Centrist Othodoxy - A Cheshbon Ha-nefesh

Part 1: The Conplexity of Experience

THE SH FT TO THE RI GHT

As we gather today to discuss educational and
communal directions for Centrist Othodoxy, we find that
type of Othodoxy increasingly under attack. While the
possibility of attack fromboth right and left is endemc
to centrismby virtue of its dual exposure, the nature
and extent of criticismvaries. At present, | Dbelieve,
particularly insofar as the Right is concerned, it is
perceived by attackers and defenders alike as being
particularly intensive, broad in scope, covering a wde
range of thought and activity, and penetrating in depth.
It consists not just of carping criticism sniping wth
regard to one feature or another, but rather of a radica
critique, questioning the fundanmental Ilegitimcy and
validity of the basic Centrist position.

Thi s phenonenon, the so-called "shift to the right,"
is, in certain respects, general. The crisis of faith
and experience engendered with the spiritual vacuity of
nmoderni sm has resulted in the polarization of the Western
world, and has issued in the growh of hedonistic
i ndi vidualism on the one hand, and | argely authoritarian
spiritualism on the other. Wthin the religious world,
again broadly speaking, this developnment has been
acconpani ed by the quest for the rock-ribbed certainty of
purism and a concomtant rejection of what nany perceive
to be the mddling and nuddl i ng conprom ses of centrism

The popul arity and bellicosity of Christian
fundanmentalist political organizations, for instance,
woul d have been unthi nkabl e a generati on ago. I slam c
fundanmentalism to take another exanple, has spread Iike
wildfire in countries once deened by largely secular
historians to be inexorably on the road to religious
noder ni zat i on. At another level, as many Jews in the
United States particularly and | anentably have | earned,
cults have becone the craze of many who have found no
other egress fromthis spiritual desert.

Neverthel ess, we are and should be inclined to treat
the specific Jewish, or, if you will, Anerican Jew sh
situation in its own terns. W are "believers and
children of believers,”" and as such are guided by
Chazal's dictumthat "Ein nazal le-Yisrael:" the Jew sh
experience is not determned and therefore cannot be
fully understood by reference to astrol ogical forces, or
to take the nodern counterpart, by historical causation
or soci ol ogi cal categories. W are guided by the
declaration, both command and promse, enunciated in



Par ashat Lekh Lekha (Bereishit 17:1): "I am Kel Shad-dai
wal k before Me and be whol ehearted.” The Ranban cites
I bn Ezra's and Rav Shemuel Ha-naggid' s interpretation of
the name "Shad-dai:" "This is from the root sh.d.d.
meani ng Victor and Prevailer over the hosts of heaven."
The Ranban then comments:

"Therefore, He now told Avraham that He is the
Powerful One, the Victor who wll prevail over
[ Avrahami s] constellation of birth so that he wll
have a son, and thus there will be a covenant between
Hm and his seed forever, neaning that 'the portion
of the Eternal is H's people' (Devarim 32:9), and
that He will lead themat Hs own will, as they wll
not be under the rule of a star or constellation.”

Hence, we strive to interpret events affecting Knesset
Yisrael with an eye to their specific el enments.

Moreover, we are not just dispassionate observers
trying to wunderstand the passing scene. e are
measurably affected by the flow of events, either being
directly under siege, or, on another |level, the potenti al
victinse of the erosion of the terra firm upon which we
presumably stand. Consequently, we are pressed not only
to understand, but to respond. And responses vary.

The process of the shift to the right, especially
with respect to the younger generation, is for many
fraught with pain and a sense of alnobst bitter irony.
Parents who sacrificed so nmuch in order to nmmintain
Shabbat observance or to establish and support day
schools at a time when none of these were the vogue,
suddenly find that their homes are not kosher enough or
their Kiddush cups not |arge enough. Anal ogously, at the
prof essi onal |evel, educators who pioneered in the Five
Towns or Johannesburg when these were, from a Torah
standpoint, literally deserts, are chagrined to discover
that their very students now regard themw th a jaundiced
and condescendi ng eye.

In some, the pain is assuaged by acceptance, their
response being that of the Titans who were superseded by
the dynpians in Keats' "Hyperion:" "The first in beauty
should be first in mght." To nost, however, the pain
leads to wunderstandable if, in many respects, pitiable
anger.

THE NEED FOR SOULSEARCHI NG

But beyond the psychol ogi cal reactions, there is a

nor al response. The challenge posed by the Right
confronts us wth the need to engage in cheshbon ha-
nef esh, soul searching, a spiritual accounting - to

examine not only who is "first in beauty," but whether
in the light of basic sources, historical precedent and
spiritual sensitivity, Centrismis beautiful at all



VWat ever the origin of this process, I, for one,
feel that such an opportunity should be wel coned. | nust
confess that | amnot quite up to the level of self-
examination of ny good friend, the Rosh Yeshiva of
Yeshivat Sha'alvim R Meir Schlesinger. He once told ne
that, just as R Yisrael Salanter had submtted that he
woul d not continue the Missar novenent for a single day,
were he not convinced that it needed to be founded on
that very day, so too he - Rav Meir - would not maintain
the framework of Hesder at all, were he not ready to
innovate it had it not existed. M own feeling is that
at certain points one needs to establish the paraneters
and direction of his spiritual identity and proceed from
there, wthout bringing basic premises into perpetua
guesti on.

Nevert hel ess, | do agree that periodic reassessnent
is fully warranted. The Ranmbam (Hilkhot Teshuva 2:6)
says that although there is a mnmtzva of t eshuva
(repentance) vyear round, during the Ten Days of
Repentance there is a special obligation to repent. Many
have asked what is the difference between these two
obligations, the general mtzva of teshuva and the
specific mtzva during the Ten Days of Repentance? I
once suggested that, while generally one relates to
specific sins within the context of his spiritua
exi stence, between Rosh Ha-shana and Yom Kippur the
obligation is to exanm ne that existence proper

I amafraid it has been nore than a year since we
last collectively effected such a re-evaluation. And
believe we are still paying the price for the nora
snmugness and ideol ogical conplacency which gripped us
during the period, relatively speaking, of our hegenony.
If we are now pressed to reassess our position, we should
not hesitate to pick up the gauntlet. An honest and
cour ageous cheshbon ha-nefesh can only help us in every
way.

That cheshbon ha-nefesh should clearly have two
conponents. Let ne cite briefly froma volume to which
shall have occasion to refer later as well. Near the
begi nning of the chapter "Hebraismand Hellenism in his
book Culture and Anarchy (1869), Mtthew Arnold quotes a
maxi m of a contenporary of his, Bishop WIson, who says,
"First, never go against the best |ight you have; second,
take care that your light be not darkness."” Cheshbon ha-
nef esh does indeed entail an exam nation of the light by
whi ch we wal k and, conconmitantly, an analysis of just how
wel I, just how persistently, we do inwalk by the 1light
whi ch we profess to be guiding us.

COMMONALI TI ES AND DI FFERENCES W TH THE RI GHT

Let wus begin with the exam nation of the |Iight.
Wat indeed are the hallnmarks of so-called Centri st



Othodoxy, and in what respect does it differ from its
Rightist critics?

