
Religious Zionism and Modern Orthodoxy 

RZ=MO? 

I will make a number of propositions on why Religious Zionism 
is similar to Modern Orthodoxy, and readers are invited to agree, 
disagree and elaborate. I will do the same for the differences, but these 
will be more spread out. Ready? Let's go: 

Proposition #1: 

Both RZ and MO believe in secular education and going to college to one 
extent or another. RW and LW will debate the particulars, but that's 
already a matter of degree, not principle. Both communities believe that 
there is no insurmountable contradiction between Torah and Science, 
although they both remain deeply split about Torah and 
Humanities/Jewish Studies. Put differently, Evolution is not an issue by 
RZ and MO, Biblical Criticism and Historicist thinking are issues. 

Proposition # 2: 

RZ and MO communities have a far greater tolerance for 
halachic/hashkafic laxity than the most LW Charedi community. This is 
due to a number of reasons - sociological as well as principled - but it is a 
fact of life. 

Proposition #3:  

RZ and MO communities both agree that the State of Israel is a good 
thing. They differ on whether it also has messianic significance. 

Proposition #4:  

Both communities have unfulfilled aspirations for general Jewish 
leadership, and are constantly trying to create elites. Baalei Batim or 
"simple Jews" who aren't intellectual/artistic geniuses and/or are not 
particularly wealthy are not on their radar, and are not considered 
worthy of attention or investment. To quote my sister Chana, it's not OK 
to just be a Jewish baker in the RZ/MO world. 

Proposition #5:  



RZ/MO is desperate for legitimacy from both the Charedi and the 
secular worlds, often developing a "double inferiority complex" in the 
process. As a result, rather than craft their own identity, discussions 
about what RZ/MO is revolves around what it isn't (how it differs from 
Charedim/Secular/Conservative &c). 

RZ vs. MO. Difference #1: Demographic Environment 

A big reason a lot of people confuse RZ and MO is that they seem to 
occupy the same space in both Jewish communities – that of the "non-
Charedi orthodox/religious Jews". What these people seem to 
misunderstand is that while this superficial similarity does indeed exist, 
the "devil" or the difference is in the details. 

One of the most glaring differences between the two communities is the 
demographic reality of the surroundings of each community. Put in 
simple terms: RZ communities live in a society where the majority of 
people are halachically Jewish, MO communities live in a society with an 
overwhelming majority of non-Jews. 

This difference leads to special advantages, and difficulties, in both 
communities. For instance, MO's struggle with modernity is essentially 
the same as that in Germany and the rest of Europe starting in the 
Enlightenment. The power relations sometimes change, but the 
questions and challenges – of faith, modernity, assimilation and 
intermarriage – are essentially the same as they have been for 200 years. 
Paying for Jewish education and maintaining frumkeit was plenty hard a 
hundred years ago too. It is no less shver to be a yid now then it was 50 
years ago. 

On the other hand, the challenges may still be the same, but they are still 
just as powerful. The questions of the provenance and historicity of the 
Torah and the Torah Shebe'al Peh are still just as explosive now as they 
were 150 years ago. Endogamy is even less popular today than it was 
thirty years ago, and intermarriage is celebrated. Indeed, Orthodox Jews 
are repeatedly cast as the villain in academic and media circles for not 
endorsing such phenomena wholesale. 

The reality of the RZ communities in a Jewish-majority state means that 
assimilation and even the question of religious education (which is 
largely paid for by the state) are a great deal lessened. The "worst case 
scenario" for a child of religious parents (leaving aside the question of 
FSU non-halachic Jews) is for the child to go OTD and marry a secular 



Jew, leaving open the possibility that the grandchildren will "come back" 
full circle. 

On the other hand, the Jewish-majority reality places a number of 
serious challenges on RZ Jews, many of which have not really been 
answered. The most important issue is that of the state of Israel as a 
Jewish state. Even leaving aside the question of whether an "halachic 
state" is in any way feasible, there are many practical questions that 
remain unsolved. 

For instance, whereas abroad, non-Jews are responsible for the essential 
services of the state (defense, water, electricity, commerce &c), in Israel, 
most of these services are provided by Jews. These things are essential 
for a modern state, and the "pikuach nefesh" argument cannot possibly 
be stretched to include everything. Nor is the frankly laughable "Chazon 
Ish" solution of simply cutting oneself off from the grid for Shabbat, 
which is not feasible for a city, let alone a country. 

