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the other be invested with any substantive significance or assumed to be a
“signal” of ideological position.

We are what we are, and we should neither brag nor be apologetic about
it. These days, we do more of the latter than the former, and I find that rep-
rehensible. Let us be open and forthright about our convictions: They are
2o and not 7av13. We must not be intimidated by those who question
our legitimacy for whatever reason. Nevertheless— or maybe because of our
ideological self-confidence —we must be ready to confront, firmly but respect-
fully, any challenges to our position.

Itis in this spirit that I mention an argument that s often offered to refute
our Centrist outlook: that, after all, we have introduced “changes,” and that
such changes bespeak our lack of fealty to Torah and Halakhah. We are
taunted by the old aphorism, T o ok &, that anything new, any change,
_ constitutes an offense against Torah. (It is interesting how a homiletical bon
- mot by the immortal Hatam Sofer has been adopted as an Article of Faith. [
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ic statement of centrist Orthodoxy,
In what has come to be regarded as a c':lassw_s . ) .
tl!:ese comments of Yeshiva University’s president (and founding editor of Tra

dition) clearly articulate the position of modern Orthodox Judaism. at certain times of the year ... )

Have we really introduced “changes”? Yes and No. No, not a single fun-
damental of Judaism has been disturbed by us. We adhere to the same

Carl Becker, the great American historian, once §aid: “Itis impt?]rtanlt], every
so often, to look at the things that go without saying to be sure ]t] hat they Zre
still going.” I would add the need for ir_ltellectqal v1§11§nf:e to this remin. e(l)'
for practical caution by paraphrasing his aphoqsm: Itis 1mp.o]r1tant, every sto
often, to look at what we are saying ?]\:_out tl‘;e tltu’flgs that go without saying to
what we are talking about. '
makchiurfﬂ::til:\ngocv)vn some of the founcfl;atif)ns of our Weltanschaufung, I d].}
not presume to be imparting new informatlf)n. The task [ have set for rnyse":l
is to summarize and clarify, rather than to innovate. Dr. ]ohnsoln 311;6 salt
that it is important not ox;]y t;: ixhstruct people but also to remind them. »
is sage advice for this discourse. B ,
shal Vt:/l:es:;nsig be suffering from a terminologi'cal identity crisis. We I}\low.
call ourselves “Centrist Orthodoxy.” There was a time, not too long ago, }:v eltc'{
we referred to ourselves as “Modern Orthodox. Othf:rs tell us that wes 01t11_l
call ourselves simply “Orthodox,” withogt any qualifiers, and le;we ittotl t]e;
other Orthodox groups to conjure up adjectives for thernsel:res. agre((; v:l: :
the last view in principle, but shall defer to t}!e advocates of Cent(rllst Tl 3;
doxy” for two reasons: First, it is a waste of mtellectual. eff?rt and precnt(lJ1 s
time to argue about titles when there are so many tn.jly signi 1c32.t issues :i-
clamor for our attention. In no way should the choice of one adjective over

experience —and survived it; who refuse to accept modernity uncritically,

cized, and in many ways real picture of the shtetl, whether of “lomdisch”
Lithuania or the Hasidic courts.

Do these changes delegitimize us as Orthodox Jews, as followers of
Halakhah, as benei Torah? My answer is a full and unequivocal No.

