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WHITHER AMERICAN OR THODOXY?*

The phenomenon of a resurrected Orthodox Judaism in America
long after obscrvers of thc American scene had delivered its eulogics
has engaged the interest of historians of Jewish life. What were the
forces which helped transform the dormant and hopeless old-world Ortho-
doxy of the first half of the twentieth century into the self-confident
movement of the eighties? Studies and symposia on contemporary
Orthodoxy appear regularly these days, examining Hasidic sects,
Orthodox synagogues, Orthodox scholarship, Orthodox strengths
and weaknesses. It has become orthodox to study the Orthodox.

A gaping lacuna in this renewcd interest has been the study of the
role of the Yeshiva in American Jewish life. Although there have been
a number of brief investigations of the Yeshiva in its various manifes-
tations, a full and carefully researched work has to date not been
available. This, despite the fact that virtually all Orthodox rabbis and
day school teachers receive their training in such institutions, and that
the Yeshivas are virtually the only vehicles by which Jewish learning
and tradition at its most intensive levels are transmittcd.

In a superb work, William Helmreich now fills this gap with his
The World of the Yeshiva, a thoroughly researched, carefully docu-
mented, and sensitively prcsented examination of one of the lcast
understood and appreciated institutions of Amcrican Judaism.

The subject matter presented a challenge of gigantic scope to the
author, particularly because of the paucity of written records of the
early Yeshiva period in America. As a result, Helmreich had to conduct
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hundreds of pcrsonal interviews with Yeshiva students as well as with
heads of Yeshivas, faculty members, and administrators.

Clearly, this kind of study could only have been conducted by
one who is familiar with Yeshiva lifc from the inside and who is
perceived by its leadership and students as a friend. Helmreich, an
experienced sociologist, fits this requirement well: an ex- Yeshiva stu-
dent himself (and author of the semi-fictionalized account of Yeshiva
life, Wake Up, Wake Up, to Do the Work of the Creator) and an
observant Jew, he re-enrolled in a Yeshiva during the course of pre-
paring this study. As a result, his words carry the authenticity that
comes from direct observation. Although he applies objective analytical
and statistical techniques to his work, it is evident that he is a very
sympathetic and understanding observer. These sympathies do not

. cloud his judgments, however, and he does not withdraw from an
occasional critique of the Yeshiva world. He is bent neither on
ridiculing the Yeshiva world nor on offering a public-relations release
for them. He describes things as they are.

The description is an absorbing one: of the courage, vision, energy,
and passion of the European Roshei Yeshiva, such as Rabbi Aaron
Kotler, who came to the U.S. during and following World War II,
after having lost their own families, institutions, and students in
Europe, and who stubbornly, tenaciously, and heroically replanted
their institutions in the untilled soil of America. 1\ ot only did they
re-develop their own Yeshivas from the ground up; at the same time,
they galvanized the dormant Orthodox community on these shores
which was still traumatized from the shocks of the European destruc-
tion. There were Yeshivas in America prior to World War II, of
course. But the post-war newcomers demonstrated that the intensity
of the European Yeshiva could be translated even to "treife" America,
and they showed that American Jewish students, like their European
counterparts, would respond positively to a serious quest for holiness,
to uncompromising spiritual and scholarly demands, and to rigorous
intellectual honesty and discipline. The Yeshiva community became
the genera(or of ever-increasing commitment and devotion, until
gradually the Orthodox community halted its retreat and stood its
ground with self-assurance.

The Roshei Yeshiva, their entire world having been destroyed,
managed to salvage one thing from the fire: the fire. They were driven
by a profound zeal to create anew that which had been destroyed,

despite the overwhelming burdens and negative conditions which
militated against new beginnings in America.

This is a story of a world within a world, one with its own norms,
values, and mores; a value system separate from the society around it,
separatc even from Jewish society, with its own taboos, manners, and
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valuc system. How this inner world of the Yeshiva has been able to
insulate itself from the often hostile forces of the outside world; how a
system which teaches Torah knowledge for its own sake has competed
with a society which stresses utilitarianism; how effectively the Yeshiva
world has impressed its own values upon students whose roots are in
that outside world-these are the elements of this fine study.

Thcre are only five thousand young men studying in post-high
school Yeshivas in America. 1\ot a remarkably large crowd, but an
extremely significant number who are willing to forego the luxurious
conditions of ordinary college life for a life of long hours, strenuous
discipline, and serious study seven days a week. Helmreich captures
the spirit of this elite corps and of their mentors: the Rosh Yeshiva's
drive for ever-deepening intensity; the quest for God through a dccper
understanding of the sacred texts; the relentlcss search for the divine
will as revealed in the performance of mitsvot; the pursuit of Torah
knowledge as the highest sanctity; the love of learning, even after
the student leaves the Yeshiva.

