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COMMUNITY ACTION FOR ORTHODOXY:
PRIORITIES AND PERSPECTIVES

The issues confronting Orthodox Jewry in 1971 cover a large
spectrum of concerns-Jewish youth, the college campus, the
urban crisis, the non-religious Jewish establishment-and all
grow out of, in the most general sense, the Orthodox com-
munity's accelerating exposure to, and integration within, our

urban, pluralist, secular society. However, because of th~ supra-
parochial posture and perspective of a large segment of the Or-
thodox community, we have not yet fully confronted these chal-
lenges. Indeed, we usually show concern for our problems only
when they are unavoidably thrust upon us with the specter of
damaging consequences to our interests. Thus, the issues facing
us are not really new or novel, only urgent. Conceptually, the

problems inhering in Orthodox community action can be viewed
on three levèis - moral, political and organizational - and
are most cogently ilustrated in our relationship to the needs

of Israel and Soviet Jewry.
The concept of pikuach nefesh, a fundamental tenet of our

faith, is familar to all. The individual Jew and the Jewish com-
munity is required to expend all its resources and energies, al-
most without qualification, to save a Jewish life. If this is true
for an individual Jew, it is certainly true of a Jewish community
or communities. Yet totally committed as we all are, emotionally
and ideologically to this concept and its implementation, it has
not found its full expression in the Orthodox community con-
cerning Israel or Soviet Jewry. And I emphasize the Orthodox
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community - it is not individual Orthodox Jews that should
be excoriated. Orthodox Jews as individuals have been active
and provided gallant leadership in these efforts, but the Orto-
dox community qua-community has not caried its ful weight.

Let us analyze specifically what our political and organi-
zational responsibilties are on these issues and then measure
our efforts thus far against these imperatives.

For more than twenty years the Jewish community in ths
country has raised enormous sums of money on behalf of Israel,
unparalleled in the history of Jewish philanthropy and fund
raising for other worthy international causes. But our respon-
sibilty to aid Israel is no longer fulfilled by simply contrbuting
to the UJA or buying Israel bonds, however crucial this aid is.
Israel today requires not only our bank books but also our
bodies-literally-if not for aliyah, then in the form of political

action and protest. For a long time political activity on behalf
of Israel was mainly the intervention of the top leaders of the
Jewish community at the highest level of government. However,
as Israel's situation becomes more critical, coupled with the
contemporary political mood in this countr as reflected in the
present administration, it is becoming more necessary for polit-
ical action to be geared to the grass roots and involve the Jewish
communities in the heartland of "middle America."

In the last several years, for example, there has been a con-
tinuing series of incendiary incidents in the Middle East: ter-
rorists' attacks, hangings of Jews in the Arab countries, hijack-
ings-and significant political changes-the Rogers' proposals,
and Russian intervention in the Middle East-all of which re-
quired immediate and forthright response by the Jewish com-
munity. These types of events and political changes wil un-
questionably continue, requiring periodical communications

of protest to the President, the State Departent, Congress, the
United Nations, the International Aviation community, and the
press. However, such political mobilzation cannot occur on
an ad hoc basis. Organizational structures and programs-lie
letter-writing squads, communication networks, banks of pre-
paid telegrams--annot be created after the fact and have maxi-
mum impact. Such machinery must be in existence and opera-
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tive prior to any crisis. Because the difference between an im-
mediate and a delayed response in the area of national and
international politics can be terribly costly, we dare not settle
for anythng less.

And yet there are some Jewish communities and national

Jewish organizations who have either not established such ma-
chinery, or if they have done so, not maintained it at an op-
timal level of operation. Yet, participation in a demonstration

or sending telegrams to the President is politically, if not Ha-
lakhically speaking, an obligatory response to pikuach nefesh.