Broadl y speaki ng, of course, our comon purpose is

identical: wuniversally - "to nmend the world under God's
ki ngship;" nationally - to realize our destiny as "a
ki ngdom of priests and a holy nation;" personally - to

prepare for the tripartite exam nation described in the
gemara (Shabbat 31a): "Did you deal faithfully? Dd you
set fixed tinmes for Torah study? D d you anticipate
redenpti on?" And it is inportant that we bear this
communi ty of purpose very much in mnd

VWhen all is said and done, we should recognize and
realize that what we share with the Rightist community
far, far outwei ghs whatever divides us - although, in the
nature of things, the focus within the comunity is upon
the divisive elenent. | sonetinmes have the feeling that,
with regard to perceiving that conmunity, we are often
sonmewhat remi ss.

Ernst Sinmon, a professor of philosophy of education
at the Hebrew University and a coll eague of the Rav's in
Berlin, once remarked with reference to the dilenma of a
religious professor in Jerusalem (renenber, this is years
back), that "The people you can talk to, you can't daven
with, and the people with whomyou can daven, you can't
tal k. " For benei Torah, of course, the shared universe
of Tal nmudic discourse, of havayot de-Abbaye ve-Rava,
serves as a great cenenting force, transcending these
val ues. But even anmpbngst them many in our canp no doubt
find it weasier to talk, perhaps even to work, wth an
intelligent secular colleague than wth a Karl i ner
chassid, forgetting that the pleasantries attendant upon
passing the time of day cannot conpare wth a shared
vision of eternity. Surely we need to recognize, and the
point can hardly be overenphasized, that our basic
affinity is wth those - past, present or future - to
whom tzelem El okim mal khut shamayi m and avodat Hashem
(the divine i mage, the Kingdom of Heaven, and the service
of God) are the basic categories of hunman existence.

Nevert hel ess, inportant differences clearly do
exi st, and these relate to substance as well as to style,
to strategy no less than to tactics. Wile an abstract
eschat ol ogi cal vision may be common, its specific content

may vary, and quite significantly. Wile the ideal of "a
holy nation" animates us all, its definitionis far from
agr eed. And if we all labor with an eye to certain

ultimte questions, we may - and do - differ greatly with
regard to the weight to be assigned to themrespectively.

If pressed to define the primary area of difference

bet ween the various Torah conmunities, | presume we woul d
get different replies dependi ng upon whet her the question
were posed in the D aspora or in Eretz Yisrael. In

Glut, the litnus test probably still is the attitude to



secular culture; in Eretz Yisrael, the attitude towards
the state. Both are, however, clearly major issues here
and there, and | would like to deal seriatim wth each
and then to analyze their common denom nat or

SHAKI NG QUR CONFI DENCE | N GENERAL CULTURE

Starting wth the question of general culture,
wote a brief essay in the 1960's ("A Consideration of
General Studies froma Torah Point of View " Gesher vol.
1 [1963], reprinted in S. Carny, ed., The Torah U Mada
Reader [NY, 1985]) setting forth ny position with respect
to the wvalidity and value of such culture and its
relation to the dual problenms of bittul Torah (taking
tinme from Torah study) and potentially pernicious
i nfl uences. In certain respects, t he pi ece is
unquestionably and clearly dated. | stated as a fact,
for instance, that the problemis generally perceived as
concerning boys but not girls, because, after all,
gedol ei Yisrael did not hesitate to send their daughters
to college. I ndeed, |ooking back to that tine, one
recalls that, quite apart fromthe obvious instance of
the Rav, the daughter of nori ve-rabi R  Hutner z"I
received a doctorate, as did the daughter of R  Aharon

Kot | er. At | east one of R Mdshe Feinstein's daughters
went to college and, if R Ruderman's and R Kam net zky's
did not - | do not recall offhand - it was surely not out
of principle. Today, of course, no self-respecting Beis
Ya' akov girl, be her father a haberdasher or a
programmer, would risk attending college, |est her

prospects for a shidduch be inpaired.

Nevert hel ess, in conceptual and axiol ogical ternms,
t he fundanental problematic remains pretty much the sane.
That being the case, | want to stress one point. The
pi ece was published at a time when | was fairly fresh out
of graduate school and still engaged in a nodicum of
collegiate teaching. After noving to Eretz Yisrael, |
heard occasi onal runors that, now  being firmy
established in an institution wholly devoted to Torah, |
had recant ed.

I freely admt that, during the intervening years,
confidence in culture - culture in Arnold s sense, "the
study of perfection"” - has been generally shaken, and
this for at least three reasons. First, high culture,
"the best that has been thought and said in the world,"

as Arnol d defined literature (in "Literature and
Science,"” Discourses in Anerica, 1885), is |ess cherished
than it once was. Interest in the humanities has waned,
both wi thin academ a and outside of it, as the focus has
shifted to nmore pragmatic and technol ogi cal areas. Not
only have priorities changed, but to nost people the kind
of spirit which animted an Arnold to posit Iliterary

culture as the "one damrestraining the flood-tide of
bar bari an anarchy," now seens hopel essly nai ve.



Second, the inpact of the Holocaust has had a

further eroding effect, perhaps paradoxically so. e
were then, around 1960, much closer in time to the
events. But, perhaps for that very reason, they were
much less on our mnds. Thi s consci ousness of that
terrible era and, | mght add parenthetically, the mni-

i ndustry which has |anentably grown up around it, has
posed the terrible and terrifying question raised by one
of the nost Iliterate nen of our generation, George
Steiner, in the preface to his book Language and Sil ence:

"W cone after. W know nowthat a man can read
CGoethe or Rilke in the evening, then he can play Bach
and Schubert and go to his day's work at Auschwitz in
t he norning. To say that he has read them w thout
understanding, or that his ear is gross, is cant. In
what way does this knowl edge bear on literature and
society, on the hope, grown al nbost axiomatic, from
the time of Plato to that of Matthew Arnold, that
culture is a humanizing force, that the energies of
the spirit are transferable to those of conduct?"

Thi rd, as contenporary culture has noved
perceptibly away from our own nores, i ncreasingly
vul gari zed and inundated by perm ssiveness, hedonism
eroticism and violence, the need for distancing or
possibly insulating ourselves fromit and, by extension
from secular culture generally, has been felt nore
keenly. At a time when the penunbra of Victorian nodesty
still hovered over Anerica, when, say, an actress of
Ingrid Bergmann's stature did not dare for decades to set
foot on Anerica's shores because of an extramarita
affair with an Italian director, it was easier to ply the
virtues of general culture than in today's climte of
al nrost total hefkerut (licentiousness) in the nedia.

THE COVPLEXI TY OF EXPERI ENCE

Nevertheless, | wish to reiterate enphatically that
I continue to subscribe wholeheartedly to the central
thesis of that wearly essay: the affirmation t hat,
properly approached and bal anced (and the caveats are
there; there is need for nuch care and nuch caution),
gener al culture can be a genuinely ennobling and
enriching force

I amnot talking, mnd you, about going to college
per se (in Eretz Yisrael, even going to high school is an
i ssue). Much of what now passes in many places for
collegiate educationis little nore than sophisticated
pl umbi ng - at nost, sharpening the mind and entitling its
ower to a sheepskin and a union card, but barely

affecting thespirit, barely touching the soul. | am
tal king about spiritual value of general education, not
just education for the sake of earning a living. In this
respect, ny fundanmental position, the affirmative

posi tion, has not changed.



