
< Back | Home

A Consideration of Synthesis from a Student Point
of View: A Response to Rav Lichtenstein and the
YU Website
Sarah Rindner

Posted: 2/13/06

The issue of synthesis between Judaic and secular studies has been exhausted by members of the Yeshiva
University community, both in the pages of this newspaper and in numerous articles and symposiums
devoted to the subject. And to the relief of some, it has been mostly put to rest by an ambitious new
administration which takes the mutually supportive relationship of secular and Jewish studies as a given,
and is more concerned with the practical challenge of taking that universally sharable "wisdom" and
"bring[ing] it to life." Yet as I prepare to graduate Stern this spring with a degree in English Literature, I
still find myself unsure whether an ideal of synthesis between secular and Torah perspectives can be
consistently maintained in a serious humanities classroom. 

This wasn't always an issue for me. Fresh back from a year at seminary in Jerusalem, and after four years of
progressive Modern Orthodox education at a high school in New Jersey, I entered Stern with excited, but
fuzzy ideas about the role of secular studies in cultivating a Jewish identity. Our heroes in high school and
seminary had been Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik and Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, Torah scholars who
maintained a sophisticated relationship with Western thought. Our teachers assured us that that learning
history was valuable, reading Shakespeare was meaningful, and we shouldn't let anyone from the "Torah-
only" camp convince us otherwise. And frankly, for suburban teenagers who were more interested in
watching movies and going to the mall than reading "Hamlet" anyway, this was not a hard argument to
make. For most of my high school career, I grouped Torah learning and Western "high culture" into
basically the same category: meaningful, although at times slightly boring, ideas that made me think about
bigger things than material, contemporary existence. This highly palatable, universally accessible brand of
synthesis is what I think is being reflected by the "Bring Wisdom to Life" slogan that is all over campus
lately. 

However, when I recently returned to an article by R. Lichtenstein on the subject of synthesis, published in
Leaves of Faith: The World of Jewish Learning, it occurred to me how complicated my balancing act of
secular and religious sensitivities has grown over the past few years. In "A Consideration of Synthesis from
a Torah Point of View," R. Lichtenstein makes a powerful case for the spiritual value of a strong secular
education. 

"Secular studies possess immense intrinsic value insofar as they generally help to develop our spiritual
personality. Time and again, they intensify our insight into basic problems of moral and religious thought.
History and the sciences show us the divine revelation manifested in human affairs and the cosmic order.
The humanities deepen our understanding of man: his nature, functions, and duties. In one area after another
a whole range of general studies sustains religion, supplementing and complementing it, in a sense deeper
and broader than we have hitherto perceived." 



When I first read those words during my year in Israel, they strengthened my decision to go to college in a
Jewish environment. They made me proud to be engaging in an integrated pursuit of "wisdom" that would
color every aspect of my school day. But the more I became attuned to the "basic problems of moral and
religious thought" that R. Lichtenstein is referring to, the more I questioned how exactly they were going to
contribute toward a deepened spiritual involvement. 

This was because some of the most searching problems raised by the literature I've encountered have
involved man's sense of isolation in the universe, or the complexities of human conflicts in contrast to
coherent moral and philosophical frameworks. With the possible exception of explicitly devotional poets
such as John Milton and George Herbert, the bulk of the Western literature I have read, and grown to love,
has seemed intent on taking us into the depths of human suffering and the chaos of belief, without entirely
lifting us out. The Odyssey is most compelling precisely when the gods don't take care of Odysseus and he
seems to be in his excruciating journey alone. We laugh at Plato's expulsion of poets from his ideal
republic, because as good readers we see nothing wrong with thinking about beauty and pain and confusion
in contrast to abstract philosophical and religious ideals. In "Dover Beach," when Mathew Arnold's speaker
gazes into the sea before him, he does not find religious confirmation, but rather, that the world "Hath really
neither joy, nor love, nor light, nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain." 

Of course, R. Lichtenstein knows all this, which is why he quotes T.S. Eliot in arguing that the critical study
of literature "should be completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theological viewpoint." Not unlike
Plato's narrator, R. Lichtenstein recognizes that poetry can be risky moral territory, and insists that any
confrontation with "works of imagination" be completed through an unapologetically religious lens. In order
to do this properly, R. Lichtenstein recommends that students acquire a grounding in primary Torah sources
that is more sophisticated and more developed than their general education. "The danger of having our faith
undermined by our studies is one which we dare not underestimate," warns R. Lichtenstein. "Falsehood
does not always stick to the rules. We must be on our guard, and we must not venture out of our depth". 

