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As the body of Rav Soloveitchik’s posthumously published writ-
ten work grows, it is a challenging question how to introduce all 
his writings to students unfamiliar with his living, charismatic 

teaching persona.1 In addition, the deeply philosophic nature of his over-
all approach has, at times, stymied students more comfortable with the 
intricacies of his talmudic and halakhic discourses. R. Reuven Ziegler’s 
examination of the Rav’s religious philosophy in this new book is an in-
valuable resource to perpetuate a meaningful appreciation of the Rav’s 
legacy.2 He provides a clear overview of the major essays and significant 
themes, with patient attention to fleshing out the underlying philosophic 
ideas of the Rav’s writings. But the work actually serves a dual function: 

1. See the projects of ATID on individual topics, found at www. atid.org/journal/
journal05/default.asp. Also see Moshe Simkovich, “Teaching Rabbi Soloveitchik’s 
Thought in the High School Curriculum,” in Wisdom From All My Teachers: Challenges 
and Initiatives in Contemporary Torah Education, ed. Jeffrey Saks and Susan Handelman 
(Jerusalem and New York, 2003), 341-59. These works are cited in the book under 
review (198-99).
2. The book was commisioned by the Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik Institute under its then 
Dean, Rabbi Dr. Jacob J. Schacter.
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as a thorough, systematic introduction to the Rav’s thought, and as a rich 
tapestry woven with myriad insights into the complexities of the Rav’s 
values and commitments, the veritable entirety of his teaching program.

Majesty and Humility has its genesis in R. Ziegler’s introductory 
course to second year students at Yeshivat Har Etzion. The plan for that 
course was transformed, in part, into a “virtual” class on the Yeshiva’s 
Virtual Beit Midrash. And now a full pedagogical program is available to 
teachers and students of the Rav’s writings. 

R. Ziegler began Yeshiva College during the Rav’s last year of teach-
ing, and did not hear him teach or lecture. Nonetheless, he brings to this 
project a unique qualification. Not only can he draw on all of the Rav’s 
published volumes, but as Director of Archives of the Rav’s legacy, he has 
access to “hundreds of R. Soloveitchik’s unpublished manuscripts, along 
with thousands of tapes” (415). While the central focus of the book is to 
guide the reader through all of the Rav’s major published works in a clear 
and pedagogically astute fashion, a second, powerful thrust is to reveal  
connections, clarifications, and challenges from the treasurehouse of nearly 
seventy years of the Rav’s teaching. That R. Ziegler carries out both these 
plans clearly and compellingly is the stunning achievement of this book.

The first challenge in explicating the Rav’s philosophy is deciding 
where to start. R. Ziegler’s opening chapters proceed as follows. After 
a brief overview of the arc of the Rav’s biography, he devotes six chap-
ters (39-95) to “three shorter and more accessible essays” (38)—“The 
Community,” “Majesty and Humility,” and “Catharsis,” written from 
1962-1976 and all published in Tradition in the Spring 1978 issue. By 
means of these essays, R. Ziegler expertly walks the student/reader 
through some fundamental concepts—the relative values of individual 
and community, the complex (read: “dialectical”) nature of the in-depth 
human personality, and the ultimate goals of a fulfilled and fulfilling 
life. R. Ziegler’s approach may be appreciated by noting three levels of 
his presentation in these opening pages. First, he is unfailingly clear in 
introducing the Rav’s nuanced thinking on these topics, and he judi-
ciously cites digestible passages from the texts, all the while urging the 
students to read the full texts themselves. Second, the footnotes, in and of 
themselves, offer an independent, advanced course: clarifications, cross-
references to most of the major works, notice of a few apparent contra-
dictions and a careful selection of helpful scholarly literature. Finally, the 
section, “For Further Reference,” at the end of these chapters, charts out 
for the interested reader, in one or two sentences, or sometimes a couple 
of paragraphs, more complicated and varied follow-up assignments. 



Charles M. Raffel 205

Although other books use this format, R. Ziegler shows special discipline 
and focus in not straying from his central goal.

Let me offer a concise example of the different levels at which R. 
Ziegler operates, drawing upon these foundational early chapters. In the 
body of his text, in discussing “Majesty and Humility,” R. Ziegler writes, 
“In a very acute analysis, the Rav observes that modern society is marked 
by crisis because it is unable to deal with this duality of advance and re-
treat” (61). He then reproduces a short selection from the essay itself and 
then continues, “This tantalizing remark anticipates a theme developed at 
great length in The Lonely Man of Faith” (ibid.). The attending footnote 
to this passage, relevant only to a reader of The Lonely Man of Faith, states 
that “. . . modern man develops only the Adam I side of his personality.”  
The reader who is interested in pursuing this overarching theme of ultimate 
human striving is directed in the “For Further Reference” section to three 
carefully chosen, accessible articles on the concept of imitatio dei. In general, 
the suggestions for further reading are neatly targeted. To be sure, the inter-
connectedness of all the Rav’s essays and monographs, to one another and 
to the broader elements of Jewish thought, are often only teasingly hinted at 
in the “For Further Reference” section, reinforcing the notion that the clear 
and sustained explanation of the Rav’s thought is the book’s main objective.

