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THE CENTER MUST HOLD

T he reaction it elicited when fi rst published, and the frequency 
with which it has been referenced in the twenty-fi ve years since, 
demonstrates the signifi cance of Professor Haym Soloveitchik’s 

article, “Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contem-
porary Orthodoxy.” The article set out to identify the underlying phe-
nomena responsible for what he called the “swing to the right,” following 
the rupture in tradition caused by the Holocaust. Soloveitchik writes:

And then a dramatic shift occurs. A theoretical position that had been 
around for close to two centuries suddenly begins in the 1950s to assume 
practical signifi cance and within a decade becomes authoritative. From 
then on, traditional conduct, no matter how venerable, how elementary, 
or how closely remembered, yields to the demands of theoretical knowl-
edge. Established practice can no longer hold its own against the demands 
of the written word.

Signifi cantly, this loss by the home of its standing as religious authentica-
tor has taken place not simply among the modem orthodox, but fi rst, 
indeed foremost, among the haredim, and in their innermost recess—the 
home. The zealously sheltered hearth of the haredi world can no longer 
validate religious practice. The authenticity of tradition is now in ques-
tion in the ultra-orthodox world itself (69).

Soloveitchik attributes the move to greater stringency in religious obser-
vance to the shift from a religious lifestyle crafted through cultivating 
practices imbibed in our homes from parents and friends, to one resulting 
from rigorous text study and analysis, including a concern for “maximum 
position compliance.”

In the twenty-fi ve years since it was fi rst published, the move to the 
right that Soloveitchik described has become even more extreme in seg-
ments of the Orthodox community. But interestingly, many of those 
changes, both in halakhic practice as well as in community standards, are 
neither based on a return to the mimetic tradition of old, nor the result 
of the newfound emphasis on textual analysis that he describes.
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For example, historically, posekim communicated halakhic positions 
through responsa that included sources, analysis, and argumentation 
to defend their conclusions. In the last few decades, however, halakhic 
positions, often stringent ones, have been transmitted by some of the 
most prominent gedolei ha-dor through one-word rulings—mutar or 
asur—communicated orally or published in the growing genre of halachic 
compendiums, with almost invariably titled something like: “Everything 
and Anything” ke-Hilkhatah. Such one-word, unexplained rulings often 
lack nuance and context and obviously don’t lend themselves to examina-
tion and analysis. 

In a private conversation, one world-class authority on medical halakha 
shared with me his frustration that just a generation ago he would bring 
complex issues to posekim who would expend great time and energy seek-
ing to understand the intricate details of the question. They would then 
render rulings with a focus on being understood, explaining not only 
their conclusion, but as importantly, how it was arrived at. More recently, 
he bemoaned, he poses the complex issues of our time and receives one-
word responses or at most one sentence rulings without a willingness to 
entertain an effort to examine the process that led to said conclusion. 

This relatively new trend leaves students of halakha worse off and at a 
loss, deprived of the possibility to analyze, examine or consider the argu-
ments behind the pesak. And yet, perhaps that is exactly why this trend 
has emerged. In a general world that promotes and celebrates indepen-
dent thinking, rigorous scientifi c examination, the rejection of centralized 
and established authority, this segment of the Orthodox community has 
crafted a culture of acceptance without challenge, that promotes follow-
ing without seeking or needing to understand, that is more concerned 
with blind compliance than eye-opening questioning and comprehen-
sion. That community is made up of individuals admirably engaged in 
rigorously learning halakha at the highest levels, but when it comes to 
halakhic practice, collectively yields to the absolute rulings of the gedolim 
without challenge or even curiosity. 

Those who consult this genre of halakhic writing and follow the posi-
tions referenced therein do so without regard for what their parents or 
grandparents did or with a concern for the process that drove that par-
ticular conclusion. Such a superfi cial transmission of halakha is neither 
part of our rich tradition, nor the result of textual analysis. It seems to 
refl ect a society predisposed towards stringency.

A communal policy example is the new radical practices regarding the 
inclusion of women in publications including media and invitations. 
While many point a fi nger at magazine and newspaper publishers, clearly 
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this standard is expected and demanded by a community they are seek-
ing to serve. The magazines may fail to include pictures, but it is private 
individuals who are sending invitations to their lifecycle events using only 
the husbands’ names. These practices have grown so extreme, they some-
times defy logic. My wife attended a separate-seating affair that I did not 
attend altogether, and yet her place card said Mrs. Efrem Goldberg. 

It is hard to know whether these changes were initiated from the top-
down or the bottom-up, but either way the leadership of the communities 
that have adopted these practices have not objected to them or called for 
changing them, itself an implicit endorsement. These extreme, and in my 
opinion distorted defi nitions of modesty are neither rooted in anything 
seen in parents’ or grandparents’ homes, nor supported by halakhic sourc-
es, even minority ones. Yet, that has not stopped them from becoming 
mainstream practice within a signifi cant segment of Torah society. This too 
is an expression of the continued move to the right, also likely developed as 
a reaction to a changing world around us as opposed to the factors 
Soloveitchik described. Living in a time of extreme immodesty has created a 
community of modesty extremism. Living in a society that celebrates femi-
nism has led to a censoring of the feminine form in pictures and in names. 