Quite the contrary, ny personal experience over the
| ast two decades has only reinforced an awareness of the
spiritual significance of "the best that has been thought
and said in the world.” For what is it that such culture
offers us? In relation to art - profound expressions of
the creative spirit, an awareness of structure and its
i nteraction with substance and, consequently, the ability
to organize and present ideas; in relationto life - the
ability to wunderstand, appreciate, and confront our
personal, conmmunal, and cosm c context, sensitivity to
the human condition and some assistance in coping wth
it; inrelation to both - a literary consci ousness which
enabl es us to transcend our own mlieu and to place it in
a broader perspective. Above all, culture instills in us
a sense of the noral, psychol ogical, and netaphysica
conplexity of human life.

A good friend of mne had a nephew who attended
Harvard Business School. After he graduated, his uncle
asked him "Tell ne, what did you learn?" He replied, "I
| earned that you can only nmake noney with ot her people's
noney. " The uncle's response was, "If that's the case,
you got a good education."

If I were pressed to encapsulate what | learned in
graduate school, nmy answer would be: the conplexity of
experi ence. "The rest is commentary - go and study."
Wth respect to the whole range of points enunerated
above, | say again that ny life experience, in the States
or in Eretz Yisrael, within the public or the private
sphere, has only sharpened ny awareness of the inportance
of these qualities.

These el enents - particularly the last - constitute,

if you wll, Centrist virtues. Centrismis as much a
tenper as an ideology, as nmuch a node of sensibility as a
lifestyle. It is of its very essence to shy away from

sinmplistic and one-sided approaches, of its very fabric
to strive to enconmpass and encounter reality in its
conplexity and, with that encounter, to seek the wunity
whi ch transcends the diversity.

If confronted by the question posed in Arnold' s
sonnet "To a Friend" (1848) - "Who prop, thou ask'st, in
these bad days, ny mnd?" - | inagine none of us would
give his reply:

... But be his

My speci al thanks, whose even-bal anced soul
Fromfirst youth tested up to extrene ol d age,
Busi ness coul d not make dull, nor passion wld;
Wo saw | ife steadily, and saw it whol e;

The mellow glory of the Attic stage,

Si nger of sweet Col onus, and its child.

W do not have that kind of relationship to



Sophocl es. But we do, we ought, share the overriding
desire to see life steadily and see it whole. And it is
indeed true that, to that end, Sophocles, anong others,

is helpful. 1 amin no way intimating that that vision
of life cannot be attained otherwi se, or that one cannot
be a yerei shamayimor a talmd chakhamw thout it. | am

general |y opposed to positing a single nold as the sole
nodel for avodat Hashem and | submit that, were it up to
me, one could receive sem kha from Yeshivat Rabbeinu
Yitzchak El chanan even if, like R Akiva Eiger, he did
not have a B. A

But, speaking for nyself, | can enphatically state
that ny general education has contributed nuch to ny
personal devel oprment. | know that ny understanding of
Tanakh would be far shallower in every respect without
it. 1 knowthat it has greatly enhanced ny perception of
life in Eretz Yisrael. | know that it has enriched ny
religious experience. | knowthat when nmny father was

stricken blind, Mlton's profoundly religious sonnet on
his blindness ("When | Consider How My Light Is Spent,"
1655) and its magnificent conclusion, "They also serve
who only stand and wait," stood nme in excellent stead. |
also know - and this has at tines been a nost painfu

di scovery - that nmany of these elenments are sadly |acking
anong the contemmers of culture on the Right.

Psychol ogi cal sensitivity is grossly deficient.

Just recall, if you attended the funeral of a great
rabbi, how abstract, repetitive, and inane the eul ogies
wer e. VWhen R Aharon Kotler z"l passed away, there was

what was considered at that tinme a huge funeral downtown.
There was a long row of eulogizers - rashei yeshiva and
rabbis - but the only person who began to give an insight
into the fire which animated that giant was |rving Bunim
a | ayman. VWhen one's psychological sensitivity 1is
lacking, the result is that much of Torah - whole
parshiyot and personalities in Chumash - are sinmply
m sread, in the sense of "gilui pani mba-Torah she-l1o0 ke-
hal akha,” with a marvelous tradition of mdrashim often
di storted beyond recognition

Hi storical sensibility is, at best, greatly
constricted, and the mandate of "Renenber the days of
old, consider the years of nany generations"” (Devarim
32:7), which, as the Chatam Sofer pointed out, addresses

itself to the reading and understanding of history, is
| argely i gnor ed. Thi s constriction has severa
ram fications. At one level, it limts the ability to
understand properly many texts and contexts of Torah; at
another, it jades the awareness of historical challenges
- of which Zionismis perhaps the nbst prom nent - and

the responsibility to participate in the historica
process at a public as opposed to the private level; at a
third, there is often sinply a distortion of reality.

This hit me so much in the face about ten years ago.



I was asked to coordinate a program (run by Yad Avi Ha-
yi shuv in conj unction wi th sever al kol l el s in
Yerushalayin) to train rabbis who would serve in the
Di aspora for a period of time. So | decided to bring al
the students together for a day of study at which they or
their roshei yeshiva would give shiurimrevol ving around
a certain idea. Since they wanted to go out and becone
community |eaders, | suggested that the conference dea
with the topic of |eadership.

I met wth one of the students, a fell ow who was
consi dered a bastion of his kollel, and he said to nme, "I
don't understand - what is there to discuss? Wy should

we be wasting a day to deal with such a topic?" | asked,
"Don't you think this is inportant for soneone who s
going to beconme a rabbi and a | eader?" He replied, "It's
very sinple. You want to know what a leader is? A
| eader is sonmeone who acts |like the Chazon Ish.” So

asked, "Is that the only nodel of Jew sh | eadership?" He
said, "Certainly.” | responded, "Do you think that Mshe
Rabbei nu spent his day exactly |ike the Chazon |sh?" He
said, "Surely."” | countered, "Well, there are verses in
the Torah that tell us about his activities..." He
answered that those verses, apparently, were all before
Parashat Yitro, but after Yitro - he was just like the
Chazon |sh. | continued, "Wat about the Ramban®" He
said, "Surely. How could it be otherw se? How el se
woul d the Ranmbam spend his day?" I answered, "Wth
regard to the Ranbam there are clear records; he tells
us in his letters how he spent his tine. Surely the
Chazon |sh would never have spent his tinme treating the
sultan's concubines in various harens..." But that

passed himby conpl etely.

Finally, the lack of historical sensitivity often
produces the shortsighted use of power in dealing wth
the secular community for which the overall religious
world in Eretz Yisrael today pays such a heavy toll

This brings us to the last point | nentioned before,
the question of nore sinplistic, as opposed to conplex,
perceptions of the human condition. An uncul tured
approach often tends to be superficial and sinplistic - |
say again, not that it nmust be; | amfar from suggesting,
God forbid, that whoever has not received the kind of
exposure | amtal king about nust, of necessity, think in
these ternms, but the tendency is there - and this, as
opposed to what can energe wthin a nore centrist
cont ext .