The second issue is the status of non-Jewish citizens. The publication of 
Torat Hamelech has placed the problem of the status of non-Jewish 
citizens (and non-Jewish enemies) in the eyes of halacha in stark relief, 
including their right to be elected to high office. Even if few seriously 
propose replacing civil law with halacha, it is clear that RZ has not been 
completely successful in neutralizing the more negative attitudes 
towards non-Jews within Jewish sources. 

So what of the RZ and MO attitudes towards non-observant Jews?  

RZ vs. MO. Difference #2: The Non-Observant Jew 

Two news items appeared on the net which helped to demonstrate the 
next subject. One was of a grouping of "post-Orthodox" types who are 
getting together to discuss the abolition of religious boundaries. The 
other was a news item about how the Orthodox social justice movement 
 is including Reform Jews in a conference and causing an במעגלי צדק
uproar. 

These two items have in common one of RZ and MO's most difficult 
dilemmas. To wit, how do we relate to the rest of the Jewish people, 
which is no longer Orthodox? Do we simply absorb modern ideas but 
maintain strict communal and organizational boundaries between us 
and the rest of Jewry, like the TIDE crowd? Do we cooperate or mingle 



with non-observant Jews and if so, to what degree? Should we have 
boundaries or should be strive for unity? 

I should mention that when it comes to communal and social 
boundaries, RZ and MO tend to share the same attitudes. In both the US 
and Israel, you can find Orthodox communities that segregate 
themselves completely, while elsewhere there are proudly 'mixed' 
communities. Thus, on a social level, there is little difference in terms of 
the range of positions in the RZ and MO world. 

Perhaps the biggest difference then is the principled attitude towards 
the non-observant Jews and their institutions. This may indeed be due 
to the 'historical accident' Benjamin of Tudela spoke of. In the US, Jews 
are defined largely by religious denominations (Orthodox, Conservative, 
Reform &c). Thus any and all cooperation is tainted with the possibility 
of legitimatization of what the Orthodox believe to be heresy. 

In Israel, there is no real presence of non-Orthodox denominations and 
institutions like in the US. Yes, there are secular and non-
traditional batei midrash but none of them pretend to aim to "reform" 
Judaism in the way the US denominations do. Thus one particular 
obstacle to cooperation is removed. 

But it goes deeper than that. If in the US, secular Jews often (though not 
always) become unaffiliated and aim to assimilate, the same cannot be 
said of the secular Zionists, then or now. Indeed, their dedication to the 
revival of the Jewish people and their ideas about the Jewish people as a 
nation first and foremost has penetrated RZ society and remain to this 
day. RZ Jews, at least on theory, have a much stronger conception of the 
idea of the Jewish people as a nation, a people, where unity must 
supplant even strong ideological differences. Thus, RZ Jews are far more 
willing to work alongside secular Jews in "national" matters that don't 
impinge on religious prerogatives such as marriage or conversion. Some 
are even willing to go further and allow for a "national" element in psak 
halacha. As far as I know, there is nothing comparable in MO literature, 
psak or lore. 

OTOH, this "love of the nation" has often lead to extremes such as the 
aforementioned conference. Many here have advocated that the 
Orthodox Jews not only break down the boundaries but also recognize 
secular (or at least non-Orthodoxy) as legitimate expressions of 
Judaism, just as legit as Orthodoxy. It is a call that is often heard among 
left-wing religious academics and the liberal fringes. Essentially it boils 



down to the forfeiture of any remaining pretensions to lead, and the 
support of the call – "be Orthodox at home, and a secular liberal 
outside". 

So much for the people outside the group to the left. But what of the 
attitude towards the people to the right (the Charedim)?  

RZ vs. MO. Difference #3: Different Visions 

"You call yourselves Americans, but you're really just transplanted 
Englishmen…The same God, same language, same culture and history, 
same songs, stories, legends, myths – but different dreams. Different 
dreams. So very sad." 

– Col. Arthur Freemantle, Gettysburg (the movie) 

If I were to pinpoint one of the two (crucial) differences between RZ and 
MO, it would definitely be the scope and targets of the ideals of the two 
groups. The former is impossibly vague and broad, the latter pinpoint 
and focused. Similarly, while RZ has perhaps thousands of different 
interpretations, MO as an ideology is pretty easy to explain. 

