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Why We Need To Speak Frankly About Our Faith 

Sermon by Hillel Rapp 

Shabbat, June 16, 2007 

 

Water, water everywhere but not a drop to drink. This saying almost became a scary 

reality a few years back when many rabbis in the world of kashrut began to question 

whether New York City tap water was kosher. For a time, this was all the rage in the 

Yeshiva University beit midrash, with lists of rabbinically approved water filters posted 

on the hallway bulletin boards. While there were rabbis who maintained that our water 

was, in fact, kosher, the question itself surely left its mark. No longer was water out of 

the realm of kashrut scrutiny. Could it really be? Faucets which need a mashgiach? Brita 

filter’s stamped by the OU? For many in the Modern Orthodox world, the idea of trief 

water was not an easy drink to swallow.  

 

I recall this issue because of a very interesting interaction I had at the time. I was 

listening to a rabbi of the OU speak about the potential halakhic hazards of H2O, when a 

colleague sitting next to me, then a doctoral candidate in biology, remarked: “I’ve always 

said, the day someone tells me water isn’t kosher is the day I’m outta here. I just never 

really thought that day would come. But not kosher water has to be one of the most 

ridiculous things I’ve ever heard.” I chuckled, but the comment stuck with me. You see, 

on the one hand, I could totally relate to his frustration. We live in a time where, within 

our community, there seems to be a culture of chumra that at times can seem more self-

inflicting than rational. On the other hand, this issue, as far-out as it seemed to be, was 
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actually quite rational within the structure of halakhic thinking. These concerned rabbis 

were not looking to be thieves of thirst quenching, but were concerned when they became 

aware that a certain organism called a Copepod inhabited much of the city’s tap water, 

and was apparently visible to the naked eye. It is, of course, prohibited by the most 

ancient precepts in Jewish law to knowingly ingest any sort of living organism that one 

can see.  

 

Now, there was a debate on this issue. What are the standards for something being 

visible? Is the halakhic situation somehow different when it comes to water? But those 

questions all recognize the legitimacy of the issue. My friend, myself, and I think many 

others in the Modern Orthodox community - some with the best academic training from 

the top ivy league schools - were offended by the very notion that water may not be 

kosher, and were impatient to listen to any academic explanation. I often find that, 

despite investing 5 of the last 9 years of my life to full-time Torah study, I become easily 

annoyed by the suggestion that halakha could actually be more imposing than I originally 

thought.  

 

Why is this so? Why do we often find it so difficult to conceptualize new halakhic 

reality? The world of Talmudic law is an academically rigorous discipline, complete with 

case law, debates on original intent, a basic system of logic, and a forum for 

interpretation and implementation by recognized legal scholars. Why wouldn’t we 

welcome new halakhic realities as part of the evolving system we have chosen to guide 
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our lives - even if these realities are sometimes in the places where we least expect (or 

would like them to be), like a cup of water? 

 

The criticisms of Modern Orthodox communities have, for a long time, centered on a 

perceived lack of concern for rigorous halakhic observance. I had the unique experience 

of growing up in a Modern Orthodox home while attending charedi yeshivot for much of 

my early educational career. This came with many advantages and disadvantages, but it 

made one issue very clear to me: The yeshiva world is wrong about Modern Orthodoxy, 

but not entirely off base in their critique. The basic issue that sets the Modern Orthodox 

Jew apart from his or her “yeshivish” sibling is the respect and recognition given to 

values and ethics that exist outside the world of halakha. The pursuit of happiness, equal 

protection for men and women under the law, civil rights, patriotism, all represent values 

that are woven into the fabric of the Modern Orthodox Jew in the same stitch as kashrut 

and Shabbat and tifilin. However, while it is one thing to wax poetic on the symbiosis of 

the sacred and secular, it is quite another to handle the resulting conflicts of values. In a 

perfect world, we value both ethics equally. In the real world, we gravitate toward the 

ethic which strikes a chord in our conscience as just being right. And, as we know, that is 

not always the halakhic ethic.  

 

And that’s ok. I am proud to say that as a Modern Orthodox Jew, I am dedicated to a 

progressive approach in halakha, while being meticulously careful to maintain the 

system’s integrity. If we are going to be progressive, something must be pushing that 

progressivism. Maybe it is the agunah who has not found equal protection in the halakhic 
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system, or the potential convert who has his or her freedom of individual choice curtailed. 

It is these external ethics which strike a chord in our collective conscience and push our 

scholars toward more progressive thinking. But when we become dismissive of halakha, 

of rabbinical concerns and decisions, we are neutralizing the power of progressivism and 

resting in the comfort of resolution. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heshel warned: “Vitally 

important as it is for Judaism to reach out into non-Jewish cultures in order to absorb 

elements which it may use for enrichment of its life and thought, it must not be done at 

the price of giving up its intellectual integrity. We must remember that the attempt to find 

a synthesis of prophetic thinking and Greek meta-physics, desirable as it may be in a 

particular historic situation, is not necessarily valid…” Jerusalem and Athens may have 

been geographically close, but spiritually, they were and remain worlds apart.  