If my university students may serve as a reliable guide, many readers 
can follow and appreciate the essays discussed in the early chapters on 
their own. But R. Ziegler utilizes their very accessibility to build a store-
house of vocabulary, themes, and methodology in order to build a struc-
ture of literacy and confidence so that more difficult and opaque essays 
can be handled. It is as if R. Ziegler is saying that the religious thought of 
R. Soloveitchik is a language, and that he plans to teach the student the 
vocabulary, syntax, and idioms first, based on “beginning” and “interme-
diate” texts. As a pedagogical strategy, it is too often overlooked by others 
in favor of overwhelming the student with complexity in the form of, say, 
initiating students with Halakhic Man. R. Ziegler’s plan is refreshing and 
it succeeds convincingly here.

By the time the major essays are to be introduced and explained, the 
reader is speaking “the language” and knows what to expect—aware that, 
for example, the Genesis accounts of humanity’s birth are texts to be ex-
plored and explored again; that the Rav’s thought is consistently dialecti-
cal; and that the Rav’s technical vocabulary is, at once, very precise and 
unique. Also, the overriding themes of the power of authentic religious 
experience and the absolute, unwavering centrality of Halakhah to hu-
man striving are firmly established in the introductory sections.
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After these introductory chapters, the plan of this book is to con-
tinue to expose the student to the Rav’s religious thought by means of a 
very thorough treatment of The Lonely Man of Faith, chapters on Family 
Redeemed, an examination of the Rav’s philosophy of prayer, drawn 
from different works, and his explorations, over the years, of repentance 
and suffering. Several of these chapters may be called synthetic; they 
synthesize from published materials and transcribed talks in order to 
build major themes and approaches. The same level of clarity of exposi-
tion is maintained in the synthetic sections as in those where R. Ziegler 
discusses and analyzes distinct, self-contained works. A glimpse at the 
“Index of Rav Soloveitchik’s Writings” (pp. 429-32) will give the reader 
some idea of the many sources (not to mention their complexity) that 
R. Ziegler is juggling, sorting through and organizing in his presenta-
tion, not only in these synthetic sections, but in the single-work focused 
sections as well.

The chapters on The Lonely Man of Faith, even in a book of such 
uniform clarity, are very impressive in both explication of peshat and the 
teasing out of implications, connections, and consequences. The indi-
vidual personalities of Adam the first and Adam the second are carefully 
explained along with portraits of their respective communities. Given R. 
Ziegler’s attention to the argument and structure of the essay, I think one 
may safely say that “no reader will be left behind” in understanding and 
appreciating the Rav’s “best known and most influential work” (121). 
R. Ziegler’s identification of Ch. IX of The Lonely Man of Faith as the 
“climax”of the book (158) widens the scope of his inquiry, insofar as the 
chapter wrestles with the appropriate place and function of religion in 
contemporary society. It is no longer a “close reading” of the text alone, 
but a thoroughgoing examination of the implications of the values of 
the Rav in the areas of public policy, halakhic decision-making, ritual, 
interfaith and interdenominational concerns, and the very essence of 
what “Modern Orthodoxy” might signify. So R. Ziegler excels both in 
explaining how to read the text and in demonstrating how to see implicit 
connections between the author’s philosophical positions and his pub-
lic pronouncements and leadership positions, between the text and the 
contemporary context.

R. Ziegler next analyzes the collected essays in Family Redeemed, and 
makes for me, implicitly, a convincing case for treating the posthumously 
published work as carrying equal weight to the Rav’s earlier published 
writings. Within this section, the Rav’s cherished topics of prayer and 
repentance receive close examination and appreciation. In the section on 
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repentance, R. Ziegler diverges from his single-minded focus and explains 
the Rav’s thinking through a comparison with Rav Kook’s thinking on 
the subject. The comparison seems to enrich the discussion, but I am not 
convinced that it is needed to clarify the Rav’s own thinking beyond what 
focusing on the Rav in isolation would have unveiled.

Kol Dodi Dofek receives a direct treatment, culminating in a chapter 
titled quite simply, “The Significance of the State of Israel.” This chapter 
transcends the text of the essay itself to examine and question the core 
values and nuances of the Rav’s position on the “instrumental” value of 
the state. Here, R. Ziegler seems intent on not only explaining the Rav’s 
position on religion and state, but in pushing and probing it in light of 
contemporary issues and problems. The treatment is very brief, but sug-
gestive nonetheless.

Left now with two of the Rav’s most significant works to tackle, the 
book concludes with explorations of Halakhic Man and U-Vikkashtem mi-
Sham. R. Ziegler chooses not to present a sustained explication de texte of 
“Confrontation,” instead weaving its central themes into a lengthy synthet-
ic section on the autonomy of faith (167-99). The Halakhic Mind’s concern 
with philosophy of religion is somewhat peripheral to the book’s central 
aim, and instead the author opts to explore the theme of subjectivity and 
objectivity mainly in its specific Jewish context, Halakhah. 