Twenty-fi ve years after “Rupture and Reconstruction” there is clearly 
something driving a continued move to the right that is beyond merely 
an emphasis on textual study or a commitment to comply with the maxi-
mum number of opinions including what were once dismissed as minor-
ity positions. We are not discovering new positions to be strict about, and 
our textual study has not yielded newer humrot, and yet there is a contin-
ued “swing to the right.” 

Simultaneous to this continued swing to the right in one segment of 
the Orthodox community, over the last twenty-fi ve years, there also seems 
to be a shift within a segment of the Orthodox community to the left, 
defi ned in this context as lenient and permissive observances and practices 
that were not traditionally part of accepted practice within the halakhic 
community. This move is spurred on not by rigorous textual study, but by 
a different monumental change in the last two and a half decades.

If the proliferation of sefarim and the access to rigorous study brought 
about a shift to the right and towards stringency, the ubiquity of the In-
ternet and the impact of technology on navigating Torah sources have in 
some ways created the inverse effect.

Until relatively recently, engaging Torah sources led one on a journey 
towards a halakhic destination. Today, one can start with the destination 
and, using search engines or crowdsourcing, chart a path to get there. If 
the emphasis on textual study introduced a standard of complying with 
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strict minority opinions, the Internet and technology enable one to fi nd 
obscure minority opinions to support being lenient or permissive. 

I am reminded of a classic tale of the Dubno Maggid, who was once 
walking in the forest and saw tree after tree with an arrow in the center of 
a target. He then discovered the boy with the bow in his hand and asked 
if he was the one who had shot all these accurate arrows. The boy re-
sponded in the affi rmative. The Maggid asked how he managed to always 
hit the center of the target to which the boy responded, “It is really quite 
simple. First, I shoot the arrow, then I draw the target.”

There is a segment even within the halakhic community which 
shoots the arrow of leniency and permissiveness fi rst and only then draw 
a halakhic target around it to show a bullseye. Otzar HaHochma and the 
Bar-Ilan Responsa Project, remarkable searchable databases of thousands 
of Torah books, enable even relative novices to access and discover posi-
tions who never entered mainstream or normative halakhic practice, but 
who conveniently espouse exactly the position that conforms to the life-
style one wants to live. 

In Israel, a recent poll of the Religious Zionist community conducted 
by the Miskar Institute, on behalf of the Barkai Center for Practical 
Rabbinics, found that while more than 90% of respondents have a rabbi 
or want one, less than half consult rabbis on halakhic questions. Instead, 
the majority reported, they turn to the cynically named “Rabbi Google” 
for answers.

Moreover, and perhaps even more dangerous, the Internet serves to 
democratize halakha. It gives all an equal voice and undermines the sys-
tem of mesora and halakhic authority. Social media in general, and several 
apps and platforms in particular, enable crowdsourcing to develop and 
defend positions in halakha without the input and authority of a bona fi de 
and qualifi ed posek who has both a knowledge of halakha and a training in 
ruling on it. The Talmud (Sanhedrin 99b) cautions us in the strongest 
terms not to be “megale panim ba-Torah,” understood by many as guid-
ing us not to be presumptuous by arrogantly and inappropriately voicing 
an opinion about Torah when the gravity of the issue exceeds our stature.

Elsewhere, the Talmud (Shabbat 119b) states, “Rabbi Yitzchak said, 
Jerusalem was destroyed only because the small and the great were made 
equal.” The Internet has allowed many to equate the opinions of the 
most insignifi cant with the truly great. While in many respects giving 
voice to the lesser-known fi gures can be a positive societal develop-
ment, that is simply not the case about halakha and hashkafa. In these 
areas, equating the great and the small results in hurban – erosion and 
destruction. 
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Is there a relationship between the shift to the right in one segment 
of the Orthodox community and the simultaneous shift to the left among 
another? We seem caught in a vicious cycle among the extremes in which 
one community responds to the attitude of leniency and permissiveness in 
another by becoming narrower and more stringent in both halakhic posi-
tions and communal standards. The left demands understanding and ex-
ploring before willingness to accept and observe while the right blindly 
follows gedolim, exchanging the mimetic model of what was seen in our 
homes for emulating and imitating stringencies (some of which were never 
intended for “mass consumption”; others invented from whole cloth). 
One community, threatened by the permissiveness in society in general, 
and that attitude penetrating into religious life, has used stringency to 
retreat, insulate, and intensify. The other community sees a philosophy of 
retreat as itself a form of surrender and feels emboldened to expand the 
boundaries of leniency, and trying to push the very border of orthodoxy 
to be as broad and inclusive as possible. 

One community is defending from, or responding to, radical permis-
siveness by becoming stricter, while the other is rejecting what it perceives 
as unnecessary stringency by defending leniency and permissiveness. 
While both employ sources to defend their positions, neither seem to ar-
rive at them from the phenomenon Soloveitchik described of either mi-
metic tradition or textual analysis. 