Political action is a process, a complex process, and because it
is vital in the long run for saving Soviet Jews, aiding Israel, we
are obligated to intervene where we can to manipulate that
process. Thus, the Orthodox community, through its cultivation
of political bodies and personalities, must create its own impact
on that political process. This cannot be the domain only of
the defense agencies or the Zionist groups. It is our collective
responsibilty. If by building a political base of support for
Israel in this country, we wil be saving lives-not only of Israeli
soldiers in Suez and Sinai, but of housewives in Jerusalem, school
children in Haifa, and newly arrived immigrants to Kiryat She-
monah; if by our political and interpretive activity, we can
prevent a fourth round in the Middle East, we are literally en-
gaged in pikuach nefesh, and we dare not falter.

Our responsibilties extend beyond fie fighting.
As Orthodox Jews, we have other very special and unique

responsibilties in the area of community action on behalf of
Israel, i.e., to fashion the State al pi torat yisroel. This area is
inadequately understood by many, and grossly misconstrued by
some-Jews and Christian both-in this country. Most recent-
ly, this issue surfaced dramatically around the question of who
is a Jew. But similar problems continue and wil even become
more acute when domestic life in Israel becomes normalized
with the achievement of peace.Political pressures here and in
Israel to strengthen the role of Halakhah are sometimes necessary
but they must be supplemented with programs of education and
interpretation clarifying the uniqueness of Israel and the Jewish
people. Attempts to neutralize the civil libertarian objections,
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so popular with many Americans and Jews, and win, if not
alles, at least, sympathy and understanding for the posture of
religious Jews in Israel must be made. And here too our pro-
grams of interpretation cannot be solely reactive, as responses
to the crises that periodically erupt around church-state issues

in IsraeL. They must become an integral part of all our efforts
as Orthodox Jews on behalf of IsraeL. As such, they can and
should not be delegated solely to the religious Zionists.

We can now return to the moral, political, and organizational
questions raised earlier and articulate them into a model for Or-
thodox community action. Firstly, the moral and ethical impera-
tives that constitute Torah should provide the standards for,
and guide the activities and programs of the Jewish community.
There is no question that one of the fundamental contributions
of the Orthodox community in the last decades has been to
introduce and inject some of these concepts into Jewish com-
munal life. It is no small accomplishment and yet, applauding
this achievement, we should recognize too how attenuated and
limited these applications have been in comparison to what
they could be, what they ought to be. They have, to put it most
charitably, not been congruent in any shape or fashion with
the totality of Jewish life. Contemporar Orthodoxy, I believe,
must expand the parameters of its moral concerns. And by
"expanding," I do not mean assimilating radical ideologies or
extrapolating Torah morality to fashionable pseudo-issues of

the moment, but becoming cognizant of the full scope of the
moral claims incumbent upon us, moral not only by altruistic
standards-in accordance with Torah-but moral because they

concern the security and welfare of Jews. I believe that our
perspectives on community action have been too narrow and
parochial, even from a Torah perspective. Of course, it is neces-
sary to recognize and establish priorities, but we have been
neither responsive, nor responding to, a score of very legitimate
and compellng moral claims upon us.

If we accept these moral concerns as obligatory, we come to
our second principle; we should not delegate these concerns to
other groups to act in a surrogate capacity for us, for example,

the community relations and welfare agencies. We would not
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ever consider delegating other Torah concerns to them. Thus,
the Orthodox community must, (in cooperation with these
groups), become engaged with the political bodies, processes
and persons that constitute decision-making policies in the gen-
eral and Jewish community.

Thirdly, indispensable for such activity is Orthodox com-
munity organization. To pursue its moral and political objec-
tions, Orthodoxy must enlarge and strengthen its organizational
thrust, national and locaL.

This paradigm for Orthodoxy community action applies to
other communal problems, even those that have their genesis,
not in the Jewish, but in the general communty, e.g., those
usualy subsumed under the heading of the "Urban Crisis."
I am not speaking here of the larger dimensions of the issue,
the growing unmanageabilty of city life, the deepening fission
and polarization between groups in our society, the increased
use of confrontation tactics and the threats they pose to the
democratic framework. Our focus here wil be only on the crush-
ing and corrosive impact that this crisis has on the Jewish com-
munity, more specifically on individual Jews and Orthodox com-
munal institutions.

