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approach to knowledge, not Jusl a religions one. And Lhe leachers of the sceular subjects
were fantastic. Oue of the besl taught me vighth-grade English when he was barcly oul of
college himself, before he became a poct, a professor and an important gueer theonst
Given Orlhodoxy's condemmation of homosexualily, he must have made it onto the faculby
lhrongh the sheer cluelessness of Lhe administalion. Lord only knows what Leachers ke
him. visiiors (rowm the real world, made ol our quirky ways. (In the book of poems aboul
his teacling years, we students are decarcusly transformed into Etalian-Americans.)

In allowing us, intentionally or nod, Lo sce the world and the Torah as profoundly
interconnected, the schoo! was faithful to the doctrines ol ils eponym, Lhe greal medieval
Jewish legabst and philosopher Moses Maimonides. Easily the most extraordinary figure
in post-biblical Jewish hislory, Maimonides taught that aceuraie knowledge of the world
— physical and metaphysical — was, alongside studying, obeying and understanding Lhe
commandments, the one route to the ullimale suminum bonum of knowing God A lide
lived by these precepts can be hoth noble and beaulifil, and [ believe the best and wisest
of my classmates and 1eachers come very close indeerd to achicving 1.

The Dynamics of Prohibilion

For many of us, the consilicace of faith and modernity Lhat sometimes appeiars within the
reach of modern Orthodoxy is a tantalizing prospect. But it can be undermined by the
fragile fault ines between Lhe moral substructures of the wo worldviews, which can widen
inter deep ruplures on imporlaol matiers of lile and love.

One Lhme at Maimonides a local physician — a well-known figutre in the community who
later died tragically young — addressed a school asscimbly on the fopic of the challenges
that a modern Orthodox professional may face. The doclor addressed the Talmudic
dictum that the saving of a life trumps the Sabbath. He ¢xplained that in its purest form,
this prninciple apphes only (e Lhe life of a Jew. The rabbis of the Talinud, howes er, were
unprepared Lo allow Lhe bfe of a pop-Jew to be extinguished because of the no-work
commandmenl, and so they miled (hal Lhe Sabbath could be violated to save the life of a
non-Jew cut of concern for maintaining peaceful retalions between the Jewish and
nen-jewish commurnities

Depending on how you look ai it, this raling is either an exarple of culrageoisly
particularist religious thinking, because in principle it values Jewash e more than
non-Jewish life, or an instance of laudable universalism, because in practice it treats all
lives equally, The physician quite reasonably opted for the lalter explanation Aned he
added Lhal he himself would never dislinguish Jewish [rom non-Jewish patlents: a human
heing was a human being.

This appealing senlimenl did nol go unchallenged. Once of my ieachers rose to suggest that
the doctor’s attitude was putting lum in danger of violating the Torah. The teacher
reported that he had himself heard from his own rabbi, a leading modern-thlhodox
Talmudist associated with Yeshiva University, that in vielating the Sabbath 1o lreat a
non-Jew, mnlenlion was absolulely cructal. I vou inlended to save the palient's life so as 1o
facilitabe good relabions between Jews and non-Jews, your acboens were permissible, But
if, to the contrary, you inlended to save Lhe palienl cut of universal morality, then vou
were in facl poilty of violating the Sabbath, becanse the motive for achng was nol Lhe
motive on 1he basis of which the rablis allowed Lhe Sabbalh violalhion Lo ocenr

Laler, in class, Lhe teacker apologlzed to us studenls lor whal he said Lo the doclor His
cornmenls, be said, were inappropriale — not beeause they were wrongheaded, but
recause non-Jews were present in the audicnee when ke made them. The doible standard
of Jews and non-Jews, in other words, was for hem Loy irreducible: i was net just about
noting that only Jewish lives merled violation of the Sabbath, but atso about keeping the
secrel of why non-Jewish lives might be saved To aceept this version of the tradition
wonld be to accept that the modern Orthodox project of engagemenl with the world could
nol procecd in good failh

Nothing in the subculture of modern Oribodoxy, however, broughit out the tensions

http:/fwww nytimes.com/2007/4Y7/22/magazine/22yeshiva-L himl? ¢
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Shuichan Arukh, Orach Chaim 330:2 with Mishneh Brura(Chafetz Chaim).
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R. Lawrence Kaplan Responds to R. Shlomo Riskin

6) Rabbi Riskin rcports that the Rav termed parts of Rav Unlerman's talk nonsense, but does
not identify which parts. Rabbi Riskin assumes it was Rav Unterman's claim that the reason
for saving a non-Jew on the Sabbath was "mi-shum eivah." But 1) we just saw Lhat the main
point of Rav Unterman's talk was that "mi-shum eivah” is an ethical principle equivalent to
“Darkhei Shalom;" and 2) We have reports [rom Ray Prof. Blidstein, from Rav Charlap, and
from Rav Schachter (a wide idcological range) that the Rav's ruling to religious doctors to
save non-lews on lhe Sabbath was based on "mi-shum eivah." [ would thereforc very
lentatively suggest the following: Rabbi Riskin got it exactly backwards. What the Rav found
to be nonsense was Rav Unterman's argument that "mi-shum eivah" was an ethical principle
equivalent to "Darkhei Shalom™ (HRC, Rav Schachter in cither Ncfesh ha-Ray or Mi-
Peninei ha-Rav, without mentioning names, reports that this, indeed, was the substance of the
Rav's criticism of Rav Untcrman.) Of course, as Prof. Blidstein famously related -- a point
not mentioned by Rav Schachter -- the Rav found the rationale of "mi-shum eivah" to be
morally problematic. but, nevertheless, intcllectual honesty compelled him to say 1) thal that
was the rationale found in the sources; and 2) that, as much as he and we might like it to be
otherwise, "mi-shum eivah,” contra Rav Unterman, is NOT an ethical principle but a
prudential onc {which is precisely why the Rav {ound it to be moraily problematic) and that
to say otherwise is mcre apologetics,
I emphasize that this is pure spcculation. But it accords with more rcliable reports of the
Rav's position on this issue, and, for what it's worth, in light of everything T know about the
Rav it rmgs true.



