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INTRODUCTION

The intellectual and spiritual lives of Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik con-
tain a series of seeming paradoxes. He was a great Torah giant whose
views on Zionism did not accord with those of others of his stature;
he was the great leader of modern Orthodoxy who saw himself mainly
as a teacher, a melammed; his Torah presence in Israel was such that
he was offered the position of Chief Rabbi, but he visited there only
once, before the founding of the State; he was a virtuoso of Jewish
philosophy who wished to be known principally through his talmudic
teachings; and he was a prolific writer who did not publish many of
his writings, due to the rigorous demands that he placed upon himself.
Rav Soloveitchik did not subscribe to the remonstration of Rabbenu
Bahya ibn Paquda, “do not be overly cautious of the need for caution.”
With respect to his thought, many talmudists and academics have
attempted to reveal the essence of his personality and his brilliance. A
number have dealt with the role or weight of modernity in the thought
of the Rav. Others have sought to elucidate the sources of the Rav’s
thought. And still others have tried to clarify his system of ideas in
order to discover consistent themes. The Rav, however, expressed his
thought in a way that made it somewhat elusive. First, he employed
a number of different writing styles. On occasion, such as in the
essay U-bikashtem mi-sham, the Rav employed the accepted style for
discussing religious phenomenology; in other instances, however, his
presentation tended toward a more sermonic style, as in The Lonely
Man of Faith. The doctoral dissertation that Rav Soloveitchik wrote
on the thought of Hermann Cohen is highly technical and analytical,
but it does not refer to a single one of Cohen’s “Jewish” writings.
Second, the Rav relied on an extensive and variegated series of
thinkers and sources. An extreme example of this is his work on
halakhic knowledge, The Halakhic Mind. The sheer range and density
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8 Introduction

of the sources makes it difficult to discern those that are most central.
Finally, the Rav treated many significant issues without offering firm
resolutions for at least some of them; two examples are his attitudes
toward modernity and Zionism.

It is possible to suggest that the dynamism of the Rav’s thought and
the differing views that it embraces reflect the paradoxical nature of
modern Orthodoxy as a whole. The intertwining of the intellectual
freedom that characterizes modern thought on the one hand, and
the unbending obligation to the requirements of the halakbab on the
other, is itself a paradox, and it sheds much light on the search that
modern Orthodoxy has undertaken. The influence of Rav Soloveitchik
onmodern Orthodoxy in North America is akin, in many ways, to the
influence of Rav Kook on religious Zionism in Israel. Indeed, Rabbi
Aharon Lichtenstein, the Rav’s son-in-law, wrote: “The views of Rav
Kook, with which the Rav agreed in many areas even as he strongly
disagreed in some others, form a basis for comparison (in terms
of the Rav’s originality and breadth of ideas), even as the essential
building blocks of their thought and the modes of their philosophical
expression differed greatly” (“The Rav at Jubilee: an Appreciation,”
in Leaves of Faith: the World of Jewish Learning [Jersey City, N. J.,
2003], vol. 1, 193).

In the past thirty years, the influence of the thought of Rav Solove-
itchik on religious Zionism in Israel has increased, and the reason
for that shift can be pinpointed. From the mid-1970s through the
mid-1980s, religious Zionism in Israel became intertwined with the
settlement of Yehuda and Shomron and Gaza. At that point, the
philosophical writings of the Rav that deal so much with the alien-
ation and existential loneliness endemic to modern man were not so
influential. The strong sense of unity and purpose that permeated the
religious Zionist camp did not allow for a deep understanding of the
Rav’s writings. However, from the late 1980s onward, in the face of
social and political changes that affected religious Zionism, the Rav’s
writings were “re-discovered,” and this time they spoke strongly to
the young religious Zionist.

In recent years, modern Orthodoxy in North America has under-
gone a self-assessment as well. A number of rabbinic leaders decided to
make ‘aliyab,’ and changes have also occurred at the flagship institu-
tion of modern Orthodoxy in North America, Yeshiva University. The



Introduction 9

writings of the Rav, which express the considerations and concerns of
modern Orthodox Jewry, have never been more relevant.

These parallel developments impelled us to organize a joint con-
ference, under the auspices of both the Friedman Chair for Teaching
the Thought of Rav Soloveitchik at Bar-Ilan University and Yeshiva
University in New York, at which scholars would discuss the thoughts
of the Rav. The two volumes that have emerged, in English and in
Hebrew, bring the fruits of those conference proceedings to the reader.
We hope and trust that these studies of the Rav’s words and teachings
will constitute a meaningful intellectual experience, and will also
contribute to a further understanding of the complex challenges that
stand before his students, and their students.

Ephraim Kanarfogel
Dov Schwartz
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