Realities, Possibilities and Dreams:

Reaching Modern Orthodox Youth

? i 1 he educator in a Modern Orth-

; odox yeshiva high school labors

5 under a painful double burden.
First, the difficulties inherent in any ado-
lescent yeshiva setting must be confront-
ed.! Second, educators must counteract
their students’ unique cultural milieu.
The dilemmas inherent in the former are
demanding and the qualities of soul nec-
essary to overcome them difficult to ac-
quire. The latter, however, requires an
originality2 and determination which
may, in the end, be beyond our contempo-
rary collective grasp.

Before plunging into an analysis of
these unique problems, let us attempt a
working definition of the Modern Ortho-
dox yeshiva high school. To begin with,
there are obvious outer characteristics in
terms of dress and appearance which
distinguish the students of these institu-
tions. Their appearance does not resemble
the Eastern European styles adapted, in
greater or lesser degree, by chasidim and
"yeshivish" students. However, although
Modern Orthodox dress tends to mono-
lithic trendiness, the students are highly
diverse religiously. The spectrum of
observance and commitment extends
from those who are thoroughly committed
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to halakhie Judaism to those who are not.
The majority, however, follow a never
clearly articulated life style dictated by
their own particular cultural circum-
stances. In many cases these dictates do
coincide with Torah. Often they do not. It
is this basic datum of inconsistent prac-
tice coupled with a near universal inabili-
ty to clearly define positions on matters
of faith which most significantly dis-
tances the Modern Orthodox youth from
those to the "right" On the right, non-
compliance with halakha is largely aber-
rational®, and doctrinal self definition is
within the ability of almost all (in howev-
er rudimentary a fashion).

It is not our concern at present to de-
bate the relative merits of Modern
Orthodox education. Obviously, by the
very act of opening their doors to a broad
clientele these schools have attracted
many who are less than consistently com-
mitted. This is, conceivably, a most posi-
tive factor since surely those on the
periphery will not flock to Telz or Satmar.
Nonetheless, it must be noted that noble
efforts, however commendable, often
have undesirable side effects. The pre-
sent writer, in fact, believes these efforts
to be highly commendable. We must not,
however, blind ourselves to the accompa-
nying side effects.

We must also leave aside, for the mo-
ment, the reflective legitimacy of Modern
Orthodoxy's philosophical underpinnings.
Simply stated, whatever Torah im
derekh eretz or Torah u-maddah have to
say has little if anything to do with
Modern Orthodox adolescents. This is a

sadly ironie situation for it is Modern
Orthodox youth who, because of their
greater exposure and contact, have the
highest potential for articulating and liv-
ing a Torah phenomenology, Torah exis-
tentialism, Torah romanticism and (in-
cluded for ecumenical purposes) Torah
classicism. Yet, certain painful givens
intervene, for this potential can only be
realized when approached via faith or at
least, reverence. In sum, Torah u-mad-
dah, with its advocacy of "Torah and" as
opposed to "Torah only" is only relevant
at the point where faith, practice and
knowledge are solidified enough to make
the choice between alternative derakhim
meaningful. To the overwhelming ma-
jority of Modern Orthodox youth ques-
tions and answers on all such topics are
completely irrelevant.

CONSUMERIST MODERNITY AND FAITH
The most significant knowledge that
Modern Orthodox educators can acquire
about their students is that they live in
an affluent, insular, provincial world of a
decidedly non-reflective or affective na-
ture. (By reflective we refer to the need
experienced by varying numbers of peo-
ple in other times and places to articulate
beliefs, dogmas, ideals, etc. relating to
themselves and to the larger community.
Affective is used to describe all deep
seated loyalties, loves, sacrifices, emo-
tions, etc. which have touched people to
their core. Capitalism, consumerism and
simplistic shock entertainment all serve
to obliterate the above mentioned vir-
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