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What if I told you that over the last few decades, Orthodox Judaism has 

progressively shifted to the left, and that the Orthodox community in America has 

become more moderate and modern in that time? I think some would strongly disagree 

with such sentiments. It often seems that the popular perception is that a great shift to the 

right has taken place. But the idea of a leftward swing in Orthodoxy is precisely the point 

of noted author and academic Professor Lawrence Schiffman. In a recent lecture on the 

topic, he defended his thesis with a critical look at some key issues that once defined the 

right and left of the Orthodox Jewish community in America. Among them: Zionism, 

secular college, and the role of women in Jewish learning and ritual. On each of these 

issues, argues Schiffman, the Orthodox community has, as a whole, moved to the left. 

 

Consider that it was once common to hear or read anti-Zionist sentiment from 

some significant Orthodox figures, particularly in the yeshiva world. Today, one is hard-

pressed to find any overt anti-Zionist rhetoric except on the absolute fringes of 

Orthodoxy. It was once rare for students of post-high school yeshivot to attend secular 

college. Today, especially with the popularity of Touro College, it is common to find 

students in some of the most right wing yeshivot attending college. It was once unheard 

of to have a women’s tefillah group in synagogue, as was conducting a shira chadasha 

style minyan, just as it was once unheard of to teach young women Gemara. All of these 

elements are now found, and some have even become relatively mainstream within the 

Orthodox community. A close examination of the critical social issues that once defined 

the right of Orthodoxy reveals that the community has, by and large, moved to the left, 

becoming progressively more open to change. 

 

So what of the perception held by so many in Modern Orthodox communities that 

we are clearly shifting to the right? Isn’t there historical evidence to that end? What about 

the Young Israel movement in the 60’s and 70’s where mixed dinner dances, married 



 2

women without hair-covering, and mixed choral performances were common across 

many communities and in many synagogues - practices that have vanished from all but a 

few Orthodox synagogues today. That surely represents a shift to the right. 

 

Schiffman notes that popular perception is indeed correct, but only in part. In 

conjunction with a shift to the left on some very critical issues, we have also shifted to the 

right on others. When we break it down, we actually find significant movement in both 

directions. Understanding this is critical to honestly assessing the social landscape of the 

Orthodox Jewish community in America today, and projecting our hopes and aspirations 

for it in the future.  

 

I’ll explain what I think is a broad realignment of the Orthodox community in 

general, and the Modern Orthodox community in particular: As the Orthodox Jewish 

community has grown in numbers and influence, Orthodoxy has found the confidence to 

co-opt many of its most controversial issues. Thirty years ago, if you actively supported 

the Israeli government and insisted that your daughters receive a gemara education, you 

were considered to be on the left of Orthodoxy; you were by definition Modern 

Orthodox. But as those issues have become increasingly mainstream, the need to identify 

as Modern Orthodox via their embrace has dissipated. In my generation and among my 

peer group from Yeshiva University, I find this to be particularly true. I think of friends 

who are associates in major law firms, actively support Israel, and are married to women 

who are as well-educated in Judaic studies as they are. Yet they come home each Friday, 

hang their tzitzit outside of their pants and don a black hat on their way to shul. They do 

not identify themselves as Modern Orthodox. The defining social issues of yesterday’s 

Modern Orthodoxy are not the defining social issues of today. What once isolated the 

Rav and isolated YU, are no longer isolating forces.  

 

While it may be tempting for some to stop the conversation here, dismiss 

“Modern Orthodox” as a fading label, and laud our convergence on the center, it is clear 

that many in the Orthodox community feel they have been left behind in all this 

movement. After all, Yeshivat Chovevei Torah recently opened its doors as a left wing 
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alternative to the once most left YU (or RIETS, to be more precise), drawing students and 

supporters from within the established Orthodox community. It is striking that YU - 

which is at its peak in size and influence, producing arguably its proudest generation of 

graduates with the greatest numbers of honors students who are also tops in their Talmud 

classes - has lost some of its connection, some of its voice, within the Modern Orthodox 

community.  What emerges is that the last few decades have yielded a steady shift in both 

directions. We don’t have a clear shift to the right or left. What we have is an entirely 

new social landscape, a new reality upon which to define who is on the right and who is 

on the left.  

*** 

I don’t think there is a need to reflect upon this with any great sense of concern. In 

many ways it’s the natural order of unfolding events. Our community has grown, and so 

it stands to reason that it will diversify itself with growth. To put it another way, times 

change. In fact, in reflecting upon our evolution as a community, we should be quite 

proud of one important aspect that distinguishes us from other denominations. Despite 

strong and serious disagreements and a daunting distance from right to left, the Orthodox 

community has, by and large, avoided any major division. It is actually quiet impressive 

that all the movements, right and left, that we have just outlined have taken place under 

the banner of Orthodoxy. The Upper East Side is not Monsey which is not Teaneck, yet 

each can operate with a measure of autonomy under an Orthodox ideology. By allowing 

for an autonomous communal rabbinical structure, we have avoided major organizational 

grand-standing and policy making that has typified other denominations.  

 

However, in the past several weeks we have seen a story played out in the press 

which has been disturbing to many and, I believe, is of critical importance to the future of 

Modern Orthodoxy in America, if not Orthodoxy as a whole. This story centers on a 

newly enacted policy of the Rabbinical Council of America (RCA) regarding conversions 

to Orthodox Judaism. I know many of you are familiar with this, as Rabbi Lookstein has 

addressed the issue and expressed his great concern. In brief review: Responding to a 

statement by the chief rabbinate of Israel that RCA member rabbis would no longer have 

universal acceptance for their converts in Israel, the RCA quickly moved to rein-in its 
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conversion process by removing the power to convert from individual communal rabbis 

and creating regional rabbinical courts to handle all matters of conversion for local areas. 