Within the hard core inner-city areas today there are sub-
stantial numbers of Jews, mostly invisible to the more affuent
community which has left them behind. Tragically they are iso-
lated not only physically from the Jewish community, all of
the institutions of the Jewish community having largely aban-
doned these inner-city areas. They are also isolated communally,
without the benefit of a wide variety of services-not only those
which government fails to provide inner-city residents, but those
needs-religious, social, recreational-for which the Jewish

community has traditionally assumed responsibilty. These pa-
thetic Jews, many of whom are Orthodox, have no influence or
voice within the general or Jewish community to demand their
just needs. But these are our people, our constituents. Their wel-
fare is our moral responsibilty. We must call their needs to the
attention of the Jewish federations and welfare agencies.

Beyond that, we have a very strong interest in stabilzing Jew-
lish neighborhoods on the threshhold of change or in the very
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early stages of transition. Jews as individuals are continually
weakening their communal institutions in the city by moving to
the suburbs. But the not-sa-gradual movement of Jewish institu-
tions from the city also inevitably destroys the Jewish communi"
ties that are left behind, sometimes prematurely, while they are
stil very much viable. What is clearly most apparent and devas-
tating is the staggering economic cost of each successive neighbor-
hood change to our already hard-pressed institutions. This is not
the place to calculate the arithmetic of the cost of rebuilding and
relocating our synagogues, yeshivot, and other communal insti-
tutions, running as it does into milions of dollars. However,

we need not panic as victims of uncontrollable forces, if we plan
early and comprehensively.

The Orthodox Jewish community, of course, cannot act alone
to redress these problems which are not Orthodox, or even Jew-
ish problems, but neighborhood and community problems.
Necessarily therefore ours must always be a collective effort,
involving a broad coalition of all forces within the community
-government agencies, other religious bodies, community and
resident groups, real estate and business interests, etc. Further-
more, to be maximally effective in pursuing even these limited
goals on the neighborhood level, we must also address ourselves
to some of the larger, more fundamental dimensions of the

urban crisis, those factors responsible for the social turbulence
that transforms our communities. The target for the problems

on ths level of magnitude is necessarly government. Thus, Or-
thodox and Jewish interests in the city are best pursued though
the legislative process-at City Hall, the State House, and Con-
gress-'by supporting, for example, the creation of more middle-
income housing in the central city, appropriations for more
effective police work, indeed, appropriations for all the services
-health, social, educational, recreational-that preserve neigh-

borhoods and prevent their deterioration.
Here again it is evident that our moral concerns and our com-

munal interests must be pursued in the political realm via an
organized Orthodox community apparatus, working in conjunc-
tion with other Jewish institutions.

Let us now turn to a very diferent type of problem, which
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falls some place between the fist two we have been discussing,
the internal functioning and operation of the Jewish community.
In these matters we have unfortunately been plagued with ad-
vocates of Orthodox "apartheid," who do not appreciate the
dynamics of the contemporary Jewish community in this coun-
try and the catalytic role Orthodoxy can play. Orthodoxy is a
force, certainly a positive one, if not yet the powerful and per-
vasive force it should be in American Jewish life. But its role
can and must be carefully articulated to make possible maxi-
mum expansion of its influence in the board rooms of the non-
Orthodox establishment.

It is true that Orthodoxy has begun to play an important role,
e.g., its effort in creating pressure on the Jewish establishment,
particularly federations, to increase their funds for Jewish edu-
cation. This activity is already having a healthy impact and
bearing fruit. But we need to recognize that the real struggle
is just beginning.

