Welcome to study sessions with Professor Michael Rosenak entitled Between Tradition and Modernity; Can Jews Live in Two Worlds and Still be Distinctive? 

Let us place this sprawling subject into the context of the modern world in which we live. In comparing modern people to their medieval ancestors, it seems that everything has changed. To begin with, there is the concept of change itself. Unlike the consciousness of the past, when “tradition” ruled the world, today, constant change, is considered desirable in itself. In the past, the stability and “eternity” of our values were taken for granted; also, routine and ritual behaviors were praiseworthy and not perceived as repetitious and boring. 

The purpose of life was, not success, but virtue, which alone assured the individual of “a share in the world to come.”  The “world” was smaller; the distance one could travel in a day was measured by horses and mules, not by horsepower or jet engines. But one could feel more at home in it. God was in his heavens, Israel had been favored with His Torah and one moved in an unpolluted, relatively simple (though usually dirty and often dangerous and painful) existence. On the Sabbath, the holiest and most significant of the week’s days, the un-dynamic quality of life was made lucid by strict laws of the forbidden, and life patterns that pointed to the ideal - of self-limitation and spiritual enhancement, all attainable through prayer, study and family life.


Obviously, the modern world in which we live is profoundly different. We are bored by routine and put off by laws we or our representatives have not legislated. We have, for the most part changed our ideal of “the good life” which is lived in the shadow (or in the light of) technology, control of the environment (perhaps, in the long run, illusionary) and of ourselves, reportedly achieved with the help of psychologists and other “experts” in human sciences.  

The afterlife in which there is compensation to the righteous who have dutifully and wisely navigated their way through the tribulations of this world has been set aside for power and achievement. In the world of tradition, the ideal is to live with honor, guided by a specific  vision of  a good society and its authority, but modern people prefer dignity, the inner feeling of worth and personal distinctiveness. In place of a binding religious faith and religious norms, they have placed choice, a search for significance all their own, and spirituality.


Can Jews who live in the modern age, not as observers but as active participants, yet maintain a binding connection to the Jewish tradition that, perhaps alone, can assure the existence of the Jews as a significant collective? Or must they choose, between modernity and tradition?

In this mini-course, this key question is briefly explored, in five units: 


(1) Can Jews have their cake and eat it too, remaining loyal to tradition and holding on to a national and religious distinctiveness even as they live modern lives in contemporary environments? We shall examine two views of this question, of two twentieth century thinkers, Martin Buber and Mordecai M. Kaplan.  

(2) Can there be a life of norms, specifically, mitzvot, in an age of crisis, change and autonomy? We will present two approaches, first, a theoretical one, of a sociologist in conversation with a theologian, second, a neo-Orthodox approach, that of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch. 

(3) Can texts remain sacred in an age of scientific inquiry? Biblical research seems to undermine, some would say, destroy, the foundations of the belief that God gave the Torah, which is “from Heaven” to Moses? We present three approaches: first, that of Yitzchak Breuer who claims  that science cannot “deal with” revelation at all; second, that we must now reject the traditional view and re-interpret our biblical tradition, the view of the educator, Moshe Goithein,  and third, the position that traditional approach may still be accepted though it must reflect modern scholarship, a view taken by the thinker, Franz Rosenzweig. 

(4) What are Jewish Values? Two views of what we mean by the term, “values”: Rabbi Eliyahu E. Dessler, a prominent thinker of “the Yeshiva world” and Michael Rosenak (the author) “in conversation” about what we mean by absolute values and where to find them in the modern world. 

(5) The Jewish “worlds” of two covenants: “fate” and “destiny” Rabbi J.B. Soloveitchik, for many years the spiritual mentor of American modern Orthodoxy, suggests a scheme for different groups of Jews to maintain a common identity in the modern world while the traditional community, “of destiny” remains true to its traditional vision. But with a difference?

Looking forward to “speaking” to your participation in our online course

Professor Michael Rosenak