Centrism at its best encourages a sense of
conplexity and integration, and this in several respects.
First, inasmuch as a person of this orientation looks to
the right and to the left, he is nolikely to reject the
ki nd of sinmplistic, black-and-white sol utions SO
appealing to others. Secondly, again by dint of his
basi c posi tion, it is more conplex, because it



enconpasses nore of reality. It relates to nore areas of
human life, to larger segnents of our comunal and
personal exi stence. Third, not only in quantitative
ternms but qualitatively, a centrist approach is nore
inclined to perceive shadings and nuances, differences
between areas and levels of noral and spiritual reality;
nore inclined to wunderstand, for instance, what the
concept of devar ha-reshut is all about (see lectures #5
and 6 in this series); nore inclined to reject the
popul ar myth that the answer to every single problem can
be found in the Shul chan Arukh if only one knows how to
deal with it. For those who lack a certain exposure,
these insights are often nore difficult to cone by.

There are, in a sonewhat related vein, other issues
on which we differ because of our differing orientations.
For exanple, subsequent to the God's universal covenants
with Adam and Noach, there was a special revelation to
the Patriarchs and then to Knesset Yisrael. Is the
latter to be regarded as superinposed upon the basic
categories of "the image of God," or is it sonething
totally different? The Centrist instinct is to assunme -

perhaps that both are correct, but anyway - that the
sharpening and heightening of the wuniversal spiritua
reality is part of what the sanctity of Israel is al

about. (See lecture #3.)

Second, in regard to areas of practical hal akha,
there are differences in how far and how fast one shoul d
push in order to arrive at a kind of fool proof practice.
How high should the "fence around the Torah" be raised,
even when raising it too high has an inpact on other
val ues, and even when raising it disregards the inpact
which it has upon the standing of the kehilla, the basic
(and if it is basic, it is in some sense centrist)
conmuni ty as it has existed from (generation to
gener ati on? The mentality which is totally inmersed in
certain specifics may often lack the spiritual energy to
involve itself in other areas and might not give these
consi derations sufficient weight. M nutiae are, of
course, critical to hal akhic thought and experience, and
t he adherence to standards in their inplenmentation is an

essential ingredient of any form of serious Tor ah
conmi t nent . But these need to be viewed, and, wthin
certain limts, defined, wth reference to genera

spiritual and axiol ogical factors.

Here we could deal with specific areas of hal akhic
deci si on- naki ng, but whoever is involved knows that nuch
of what today passes nuster as yir'at shamayim was
thoroughly rejected by the Rishonim For instance, the
Rosh (Sukka 3:13) discusses the definition of an arava,
and says that the sinple reading of the sugya would
indicate that it nust grow on the banks of a river (at
| east according to many opinions). Then he says, "But |
have not seen that our rabbis are concerned with this" -
and we are dealing with a biblical conmandnent! H s



answer is not, "If that is the case, never mnd what our
rabbis did - we wll be better and wser," but he
suggests what ought to be done.

To take another exanple, the Kesef M shneh (H Il khot
Terunpt 1:11) discusses the question of whether a
gentile's fruits upon which he perforned mer uach
(levelling) in Eretz Yisrael are rabbinically obligated
in terumpt u-ma'asrot (tithes and gifts). Although this
is subject to a dispute anong Rishonim the preval ent
practice had followed the Ranbam s | eni ent opinion. He
then wites about a contenporary rabbi who thought he was
being pious by follow ng the stringent opinion of other
Ri shonim and persuading others to do the sane. The
Kesef M shneh says categorically, God forbid that we
shoul d change the | ong-standing practice of the kehilla,
for that it would be disrespectful to our predecessors
and present themas sinners, and so on - he is very
vi gorously opposed.

Here again, we have an issue which to sone extent
divides us. This mght perhaps be extended, but 1| do
want to nove on to the second major issue of which
spoke before, and this is the attitude toward Zi oni sm and
the State of Israel in general

[Based on a transcript by Rav Eli dark
This address was originally delivered at a conference of
t he Educators' Council of Anerica in Novenmber 1985.]



Centrist Othodoxy - A Cheshbon Ha-nefesh

Part 2: "Torah Only" or "Torah And"

[Note: This is the second installnment in a three-part
series.|]

ATTI TUDES TOMRD ZI ONI SM

Havi ng quoted nyself previously with regard to the
question of «culture, I will refer you now to another
article | wote, dealing with the topic of attitudes
towards Zionism wthin the Areri can Othodox conmunity
("Patterns of Contenporary Jew sh Hi zdahut: Orthodoxy,"
in Mshe Davis, ed., Wrld Jewy and the State of Israe

[Jerusalem 1977], pp.183-192). In dealing with the
di fferences between the adherents of and opponents to
Zionism wthin the Torah world, | focused upon severa

maj or factors: conceptually, the extent to which man -
and all of society collectively - should participate in
the historical process; how partial successes, partial
devel opnents, hal f-way houses, if you will, were to be
eval uated; how one perceived the specific reality of
political Zionism and to what extent was one ready and
willing to work with secularists. Al of these, | think,
are significant factors in drawing |lines between the pros
and the cons.

But | think that in our context, another elenent may
be added: in general, to what extent is one interested in
the political order, the polis, and specifically, how
much significance (if any) does one attach to the issue
of Jewi sh sovereignty in Eretz Yisrael? Here, of course
there is a clear break between Centrists, who, aninmated
by both Rav Kook and Rav Sol oveitchik, stress the scope
of Hal akha and of Torah as pervasive, touching upon every
facet of human life, surely in the public sphere no |ess
than the private, and those who are content to restrict
thenmselves wthin their four cubits and care little for
what kind of flag flies above their yeshiva.

Speaking for nyself, | amfar fromgoing the ful
route with the official Zionist ideology. | have the
privilege of being regarded in America as a bit odd for
being a Zionist, and in Eretz Yisrael as being a little
odd (at least within our world) for being suspect as not
sufficiently Zionist. But, be that as it may, | would

not go the full route with Rav Kook; | say freely that
there are passages in which he wites of the inportance
of the State, its acconplishnments and achi evenents, which
bew | der ne.

I was travelling not long ago with a Menber of
Knesset who is identified with Gush Enunim He read a
sentence to nme, the general tenor of which was that the



"ul timat e happi ness of man" is sonehow the attai nment of
the State. He asked what | think of this sentence. I
answered, "Wat do | think? It's terrible.” W Dbegan
di scussing this further, and he let nme in on the secret:
this is a sentence fromthe latter parts of Rav Kook's
Oot. As it turned out, this pronouncenment was qualified
in the very next line. First Rav Kook wote that in
secul ar, non-Jew sh countries, the State is just a tool

but the State of Klal Yisrael becones an end in itself, a

sort of beatitude. 1In the next sentence, he says that as
a result of the State, mal khut Shamayim the ki ngdom of
God - which is the true "ultinmate happiness of man" - is
realized. Apparently, there are two levels of man's

ul ti mat e happi ness.

Nevertheless, | do not share the extent of the
significance which he assigns to the State. I  have
reservations about the degree of enphasis which his
di sciples, his son anbng others, have assigned to the
gemara in Sanhedrin (98a) which states that the clearest
harbi nger of the End of Days is when trees bloom and

blossom in Eretz Yisrael. | also feel that there is
there sone excess in not only validating, but evaluating
the inportance of what, after all, are geo-political, at

nost soci o-econom ¢, consi derations.

