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Introduction
Numerous times in his conversations with Rav Haim Sabatto (which
were subsequently published in the book entitled In Quest of Your Presence), Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, zt”l (May 23, 1933 – April 20, 2015)
(RAL) responded to Rabbi Sabbatto’s enquiries, “I am in the middle.”
This notion of being in the “middle” is a recurrent theme in RAL’s life
and thought. Rambam, following Aristotle, also famously advocated the
benefits of being in the middle regarding certain character traits.
The proper path is the median measure in each trait; that is, the
way that is equidistant from the two extremes. Accordingly, the
early Sages directed that a person always aim for the middle way in
order to attain perfection.1

But it is not Rambam’s Golden Mean to which RAL is referring. As opposed to his mentor and father-in-law Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik,
who did not focus on the issues in his writings, RAL passionately and
explicitly defended the values of the Centrist Orthodoxy community,
both in Israel and America, in which he was the acknowledged leader.
For RAL, Centrist Orthodoxy is a committed Orthodox community
with specific ideological responses to the theological challenges raised by
living and interacting with the modern world. But I would argue that
Centrism also reflects a certain mindset that can be seen in RAL’s thinking and writings. Many times, being in the center reflects an ability to see
both sides of a complex issue and identify with the values that underlie
the opposing positions. RAL comments, “I think that a Jewish, tradi1

Rambam, Hilchot Deos 1:2.

Alan Jotkowitz is Professor of Medicine and Director of the Jakobovits
Center for Jewish Medical Ethics. He is Associate Director for Academic Affairs of the Medical School for International Health at Ben-Gurion
University of the Negev and a Senior Physician at Soroka University
Medical Center both in Beer-Sheva, Israel
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tional and Torah perspective is one that has the ability to recognize partial truths.”2 All of RAL’s writings on major theological and contemporary issues are distinguished by his ability to think dialectically and analyze thoughtfully the competing viewpoints. One can certainly argue that
this reflects his mastery of the Brisker methodology for approaching a
Talmudic sugya sharpened by his academic training. Rav Soloveitchik
explains this further:
Not only Halakhic teleology but also positive Halakhic thinking is
dialectical. The latter follows the rules of an N-valued logic rather
than those of a two-valued logic. Positive Halakhah has never honored the sacrosanct classical principle of the excluded middle or
that of contradiction. Quite often it has predicated of x that it is
neither a nor b or that it is both a and b at the same time.3

One thing centrism is not, in the thought of RAL, is an excuse for
passionless Judaism paralyzed by uncertainly and spiritual mediocrity. As
Rav Ezra Bik, a student of RAL’s for more than fifty years, noted in his
eulogy, perhaps RAL’s defining characteristic was his fulfillment of all of
the commandments “bekol kocho,” with all of his strength. This was obvious to anyone who watched him daven, perform a shiva visit or teach a
shiur. This follows naturally from RAL’s insistence that the best approximation of the relationship between a human being and God is one of
servant to master. This perspective is less emphasized in certain circles
of contemporary Orthodox where the man-God relationship is modeled
on the child-parent or bride-groom model. The theological and practical
implications of RAL’s approach are obvious and relate to man’s role as a
being called to serve which is a lynchpin of RAL’s thought. In explaining
the relationship between a Jew and God, he writes:
Primarily, however, he encounters Him as a commander. Jewish
sensibility is pervasively normative. The Jew is, first and foremost, a
summoned being, charged with a mission, on the one hand, and directed by rules, on the other. The message addressed to him ranges
from the comprehensive to the minute, but whatever its scope, it is
normative in character.4
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