The chief rabbinate in Israel has indicated that conversions performed by these courts 

will be automatically accepted in Israel.  

 

Let there be no mistake about it: While the RCA has created a unifying agreement 

with the Israeli rabbinate, it has caused division in the American rabbinate. Instead of 

leaving the policy as is and allowing the chief rabbinate to determine for itself which 

conversions to accept and which to reject, and instead of perhaps privately advising the 

chief rabbinate on which rabbis the RCA will vouch for, the RCA has made broad and 

drastic policy changes that have isolated communal rabbis who differ in both style and 

substance with the newly created RCA regional courts. Many of these rabbis will 

continue to do conversions, and most recently a move has been made to create a rival 

rabbinical organization, recognizing those who operate outside the authority of the 

RCA’s regional courts.  

 

This is troubling from many perspectives.  First, as it relates to Israel: The chief 

rabbinate in Israel has all the authority to be sure, but it most certainly does not derive 

that authority from a broad communal acceptance of its scholarship, as rabbis have for 

thousands of years. Instead, it is empowered by its legal status, maintaining that power 

through political maneuvering. Yet it seems that the RCA is willing to disturb the delicate 

unity among Orthodox rabbis in America in response to the demands of an organization 

that does not actually speak for even the Orthodox Jews in Israel. It is sad that converts 

often face difficulty when moving to Israel. That has happened in the past and will 

continue to happen in the future. While the RCA has protected its converts, it has only 

further isolated Orthodox conversions performed outside the organization. 

 

The RCA has further drawn the line of division by refusing to grant membership 

to graduates of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, whereas every graduate of RIETS is given near 

automatic acceptance. These young men have been taught and trained by well regarded 

Orthodox rabbis, and just as the young men graduating from RIETS, they bring 
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considerable talent to the Orthodox Jewish community. There is no greater way to divide 

a community than to blacklist individuals merely by association. This course of action 

will only promote the establishment of this rival organization that must now define itself 

and defend its constituents. It is not hard imagine the next step: Groups of rabbis, 

communities, individual converts who want to marry, or marry children, divided by 

allegiance to their respective associations. Will an RCA rabbi perform a wedding where 

the bride or groom received an Orthodox conversion outside of their regional courts? 

Worse yet, will it be the policy that he does not? Will communal rabbis ordained by 

Chovevei Torah work together with musmachim of RIETS on issues of kashrut and 

mikvah? Will it be policy that they don’t? To be clear: The RCA policy demonstrates 

concern for converts who have trouble moving to Israel, and to that end, will help those 

who converted through them. But the potential division that could occur in the United 

States as a result of this policy will have an impact on many more Jews, and greatly affect 

the structure and function of the Orthodox Jewish community in America. While it’s not 

a choice one would like to make, a divided Orthodoxy in America will have a far greater 

deleterious affect than the percentage of potential olim whom the chief rabbinate of Israel 

will not recognize.  

 

When organizations seek to elevate particular and often personal disagreements to 

the level of policy, they must do so with great responsibility and caution. And to that end, 

the RCA is not the only organization that has lacked caution. Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, 

still in its infancy, has publicly called for its inclusion in the mainstream Modern 

Orthodox rabbinical structure, but has done very little to help that cause. It has published 

statements and sentiments that have been obviously offensive to the halakhic values of 

many of the roshei yeshiva at YU, who are the established Modern Orthodox intellectual 

leadership. It doesn’t seem wise to offend the very people from whom you seek inclusion, 

certainly not when you seek to send young rabbis out to communities, undoubtedly to 

build bridges and unify the Jewish community.  

 

If we want to know the critical issues that will define Modern Orthodoxy in 

America in the next decade, they are unfolding in the actions of these organizations. The 
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question for us is this: When the right and left inevitably defines itself, will it be a quiet 

divide where each community stakes out its own ideological territory, or will it be a loud 

divide where each rabbi must declare organizational identification and affiliation that will 

tragically supersede intellectual freedom and personal conviction. 

 

I respectfully submit to you that there is no great need for a national halakhic 

policy. Outside of kashrut, the Orthodox Jewish community in this country has never had 

one, and has gotten along just fine. And by virtue of the fact that no organization actually 

holds universal sway over the diverse Orthodox community, one organization creating 

such policy will only serve to divide us further.  

 

YU, which has no direct involvement in this issue, may very well be the only 

institution that can bridge this widening divide. YU can bring the rabbinic leadership of 

the RCA and Chovevei Torah together, at least for a conversation. It would be a gutsy 

move, no doubt, inviting their competition to the table. But it would also be a tremendous 

moment of leadership in the Modern Orthodox community, making a strong statement 

that YU still speaks for the broad Modern Orthodox community, and saying strongly to 

all that our diversity is no excuse for our division. In a time when, second only to those 

who seek to destroy us physically, the greatest threat to Jewish life is our own 

assimilation, it should be on the agenda of every organization to unite us and not divide 

us, to make less of our conflicts and more of our connections. I fear that in our haste to 

define the right and left on the social landscape of today, we may be hurting our greatest 

achievement of yesterday – our unity. It may be a cold and quiet unity, but it is still unity.   

 

In 1974, Eliezer Berkovitz, appealing in many ways for this very issue, wrote the 

following: “Insofar as we are both part of the people of Israel and desire to have our place 

of responsibility in it, we do have in common our concern for the preservation of the 

unity of Israel, and are equally motivated by the love of Israel.” If these issues are 

important to you, I urge you to follow our rabbi’s lead. That is, not to jump to some new 

label of Orthodoxy or some opposing organizational affiliation, but to be outspoken in 

honest objection, and demand as a great priority the unity of Israel.  