Though the center is regularly being redefi ned by the shifting left and 
right, it is an increasingly important segment of the Torah community. The 
center must be differentiated by its vigilant commitment to halakha in a non-
reactionary, non-defensive, and unapologetic fashion. Our centrist commu-
nity must offer moderation, not extremism; inspiration, not fear; prioritizing 
commitment and service, not comfort and convenience; passion, not apathy; 
confi dence and conviction, not fl exibility and fl imsiness. Our fi delity to 
rigorous halakhic practice must be unequivocal, while our community stan-
dards should refl ect the pursuit of holiness with balance, fairness, and truth.

Adopting either universally strict positions or promoting inauthenti-
cally arrived-at lenient ones are corruptions of the halakhic system. Both 
minimize the critical role of the posek, thereby minimizing his ability to 
show nuance and fl exibility in issuing rulings. 

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein expressed the unique role of a posek bril-
liantly when he testifi ed before a Knesset committee on the Jewish view 
of abortion:

These are areas where, on the one hand, the halakhic details are not 
clearly fl eshed out in the Talmud and Rishonim, and, on the other hand, 
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the personal circumstances are often complex and perplexing. In such 
areas there is room and, in my opinion, an obligation for a measure of 
fl exibility. A sensitive posek recognizes both the gravity of the personal 
situation and the seriousness of the halakhic factors. In one case, there-
fore, he may tend to view the points of contention in one way, while in a 
second case exhibiting slightly different details, he may tilt the decision 
on these points in the other direction. He may reach a different kind of 
equilibrium in assessing the views of his predecessors, sometimes allow-
ing far-reaching positions to carry great weight, while in other cases ig-
noring them completely. He might stretch the halakhic limits of leniency 
where serious domestic tragedy looms, or hold fi rm to the strict interpre-
tation of the law when, as he reads the situation, the pressure for leniency 
stems from frivolous attitudes and refl ects a debased moral compass. This 
approach is neither evasive nor discriminatory. The fl exibility arises from 
a recognition that halakhic rulings are not, and should not be, the output 
of human microcomputers, but of thinking human beings; a recognition 
that these rulings must be applied to concrete situations with a bold ef-
fort to achieve the optimal moral and halakhic balance among the various 
factors. Thus, it is the case that halakhic rulings have more of the charac-
ter of general directives than specifi c decisive rulings, within set limits, of 
course, and when the posek is not absolutely convinced respecting the 
point at issue. However, as we noted above, this application of pesak must 
be the outcome of serious deliberation-in the broadest sense of the term-
by committed and observant men of Torah who are, on the one hand, 
sensitive to both the human and halakhic aspects, and, on the other hand, 
possess the stature and ability to confront the halakhic problems.1

A community driven by stringency will be infl exible, while a community 
whose halakhic authority is the Internet will be overly pliable and mal-
leable. Those who live in between are positioned best to be true to the 
halachic process which R. Lichtenstein described, one that both relies on 
a competent posek and empowers him to use a responsible measure of 
fl exibility. 

While the advent of the Internet and the explosion of technology 
have brought challenges, they also present unprecedented opportunities. 
Several platforms for communication have increased the ease and access 
to seeking answers on matters of halakha, and have expedited and acceler-
ated the time necessary to answer. Sensitive and potentially embarrassing 
questions that people previously might have avoided asking can now be 
submitted using systems that protect anonymity. Websites and apps host 
thousands of shiurim from speakers around the world on every topic in 
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Torah and halakha. Social media and WhatsApp groups have emerged 
that enable and promote study of halakha and provide Torah inspiration. 

In the last twenty-fi ve years, many of the phenomena Prof. Soloveit-
chik identifi ed have continued, but arguably for a different reason. In 
many ways the world is a radically different place a generation since his 
essay was fi rst published. Nevertheless, “Rupture and Reconstruction” 
continues to provide a framework and vocabulary to address those changes.

 While Soloveitchik sought to objectively describe a phenomenon 
without issuing a moral judgment of it, one couldn’t help but sense his 
frustration, disappointment, and concern with the “swing to the right.” 
Twenty-fi ve years later, it is worth considering, which should we fear 
more today, a swing to the right or to the left? Which poses the greater 
threat to our centrist values and ideals, a world that lauds stringency and 
restrictiveness or that celebrates leniency and permissiveness? Which is 
more frustrating and disappointing, the segment of the community that 
seeks to narrow defi nitions of orthodoxy or those that continuously 
broaden them? 

Twenty-fi ve years after examining the swing to the right, it is the 
pivot of some towards the left that concerns me for what will be wrought 
a generation from now. When considering the pull in both directions it 
seems clear to me that holding the center is more important than ever. 

1 Aharon Lichtenstein, “Abortion: A Halakhic Perspective,” Tradition 25:4 (1991), 
11; reprinted in: Leaves of Faith, vol. 2 (Ktav, 2004).