 

*** 

Something still isn’t right. Kosher water? I mean, seriously, how ridiculous does that 

sound? Or maybe it’s another issue in halakha that we just don’t want to explore all that 

carefully, something that just seems a little bit ridiculous, makes us a little uncomfortable. 

 

So we need to ask ourselves, what is really going on here? What about halakha makes us 

uncomfortable, annoyed, sometimes dismissive? I think the answer lies in a very difficult 

place to go - in the basic assumption upon which all of halakha rests - in our faith - in the 

very nature of what we believe and how we’ve gotten there. Every halakhic ruling, each 

maskana in the Gemara, has with it, roughly, three basic assumptions, each of which is 

layered with intellectual and emotional depth. These assumptions are: 1- a belief in God; 
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2- a belief that God revealed a set of obligations and ethics to the Jewish people; and 3- a 

belief in the authenticity of the oral law and its mesora (the lineage of rabbis dating back 

to Moses at Sinai). When we put on tifilin each morning, wash our hands before bread, 

make Kiddush on Friday night, we are taking for granted these three very weighty beliefs. 

Don’t we owe it to ourselves to talk about them? Do we, in fact, believe them? If we 

embrace the idea that Modern Orthodoxy is built on a progressive halakha born of 

conflicting value sets, we must be confident in the core assumptions of each value set. If 

we believe in some notion of the American ideal, in democracy, capitalism, or any of the 

basic cultural assumptions of western thinking, we must also believe in God, in 

revelation, and in the oral tradition. Writes Rav Lichtenstein: “If we take seriously the 

idea of revelation – and of halakha as its explication – we cannot look for ways of 

transcending [halakha].” We must confront it. Alternatively, if we see our Judaism as 

simply a set of cultural norms or traditional practices which fall in our comfort zone, 

those issues will always be pushed aside for an ethical norm or societal value that makes 

us more comfortable. If kashrut is just a tradition we are comfortable with so long as we 

live in New York City, when we leave the city, and the tradition and comfort are gone, 

what keeps us kosher? It is when we see our Judaism as its own authentic system of rules 

and ethics, that it is raised to the level of conflict and can contend with the best of 

society’s ethics, vying for our intellectual attention and begging our interpretation and 

extrapolation.  

 

But we don’t really talk about faith. The pulpit preaches greater observance; the chalk 

board checks to see that each student knows the hava-amina and maskana. But what 
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about the premise which precedes halakha and is presupposed by the Gemara? What 

about faith?  

 

While faith may have escaped our attention, it has not been overlooked by our scholars. 

So much has been written for the world of Modern Orthodoxy on this very issue. From 

Heshel to Buber to Berkowitz to the Rav, and even to Wyschgrod or Lichtenstein or 

Liebowitz, there is ample academic material to discuss and dissect, to share and sharpen, 

to enable and to inspire. The problem is that, for the most part, we have not done that. 

We’ve left these books in their raw, often esoteric, and always academic, form. They are 

accessible mostly to those predisposed toward philosophy, a general reader of academia, 

a motivated high school student looking for a senior elective, or an intellectually curious 

college student willing to take time from his or her major. That’s really not enough 

exposure for what are critical concepts in our faith. We need to find ways to organize and 

edit the basic strands of thought in Jewish philosophy, especially in modern Jewish 

philosophy, into a coherent curriculum that begins in middle school and into short 

digestible articles that inspire Shabbat table conversations.  

 

Rabbi Lamm raised this issue years ago in his essay Faith and Doubt: “Teaching the 

intellectual content of Judaism, hashkafa, in a manner relevant to the concerns of modern 

men must assume a new role in Jewish education…. We live in an open, pluralistic and 

secularist society [with values that do not always harmonize with halakha]. Modern 

Orthodox Judaism can no longer continue to ignore this fact of life and act as if 

instruction in religious [practice] and education in talmudic law will, by themselves, keep 
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the secularist wolf at the door.” After all, the rabbis who compiled the Talmud did not 

exclusively record the halakha, but filled it with pages of aggada, rich with hashkafa and 

the earliest precepts of Jewish philosophy. Yet aggada is almost entirely ignored in most 

yeshiva day school Talmud curricula. 

 

Rabbi Lamm continues: “Jewish religious leadership must not fear [the] honest 

questioning [that comes when we explore faith]. In fact, we may consider ourselves 

fortunate when we find the signs of doubt. When we find questioning, even of a hostile 

variety, Judaism stands a chance. Doubt acknowledges implicitly a faith-affirmation with 

which it is engaged.” In other words, a frank discussion about faith, complete with 

challenge, concerns, questions, and doubts, is in and of itself the positive experience of 

belief. As he cites in the words of the Hebrew poet:  

אך היום ידעתי כי אמונתי היא היא שכרי, אף אני חשבתי כי אמונתי תלויה בשכרי   

“I once thought my faith depends upon my reward, but now I know that my faith itself is 

my reward.”  

 

It is only a through a serious investment in our faith that we will provide halakha with the 

place of prominence and pride which says - this is my belief. Just as I am a proud 

American, just as I am a proud Jew, I am also a proud observant Jew, and these, all these 

- secular and sacred, are my values. They conflict, and I struggle, but I believe in both at 

their core.  

 

A cup of water that is not kosher? Well that’s something I’d like to discuss.  