Torah U-Madda, the flagship concept of MO, is essentially a souped-up 
version of Torah Im Derech Eretz. It simply takes the idea of a synthesis 
between Judaism and modernity far beyond Rav Hirsch's vision to an 
ostensibly harmonious symbiosis. The few kinks in the armor (mostly 
having to do with academic Jewish Studies) are ostensibly just wrinkles 
of various sizes, to be ironed out at our leisure. 

Having only one field to deal with – intellectual secular knowledge and 
mores – gave MO a big head start. The RZ world did not produce 
anything close to a Challenge or Tradition until very, very late in the 
game. In the field of intellectual engagement with the ivory tower, RZ is 
only beginning to produce intellectuals on the level of a RYBS, R. Eliezer 
Berkowitz or Walter Wurzburger. 

However, this intense focus also means that MO suffers from a very 
serious case of tunnel vision. It remains solely wedded to the idea of the 
"Rabbi Dr.", leaving all those who have talents in other areas (such as 
art, literature or music) to languish in mediocrity or leave in frustration. 
Even the so-called "splits" in MO are solely along the same line of purely 
intellectual issues such as halachic legislation and secular 
studies/modernity. 



MO appeals solely to a specific kind of upper-middle-class intelligent 
professional. There is no room in its vision for simple, God-fearing Jews. 
There is no concept of 'shlichut', of leaving the MO cocoon and spreading 
the good word, rather than remaining cloistered in the intellectual ivory 
tower and figure out the solutions to abstract problems. 

RZ has the exact opposite problem. Ever since its inception, its slogans 
such as 'torah ve'avodah', 'torah vechaim' have always meant different 
things to different people. Its aim - to 'revolutionize' the entire secular 
world ('to sanctify the secular' in R. Kook pere's idiom) was so 
ridiculously ambitious, vague and unrealistic so as to collapse of its own 
weight. This, indeed, is precisely what happened for much of RZ's 
history up until the late 1960s – the RZ community had no real goals 
outside of survival and vague dreams of glory. 

Then something happened – the 'holist' fallacy (the idea of 
revolutionizing 'everything') splintered. Instead of doing everything at 
once, different groups all focused on a few, tangible goals. Some 
developed their political skills and aimed at settlement. Some developed 
schools and platforms for the arts, poetry, literature and cinema. Others 
still introduced new concepts and learning into the yeshiva itself – from 
serious study of Tanach to mass study of chasiddut. The resulting 
explosion of creativity was something larger than the sum of its parts – a 
true religious cacophony. 

Even more important was the resulting pluralism of 'ideal types'. Instead 
of attacking the idea of educated 'talmidei chachamim', which would be 
equivalent of cutting the branch that holds up religious society, they 
created alternatives for those not so destined. From the aforesaid 
religious artists, there are also the nach-nachs, the pioneers of 
settlement and 'gar'inim toraniyim', academics and many more. 
Religious Jews could now stand proud instead of feeling infinitely 
inferior just because they didn't possess the specific qualities necessary 
to become great Torah scholars. They are infused with a true sense of 
'shelichut'. 

This is not to say that RZ does not have its problems. It suffers from a 
serious lack of truly educated 'talmidei chachamim'. RZ can no longer 
avoid the questions of modernity by crying "eretz yisra'el" any more – 
the elephant in the room must be faced, and MO is much better 
equipped to face them. The cacophony of voices that I praised earlier has 
also lead to a very seriously fractured community, so fractured that some 
wonder whether an RZ community exists anymore in any real sense. Nor 



is RZ free of the selfsame halachic and hashkafic debates that plague MO 
discussions. 

Nevertheless, my point is that both sides have their advantages and 
blind spots, and if MO truly wishes to succeed in Israel, they need to 
admit that RZ also has much to teach them… 

RZ vs. MO? RZ=MO? On Non-Charedi Judaism and Rabbinic 

Authority 

One of the more complicated and contested issues which fractures both 
RZ and MO communities is the issue of Rabbinic authority – who has 
the right to wield it and how, when does it apply and so on. There are 
points on which RZ and MO agree on the issues, and there are points 
where they disagree. But a frank discussion of these issues is critical to 
understanding how RZ and MO are fundamentally different from 
Charedi societal norms. 