But this is a question of degree. Surely, the basic
awar eness of what mal khut Yisrael, Jewi sh sovereignty,
means - even in its very, very inperfect state - is part
of ny own being and sonething which | think needs to
animate a person with historical vision and spiritua
sensibility. And that which relates to Eretz Yisrael and
to the State of Yisrael should, for SPIRI TUAL reasons, be
close to our heart.

How this translates into practical educationa
policy, wth an eye to the price that sonetinmes may be
paid for this kind of excessive Zionist passion, is
somet hi ng whi ch surely needs to be weighed. Be that as
it my, we recognize the significance of the State of
Israel, and | believe this is proper. As Centrists, we
recogni ze it because, anmong other things, we have the
capacity for relating to a broader spectrum of Kl a
Yisrael, and we have what is crucial - the ability to
under st and the significance of gradual steps, t he
hi stori cal consci ousness, a devel opnental awareness.

I once noted that the aw of "the four cups of
redenpti on” at the seder has a dual status. On the one
hand, it is all a single mtzva. On the other hand,
the gemara (Pesachim 110a) and the Rif say with regard to
various |laws (such as whether to pronounce a separate
bl essing on each) that "each one is a mitzva in its own
right." If this be true of the cups, it is true |likew se
of the levels of redenption which those cups represent.
Surely, we have been fortunate to witness sonme neasure of
"ve-hotzeiti" and "ve-hitzalti" ("l shall remove you" and



"I shall save you"). Although these can be regarded only
as first steps in the fulfillment of a |arger process,
they certainly also have a significance of their own -
"each one is a mtva inits owm right."

"TORAH ONLY" OR "TORAH AND'

Both issues that | have nentioned, that of general
culture and that of Eretz Yisrael, have in a very rea
sense - although they are diverse - a common denomi nat or
It may be summed up by the phrase, "Torah ve-," Torah
wi th somet hing el se

Those who woul d subscribe to a position of "Torah

only,” inreality are not. The gemara in Yevanot (109b)
says: "A person who has not hing but Torah, does not have
Torah either,"” because that Torah is false, it is

vacuous, it is invalid. Now, of course, the question is
what does one need to have besides Torah? Here there is
room for different perceptions.

There is a remarkabl e conment by Rabbei nu Bachya in

his comentary to the Torah. In Parashat Nitzavim God
tells us that "I have presented before you today life and
goodness, and death and evil" (Devarim 30:15), followed
by the injunction to "choose Ilife" (ibid. v. 19).
Natural ly, we understand that "life and goodness" refers
to Torah, and "death and evil" to sonething else.
Rabbei nu Bachya, however, understands that the entire
phrase - "life and goodness and death and evil" - all
applies to Torah. There is Torah which is "life and

goodness, " and Torah which is "death and evil."

In this respect, Rabbeinu Bachya is sinply follow ng
the tradition of Chazal (Yoma 72b):

"Rava said: Any talmd chakham (schol ar) whose inside
is not like his outside is not a talmd chakham
Abbaye, and sone say Rabba bar Ula, said: He is
called 'l oat hsone'

R Shenuel bar Nachmani said in the nane of R
Yonatan: What is the neaning of the verse (Mshle

17:16), 'Wiy is there noney in the hand of a fool to
purchase  w sdom t hough he I acks heart (i.e.
under st andi ng) ?' We unto talmdei chakhami m who

engage in Torah but have no yir'at Shamayim..

R Yehoshua ben Levi said: Wat is the nmeaning of
that which is witten (Devarim4:44), 'This is the
Torah which Moshe placed ("sanf) before the Children

of Israel? If one is worthy, the Torah becones for
him an elixir of life ('samchayyim); if one is not
worthy, it beconmes for hima potion of death ('sam
mta')."

This is analogous to the fam liar gemara (Shabbat
3la) about those who have the keys to the inner doors and
not to the outer doors, and therefore have no access to



the treasure which Ilies within. Likewi se, there are
simlar statements in the gemara in Ta'anit and a nunber
of other places about the need for yir'at Shamayim to
acconpany | earn

VWhat clearly enmerges fromthe sources which I have
cited and to which | have alluded is the sense that,
while one seemingly would feel that Torah alone is
sufficient ("Turn it over and turn it over, for
everything is init" - Avot 5:22), nevertheless there is
sonmet hing el se which needs to be added. VWhat is that
sonmet hing el se? Yir'at shamayim of course. But perhaps
other elenments as well.

Sone feel that, inasnuch as "Torah is the best
mer chandi se” (in the words of the Yiddish aphorisnm, why
shoul d anyone devote any tine at all to anything but the
"best nerchandi se?" In one sense, this notion seens
emnently sensible. But do we really conduct ourselves
in this way in all areas of life? |If someone says he
wants a piece of bread and butter, do we tell him "Fool
why bread and butter? What's nore inportant - bread or
butter? Bread! So why take butter on the bread? Take
two pieces of bread!™ O course not. But the question
is, what is the butter and is there such a thing wthin
this sphere?

THE PCGSSI Bl LI TY OF | NTEGRATI ON

| believe that there is an anal ogue to butter, and
there is nuch to be gained fromit - even wthin the
intell ectual sphere itself, within learning proper, wth
reference to spiritual perception. Now, of course - and
this cannot be reiterated too strongly - there are al
kinds of caveats: the proper bal ance nmust be mai ntai ned,
great care needs to be taken that inproper or pernicious
i nfluences not seep in, and we nust always approach
general culture critically, froma Torah perspective
But when that is done, the ability to adunbrate sonethi ng
of general culture into a Torah world clearly exists.

There is a hal akhi c anal ogy upon which I would |ike
to draw, by way of indicating what kind of process |
think can take place here. Although one nmust separate
challa only from dough nmade of the five grains, the
m shna (Challa 3:7) tells us that if soneone makes dough
out of wheat flour and rice flour, he nust take challa
from all the dough, including the rice. The entire |unp
of dough becomes obligated in challa, even though rice is
not one of the five grains. The gemara (Zevachim 78a)
explains this on the basis of the |aw of ta'am ke-ikkar
(taste is |ike substance): since the wheat gives a taste
in the rice, the latter has the status of wheat. The
Yerushalm (Challa 1:1) offers a different explanation
based on the law of gereira (dragging). Gereira applies
only to wheat and rice - if you nake dough out of wheat
and potatoes, even though ta am ke-ikkar would be the



same, there is no such law. Wien mxed with wheat, only
rice - because it is biologically very simlar to the
cereal grains - can becone attached, appended, integrated
into the wheat.

So we have here the wheat proper and that which is

"nigrar® - appended or incorporated - into the wheat.
The same thing, | think, can apply within the spiritua
order. There is Torah proper, and there is that which

properly integrated and rel ated, can becone "nigrar;" not
everything can be "nigrar,"” but there are things which
can be. Here there is "Torah and,"” but that "and,"” to
the extent that it is related to Torah, is "nmetzuraf"
(attached) to it.

