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Flippin Out 
Shabbat Parshat Va’era 5767 

By Rabbi Hillel Rapp 
 

What does it mean to be a Modern Orthodox Jew? Surely it means embracing the 

Orthodox norms of Torah and halakha. Surely it means embracing the values and culture 

of modern life. “Modern” and “Orthodox,” simple. Yet, even 200 years after modernity 

was introduced to Jewish life, we continue to struggle to define our tradition in light of 

western values and modern culture. I would like to explore a little of where we are today 

as a community, both from the perspective of the “book” - our academic values, and from 

the perspective of “life” - our cultural values; to take stock of the “modern” and the 

“orthodox,” and see if this can’t provide some perspective for the future. 

 

Let’s begin with “life.” If I were to ask just about any student in my class at Ramaz 

whether or not they thought that they would one day “flip out,” my guess is the question 

would seem entirely normal to them. To flip out in the classical sense, that is, to go mad 

or crazy would be a strange thing to ask the average well-adjusted teenager. But flipping 

out has acquired a unique definition for Jewish day school students. It is a cultural 

phenomenon in the Modern Orthodox community. Since William Safire has yet to 

explore the term, I will give it my best shot. Flipping out is something roughly relating to 

the process whereby Modern Orthodox day school grads decide to lead a religious 

lifestyle that is more in line with the Yeshiva community than their own Modern 

Orthodox upbringing. And this process of change generally takes place during the post-

high school year of study in Israel.  

 

Before discussing what flipping out is, I should first discuss what it is not. Flipping out is 

not kollel instead of college; it is not black hat instead of kipa sruga; and it is certainly 

not some magical “brain-washing” machine at certain yeshivot in Israel. When I think of 

individuals I know who many consider to have flipped out, I do not find that they fell 

under some evil spell, lost their individuality, or denounced secular life. But, as young 

adults they have chosen communities and schools which have a very different “life” 

view; a very different cultural value base than the ones in which they grew up.  
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This trend of flipping out has even been popularized in song by the band Blue Fringe. 

The song is funny and playful, but quite poignant in its social critique. Let me share some 

of its lyrics with you: 

“I just heard a half hour halakha shiur / and decided to change the way I lived for 18 

years”  

“No more movies cause it’s pritzus city / no more English music cause she might be 

pretty”  

“I’m flipping out, my rebbe’s shepping nachas / I’m flipping out, my parents kick my 

tuchas” 

 

The song really says it all. Flipping out is a lifestyle change; it is embracing the value 

system of rebbe and abandoning the value system of parents.  

 

But why does this happen? Why is it that some young adults are driven to leave the 

community and lifestyle that they enjoyed as teenagers? As with any sociological reality, 

there is no one reason. Surly there are many cultural and historical forces at play here. 

However, to my mind, one issue stands out: The “book.” 

 

Today, we really cannot approach any issue of Jewish “life” without at least exploring 

how it interacts with the Jewish “book.” And so we make our way to the world of 

education and notice a distinct change in the Modern Orthodox community during the 

last 25 years. That is an increasing number of students pursuing advanced torah study, 

specifically Gemara and the halakhic codes, during their post-high school years. For 

example, there are many advanced Torah classes now offered nightly for the large 

Orthodox Jewish communities at the University of Pennsylvania and Brandeis, 400 

Yeshiva College students attend voluntary evening learning (night seder) at YU, and 

Stern College is undertaking a massive expansion of its Beit Midrash - not to mention 

that many of the students attending these sessions on campus have already spent a year or 

two engaged in full-time study in Israel. What we have is a virtual explosion of advanced 

Talmud study taking place among young men and women who will eventually earn post-
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graduate degrees and have full-time careers, and who will encounter and engage modern 

cultural values on many levels.  

 

This is, without a doubt, a beautiful thing. It is a fulfillment of the greatest dreams of 

those who pioneered Jewish education in America. It is also the only time in the last 

2,000 years of Jewish history that this has happened; that we have had such a high level 

of learning on such a large scale. Jewish scholarship, advanced Gemara learning, was not 

something available to every child until very recently in our history. This has lead 

sociologist Menachem Friedman to describe “a shift from life tradition to book tradition. 

From a popular religion based on deeply rooted traditional values and community norms, 

in which the scholar was generally limited in his ability to determine practice, to one 

centered on rules made explicit in the codes of law and in the interpretation of these 

codes by the rabbis of the yeshivot.” Gemara and Rambam, a few generations back, were 

explored only in the exclusive halls of institutions like the Velozhin Yeshiva. Now they 

are studied universally by entire communities of practicing Jews.  