Furthermore, our major objective extends far beyond the
question of funds for Orthodox institutions. The more funda-
mental and generic question is the "Jewish" character of the
institutions that serve the Jewish community. There is a cabinet
governing the Jewish community in this country, lie its counter-
part in American society. Our Departments of Treasury, and
Health, Education and Welfare are the Council of Jewish Fed-
erations and Welfare Funds, responsible for raising and allo-
cating funds for the vital needs of the Jewish community. Our
Departments of State and Defense are our community relations
agencies, whose responsibilty is to uphold Jewish security and
maintain relationships with the political and the other religious
communities. These Jewish establishment institutions are the
shapers of the character of Jewish life in this country. If the
quality of the totality of Jewish lie is OUr concern, and I believe
that it is, our religious "interests" should not be confined solely
to extracting cash for our own institutions to meet the special
needs of Orthodox Jews. Our responsibilty should be to assure
that all the functions of all the Jewish agenèies-the Jewish
center, the Jewish Family Service, the Home for the Aged, etc.
are carried out in accordance with daat Torah, e.g., not only
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sanctification of the Sabbath and providing Kosher meals, but
also emphasis on Jewish content in the programming ideology
and social work practice of these institutions.

Being only a part of the whole, the Orthodox community

cannot achieve these objectives unless we work via the institu-
tions of the Jewish establishment, which we, and I wish to em-
phasize this, cannot replace or displace. To succeed, fiery de-
nunciations, righteous resolutions, demonstrations, and sit-ins,
wil not suffce, although they may be of value if used properly.
We cannot remain outside and be effective, if the decisions are
being made inside. Thus, we wil need to penetrate the decision-
making machinery of federations, that is, make friends and in-
fluence people on federation boards and beyond that to become
ourselves part of that systcm that sets the goals and establishes

the priorities and policies of Jewish life. Our target, therefore,
must be the boards of these institutions, locally, the Jewish center
and federation, etc., and their national counterparts, e.g., the
Council of Jewish Federations, the National Jewish Welfare

Board, etc. Every local Jewish community must make an effort
to cultivate friends and indeed, place its own representatives on
these boards and to actively participate in their deliberations.
This penetration of the federations wil not be achieved by
"shtebel power," but by the Orthodox community, marshallig
all its resources-moral, political, organizational, by Orthodox
community organization utilzed as a political instrumentality.

The essential resource needed for the Orthodox resurgence I
have been describing is Orthodox leadership. We do not get the
quantity and quality of leadership, the potential of which exists
in our community, because our programs do not always have

the scope, depth and relevance that would attract such lead-
ership. But we cannot undertake these same programs without
this leadership. At the present time, there are several important
categories of persons that we have not yet effectively involved
in Jewish communal life, i.e., the young successful Orthodox
professional and academic, and other members of our expanding
and mobile middle-class. Thcy are not part of our process be-
cause that process is either incomplete, unsatisfactory, or un-
known to them, and we, from our own side, have not reached
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out to them.

We can involve this potential leadership by breaking the
cycle, by expanding the range of our moral concerns and po-
litical interests, by assimilating all the community relations
concerns that we have been discussing: Israel, Soviet Jewry,
internal Jewish affairs, urban social action. But it wil not hap-
pen unless we also make a concomitant effort to reach out and
identify, recruit, and train young Orthodox leadership in the
local synagogue and community for participation in Orthodoxy's
expanded agenda. Thus, I would recommend the establishment
by the Orthodox community of a Commission on Young Lead-
ership for this purpose-with a mandate, after study of this
question, to develop specific and concrete recommendations

to help develop such leadership for infusion into Orthodoxy's

enlarged communal programs.
By this two pronged effort, expanding the agenda of our con-

cerns and developing and introducing new leadership, we will
bridge not one, but two generation gaps-firstly, reducing the
cleavage between our youth and the Jewish and Orthodox estab-
lishment, but equally, if not more significant, we wil fuse the
golden teachings of the days of old with the challenges that

confront us as individuals and as a community in twentieth
century America.
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