The “changes” we have introduced into the theory and practice of Ortho-
0x Judaism have resulted not in the diminution of Torah but in its expan-
ion. Some changes are, indeed, for the good. And such positive and wel-
ome changes were introduced at many a critical juncture in Jewish history.
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we have here is not a confrontation between sacred and secular wisdo.m, but
an expression of their complementarity: Each is valuable, <_each has its pal":-l-
ticular sphere. “Torah” is our particularist corpus c'>f sacred w.lsdom, confine
to the people of Israel, while “Wisdom” is the uplyersa] herlltage of all man-
kind in which Jews share equally even though it is not their own exclusive
presegﬁally, the debate on the meaning of the C.:aon’s words notwith.stand-
ing, his is not the only authoritative interpretation of the passage in the
Mishnah. Meiri sees this passage as teaching that any prpblem within Torah
itself is solvable without having recourse to sources out31de.of Torah. Torah,
thus, is selfsufficient as sacred teaching; it makes no claims on being the :
sole repository of all wisdom, divine and hu.n_man..Thns much more moc!est
exegesis is certainly more palatable for us, lwnng in an age of the exp]osul)ln
of knowledge and the incredible advances of science and techr_m]ogy. The
view some ascribe to the Gaon, that there is no autonomous wisdom other
than Torah, because it is all contained in Torah, »}zou]d le_ave us profoundly
perplexed. No amount of intellectual legerdemain or mldra§th Pyrotech-
nics can convince us that the Torah, somehow, possesses within itself the
secrets of quantum mechanics and the synthesis gf DNA anfl the mathemat- 3
ics that underlie the prediction of macroeconomic ﬂuctuahqns and.. . a_nd p
.. . No such problems arise if we adopt the simpler explanation of Mf:m.
For those of us in the Centrist camp, Torah Umadda does not imply
the coequality of the two poles. Torah remains the unchallenged and pre-
eminent center of our lives, our community, our value system. But central-
ity is not the same as exclusivity. It does not imply the rejection of al_l other
forms or sources of knowledge, such that non-sacred ].earmng constitutes 2
transgression. It does not yicld the astounding conclusion that ignorance of
Wisdom becomes a virtue. I cannot reconcile myself, or my reading of the
whole Torah tradition with the idea that ignorance —any 1gnoran9e—sh0}lld
be raised to the level of a transcendental good and a source of ideological
pride. ' ' :
Time does not permit a more extensive analysis, based upon appropri
ate sources, of the relationship between Torah and Madda within t.he con-
text of Torah Umadda. But this one note should be adc!ed: Crantmg that
Wisdom has autonomous rights, it does not remain outside the purview of
Torah as a worldview, even though it may not be absorbed in Torah as a
corpus of texts or body of knowledge. Ultimately, as Rav Kook taught,.both
the sacred and the profane are profoundly interrelated; the oo pn op is the
source of both .27 mom ompn 10° The Author_ of the Book of Exodus, the:
repository of the beginnings of the halakhic portions of the Torah, is the se

same Author of the Book of Genesis, the teachings about God as the univer-
sal Creator, and hence the subject matter of all the non-halakhic disciplines.
Truly, “both these and these are the words of the living God!” (This may
provide an alternative answer to the famous question of Rashi at the begin-
ning of Genesis, as to why the Torah begins with the story of the genesis of
the world rather than with the first mitsvah as recorded in Exodus.)

The second important principle that distinguishes Centrist Orthodoxy
is that of moderation. Of course, this should by no means be considered a
“change” or “innovation”; moderation is, if anything, more mainstream than
extrernism. But in today’s environment, true moderation appears as an aber-
ration or, worse, a manifestation of spinelessness, a lack of commitment. And
that is precisely what moderation is not. It is the result neither of guile nor of
indifference nor of prudence; it is a matter of sacred principle. Moderation
must not be understood as the mindless application of an arithmetic aver-
age or mean to any and all problems. It is the expression of an earnest, sober,
and intelligent assessment of each situation, bearing in mind two things: the
need to consider the realities of any particular situation as well as general
abstract theories or principles; and the awareness of the complexities of life,
the “stubborn and irreducible” facts of existence, as William James called
them, which refuse to yield to simplistic or single-minded solutions. Mod-
eration issues from a broad Weltanschauung or worldview rather than from
tunnel vision. '

It was, as is well known, Maimonides who established moderation as a
principle of Judaism when he elaborated his doctrine of “the middle way”
(Pru¥oRT T B 717) as the Judaized version of the Aristotelian Golden
Mean in his Hilkhot De’ot as well as in his earlier “Eight Chapters.” The
mean is, for Rambam, the right way and the way of the virtuous (T 1
orwen 777) The mean is not absolute; Maimonides records two standard ex-
ceptions and describes certain general situations where the mean does not
- apply. This alone demonstrates that the principle of moderation is not, as
previously mentioned, a “mindless application of arithmetic averages” to his
philosophy of character.

Of course, Maimonides is speaking primarily of moral dispositions and
individual personality, not of political or social conduct. Yet, there is good
- Teason to assume that the broad outlines of his doctrine of moderation apply
as well to the social and political spheres. First, there is no prima facie rea-
son to assume that because Maimonides exemplifies his principle by refer-
ences to personal or characterological dispositions, that this concept does not
apply to collectivities, such as the polis or society or the nation, mutaris
mutandis. Indeed, there is less justification for mass extremism than for in-
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dividual imbalance. Second, his own historical record reveals a balanced
approach to communal problems which, while often heroic, is not at all
extremist. Special mention might be made of his conciliatory attitude towards
the Karaites despite his judgment as to their halakhic status. But this is a
subject which will take us far afield and must be left for another time.