 

But herein lies a great challenge. An entire system of legal and halakhic interpretation, 

incubated more or less in isolation, away from major social, cultural, and historical forces 

is now being exposed, through this increase in Jewish education, to every social, cultural, 

and historical force that western values and modern culture has to offer. Young men and 

women coming of age now, many with over twenty years of formal, in-depth, Jewish 

education, are entering their adult years with perhaps the greatest amount of Torah 

knowledge ever present in the average Jew. Surely their “book” will have a profound 

impact on their “life” - on their social and cultural choices.  

 

I had an experience a few months back which left an impression. I was hanging out with 

my nephew, a fifth grader at the Yeshiva of Spring Valley in Monsey, and I thought I 

would prove myself to be the “cool” uncle by showing him my Motorola Q. (For those 

who may not be gadget oriented, it is a cell phone with email, internet, and TV.) But, 

ready to show it to him, he told me he could not look at it because he was a member of 

the Shmiras Einayim Club in his yeshiva, which prohibited him from looking at any 
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internet or TV for the entire year. (And we thought Ramaz had every possible club!) My 

introduction to the Shmiras Einayim Club peaked my curiosity. In doing some research I 

found a halakhic ruling, signed by numerous rabbis, detailing how it was asur – 

halakhically prohibited - to view the internet or watch television. This tshuva was, as one 

would expect, complete with supporting biblical and rabbinical sources. What strikes me 

is not that such a ruling exists in the yeshiva community; it is their response to the social 

and cultural challenges of today - a response with which we may not agree, but which has 

successfully created a vibrant, thriving and devoted community of Jews who place Torah 

as primary in their lives - and surely deserve our admiration for that. What is striking in 

this is that there is no parallel halakhic literature in defense of our values in the Modern 

Orthodox community. Why is there such ease in finding right leaning rabbis to publish a 

halakhic justification limiting cultural exposure, and yet it is so hard to find a single 

Modern Orthodox posek willing to publish a halakhic justification for expanding cultural 

exposure?  The yeshiva world has successfully, from within halakhic literature, handled 

the issue of “life” and “book.” The question is, have we?  

*** 

David Hazony of the Shalem Center recently published a book reviewing the works of 

Rabbi Eliezer Berkovits. Berkovits, born in 1908, received his rabbinical and 

philosophical training in the 1930’s at the Hildesheimer Rabbinical Seminary in Berlin 

and the University of Berlin. He served as a community rabbi for many years before 

assuming the Chair of the Philosophy Department at the Hebrew Theological College in 

Chicago. During his career he wrote 19 books and numerous articles. Hazony remarks: 

“While demonstrating an unflagging devotion to Orthodox Judaism, Berkovits’s writings 

nevertheless reflected a sharp discontent with the dramatic changes Orthodoxy had 

undergone in his lifetime…. The thrust of his argument,” continues Hazony, “is that 

halakha, although a legal system, is nonetheless a fluid one governed by a fixed set of 

moral values; accordingly it has always evolved, allowing change whenever particular 

rules, including biblical prohibitions, were understood to be in conflict with Judaism’s 

own larger goals.” 
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This is evident in many halakhic discussions in the Talmud. Commonly, pages of 

halakhic discussion will be dismissed under the principle of “kavod habriyot” (human 

dignity) or “darchei shalom” (the ways of peace). The Gemara records:  כל התורה כולה מפני

 the entire Torah exists for the purpose of the ways of peace. For Berkovits, it – דרכי שלום

is in the very nature of the oral law to adapt to the moral and ethical concerns of specific 

situations. In other words, the law must always be in line with morals and ethics. This 

type of adaptation in halakha is not fully open, as many scholars of the Conservative 

movement argued, but rather it is governed by principles explicitly expressed in the 

Torah, and made possible by methodology already employed in the Talmud. Verses, such 

as: למען תלך בדרך טובים וארחות צדיקים תשמור– דרכיה דרכי נועם –' ועשית הישר והטוב בעיני ה  - 

and others represent that under certain social conditions, when there is a compelling 

moral, economic, or common sense (sevara) argument, there has always existed a built-in 

tool of adaptation within the oral law. Think about the rabbinic institution of prouzbul, 

negating the biblical commandment to forgive all loans in the seventh year of shmita, 

clearly established to avoid economic collapse. Or heter michera employed for the sale 

chametz on Pesach or for shmita produce in Israel today. The “rebellious son” who is to 

be stoned; the “city led astray” which is to be burned, situations that were essentially 

never allowed to happen by rabbinic interpretation in the Talmud. Writes Berkovits: “The 

rabbis of the Talmud were guided by the insight: God forbid that there should be 

anything in the application of the Torah to the actual life situation that is contrary to the 

principles of ethics.” 

