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Many of you have surely read or read about Jay Lefkowitz’s provocative piece in Commentary 

Magazine on “The Rise of Social Orthodoxy.” It’s a phenomenon he describes wherein members 

of the Modern Orthodox community lead generally observant lives, but consider issues of faith 

and dogma almost entirely irrelevant.  

 

Lefkowitz writes about a conversation he had with a devout Catholic friend. “When I explained 

that I was an observant Jew and began each day by reciting the morning prayers but wasn’t really 

sure how God fit into my life, he was perplexed. When I admitted that these theological 

questions didn’t really occupy much of my attention and certainly weren’t particularly germane 

to my life as an observant Jew, he became agitated. And when I told him that I certainly wasn’t 

sure if Jewish law was divine or simply the result of two millennia of rabbinical interpretations, 

he threw up his hands and said: ‘How can you do everything you do, and live a life with so many 

restrictions and so many obligations, if you don’t even believe in God?’ 

 

“I responded that there is a long tradition in Judaism of engaging first in religious practices and 

letting matters of faith come later. . . The key to Jewish living is not our religious beliefs but our 

commitment to a set of practices and values that foster community and continuity.” And this, 

Lefkowitz says, is the great legacy of Mordecai Kaplan to whom he feels we should be indebted.  

 

Perhaps we can get into the specifics of this article another time, but in this season of many 

sermons, allow me to just to share three very brief observations. 

 

The first is semantic. And that is:  

  ָאנִֹכי יְקָֹוק ֱא�ֶהי� ֲאֶׁשר הֹוֵצאִתי� ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַריִם 

 

Yes – Judaism has always privileged action over creed. But it’s not by accident that the 

Decalogue begins with a pronouncement of faith. If you want to pick and choose what parts of 

the Torah you accept and what parts you reject – we have a name for this. This is called Reform 

Judaism. I’m not standing up here and judging it. I’m just saying it’s not Orthodoxy if it doesn’t 

start with the fundamental premise that God gave us the Torah.  

 

I don’t profess to know that much Greek, but Orthos means straight and doxa means belief. 

Orthodoxy – by definition – is about what you believe. To argue otherwise is at best misleading 

and at worst disingenuous.  

 

The second observation is historical. And that is: There is no form of dogma-less, or God-less 

Judaism that has ever had any staying power. One could argue philosophically with the notion 

that continuity is important. But if you believe it is – and about this Lefkowitz is unambiguous – 

there’s simply no precedent for a brand of faithless Judaism that has survived. To be fair, the 

article is descriptive rather the prescriptive. But a Judaism that places God anywhere but 

squarely in the center doesn’t stand much of a chance. 
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My final observation is less a critique and more a lament. Because I find it sad when a person 

could have so much to do with Judaism and so little to do with God.  

 

The Social Orthodox Jew surely reads the Haggadah on Seder night. Maybe he even studies it. 

But has he ever sat down and struggled to make sense of the other book we read on Pesach – the 

book of Shir Hashirim?  

 

The Megillah we read this morning is the necessary complement to the sweeping exaltation of 

the Seder and the triumphant narrative of יציאת מצרים. The Megillah is the counterpoint to the 

Haggadah. 

 

On Seder night our relationship with God is utterly uncomplicated. We were in a terrible place 

and God redeemed us. Yes – בכל דור ודור עומדים עלינו לכלותינו – history has thrown us challenges – 

but our faith has remained unwavering והקב"ה מצילנו מידם. God was always with us. 

 

Shir Hashirim, read an as allegory about the relationship between God and the Jewish people, is 

actually much more sobering.  

  שיר השירים פרק א 

  יב) ַעד ֶׁשַהֶּמֶל' ִּבְמִסּבֹו נְִרִּדי נַָתן ֵריחֹו: 

No sooner than we received the Torah did we have a crisis of faith and turn to the Golden to calf.  

 

  שיר השירים פרק ה 

  ִּפְתִחי ִלי ֲאחִֹתי ַרְעיִָתי יֹונִָתי ַתָּמִתי ֶׁשּרֹאִׁשי נְִמָלא ָטל ְקֻוּצֹוַתי ְרִסיֵסי ָליְָלה: קֹול ּדֹוִדי דֹוֵפקְוִלִּבי ֵער  ב) ֲאנִי יְֵׁשנָה

  ָרַחְצִּתי ֶאת ַרגְַלי ֵאיָכָכה ֲאַטּנְֵפם: ָּפַׁשְטִּתי ֶאת ֻּכָּתנְִּתי ֵאיָכָכה ֶאְלָּבֶׁשּנָהג) 

  

You came knocking, Hashem, but how many times did I make excuses as to why I had 

abandoned my faith – why I had betrayed you?  

 

Being in a relationship with Hashem is not simple at all. It never was and it never will be. We all 

have questions; we all have doubts. Living with the presence of God in our lives is a lifelong 

endeavor.  

 

The answer is not to stop questioning or stop engaging in the dialogue of faith. And the answer is 

certainly not – as Jay Lefkowitz writes – “to pick and choose from the menu of Jewish rituals.” 

Surely some observance is better than none. But the Torah demands rigor. Watering it down to 

make it more potable to the contemporary palate is a quick and painless path to the concomitant 

dilution of its ideology, an erosion of observance, and an attenuation of the bonds that hold the 

Jewish people together.  

 

When a human relationship we care about starts to stagnate, we don’t capitulate to stagnation; we 

do something about it. We reorient ourselves; we assess what caused the standstill. And then we 

act – in good faith.  

 

Why is our relationship with God so different? Why are we resistant to engaging afresh or 

renewing our commitment to work through the complexities and complications of our religious 

convictions?  
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King Solomon assures us: קורות בתינו ארזים  – The foundation of our relationship with Hashem is 

unbreakable.  

 מים רבים לא יוכלו לכבות את האהבה 

 

God promises that his love for us is unending. He has a lot of faith in us. Maybe we should have 

a little in Him.  

 

 

 

 

 