Rather than offering a full-blown, detailed guide to Halakhic Man, as 
he did for The Lonely Man of Faith, R. Ziegler offers both an overview of its 
structure and a clear consideration of some of its significant issues. True 
to his stated belief in the introduction (18) that Halakhic Man is more of 
a character study than a full blown argument, he first offers a brief com-
parison of the prototypes in Halakhic Man to those in The Lonely Man 
Of Faith. In treating Halakhic Man, he chooses to focus on two aspects of 
this very challenging work, the inner-directed desire to undergird the ul-
timate religious personality on a strong intellectualist foundation and the 
outer-directed aim of proving caricatures of Judaism—“heteronomous, 
non-cognitive, non-moral, and slavish” (330)—wrong. R. Ziegler may 
assume that a student grounded thoroughly in the major aspects of the 
Rav’s religious philosophy, patiently established through his more ac-
cessible works (that is, less philosophical) could negotiate the twists and 
unexpected turns of Halakhic Man on his or her own. The treatment is 
fairly short and purposefully not done chapter-by-chapter (for a reason 
[see p. 18] that I find unpersuasive; however, I would note the existence 
of substantial accounts of the intricacies of Halakhic Man cited under 
“Further References”).
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The section on U-Vikkashtem mi-Sham would stand, by itself, as a 
singular accomplishment. R. Ziegler takes a rigorously elusive work and 
guides the reader through its complexity, unraveling expertly its dialecti-
cal DNA. He then muses on different, competing scholarly assessments 
of the relationship between these two major works, whether different 
views of the same personality type are at stake or different aspects of the 
arc of different personalities. R. Ziegler sees a symbiotic relationship be-
tween the two works. Above all, given the essay’s unblinking attention 
to the ultimate goal of human striving, he makes a compelling case that 
U-Vikkashtem mi-Sham may be the Rav’s “most profound and heartfelt 
work” (344).

Besides the individual attention all these works receive, R. Ziegler 
offers both a “Review Chapter” (chapter 36) and a final chapter, “Major 
Themes and Concluding Reflections.” Rather than shortchanging the sig-
nificant points that R. Ziegler makes in both these chapters, let me focus 
on one overwhelming impression that I received from this book. In my 
own reading and teaching, I have focused, with rare exceptions, on the 
individual, unique character and logic of each of the Rav’s essays. To be 
sure, I have raised questions about how one work relates to another, more 
certain that the questions would persist than in believing that an authentic, 
reliable answer or resolution would emerge. R. Ziegler’s stress on the Rav’s 
core concerns, as they repeat throughout the individual essays, is, for me, a 
kind of revelation—he makes a convincing case for the consistency of the 
Rav’s own intellectual program, throughout his teaching and writing ca-
reer. While this is a consummate teaching book, it is clearly more than that. 
R. Ziegler has some intriguing, overarching thoughts about the Rav’s writ-
ings that he shares, inter alia, as “bench” notes, if you will. One such theory 
is that some of the Rav’s writings have an elusive quality that is underap-
preciated, what R. Ziegler labels “dual endings” (61, 395). For example, he 
questions whether Lonely Man of Faith (truly) ends with the necessity of 
human withdrawal from society or rather the necessary re-integration of 
human initiative with the community at large—in the classic language of 
the essay, whether Adam the second is allowed, in real life, a fully indepen-
dent existence on his own terms. If correct, Ziegler’s approach would have 
a profound impact on the Rav’s ultimate position on engagement with 
vs. withdrawal from the world. Related to this notion is a comprehensive 
view of the Rav’s own deployment of two different types of dialectic: one 
that is unresolved, and one that is fully synthesized and resolved—that is, 
the Kierkegaardian and Hegelian types of dialectic, respectively, as initially 
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introduced in the essay “Majesty and Humility.” R. Ziegler’s statement that 
“overall, his [the Rav’s] writings contain a Kierkegaardian dialectic between 
the two forms of dialectic themselves” (408) constitutes his incisive, sweep-
ing characterization of the entire oeuvre. Teasing out and substantiating 
such insights are not really part of the book’s central program, but one 
hopes that this other project is not too far off on the horizon.

It is no small irony that only a “virtual” student of the Rav, one who 
was too young to sit in his actual classes and lectures, would have the 
courage to take on the task of being a helpful guide to all of the Rav’s 
writings and an insightful reader who can reveal fresh perspectives. This 
“virtual” student allows a new generation to hear the Rav’s cadence, to feel 
his breath, to witness his undying quest to know divinity and to under-
stand what a divinely ordered life might look and feel like here on earth. 
The individual essays come alive again here, and the indomitable force of 
their author’s quest for ultimate truth lives in these pages as well. 

One may reasonably conclude that a cadre of students, educated and 
enlightened by this comprehensive and accessible book, will emerge with 
sufficient fluency in the Rav’s writings to meaningfully engage the origi-
nal texts on their own. For offering such a luminous entry into the heart 
of the Rav’s philosophy, we are all in R. Ziegler’s debt. 