Third, Maimonides refers to a specific verse which, upon further inves-
tigation, reveals significant insights. He identifies the Middle Way with the
“way of the Lord,” citing Genesis 18:19—n% v13 nx mix =% (0% v
0B 7P Mo 1 777 e vank 2. The Middle Way is the Divine Way,
the Way of the Lord, and the assurance of a just and moral world (“to do
righteousness and justice”). It is the essential legacy that one generation
must aspire to bequeath to the next: “that he (Abraham) may command
his children and his household after him that they may keep the way of the
Lord....”

Now consider the context of this verse, which Maimonides sees as the
source of the teaching of moderation. It appears just after the very beginning
of the story of the evil of Sodom and Gomorrah. Verses 16, 17, and 18, just
preceding the passages we have cited, tell of the angels looking upon Sodom
as Abraham accompanies them onto their way. “And the Lord said: Shall I
hide from Abraham that which I am doing [to Sodom), seeing that Abraham
shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations shall be
blessed in him? For I have known him (or, preferably: I love him) to the end
that he may command his children and his household after him that they -
may keep the way of the Lord. . . .” God wants Abraham to exercise his qual--
ity of moderation, the Way of the Lord, on the Lord Himself as it were, pray-
ing for the Lord to moderate the extreme decree of destruction against Sodom ;
and Gomorrah. And Abraham almost succeeds: What follows is the immor--
tal passage of the Lord informing Abraham of His intention to utterly destroy :
the two cities of wickedness, and Abraham pleading for their survival if they
contain at least ten innocent people.

Surely, the “way of the Lord” refers to more than personal temperance :;
alone; the doctrine of moderation, which the term implies according to -
Maimonides, is set in the context of Abraham’s office of a blessing to all the -
peoples of the earth, and of his heroic defense of Sodom and Gomorrah—
symbols of the very antithesis of all Abraham stands for. A more political o
communal example of moderation and temperance, of tolerance and sensi
tivity, is hard to come by. Yet for Maimonides, this is the Way of the Lord
The Way of the Lord speaks, therefore, not only of personal attributes buto
the widest and broadest scopes of human endcavor as well. :
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Our times are marked by a painful absence of moderation. Extremism
is rampant, especially in our religious life. Of course, there are reasons—
unhappily, too often they are very good reasons—for the new expressions of
zealotry. There is so very much in contemporary life that is reprehensible
and ugly, that it is hard to fault those who reject all of it with unconcealed
and indiscriminate contempt. Moreover, extremism is psychologically more
satisfying and intellectually easier to handle. It requires fewer fine distinc-
tions, it imposes no burden of selection and evaluation, and substitutes pas-
sion for subtlety. Simplicism and extremism go hand in hand. Yet one must

.~ always bear in'mind what Murray Nicholas Butler once said: The extremes

are more logical and more consistent—but they are absurd.

It is this moral recoil from absurdity and the penchant for simplistic
solutions and intellectual short-cuts, as well as the positive Jewish teaching
of moderation as the “way of the Lord,” that must inform our public policy
in Jewish matters today. The Way of the Lord that was imparted to Abraham
at the eve of the great cataclysm of antiquity must remain the guiding prin-
ciple for Jews of our era who have emerged from an incomparably greater

~ and more evil catastrophe. Moderation, in our times, requires courage and

the willingness to risk not only criticism but abuse.

Test the accuracy of this statement by an exercise of the imagination.
Speculate on what the reactions would be to Abraham if he were to be alive
today, in the 1980’s, pleading for Sodomn and Gomorrah. Placards would no

- doubt rise on every wall of Jerusalem: “rr Yy oo ww . . . ,” the scandal of
. a purportedly Orthodox leader daring to speak out on behalf of the wicked

evildoers and defying the opinions of all the “Gedolim” of our times! Emer-
gency meetings of rabbinic organizations in New York would be convened,
resulting in a statement to the press that what could one expect of a man
who had stooped to a dialogue with the King of Sodom himself. Rumors
would fly that the dialogue was occasioned by self-interest—the concern for