And it is here, in the realm of self-enforced caution and Torah-centrism, that I have the most trouble with
R. Lichtenstein's position. After three years in college, I simply don't see how a student can realistically be
expected to try and understand a secular book, relate to the author's point of view, find it meaningful and
exciting, and still maintain the consistent Torah perspective advocated by R. Lichtenstein. If you look out
onto Mathew Arnold's "darkling plain swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight where ignorant
armies clash by night" and see a purposeful God-centered existence, then it seems to me that you have
missed much of the point of the poem. 

Now I recognize that it's impossible to ever entirely divorce ourselves from our own biases and
perspectives; but nevertheless, I have often been taught, especially in Judaic contexts, that it is worthwhile to
try. That is, the kind of confrontation with ideas that we should be striving towards is one where we listen
with sensitivity and open ourselves up at least to the possibility of being changed. This works beautifully
when reading the words of Amos and Yirmiyahu, the Ba'alei Mussar, and any Jewish texts that seek to
impact our lives in profound and meaningful ways. But once we grow into the kind of readers that can
respond to and truly be affected by the moral criticism of an angry prophet, I don't understand how we can
be asked to draw the line at Hamlet's existential despair, or Eliot's spiritually desiccated "Waste Land."

Perhaps my problem is that I do not fall into the ben-Torah category that R. Lichtenstein projects as ideal.
After only one year of intensive Torah study in Israel, I would hesitate to lay claim to an "authentic" Torah
outlook, let alone know how it should govern my confrontation with secular culture. There is no doubt that I
have allowed my exposure to Western thought grow more sophisticated than my Judaic knowledge, and
although I could blame that on expectations for women's learning in the Orthodox community, it is probably
mostly due to where my own inclinations lie. I can't help but identify with the reader whom St. Augustine



criticizes as "weeping the death of Dido for love of Aeneas, but weeping not his own death for want of love
to Thee." 

Nevertheless, I still cannot imagine how R. Lichtenstein's Torah-centered ideal of synthesis could function
in a serious college English literature class, even with the most religiously grounded of students. The
supplementary, ancillary model of secular education that R. Lichtenstein lays out, however inspiring it is
from a "Torah point of view," does not create the kinds of students who would make our English professors
proud. That is, purveyors of the Western literary tradition ask for a similar personal engagement that our
Rabbis ask of us, and it is unreasonable to expect committed students to stop listening or being attracted to
secular perspectives after those ideas cross a certain line. I can understand how a line can, in theory, be
drawn; but in my experience in English classes, students who find literature interesting enough to read and
care about tend to find themselves to a certain extent "lost" in the worlds they encounter, temporarily losing
sight of the relationship between a novel they are immersed in to Torah values they've inherited. 

This does not mean that students who engage in a vulnerable, open-ended interaction with texts will not
eventually register a conflict of values. One can be drawn into the world of a book or a poem and still
eventually choose to leave that world, or behave according to a different set of values. And if anything,
conflict can be more profound when it stems from a real willingness to consider foreign perspectives. As a
professor of mine once put it: "You cannot say 'you are wrong' unless you are willing to say 'I am wrong.'"
In other words, the refusal to buy into a particular point of view is more compelling when there is an actual
possibility of being convinced otherwise. 

But the Yeshiva University website's slogan, "It embraces the heritage of the best of Western civilization,
along with the ancient traditions of Jewish law and life," is not referring to that kind of whole-hearted
engagement with outside perspectives. It advocates a selective benefiting from those parts of Western
civilization that do not shake Torah foundations. In contrast to the radical role of literature once laid out by
Franz Kafka, that "a book should serve as the ax for the frozen sea within us," the ideal expounded on the
Yeshiva website is that the "best" books will only confirm and deepen convictions that we, as Jews, already
have. There is nothing inherently wrong with this position, and when articulated by R. Lichtenstein it is
ennobling and exciting. But it by no means governs your average Yeshiva student's encounter with a good
book, nor is it what some of history's most gifted and effective writers had in mind when they tried to
challenge their readers' conceptions of themselves and the world around them. While I am pleased that the
university is taking a more confident, less apologetic stance toward the relationship between Judaic and
secular studies, the more I think about how chaotic and imbalanced my own balancing of the two poles has
been, the more I question how assuredly we can raise the banner of "the best of Western civilization, along
with the ancient traditions of Jewish law and life". To use R. Lichtenstein's phrase, "intellectual
schizophrenia" is alive and well here at Yeshiva University, and we would benefit to recognize it as such. 
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