 

The Talmudic structure itself embodies the evolving nature of the oral law: The flowing 

discussion is designed to foster flexibility. The halakhic codes, in contrast, do not. In 

codifying the law this essential element of flexibility was removed. Berkovits in no way 

dismisses the codes, but instead argues that they were never meant to supersede the 

Gemara as the primary driving force in halakha. Berkovits argues that this focus on the 

Rambam and his methodology, beginning in academic earnest in the elite Yeshivot like 

Velozhin, should never have turned into the driving force in Jewish life. The over-

emphasis on codes has handcuffed contemporary poskim on certain basic issues which 

run contrary to the overarching moral principles of the Torah - kavod habriyot, darchei 
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shalom, and so on. Two significant examples cited by Berkovits over 20 years ago were 

the status of women in Orthodox life (particularly with respect to marriage and divorce), 

and standards for accepting converts, the increasing stringency of which was, in his mind, 

contributing to the dissolution of the unified Jewish people. 

 

Alas, Berkovits was not a posek. He was a philosopher of Jewish law who articulated a 

vision which required scholars of halakha to bring it to practice. But his unique approach 

never really gained traction among halakhic scholars in the Modern Orthodox 

community. That is until recently, when a group of young scholars in Israel produced 

halakhic literature on two key issues facing the Jewish community. One is a halakhic 

opinion advocating that women only accept their kiddushin on condition that their 

husband produce a get in the event of divorce, thus nullifying the kiddushin retroactively 

when a get is withheld. As long as the tenay or condition is verbalized at the marriage, 

there is an impressive amount of evidence in the Gemara to support this. The second is a 

halakhic opinion eliminating the chumra d’rabi zeira in hilchot niddah - the halakhic 

stringency accepted by Jewish women adding to their days of separation from their 

husbands - days which we now know are of critical importance for women struggling to 

become pregnant. This type of thinking has, no doubt, sparked an intense halakhic debate 

in Israel. But in following the postings back-and-forth over the last month, it is 

fascinating to see how these scholars are motivated by Berkovits and a drive to shape 

halakha within the framework of moral and ethical norms.  

 

Only history will tell whether these opinions find a following, and whether Berkovits 

receives the renaissance that so many, including myself, think he deserves. For now, 

there is only this small group of scholars in Israel. The Modern Orthodox community in 

the United States is still marked by the absence of major halakhic opinions published by 

its poskim. If anything, the trend here seems to be in the opposite direction. For example, 

a version of a prenuptial agreement using this “kiddushin al tenay” introduced by Rabbi 

Michael Broyde of Atlanta has yet to be seriously considered in the Modern Orthodox 

rabbinical structure. And, recently, steps have been taken to further restrict the guidelines 

governing orthodox conversions in the US. 
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*** 

So what does Berkovits have to do with “flipping out?” Well, if flipping out is a response 

to the challenge of “life” and “book,” I think we can pose the following question to 

ourselves: How can we embrace and encourage advanced, in-depth Torah study, and not 

use that knowledge to endorse the way we live? The Yeshiva community certainly does. 

And yet to this day, the only universally invoked Modern Orthodox tshuvot were written 

by Rav Yechiel Yaakov Weinberg over 30 years ago, and even those are very limited in 

their application. Maybe we should not be so surprised that many young students who 

invest in halakha study post-high school flip themselves out of the Modern Orthodox 

community. There is, after all, no Modern Orthodox halakha.      

 

Perhaps this is by design. Perhaps the current trend in Modern Orthodoxy is most in-line 

with traditional halakha, and in the best interests of our community. This is ultimately up 

to the poskim and rabbis who guide our religious development through their teachings. I 

think that tolerance, compassion, arts and musical expression, are values that don’t 

contradict but connect to Torah and the most sacred elements of our mesorah. These 

values should be embraced not eliminated by the classical methodology of halakhic 

interpretation. But it is surely not up to me. Being an Orthodox Jew means having faith in 

the mesorah, in a halakhic consensus from a majority of Orthodox scholars. This how the 

law maintains its legitimacy; how it is protected.  

 

Perhaps we can follow the lead beginning now in Israel and introduce a differentiated 

approach to Talmud study into our institutions. Give Berkovits another look. Not by 

creating some Center, Committee, Congress, or Alliance attempting to push this agenda 

on the world of the beit midrash, but from within, by introducing Berkovits’s work into 

our curriculum and consciousness in high school, Israel, college, and semicha. Expose 

young scholars, future poskim, to his thinking. Ultimately, as with all halakha, history 

will be the judge of what becomes normative practice. Maybe there can a place where 

“life” tradition and “book” tradition meet, where the challenge of “Modern” and 

“Orthodox” are fully embraced and engaged.  
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