Secondl y, the concept of "Torah and" suggests that
there are other values besides intellection, other human
and Jewi sh goals, that there is a need to supplenent, to
give an integrated vision of human life. The gemara in
Avoda Zara (17b) - | have quoted it many times wth
reference to Hesder - speaks with great sharpness of
someone who engages only in Torah and not in gemlut
chasadi m (acts of kindness): "It is as if he has no CGod!"
Quite apart fromlearning - which is a cardinal, central
value - there are other areas of human |ife which need to
be dealt wth. Surely, the creation and the sustenance
of a viable and just society - chesed in the broader
sense, as in "The world is built by chesed” (Tehillim
9:3) - needs to be perceived, and this too is a
predonm nantly Centrist perception

THEORY AND PRACTI CE

Thus, the key issue distinguishing our approach from
that of our colleagues on the Right is the question of

adopting an attitude of "everything is in it" or
appendi ng, bal ancing, rounding out. Wth respect to this
issue, as | have clearly indicated, |I think that we stand

on solid ground. W have a position which surely need
not be viewed as being the sole position, need not even
be regarded historically as being the majority position,
but surely a sound, solid, legitimte position. I
bel i eve, therefore, that the problemconfronting Centri st
Orthodoxy today is not, or ought not to be, primarily
i deol ogi cal

Even if our positionis, in certain respects, a
mnority Vi ew, j udged by ei t her hi stori cal or
contenporary reference, this need hardly dismay us. On
some issues, there is no question that the kind of the
position that | have outlined here has been a mnority
Vi ew. The question of general culture is, after all,
quite old, and it is true: this position has been in the

mnority - a mnority in the Rishonims time and surely
so in Eastern Europe. But no one questions that it 1is
legitimate. 1In other areas, in regard to the full ness of

life as opposed to constriction, I think we stand on the



high ground: historically, ours has been the nmmjority
view, and those who now speak of a kind of constriction
which 1is presented to us as an ultimate ideal, represent
the mnority view

Be this as it may, | believe that the |ight by which
we walk is areliable guide - not the sole guide, but a

thoroughly legitimte one. Qur question, then, is: How
well and how faithfully do we, as a conmunity, walk by
it? Qur problem is not on the conceptual |level, but
rather on that of inplementation - both operational and
experiential . W will turn next to this question, the

second conponent of our cheshbon ha-nefesh.

[Based on a transcript by Rav Eli O ark

This sicha was originally delivered at a conference of
t he Educators' Council of America in Novenber 1985.

It has not been reviewed by Harav Lichtenstein.]



Centrist Othodoxy - A Cheshbon Ha-nefesh

Part 3: Passion, Spirituality, Mrality

DI ALECTI CAL TENSI ON OR TEPI D | NDI FFERENCE?

In the previous sections of this lecture, |
established that the ideology of Centrist Othodoxy is
thoroughly legitimate froma halakhic, hashkafic and
historical point of view To return to Bishop WIson's
guestion, we can say that the light by which we walk is a
reliable guide - not the sole guide, but a thoroughly
legitimate one. We nust then turn to the second part of
his query and ask ourselves: How well and how faithfully
do we, as a community, walk by it? Qur problemis not on
t he concept ual | evel , but rat her on t hat of
i npl enentati on - both operational and experiential

Ideally, wvibrant centrismshould issue from the
di al ectical tension between diverse and, at tines, even
di vergent values. Centrist Othodoxy, specifically, can
be powerful only when the concern for Torah remains
passionate and profound, but is then supplenented by

other elenments. It can succeed when we can honestly
state, by analogy with Byron's statenent, "I |ove not man
the less, but nature nore,” that, in conparison wth
others, we [ove not Torah | ess, but derekh eretz - in the
full, rich sense of that term- nore

But it is precisely here, I amafraid, that our

cheshbon ha-nefesh begins. How much of our centrism
i ndeed derives fromdialectical tension, and how nuch
from tepid indifference? |Is our conmtnment to talnud
Torah truly as deep as that of the Right, but only
nodified in practice by the need to pursue other values?
Do our students devote as nuch tinme and effort to tal nud
Torah, mnus only that needed to acquire culture or build
a state? Conpari sons aside, let us deal with specific
educational issues: what has all the tine wasted on
television, the inordinate vacations, a system of
religious public schools in Israel which shuts down at
twelve or at one in the afternoon, to do with culture or
Zi oni sn?

Cannot one acquire both, in schools geared to the
hilt for maxinmal Torah achievement? On the contrary,
success in talnud Torah on the part of those who naintain
a multiple vision requires (greater tenacity, nor e
devotion, nore diligence, than anong devotees of the
nmonochromati c, who speak, in a phrase much bel oved by the
Right, of producing only "shenmen zayit zakh," the purest
olive oil. But does that exist?

The children in Centrist sunmer canps today do not



waste away their sumers because they are busy mastering
Bach or Euclid. They generally abstain from Torah study
because their parents, or the comunity out of which they
spring, do not consider talnud Torah, perhaps Judaism in
general, as THAT inportant. So long as this is the case,
we are indeed in serious trouble. The challenge which
confronts us is how to build a community which is
passionately conmtted to Torah, but understands the need
for "gereira.”" So far, this has proven to be a difficult
and el usive task.

In part, it is the fault of the comunity whom we,

as educators, service; it is less conmtted, |ess
i nvol ved, |ess engaged. But, we are here at a nonent of
cheshbon ha-nefesh - is it only that? A man who is a

dear and near friend of mine, a maggid shiur in a certain
yeshi va, once asked nme: "How can a student in ny yeshiva
can have any respect for the rosh yeshiva, how can he
have any commitnent to Torah, if every tine he walks into
the rosh yeshiva's office, he finds himnot bent over a
gemara, but covering The New York Tinmes?"

Let ne take another exanple, and | hope that the
peopl e involved will not take unbrage; we are speaki ng as
friends. You know that the Rabbinical Council of America
this year held its fiftieth anniversary celebration in
Yer ushal ayi m I was supposed to address one of the
sessions, but because of a mix-up | didn't, and | was
glad that | didn't. Do you know why? | got hold of the
schedul e to see what went on there. In the course of the
twel ve days of this conference in Eretz Yisrael, there
was tinme to neet with the Prime Mnister, President, and
Def ense Mnister; there was tinme for a fashion show, tine
to walk the streets of Tel Aviv with sone of the mayor's
assistants; there was tinme for all kinds of things. But
not one place of Torah was on the itinerary. The
organi zers' concern was with people who are on the nove,
in the area of power - the Belzer Rebbe was invited; he
is powerful. | say this with pain - these are friends of
mne. What is there to say about this?

I NSTI LLI NG PASSI ON

| spoke before about a passionate concern for Torah
The key, indeed, 1is the passion - passion which is
inmportant in its own right as a conponent of avodat
Hashem and passion which holds the key to t he
devel opnent of other components, in the sense of "Yir'ato
kodenmet |e-chokhmato," where one's yir'at Shamayim is
prior to his wisdom |In order to attain that, we as
educators should be ready to sacrifice - and even
sacrifice considerably - a nmeasur e of obj ective
i ntell ectual acconplishnent. The sense that, indeed, the
words of the Torah "are our life and the length of our
days," is far nore inportant than the actual know edge.
Certainly, for so many of our students, who in the first
pl ace are not going to becone tal m dei chakham m | ove of



Torah is far nore inportant than know edge of Torah

The Lubavitcher Chasidimlike to relate that at a
certain age, the Ba' al ha-Tanya decided he had to go to
Vilna to learn fromthe Ga. En route, he was net by an
ol der person (the Chasidimdenote himas Eliyahu ha-Navi)
who asked him "Were are you goi ng?" He said, "I'm
going to Vilna to learn fromthe Ga." The elder said to
him "You know how to | earn sonmewhat. You don't know how
to pray at all. Better go to the Mezeritcher Maggid."