- his nephew Lot. American-born Neturei Karta demonstrators in Israel would
- parade their signs before the foreign press and TV cameras: “WASTE
. SODOM ... NUKE GOMORRAH ... ABRAHAM DOESN'T SPEAK
" FOR RELIGIOUS JEWRY.” Halakhic periodicals would carry editorials
- granting that Abraham was indeed a talmid hakham, but he has violated the
. principle of emunat hakhamim (assumed to be the warrant for a kind of in-

tellectual authoritarianism) by ignoring the weight of rabbinic opinion that

- Sodom and Gomorrah, like Amalek, must be exterminated. Indeed, what
- can one expect other than pernicious results from one who is well known to
 have flirted with Zionism ... ? And beyond words and demonstrations,
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Abraham would be physically threatened by the Kach strongmen, shaking
their fists and shouting accusations of treason at him. And so on and so on.

I cannot leave the subject of moderation without at least some refer-
ence to a matter which never fails to irritate me, and that is: bad manners,
Some may dismiss this concern as more etiquette and unworthy of serious
consideration. But I beg to differ. The chronic nastiness that characterizes
so much of our internal polemics in Jewish life is more than esthetically
repugnant; it is both the cause and effect of extremism, insensitivity, and
intolerance in our ranks. We savage each other mercilessly, thinking we are
scoring points with “our side” —whichever side that is—and are unaware that
we are winning naught but scorn from the “outside world.” Our debates are
measured in decibels, or numbers of media outlets reached, rather than by
the ideas propounded and the cogency of our arguments. True, when one
takes things seriously it is difficult to observe all the canons of propriety; tol-
erance comes easier to men of convenience than to men of conviction. But
there is a world of difference between a cri de coeur that occasionally issues
from genuine outrage and the hoarse cry of coarseness for its own sake that
infects our public discourse like a foul plague.

Let others do as they wish. We, of our camp, must know and do better.
If our encounter with our dissenting fellow Jews of any persuasion is to be

conducted out of love and concern rather than enmity and contempt, then .
moderation must mark the form and style as well as substance of our posi- .

tion. :
That is our task as part of our affirmation of moderation as a guiding
principle of Centrist Orthodoxy. Our halakhic decisions, whether favorable

or unfavorable to the questioner, whether strict or liberal, must never be :
phrased in a manner designed to repel people and cause Torah to be low- .
ered in their esteen. Unfortunately, that often happens—even in our own.

circles, especially when we try to outdo others in manifestations of our piety

The third principle of Centrist Orthodoxy is the centrality of the people *

of Israel 58w nanw, the love of Israel, and the high significance it attains in

our lives is the only value that can in any way challenge the preeminence of

Torah and its corollary, 7mnn nam, the love of Torah.

The tension between these two values, Torah and Israel, has lain dor- -
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Children of Israel, there would be no Torah in the world” (Kuzari 2:56). Israel
precedes Torah both chronologically and axiologically. Hints of the one
position or the other may be found scattered through the literature, both
before and after Saadia and Halevi. Perhaps the most explicit is that of Tanna
de-Vei Eliahu, which tells of an encounter between a scholar and an incom-
pletely educated Jew. The scholar records the following conversation:
DI R San oo n 19 o ]I I ,°3350 %5 @0 00137 30 an oY e
TR 2P T W 505 T 0 o o 3 S P, o oTp pa
TR0 U 'S Dk o1p o [ mp] oovip s nea (*m) 528 o7
The sage’s interlocutor wishes to know which of his own loves, Torah or Is-
rael, takes precedence. His response is that most people think that Torah pre-
cedes Israel, but that is not so: The love of Israel takes precedence over To-
rah (1700 Vo9 (78] 0”8 wra 01 120 W o).

Now, these two opposing viewpoints have lived peacefully, side by side
for centuries, their conflict latent—until our own days when, as a result of
the trauma of the Holocaust and the reduction of Orthodoxy to a decided
minority, the problem assumes large, poignant, and possibly tragic propor-
tions. The confrontation between the two, if allowed to get out of hand, can
have the most cataclysmic effects on the future of the House of Israel as well
as the State of Israel. History calls upon us to abandon tired formulas and
ossified cliches and make a deliberate, conscious effort to develop policies

which, even if choices between the two must be made, will lead us to em-

brace both and retain the maximum of each, We shall have to undertake a
difficult analytic calculus: Which of the two leads to the other and which

does not lead to the other?—and give primacy to the preference which in-
exorably moves us on to the next love, so that in the end we love neither.

