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The Ideology of Modern Orthodoxy  

by Saul J. Berman, Feb 2001 

The Haredi experiment starts with the 
assumption that the two worlds are so 
radically opposed that the only way to 
safeguard the Orthodox worldview is to 
maximize separateness. This required the 
development of a vision in which the ideal 
life is led entirely within the confines of the 
Orthodox community - men in kollelim, 
women at home, children in schools that 
reflect the desired uniformity of religious 
behavior. When economic conditions 
require adult departure from safe ground, 
the deviant experience should be minimized 
in time, in degree of intersection with the 
external world, and should not be granted 
any value for itself.  

This approach further urges maximum 
separation from the external culture - 
negating of general knowledge except as a 
neutral tool; distancing from cultural 
currents such as democracy and equality; 
avoiding the mechanisms of transmission of 
the cultural values of the non-Haredi world; 
and generally maintaining an attitude of 
spiritual superiority toward outsiders of any 
sort.  

The Modern Orthodox experiment begins 
with the assumption that Orthodoxy can 
preserve its integrity and passion, and even 
be enriched, by its intersection with 
modernity, and that the interaction will allow 
Orthodoxy to bring to the broader world a 
clearer vision of the grandeur of Torah. On 
the other hand, this approach does not deny 
that there are areas of powerful 
inconsistency and conflict between Torah 
and modern culture that need to be filtered 
out in order to preserve the integrity of 
halakha.  

Modern Orthodoxy is a difficult path that 
requires constant attentiveness to the 
maintenance of Jewish wholeness in the 
face of the distraction of material excess 
and pure self gratification. It is a path that 
requires filtering out the degraded values of 
the low culture while welcoming and 
integrating the advances in knowledge and 
understanding being achieved in the high 
culture. It welcomes the opportunities 
created by modern society to be productive 
citizens engaged in the Divine work of 
transforming the world to benefit humanity… 

 
While Modern Orthodoxy differs from the approach of Haredi Orthodoxy on most of the issues 
above, we remain united with them in the theological and halakhic commitments that are at the 
core of our common tradition. Each of these two experiments is experiencing great success in 
certain areas and intense problems in others. Both approaches would be better served by a 
cooperative spirit in which each attempted to help the other maximize its strengths and deal 
creatively with its weaknesses. A similar spirit should animate all of the varied segments of the 
Jewish community.  
 