W t hout passing judgenent on this particular
encounter, let us ask ourselves: Were does the shoe
really hurt in ternms of our Centrist community? | submt
that, on a conpetitive basis, we mght do better in the
area of learning than in the area of prayer. | knew a
man who was identified as an Othodox rabbi but,
i deol ogically, was essentially Conservative. Soneone
once asked him "Why don't you go over to t he
Conservatives?" H s response was, "How can you go to the
Conservati ves? They don't cry at Ne'ila" (the fina
prayer on Yom Ki ppur). Let us ask ourselves: Does our
Centrist comunity cry sufficiently at Ne'ila?

It is only by instilling this kind of passion that
we can avoid the |apse of centrisminto nmere conprom se
There ARE tinmes when one must conpromise, and this itself
is an issue between us and the Right: how are we to gauge
the qualitative as opposed to the quantitative elenment?
They are the chanpions of the qualitative, "shenen zayit

zakh" - adherents of the position which, in a nmagnificent
sentence in his On Cvil Disobedience, Thoreau presented
that, "It is not so inportant that many should be as good
as you, as that there be some absolute goodness
somewhere; for that will |eaven the whole lunp.” W have

a much greater conmtnent to the quantitative elenment, to
reachi ng | arge segnents of the community, even if we are
only to reach thempartially and the acconplishnments are
[imted.

But even if we nust, in a certain sense, conprom se,

it cannot be out of default. | renmenber years back
reading a remark of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, and a very
perceptive one; he said, "The problem wth t he
Conservatives is not that they conpromse - it is that
they make a principle out of conpronise.” W cannot, Cod

forbid, make a principle out of conprom se, nor can we
lapse into it by default. But if we are to avoid
| apsing, then that passionate conmtnment nust be kept
bur ni ng. It is only when we can attain that, that
Centrismas a vibrant and legitimate spiritual force can
be sustained. Only by generating profound conviction can
we sustain ourselves fromw thin and be inured onsl aughts
from wthout: conviction of the overall inportance of
Torah and of the worth - and there is worth! - of our own
interpretation of it.



There are several lines in a poemwitten in 1921 by
an Irish poet, WIlliamButler Yeats, which, as | survey
the contenporary scene, often haunt me terribly:

Turning and turning in the w dening gyre
The fal con cannot hear the fal coner
Things fall apart: the center cannot hol d;
Mere anarchy is | oosed upon the world,
The bl ood-dimred tide is | oosed, and everywhere
The cerenony of innocence is drowned.
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
("The Second Com ng")

I have no use whatsoever, in our context, for the
conparative terns "best" and "worst," and | surely do
not, wth reference to the people I am talking about,
present a categorical assertion that they "lack al
conviction." But it is beyond question that good people
in our canp lack the kind of passion and intensity wth
whi ch they are being attacked.

Kana' ut (zealotry) is, anmong us, a dirty word. But
| believe we should learn to distinguish between two
senses of kana'ut. | nmentioned R Aharon Kotler z"l
bef ore. In ternms of the objective positions which he
mai nt ai ned, he was far nore |liberal than his contenporary
di sci pl es. But he maintained his positions wth a
dynamism a fire, an energy, a passion which is al nost
i ncredi bl e. To have seen himsinmply, as Chazal say,
"from behind," was an experience - a dynano! There was
within him a kind of kana'ut, if you wll, not for
extreme positions, but for H' S positions.

THE NEED FOR SPI RI TUALI TY

W nmust nmaintain our positions not only with a
passi onate conviction, but also with spirituality. This,
I grant you, is a kind of anorphous quality which sone
people do not quite know what to make of. It is even,
particularly in Eretz Yisrael, regarded wthin our
community with a great deal of suspicion. Wen you say
someone is an "ish ru'ach,” a man of spirit, immediately
people begin to sniff - presumably he is a leftist, a
poet, a bohemian artist or maybe a professor, but surely
not one of "our people."” However, you know that in
Tanakh, it is Yehoshua who is described as an "ish asher
ru*ach bo" (Bam dbar 27:18) - this is someone who carried
the mantl e of Mbshe Rabbei nu!

As anor phous and, perhaps, anmbiguous as this quality

may be, it is a central category; one which admttedly
can, at times, be divorced from our particul ar
conmi t ment . I remenber years back | was inpressed when

Al ain de Rothschild came to visit the Rav. The Rav spent
time with him a man who was totally renoved from the
world of Torah u-mtzvot. Afterwards, | asked the Rav,



"How did you find hinP?" The Rav said, "You know, he's a
spiritual person.”™ And it neant sonething to the Rav.

Here, then, is another quality which sonmetines we
are lacking in; perhaps it is a danger which a centri st
position, with its openness to the world and its nultiple

engagenents, is inherently prone to. The lack of
spirituality, however, is very widespread on the R ght as
wel | . There is often an excessive focus on wealth and

external s even anong benei Torah; sonetimes when they get
toget her, you would think they were stockbrokers. So, in
all comunities there is roomfor a cheshbon ha-nefesh.

DI FFUSI ON AND DI LUTI ON

Now, our Rightist critics would contend that I am
in effect, trying to square the circle. At |east insofar
as the nmsses are concerned, the |ack of either passion
or spirituality is no accident, but the inevitable result
of interest in the cultural and political orders. To an
extent, I agr ee. Di ffusion does entail, al nost
i nevitably, sonme nmeasure of dilution, and the pure Torah
conmponent within a "Torah i mderekh eretz" approach is
i ndeed likely to command | ess single-mnded |oyalty than
the unitary goal pursued by the "shenmen zayit zakh.™"

But are we to start dismssing and rejecting
m shnayot in Avot sinply because they produce what
soneone has defined as inferior results? "Excellent is
Torah wth derekh eretz, for exertion in the both wll
elimnate the thought of sin" (Avot 2:2). The point of
the mshna is precisely that one's commitnent to Torah
should be of the sort which obtains within a multiple
cont ext . O course, within that context, we need to
differentiate between the flour and the Torah: while it
is true that "If there is no flour, there is no Torah
and if there is no Torah, there is no flour"” (Avot 3:17),
this is not a reciprocal relationship, axiologically
speaki ng. The flour subserves the Torah, irrespective of
the famous di spute of Rabbei nu Tam and Rabbei nu El chanan
whet her Torah or derekh eretz is the primary conponent
(see e.g. Tosafot Yeshanim Yona 85b). This dispute
revol ves around the question as to how one ordinarily is
to order his life; but as far as values are concerned, no
one coul d suggest that derekh eretz is primary as opposed
to Torah. (See lecture #6 in this series.)