Ultimately, there can be no Torah without Israel and no Israel without To-

- rah. W7 1M 8o S,

If indeed such a caleulus has to be undertaken, then Orthadox Jews will

have to rethink their policy. Heretofore, the attitude most prevalent has been
that Torah takes precedence —witness the readiness of our fellow Orthodox
Jews to turn exclusivist, to the extent that psychologically, though certainly
- not halukhically, many of our people no longer regard non-Orthodox Jews
 as part of Kelal Yisrael. But this choice of love of Torah over love of Israel is
adead end: Such a decision is a final one, for it cuts off the rest of the Jewish

mant for centuries. Thus, in the High Middle Ages we find divergent ap-
proaches by R. Saadia Gaon and by R. Yehuda Ialevi. The former asserts -
the undisputed primacy of Torah. It is that which fashioned Israel and which
remains, therefore, axiologically central. Saadia avers: “our people Israel isa
people only by virtue of its Torahs” (i.e., the Written and the Oral Toral;
Emunot ve-De’ot 3:7). Halevi maintains the reverse position: “If not for the

people permianently. Such love of Torah does not lead to love of Israel; most
- certainly not. The alternative, the precedence given to love of Israel over love
of Torah, is more reasonable, for although we may rue the outrageous viola-
- tions of Torah and Halakhah and their legitimation by non-Orthodox groups,
a more open and tolerant attitude to our deviationist brethren may some-
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how lead to their rethinking their positions and returning to identification
with Torah and its values; 87an "0 85 may well lead to 77 namm. A posture
of rejection, certainly one of triumphalist arrogance, will most certainly not
prove attractive and fruitful.

Moreover, if there ever was a time that a hard choice had to be made to
reject Jews, this is not the time to do so. In this post-Holocaust age, when we
lost fully one third of our people, and when the combination of negative
demography and rampant assimilation and out-marriage threaten our viability
as a people, we must seek to hold on to Jews and not repel them. Love of
Israel has so often been used as a slogan—and a political one, at that— that
it dulls the senses and evokes no reaction. Yet, like cliches, slogans contain
nuggets of truth and wisdom, and we ignore them at our own peril.

Included in the rubric of the centrality of the people of Israel as a fun-
damental distinguishing tenet of Centrist Orthodoxy is the high significance
of the State of Israel. If I fail to elaborate on this principle it is not because of
its lack of importance but, on the contrary, because it is self-evident. Whether
or not we attribute Messianic dimensions to the State of Israel, and [ person-
ally do not subscribe to or recite the prayer of un>w1 nmox mown, its value to
us and all of Jewish history is beyond dispute. Our love of Israel clearly em-
braces the State of Israel, without which the fate of the people of Israel would
have been tragically sealed.

Such, in summary, are some of the major premises of Centrist Ortho-
doxy. They are not all, of course, but they are important and consequential.

The path we have chosen for ourselves is not an easy one. I requires of
us to exercise our Torah responsibility at almost every step, facing new chal-
lenges with the courage of constant renewal. It means we must always assess
each new situation as it arises and often perform delicatc balancing acts as
the tension between opposing goods confronts us. But we know that, with
confidence in our ultimate convictions, we shall prevail. For our ultimate
faith and our greatest love is—the love of God. The great Hasidic thinker, R.
Zadok haKohen, taught us in his Tsidkat ha-Tsaddik (no. 197) that there are
three primary loves—of God and Torah and Israel. The latter two he calls
“revealed” loves, and the love of God— the “concealed” love, for even if the
religious dimension seems absent, as long as there is genuine love of Torah
or love of Israel, we may be sure that it is empowered and energized by the
love of God, but that the latter is concealed, and often buried in the uncon-
scious. It is this above all that is the source of our loves, our commitments,
our confidence.

Rav Kook used to tell of his school days as a youngster in White Russia.
The winters were fierce, the snows massive, the roads impenetrable. He and
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the others lived on a hill, and the schoo] was at the bottom of that hill. He
and his classmates would arrive spotless, safe, and clean. When asked by his
charges how he managed this feat, he replied: there is a stake fastened into
the hill, and another here at school, and a rope connects them. Hold onto
this life-line, and you will be safe: T 1P 1 D93 ,J3MN TNV P 90 N —
“if you are firmly anchored up above, you will not slip here below.”