~or does the author ncglect the problem areas. He points out
that the normative American Yeshiva, based on the intellectual
Lithuanian model, pays a serious price for its traditional emphasis on
the superior student: those of average intelligence often look back on
their Yeshiva experience with some resentment at not being noticed,
and with disappointment in thcir inability to relate personally to their
admired teachers. More seriously, the heavy stress on intellectual
achievement can result in a de-emphasis on creating authentically
spiritual personalities, with serious implications for the future of the
entire Jewish community. Thus he notes that because the Talmud's
depths and intricacies require full-time study, few students are exposed
to systematic courses in areas such as Bible, prophets, Jewish thought,
and Jewish ethics. Similarly, he notes the shadow-boxing with the
question of secular learning. On the one hand, institutions like Yeshiva
University-which itself has moved to the right in the past decades
(pp. 233 ff)-maintain that secular learning is not merely a compro-
misc with necessity, and that all knowledge can be an instrument in a
fuller undcrstanding of God's unfolding will in nature and in history.
On the other hand, institutions like Telz in Cleveland or the Beis
Medrash Govoha in Lakewood feel that since Torah is the repository
of all truth, secular knowledge is necessary only to the extent that it is
useful for a livelihood. Most Yeshivas tend toward this latter view,
while at the same time permitting-though not encouraging-their
students to attend secular colleges on a limited basis. But philosophi-
cally, the issue has been shunted aside rather than confronted.

He1mreich leaves no aspcct of Yeshiva life untouched, from

admissions procedures, to dormitory life, to dating practices, to peeking
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orders. In addition, he offers the reader a number of important insights.
Among these are a brief but valuable history of the Yeshiva movement
from its inception over one thousand years ago. He explains the
subtle differences betwccn today's Lithuanian-model Yeshivas-with
thcir emphasis on intellectual discipline and careful analysis of textual
material-and the Hasidic Yeshivas; we learn the differences between

thc "Strictly Orthodox" and the "Modern Orthodox" in Ameriean
Judaism. We also find faseinating historical nuggets about familiar
names such as R. Bernard Revel, R. Moshe Soloveichik, R. Shraga
Feivel Mendlowitz (the famous "Mr." Mendlowitz of day school fame),
and, yibbadelu lehayyim, R. Moshe Feinstein and R. Joseph B.
Soloveitchik.

One of the more touching sections deals with the multifaeeted
role of the Yeshiva mashgiach. At once personal counselor to the
students as well as disciplinarian and spiritual guide, he attempts

through his personal warmth and example to help young students in
the difficult task of integrating heart, mind and soul. The mashgiach
is one of the least-known figurcs of the contemporary Yeshiva; but an
effective mashgiach, more so than the official faculty, often makes the
difference between a good Yeshiva and a mediocre one. Normally, he
does not teach formal classes per se, but spcnds his days and cvcnings
in the Beis Medrash! study hall, available to students for everything
from impromptu conferenees and questions on the text, to the personal
and intellectual crises whieh beset young men in their post-high-sehool
years. More than any other single Yeshiva personality, the mashgiach
has the potential of molding and shaping future lives on an intensely
personal levcl.

Also noted is the fact that, in general, Y cshiva faculty are grossly
underpaid. It is often their personal idealism alone which commits
them to continue in positions rcquiring great energy and long hours,
and in which wives often must work out of necessity. Helmreich's
lucid description of the intricacies of Talmud study, how it differs
from other disciplines, and how a Talmud class in a Yeshiva actually
functions, gives us an insight not only into Talmud, but into the
delicate meshing of intellectual and personal qualities which is required
of the successful rehhe. That such rehheim and mashgichim stay on
the job despitc the poor conditions is a tribute to thcir sense of
commitment and dedication to the Jewish future; that such conditions
prcvail is a reflection of the myopia ofthe Jewish community at large.

The World of the Yeshiva is not truly "an intimate portrait of
Orthodox Jewry," as the author claims in his sub-title, but it is an
intimate portrait of a major element of Orthodox Jewry which has
the potential to influence the total Jewish community. Lucidly written
and thoughtfully presented, Dr. Helmreich has given us a valuable
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instrument for the understanding of contemporary Jewish life. The
bibliography itself is a mine of information for the student of religion
who wishes to follow up subjects such as the tension between reason
and faith, mind and emotions, or religion and intellectual knowledge.
This study transcends mere sociological analysis, and will surely
become a classic in the history of American Judaism. It is required
reading for all who seek an understanding of twentieth-century Amer-
ican Jewish lifc.

By definition, an objective study does not deal with matters
beyond the present, and can only conjecturc whether present trends
will continuc into the future. But one lays this book down wondering
about that future. What will be the impact of the Yeshivas on the

world around them in the coming dccades? In truth, some impact has
already been felt. Most of the day schools in the United States were
spcarheaded by communal rabbis who are graduates of the Yeshivas,
and have been staffed by rebbeim who are from thcsc same Yeshivas.
And thc primc catalyst of the day-school movement itself, Torah
U mesorah, was the handiwork of thc Roshei Yeshiva and their disciples
who have immeasurably enriched American Jewish life by their
visionary zeaL. The unarguable fact, however, is that while Orthodox
Jewish lifc in Amcrica has grown more energetic and more powerful
because of the Yeshivas' direct and subtlc influence, the largcr com-
munity of Jews has been experiencing the traumas of runaway inter-
marriage, assimilation, and universal Jewish illiteracy. As far as Jews
in general are concerned, the Yeshivas exist on a diffcrcnt planet. Can
the Yeshiva ultimately playa role in the total Jewish community?