Even if we differentiate between flour and Torah,
nevert hel ess, the substance of this mshna (and severa
others) is precisely that these need to interact at a
public and at a private level. So whatever degree of
dilution is the result of subscribing to Chazal's
gui dance, for that we bear no responsibility and need not
troubl e our conscience. Rather, the question is whether
beyond this dilution, the inclusion of a nmeasure of
secular culture or fealty to a secularly oriented state
is corrosive



THE ASCENDANCY OF THE MORAL OVER THE | NTELLECTUAL

Secondly - this too is an inportant question - we
must ask ourselves just howis this deficiency to be
measured agai nst sonme of the noral and religious failings
currently derivative fromthe pure pursuit of "shenen
zayit zakh:" belligerence, arrogance, self-righteousness,

occasi onal deviousness and chicanery. | very much
believe that "shemen zayit zakh" can be produced wth
hunble integrity. | amlikew se convinced that "Torah im

derekh eretz" can be pursued with passion and intensity.
But that does not obviate the fact that, wi thin our canp,
there is roomfor inprovenent. And it is therein that
our challenge as educators lies.

Perhaps rmuch of what | have said in relation to
culture, quoting Arnold and Yeats and others, seens very

rarefied. Peopl e may be asking thensel ves, "Wat has
this to do wth us? W have to deal with children in
el ementary school or high school; this is not our
concern.” Nevertheless, | have related to culture at its

apex, because the kind of vision which is maintained at
the pinnacle has an inpact, and should have an i npact,
upon what is done at lower levels. In this respect, the
awar eness of the evaluation of «culture does have
practical consequences for whatever |evel of education we
are dealing wth.

Granted that, our challenge is to see to it that
indeed we maintain our position with depth and wth
gust o. G ven our constituency, of course, we cannot
instill many of our students with the optimal |evel of
| ove of Torah; we know fromwhere they cone. But, within
our overall commnity, surely within its | eadership, such
a level should exist. We unto us, if the only choice
lies between tepid conprom se and arrogant kana'ut.

A couple of years after we noved to Yerushal ayim |
was once walking with nmy famly in the Beit Yisrae
nei ghbor hood, where R Isser Zalman used to live. For
the nost part, it consists of narrow alleys. W came to
a corner, and found a nerchant stuck there with his car
The question cane up as to howto help him get out of
where he was; it was a clear case of perika u-te'ina
(hel ping one I oad or unload his burden). There were sone
youngsters there fromthe nei ghborhood, judging by their
| ooks probably ten or eleven years old. They saw that
this fellow who was stuck was not wearing a kippa. So
they began a whole pilpul, based on the gemara in
Pesachim (113b), about whether they should help him or
not . They said, "Well, if he wal ks around bareheaded,
presumably he doesn't separate terunot u-ma' asrot, so he
is suspect of eating and selling untithed produce..."

I wote the Rav a letter at that time, and | told
himof the incident; | ended with the comme "Children of



that age fromour canp would not have known the gemnara.
But they woul d have hel ped him" The feeling which I had
then was: Wy, R bbono shel dam nmnust this be our
choice? Can't we find children who are going to help him

and know the gemara? Do we have to choose? | hope not,
| believe not. |If forced to choose, however, | would
have no doubts where ny loyalties lie; | prefer that they

know | ess gemara, but help him

If | can refer again to ny experience over the | ast
several decades, | think that one of the central points
which has reinforced itself is the sense, in terns of
val ues, of the ascendancy of the noral over t he
intellectual - with all the love and conmtnent that |
have to pure learning. But, when all is said and done,
you have to be guided not by what you | ove; you have to
be guided by Torah. And the Torah tells us what is good:

"He has told you, O nman, what is good, and what the
Lord requires of you: only to do justice, and to | ove

goodness, and to wal k nodestly with your God." (M cha
6: 8)
An entire chapter of Tehillim (mznmor 15) is devoted to
this subject:
"A psal m of Davi d.
Lord, who may sojourn in Your tent, who may dwell on
Your holy nountain?
He who lives without blane, acts justly and speaks

the truth in his heart;

who has no slander upon his tongue, who has never
done harm to his fellow, or borne reproach for his
acts towards his neighbor;

for whom a contenptible man is abhorrent, but who
honors those who fear the Lord,

who stands by his oath even when it is to his
di sadvant age;

who has never lent noney at interest [even to a
gentile, explains the gemara], nor accepted a bribe
agai nst the innocent.

The person who acts thus shall never be shaken."

These are the criteria. Chazal simlarly informus:

"[ Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai] said to his students: Go
out and see what is the good path to which a person
should cling... Rabbi Elazar said: A good heart.
[ Rabbi  Yochanan] said to them | agree wth Rabb
El azar ben Arakh, for his words enconpass yours."
(Avot 2:9)

If one must choose, surely a good heart is to be
preferred.

But | would desperately hope that no such choice
confronts us, and that we have the wherewithal, out of



our Centrist perspective, out of our sensitivity to the
moral and the intellectual, to the spiritual in every
respect, that we have the tools, the desire, the energy
and the ability, in spite of all the difficulties - and
know that they are great - that exist in the field, to
nmove towards building the kind of richer Torah reality
whi ch can and shoul d ani nate us.

"DO NOT' FEAR ANY MNAN'

I was asked to speak today about "Conmunal

Directives for Centrist Othodoxy." Al though | have
spoken of the problenms of machl oket (dispute) and attacks
from the Right, I do not think that our primary task is

to be fighting the Right, not even to be fending them
off. Qur primary task is to build within our own world -
to build with courage, with conviction, with a sense of
our own worth, with a sense that we stand for sonething
i mportant and vital

That has practical inplications at tinmes. There is

a prohibition in the Torah (Devarim1:17) - "Do not fear
any man." O course, this refers specifically to a
j udge, or, as the gemara (Sanhedrin 6a) says, to a
student sitting before his teacher. |In a broader sense,
however, it has other inplications. |If an educator has a
class or a school and knows that his students need to
pursue a particular path - it is in their spiritua

interest, in the interest of their growh as benei Torah

yir' ei Shamayi m and shonrei mitzvot - but builds for them
a different kind of curriculumbecause he is | ooking over
his shoulder, he too violates the prohibition of "Do not
fear any man."

There is no reason why we need to have that fear or
that anxiety; we need to have the courage of our
convi ctions, but first we nust have the convictions. e
need to have themfor ourselves, in depth, in richness,
and we need themto build upon them

One of the shibbol eths which is constantly thrown

around is whether our position is lekhatchila or
bedi'eved (ab initio or post facto, i.e. a first or
second choice); | hear this all the tinme in Eretz Yisrae
with regard to Hesder. |If you ask nme: Is our position
bedi ' eved or |ekhatchila? - the answer is that it can be
ei t her. If one lapses into it, and certain conprom ses
are made by default, then indeed that is bedi'eved. | f
it is the result of a rich, neaningful, profound and
conprehensive conmtnent, if it grows out of t he

dialectical tension of trying to relate to the full ganut
of spiritual goals which confronts us, if it is part of
an effort to build intensively and extensively a
worldview and a reality within our community - then
indeed it is in every sense |lekhatchila. And those who
engage in it "shall go fromstrength to strength and
shal | appear before God in Zion" (Tehillim84:8).



[Based on a transcript by Rav Eli d ark.

This sicha was originally delivered at a conference of
t he Educators' Council of America in Novenber 1985.

It has not been reviewed by Harav Lichtenstein.]



