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ORTHODOXY AND THE PUBLIC SQUARE

Over the last two decades, the Orthodox Jewish community in
the United States has experienced remarkable growth in many
respects. While our community remains a minority within

American Jewry and, as a corollary, within the American populace at
large, members of our community have become fully integrated and
accepted—as Orthodox Jews—into every aspect of American society.
Identifiable Orthodox Jews can be found in America’s leading universi-
ties, companies, banking houses, and media entities. 

Among the many ramifications of this communal growth and devel-
opment, is an increased capacity for our community’s involvement in the
public policy discussions of American society at large. The American polis
has become more aware and accepting of people of diverse religions and
welcomes views on public policy questions being offered in explicitly
religious, including Jewish, terms. In the 2004 presidential campaign,
the issue of the religious faiths and attitude toward the role of religion in
society of each of the candidates for the presidency became a central
issue of discussion in the mainstream press. Also, the political leanings
and policy views of various religious groups—including Orthodox Jews
—were the subject of reportage.1 Prior to this cycle, Joe Lieberman’s
2000 vice-presidential candidacy gave Orthodox Judaism its highest visi-
bility in the public square, and our views have only received increased
interest from policymakers and the media since. (Witness, inter alia, the
visibility given to a joint Orthodox Union-Rabbinical Council of America
policy statement on “therapeutic cloning” research.2) This all comes in
the face of a dearth of literature addressing the broad questions associat-
ed with these activities, as well as a literature that addresses halakhic val-
ues and principles to specific questions. 

There is little doubt from where the paucity of Torah-informed dis-
cussion of public policy issues derives. Even fifty-five years after the
establishment of a Jewish sovereign state in Israel and a diaspora com-
munity in America in which we have achieved full societal integration,
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the many centuries preceding this period was a period in which Jews
hoped for little more than the benign neglect of whatever sovereign
ruled their territory so they might physically survive. The notion of par-
ticipating in the political life of a broader society was an unimaginable
fantasy with the rarest of exceptions for the rarest of men.3

Moreover, the dearth of discussion in halakhic writings regarding
engagement with society’s public policy issues is a self-disabling catch-
22 for a community that relies more than ever upon these very writings
for guidance on actions to be undertaken.4 To break this cycle, we must
undertake a process of communal self-education and reacquaint our-
selves with latent aspects of our yerusha that our historical reality buried
long ago. For while it is true that discussions of the Jew’s role in society
is not voluminous in our sources, it is not absent.

British Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks has incisively suggested that
while our history has robbed us of the development of a literature of
societal engagement—what we will call Tikkun Olam—in our halakhic
sources, such a literature exists in our aggadic sources. Sacks states:

There are certain questions in Jewish life which in order to answer,
what do you do? You open a book; either a Shulhan Arukh, or
Responsa literature or the Talmud and you elicit a ruling from the
sources. Why is that so? The reason is that those issues never  change.
Whether the issues regard Shabbat, kashrut, taharat mishpacha, it
makes no difference if you asked the question in 1897, 1997 or
2097. The issues never change, and the answers never change. I call
this kind of Torah by a very ancient name, and that is “Torat Kohanim”
because the kohen, the priest, was the first role model in Jewish history
of the enduring structure of kedusha; the eternity in the midst of time.
Torah as chayei olam—eternal life—in the midst of chayei sha’ah—finite
life. That is one kind of Torah all of us are familiar with. It is for most
of us all the Torah that there is.

However, there is another kind of Torah as well. It is much more
rare . . . I call it “Torat Nevi’im”—Torah not of the priest but of the
navi, the prophet. While a kohen represents eternity, a navi represents
history. We know that the prophets were the first people in all of civi-
lization and certainly the greatest of all time to see God in history. They
saw history itself as a coherent narrative; a story with a beginning, mid-
dle and end, a journey through time with a destination. Kohanim were
sensitive to the things in Judaism which never change; while prophets
were sensitive to things which do change—things in which today’s chal-
lenge are different then the day before. Why? Because we are on a jour-
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ney. The destination never changes but we move, and where we are
today is not necessarily where we were yesterday so each day has a new
challenge. That is Torat Nevi’im. . . . 

Tikkun Olam, perfecting the world, sounds like a big subject. It is a
big subject. However, if you look at the Shulhan Arukh and the
Responsa, you see that tikkun olam occupies a surprisingly limited
space. There is not much there about this subject. That is because the
guide to dealing with such dynamic changes must be sought not in Torat
Kohanim but in Torat Nevi’im. One ought not look in the literature of
halakha, of eternity, instead we must review the literature of the aggadah,
which, I would say, is the literature of Jewish history seen through the
eyes of faith; of Jewish reflection on the challenges of specific moments.5

We who find ourselves living in a society that welcomes our reli-
giously informed voice and invites us to engage in the great debates
taking place in the public square, must not turn away from this endeav-
or. This special issue of Tradition is intended to serve as part of this
critical project. 

The discussion is divided into two sections. In the second section,
Orthodox individuals with experience in different areas of public policy
were invited to write essays addressing a specific dimension of public
policy and the author’s understanding of the role and relevance of
Orthodox halakha and hashkafa to that policy area.

The first section of this issue is a symposium in which the authors
were asked to discuss several broad questions that underlie any discus-
sion of our community’s involvement in the public policy arena. 

Those questions are:

1. How (or does) Orthodox thought compel our participation in
the public policy debates of the broader society in which we live?

2. Where in our tradition’s sources do we look for “answers” to
the public policy questions of the day?

3. What is the role of rabbis in this process? How do we determine
what is a “halakhic issue” requiring formal pesak?

4. What are the parameters of operating in coalitions with other
communities and organizations (including other Jewish denomina-
tions and non-Jewish religious groups) in the pursuit of our com-
munity’s interests and values in the public policy arena?
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NOTES

1. See Kerry and Religion, New York Times, Oct. 7, 2004; The Bush Record,
Religion, New York Times, Oct. 26, 2004; and on Orthodox Jews, Black
Hat Trick, The New Republic, Sept. 13, 2004.

2. See the coverage in the Washington Post, www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/articles/A17263-2002Mar12.html. See also Faith Groups, Religious
Voters, New York Times, Nov. 5, 2004.

3. One can cite Maimonides and Abravanel and perhaps several more such
individuals, thereby noting the exceptions that prove the rule. 

4. I obviously have in mind here the seminal diagnosis of our community by
Dr. Haym Soloveitchik in Rupture and Reconstruction (Tradition 28:4).

5. Jonathan Sacks, Tikkun Olam; Orthodoxy’s Responsibility to Perfect God’s
World. Keynote Address to 1997 OU West Coast Torah Convention.
Accessible at www.ou.org/public/Publib/tikkun.htm


