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In 2002, it was big news…for a couple of weeks.  Twenty-seven prominent Haredi rabbis issued a rare takana.  They placed severe limits on wedding celebrations—no more Viennese tables or open bars; strict limits were placed on the number of guests at a wedding, the number of courses, the types of food served, and on the number of musicians allowed.

In case you didn’t notice, this takana has had very little impact.  Weddings continue to be lavish; and in fact, many rabbis themselves throw the largest weddings.  Perhaps this takana failed because the rabbis were attacking a symptom and not the illness.

Let us return to our discussion of Prof. Soloveitchik’s article about the transformation of contemporary Orthodoxy.

Many have noticed that there is a growing trend towards intolerance of ideological differences within Orthodoxy.  Examples of this are embarrassingly abundant.  A few years ago, a Haredi rabbi and a Reform rabbi engaged in an email dialogue over their differing views.  The Haredi rabbi consulted with great rabbinic authorities at every step of the way who approved this project.  Together, these two rabbis published their emails as a book in 2002—One People, Two Worlds.  They planned a book tour.  It never happened.  The Haredi rabbi was pressured into renouncing his own book. 

Or take the recent example of R. Nosson Slifkin.  R. Slifkin is a Haredi rabbi who in 2004 published The Science of Torah, which critically analyzes the zoology of the Torah.  All the theological positions he proposes were previously stated by great rabbis; indeed, when the book was first published it receive eight approbations from distinguished and revered rabbis.  But because the book was perceived as having veered from a pure path it was deemed treif.  A notable list of Roshei Yeshiva declared the book heretical.  This list includes: R. David Feinstein, R. Shmuel Birnbaum, R. Malkiel Kotler, R. Matisyahu Solomon, R. Yosef Shalom Elyashiv, R. Aharon Leib Steinman and R. Shmuel Auerbach..  With their declaration, the door to critical analysis has been slammed shut.  For instance, it has become unacceptable to think critically about what it means when the Talmud mentions a unicorn.  Not surprisingly, R. Slifkin's distributors, Targum and Feldheim, quickly decided to suspend distribution of his books. 

Back in 1994, Prof. Soloveithik commented on this phenomenon.  In his words, Orthodoxy today is choosing purity of ideology over purity of impulse.

For over one thousand years—from the early Middle Ages to approximately 60 years ago there was a veneration of the ascetic ideal.  Let us be clear about what the ascetic ideal means and does not mean.  To be sure, there was deep disagreement over whether strong ascetism was permitted, i.e. self-flagellation, but there was universal agreement about a general distrust of the body. Mild ascetism was part and parcel of what it meant to be a religious Jew.  In his words:  “The soul’s control over the flesh was held to be at most, tenuous, and without constant exercises in self-denial, there was little chance of man’s triumphing over the constant, carnal pull.”
What did it mean to struggle with one’s carnal pull?  It meant constantly testing yourself to improve your ability to control your desires.  For example, the rabbi of the Warsaw ghetto, R. Kalonymo Kalman Shapira, in his early writings (well before the Holocaust) recommends that one take their coffee from time to time without sugar; or that if they see two pieces of meat, they take the one less desirable.  He knows that this is a trivial exercise but he proposes that we do this in order to strengthen our ability to control our physical desires which in turn will allow us to control our sinful desires.  We strengthen our spiritual self-control by frequent exercises in general self-control.   This recommendation is rare today, but was standard in the writings of the great rabbis of Jewish History.

This theme of defeating the carnal pull is the dominant theme of Jewish ethical literature throughout the Middle Ages.  One traces it from Bahya’s Hovot Ha-Levavot to Sefer Hasidim to Shaarei Teshuvah to Mesillat Yesharim to the writings o f R. Yisrael Salantar.  Joy—which corresponds to a value system—was encouraged, but pleasure…unheard of!  Prof. Soloveitchik writes, “I know of no medieval writer who legitimized pleasure, or even entertained such a notion.”

