such principles must be as passion- 

ate and as faithful and as Jewish as was 

that of the Hirschian movement, 

especially in the first two generations 

of its history, in the context of condi- 

tions that prevail in this second third 

of the twentieth century. 

OR our own times, if we are to 

make any headway in the ‘“‘con- 

test for the Jewish mind,” we must re- 

solve the central dilemma of the ten- 

sion between our “two worlds.” A 

transcendental theological schizo- 

phrenia is no virtue. We must, in terms 

of our own tradition, formulate the 

method whereby we can accord reli- 

gious significance to the “‘other’’ — the 

so-called profane or modern — world. 

But which branches of general know- 

ledge are legitimate for the loyal 

Jew — the one who is not concerned 

with vocational dispensations but with 

a religious world-view? May we ever 

accord the status of Mitzvah to a secu- 

lar discipline? Can we consider it tech- 

nically as the performance of talmud 

torah — remembering that Maimonides 
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himself felt so inclined? As a mini- 

mum, we may grant that scientific, 

especially medical, studies possess reli- 

gious significance. As a maximum, 

they will never attain the rank of 

Torah and Talmud. But where do they 

stand in between these two poles? 

Rav Kook, of blessed memory, 

spoke of harmony as the great Jewish 

ideal, and he comprehended within it 

the polarities of physicality and spiri- 

tuality, of the sacred and the profane, 

even of faith and doubt as part of cos- 

mic unity. It remains for us to elab- 

orate the metaphysical framework and 

even more, fill in the practical details. 

This does not at all mean that 

we reject or condemn or do not wish 

to cooperate intensively at all levels 

with those groupings within orthodox 

Jewry which do not accept these pre- 

mises. On the contrary, with more 

confidence in the religious rightness of 

our stand, we will be less subject to 

intimidation by those who feel sure of 

their different commitments within 

the context of the Halachic discipline. 

Perhaps then we shall come to under- 

stand that the rabbinic dictum that 

“there are seventy facets to Torah” re- 

fers to social and cultural patterns and 

to intellectual formulations and atti- 

tudes as well as to exegetical ap- 

proaches. We shall then realize that the 

Lithuanian yeshivah world was differ- 

ent from the Spanish world of 

Maimonides, and the Chasidic world 

different from that of Rashi, and all of 

them different from each other and 

from us and from the world of Rabbi 

Akiva. All were different — and yet all 

essentially the same because all are as- 

pects of one Torah, bound by one 

common Halachic commitment. This 
firmly and unequivocally excludes the 

non-orthodox movements. But it also 

means that Judaism need not always 

develop in one mold, whether that of 

Brisk or Satmar or Yeshiva Univer- 

sity. We have our own contribution to 

make to these “seventy facets of 

Torah,” and it is not tergiversation or 

betrayal to state positively those em- 

phases and issues wherein we differ. 

HAVE the feeling that if Jewry 

i and Judaism are to survive in the 
Diaspora, it will be indebted largely to 

our group. I do not mean this as a 

boast —I think it is frightening. If 

Israel is not to reduce to another 

Levantine mini-state, but is to become 

the political expression of the am 

segulah then it will be the result of the 

work and inspiration and self-sacrifice 

of like-minded groups in Israel, pre- 

sently inarticulate and inchoate, with 

whom we must work in tandem. But 

this requires of us a keen awareness of 

our own responsibility, a refusal to re- 

main weak-willed and apologetic, and 

the courage of our convictions that 

our approach is a legitimate expression 

of avodath ha-Shem. 

The intellectual leaders of mod- 

ern American Orthodoxy have a Her- 

culean but exciting, vital task before 

them. Unless it is discharged properly 

and sensitively, we shall continue to 

bear the progressively heavy burden of 

a collective inferiority feeling which 

will earn us disdain from without and 

engender for us confusion from with- 

in. 

**.. Ye shall turn aside neither 

to the right nor to the left — but you 

shall walk in the way which the Lord 

your G-d has commanded you, that 

you may live and that it might be well 

with you, and that you may prolong 

your days in the land which you shall 

possess” (Devarim 5:29, 30). 
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