What's important to understand from the outset is that the attitude of 
the broader MO and RZ communities towards Rabbinic authority is 
ambivalent and complex. It is true that both publics have extremists for 
whom everything is simple. Most of the ink that is spilled comes from 
these corners, who always yell the loudest. 

People on the hard right, generally yeshiva students and yeshiva alumni, 
have a near-Charedi or Charedi attitude towards Rabbis. That is to say, 
Rabbis have ultimate sway over dictating broader issues, not just strictly 
halachic ones, and some even concede the idea that they have 'Daat 
Torah' and whatever the Rabbi says, goes. Laymen, even religiously 
educated ones, have no right to contravene Rabbinic dictate, certainly 
not lekula. 

Then there are the people on the hard left, people from academia or 
academic institutes such as the Hartman Institute. These are the folks 
who consider academia and Western thought with the same reverence 
that Charedim regard Rabbis, and they have the same deep disdain for 
non-liberal Rabbis (or even just religious discussion in general) as 
ideological Charedim have for academia and academic methods. Their 
ideal is the perfectly autonomous individual, one who makes their own 
decisions about what's right for them religiously, who does not require 
Rabbis and thinks for himself whenever possible. Indeed, some are so 
enamoured of criticism and bashing that they will only attend 'critical' 
lectures on Shavu'ot or read radical thinkers. 



Most RZ and MO do not fall into either of these two categories. On the 
one hand, most acknowledge the authority of Rabbis to pasken questions 
of pure halacha such as kashrut or marital relations and so on. They 
might be choosy on who they go to for questions, but then all frum Jews 
do so. On the other hand, the overwhelming majority of both camps do 
not accept the "Daat Torah" doctrine of the Charedi camp which grants 
infallibility and authority of decision over every facet of life to 
"Gedolim". Indeed, most Jews I know, myself included, have so 
despaired of Rabbis' ability to seriously deal with issues of modernity 
and modern challenges that they feel that Rabbis can only be taken 
seriously within the "four amot of halacha", and even then only in a 
limited fashion. 

Another issue common to both camps is what might be called the 
"democratization" of Rabbinic authority, whereby there is much greater 
selection of Rabbis whose views are considered legitimate. There is a 
much broader spectrum of opinion among Rabbis in the RZ/MO camp 
on hosts of issues ranging from theology to halacha than exists, at least 
publicly, among Charedim. Rabbis might seriously argue many issues, 
but only rarely will they resort to the kind of wholesale condemnation 
one sees by Charedim. People like Rabbi Avi Weiss or Rabbi Chaim 
Hirschnezon can at most be marginalized, not spat out, in the RZ/MO 
world. 

Another issue of Da'at Torah that is rejected across the boards is the idea 
that teshuvot can be given without proper justification or backup of 
sources. Everyone reserves the right to challenge or at least question the 
accuracy of various teshuvot, and with the existence of the internet it is 
very easy to find conflicting positions. Believe it or not, RZ education for 
a very long stressed the semi-autonomous individual as one of its 'ideal 
types'. 

So where are the differences? 

Well, for one, MO places a much heavier emphasis on a variety of Rabbis 
and not baalei batim than the RZ world. Check out the yutorah site, for 
instance, and you'll see that the overwhelming majority of speakers and 
thinkers have at least formal, if not functional semicha. I don't think this 
lack of educated baalei batim is an accident, and it bespeaks a value 
position regarding the right to speak on religious matters requiring 
Rabbinic approbation. Even those who are not technically Rabbis are 
avrechs with many years' experience. 



Things are different in the world of RZ. It is true that, thanks to the 
explosion of RZ yeshivot since the late 1960s, there are many more 
Rabbis who participate in public discourse. Nevertheless, the alternative 
sources of authority – religious scholars, counselers of youth groups and 
political activists remain sufficiently strong to prevent this abundance of 
Rabbis from gaining a monopoly. It is no accident that the figures on the 
left wing of RZ did not have semichah or at least didn't stress the fact 
(Eliezer Goldman, Yishayahu Leibowitz) while the heroes of the left in 
the MO world do (Rabbi Rackman, Rabbi Eliezer Berkowitz to some 
extent &c). 

There are other differences, such as the almost complete lack of 
community Rabbis in Israel along the lines of the American model. But 
that will do for now. 