In truth, the same question can be asked concerning the Orthodox
community outside the Yeshiva. Here too there is much room for
tikkun. One hopes that years of exposure to the most gifted of Roshei
Yeshiva, mashgichim, rehheim, and to ideals of sanctity and intellectual
honesty, will ultimately secp down into the Orthodox community-at-
large. And if the rigors of the rabbinate, Jewish education, and Jewish
communal service are (regretfully) rejected by many Yeshiva graduates,
it is to be hoped that though they may opt for medicine or law or
accounting or computers, they will nevertheless be able to inspire the
Jewish community by their personal example of religiosity and
spirituality.

It is a pity that, to date, Yeshiva graduates have kept these

qualities to themselves. Preferring to be among their OWII kiiiù, they
have virtually abandoncd the major-city Orthodox synagogue in favor
of their own small minyanim and shtiblach, losing an opportunity to
have an impact on large numbers of Jews, and have permitted the
synagogue to be weakened as a central institution of Jewish life. In
fact, Helmreich himself (p. 245) sees the decline of the "establishment-
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type" Orthodox synagogue as we have known it at least in the largcr
Jcwish centers like l\ew York. He suggests that the future will find a)
small groups of Yeshiva graduates banding together under the leader-
ship of scholarly rabbis whose main task will be to teach Torah to
those who have a Yeshiva background; and b) a concomitant increase
in the appeal of the scholarly teaching rabbinate as a career. This

could be a positive development, if the vast majority of Jews who
have not attended Yeshivas are at the samc time not hopelcssly cast
adrift.

Nor, as yet, havc thc Ycshiva movemcnts highcr standards of
spirituality had a major impact on the Orthodox community's daily
life. It is not unfair to say that in its enthusiasm for material things,
the non-Yeshiva Orthodox community often seems no lcss sclf-
indulgent, ostcntatious, or hedonistic than the so~iety around it.
Orthodox weddings, for example, in the world's largest and most
observant Jewish community are only occasionally the models of
taste, restraint, and discretion which might be expected from those
who punctiliously observe shabbat, kashrut. and mikveh. The writers
of the ubiquitous invitations which vigorously remind one and all to
dress modestly in accordance with Jewish tradition frequently forget
that Jewish tradition requires modesty not only in sleeve lengths, but
in Viennese tables, expcnditurcs for flowers, interminablc meals, and
excessivc outlays of money to TV and camera crews. Orthodox
organizational functions are often unable to resist the grotesque selling
of honors and "man of the century" awards to the highest biddcrs;
intra-Orthodox disagrecments arc not always restrained in their
incivility and vituperation; tseniut in dress does not always extend to
tseniut in word. This is not to suggest that the non-Orthodox are not
as guilty of such excesses. But one has a right to expect morc of an
Orthodox community which claims to be Torah-oriented. In these
areas, some of the integrity, disciplinc, and asccticism of internal
Yeshiva lifc could profitably be transferred to the outside.

Another question mark about the future concerns the development
of cxtraordinary leadership. Despite the heavy emphasis on producing
outstanding Torah scholars, thc Amcrican Yeshiva, while developing
very competent scholars, has not yet produced the giants of Halakhah
and of creative Jewish thought of the brcadth and depth that were

once produced by the European Yeshivas. It is possible that it is too
soon, and that indigenous religious authorities will yet emerge from
the American Yeshiva movcmcnt. It is also possible that the matcrial
ambience of American life is so pervasive that our soil remains hostile
to truly prodigious Torah scholarship. Perhaps the future will yet
produce an American-trained and universally acknowledged halakhic
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authority to follow in the footsteps of those who, like R. Aaron
Kotler, fueled the Yeshiva movement itself.

These are somc of thc issucs which Helmreich's volume brings to
mind. While they are not wholly within the parameters of the book,
the qucstions rcmain: wc havc sccn a surprising reversal of trends in
the field of advanced Jewish learning; will the futurc see a similar
reversal of trends in the larger community as a result of the Yeshiva
movcmcnt? Hclmreich notcs that in the future

the Orthodox community is likely to have increasing power with respect to
policy making, organizational influence, and politics, particularly because
Orthodox Jews are increasingly better educated and more prosperous. A more
powerful Orthodox community will obviously increase the influence and impact
of the Yeshiva upon Jews in general. (p. 310)

The question is whether this inf1uence will transcend policy-making in
politics and truly bccome a spiritual influence. It may yet be possible,
in our infinite genius for miracles, to find ways to replicate the windows
of the ancient Jerusalem Temple: to prevent outside inf1uences from
affccting the internal workings of the Yeshiva, and at the same time to
permit the inner holiness of the Yeshiva to secp outside.

Great things have been accomplished within the world of the
Yeshiva in the past thirty-five years. Perhaps in the next sevcral dccadcs
William Helmreich will be able to study the Jewish community outside
thc Y cshiva and will be able to tell the story of a society which

reversed the tides of assimilation, illiteracv, self-satisfaction, and. .
hedonism to become, despite itself, a holy community.
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