And yet, in the past half century this notion of the constant struggle of the soul with our physical desires has disappeared.  (There are some notable exceptions—among Hasidim, like Ger Hasidim.  But these are the exceptions that prove the rule.)
Thus far, we have been discussing two entirely separate phenomena: a growing intolerance for ideological diversity and a revolutionary abandonment of the spiritual distrust of the body.

Prof. Soloveitchik argues for a connection between the two phenomena.  In his assessment, when Orthodoxy encountered the openness of modernity it led to the legitimacy of the physical instinct in ways previously unimaginable.  While it was once unimaginable to love the physicality of the body, it is now extremely difficult to criticize it.  I’m not referring to hedonistic excesses (like fancy vacations or lavish weddings) that we’ll still find criticism of.  But criticism of the carnal pull…that is almost unheard of today. 

As Orthodoxy began to love the body and embrace the former enemy of the carnal pull, something had to give.  A new antagonist was needed.  According to Prof. Soloveitchik, the new antagonist was impure ideology:  “the spiritual challenge becomes less to escape the confines of the body than to elude the air that is breathed. In a culturally sealed and supportive environment, the relentless challenge to the religious vision comes from within, from man's bodily desires. In an open but culturally antagonistic environment, the impulses from without pose a far greater danger than do those from within…Purity, as ever, is the goal. However [it is]…more to purity of ideology than of impulse.”

Many of us are disturbed about the recent trend in Orthodoxy towards purity of ideology; many of us welcome diversity and pluralism.  But how many of us are at all interested in a serious struggle with our carnal desires?  Can a religious community accept both impurity of ideology and impulse?  More and more, the Haredi community is answering that question with a resounding, “No.”    
As the Haredi community chooses purity of ideology where does that leave the more Modern or Open Orthodox.  We are reluctant to accept purity of ideology and by and large—like the Haredi community--we have embraced the physical world around us.  But, is it possible that in our embrace of physicality, we have all gone too far?  Is it possible that our carnal pull is so strong, that we can no longer control it?  I’m not referring to lavish weddings of a hedonistic nature, but I am referring to our ability or inability to control what we eat, what we say, and what we see.  These are the day to day pulls of our body.  Can we control them?  
This week we celebrate the holiday of Purim.  The Talmud (Megilla 12a) explains that the Jewish people of that generation were worthy of being destroyed because, nehenu meseudato shel oto rasha.  In the first chapter of Esther, we are taught about Persian society.  It was a society that was defined by how lavish a party one could throw.  First there was a party of 180 straight days!  Then there was a party of seven days.  R. Aaron Lichtensten points out that the Jewish people were very careful to eat only kosher food at this party.  Indeed, the Talmud tells us that one of the arguments Haman brought against the Jews to Achashverosh was that if Achsaverosh would even touch their wine they would pour out.  
So, if their food was kosher, what then was their sin?  Their sin was not that they ate non-kosher food or drink at the party; their sin was that they were at the party to begin with.  They should not have been spending an entire week at a party; that’s not why we were put on this earth.
We are meant to enjoy life; but life isn’t one big party.  It is about coming close to God through our actions.  We can control our actions if we can better control our thoughts or impulses.

The easiest way to attain purity of impulse is through abstinence and restraint.  This is not a popular message today.  Almost no one is preaching it, and almost no one really wants to hear it.  And, yet, it overwhelmingly dominates our tradition.

We can’t reverse the clock to a time when normative Judaism practices purity of impulse.  It is impossible.  But our community as a whole could probably use a little bit less ideological purity and a little bit more purity of impulse.
As a community, why don’t we try this suggestion of Rav Shapira:  One night this week pull out a pen and paper and write down everything that you will eat in the next 24 hours.  Then hold yourself to that.  See if it does anything for you.  Let me know.

It’s a very small exercise.  But according to the overwhelming majority of rabbis throughout the past millennium it is the beginning of a path towards purity of impulse; and it is the beginning of the path to the way of Hashem.
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