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Elijah Schochet and Solomon Spiro, two devoted disciples of Pro f .
Saul Lieberman, have authored a biographical memoir of the their
m e n t o r.1 It is a valuable contribution to documenting the

L i e b e rman epoch in the JTS saga and the realms in which he functioned
in the American scene. Inter alia, the book  touches on R. Lieberm a n ' s
relationship with the Rav, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, a topic that
d e s e rves further comment.

R. Lieberman was born into a rabbinic family in the small village of
Motol, near Pinsk, in White Russia. He was a first cousin of R. Avraham
Yeshayahu Karelitz who was re v e rently known throughout the To r a h
world as “Hazon Ish” after the title of his published volumes. The
young Lieberman was sent by his parents to study in Malch at the age
of twelve. Shortly after his bar mitsva, Lieberman joined the renowned
Slobodka Yeshiva. He later also studied in the Novardok Yeshiva and
was ordained in 1916 at the age of eighteen. He also turned to secular
studies and attended the Kiev Gymnasium where he was admitted by
virtue of his proficiency in self-taught general studies. 

In 1922, R. Lieberman married Rachel, daughter of R. Eliezer
Rabinowitz, the rabbi of Minsk. The bride’s grandfather was the
renowned R. Ye ruham Yehuda Leib Perelmann, who was known as “The
G reat One of Minsk.” In 1927 the young couple went on aliya and R.
Saul later studied at the Hebrew University. In 1932 he attained his mas-
ter of arts degree with a specialization in Talmudic studies and a subspe-
cialty in Palestinology: Greco-Roman languages, culture, and ancient his-
t o ry. These disciplines were later to be synthesized and utilized by
L i e b e rman in his published scholarship which centered around the
J e rusalem Talmud and the Tosefta. As a result of his prodigious eru d i t i o n
in both rabbinic literature and the classical world, Lieberman engendere d
revised comprehension and understanding of the life, institutions, and lit-
e r a ry output of Jewish Palestine during the Talmudic period.
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Rachel Lieberman died in 1930. There were conflicting re p o rt s
relating to her death. It was attributed to either kidney disease or preg-
nancy complications. In 1932 Lieberman married Judith Berlin, the
granddaughter of the Netsiv, R. Naftali Tsevi Yehuda Berlin. Lieberman
thus became related by marriage to R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik who was
a great-grandson of the Netsiv. 

In Jerusalem, R. Saul encountered difficulties when the Hebre w
University rejected his attempts to obtain a doctorate. He was appoint-
ed to teach a Talmud preparatory course at the university in 1932. This
continued until his dismissal in 1937 due to the lack of students in his
class. Lieberman also served as the dean of The Harry Fischel Institute
for Research in Talmud. However, it was more of a traditional yeshiva
in its approach to Talmudic study, rather than an academic center. 

In 1940, the Liebermans arrived in the United States at the invita-
tion of the Jewish Theological Seminary. R. Saul was to become the
focal academic figure in the Seminary for the rest of his life. Judith
Lieberman became the Hebrew Studies principal of Shulamith, a girl’s
day school in Borough Park, Brooklyn. She was to remain a major fig-
ure in this school until her death in 1978.

The authors contend with the puzzle of R. Lieberman’s association
with JTS, the fountainhead institution of Conservative Judaism. The
Liebermans were Orthodox Jews, scions of illustrious rabbinic families.
Now they were identified with JTS, the training school for Conservative
rabbis. The most basic answer is that JTS off e red him a handsome
salary as well as the opportunity to pursue his Talmudic research. After
years of poverty and struggle, he now enjoyed stability. Lieberman stat-
ed this openly in an interview with a Jerusalem Post reporter in 1970: “I
teach four hours a week and the rest of my time is my own. . . . Over
the years I have published a great deal: this would not have been possi-
ble anywhere else” (quoted on page 16).

This association with JTS created a rift and separation between R.
Saul and the Torah world which was reconstructed in America after the
Holocaust. Nevertheless, on the Israeli scene, Lieberman retained an
ongoing relationship with many rabbinic figures, including the chief
rabbis, both Ashkenaz and Sephardic. In the United States, there was
some interaction with my mentor R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, who was
popularly known as the Rav. I therefore found the sections that detail
this relationship the most fascinating portion of this volume. The
authors relate an oral tradition that in the 1930’s, R. Moses Soloveichik
inquired whether an academic position might be available at JTS for his
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son R. Joseph Baer, a recent immigrant from Europe (p. 17). I doubt
whether there is any substance to this claim. I inquired of R. Louis
Simonson about R. Moshe’s attitude to the Seminary at that time.
Simonson was a 1935 graduate of Yeshiva College and was ordained by
Yeshiva in 1937. Simonson responded that even at that time the
S e m i n a ry was considered t re i f (non-kosher) by R. Moshe and the
Yeshiva students. It seemed to him highly improbable that R. Moshe
would seek a position for his son at such an institution.

An even more significant argument against this supposition can be
derived from the controversy between R. Moshe and Prof. Meir Balaban
in the late 1920’s. The latter was the director of the Ta c h k e m o n i
Rabbinical Seminary in Wa r s a w. R. Moshe was the head of Ta c h k e m o n i ’ s
Talmud department. Shulamith Meiselman, the Rav’s sister, related in
her memoir: 

There were other problems in our house. My brother Joseph Dov, who
had not yet left for Berlin, informed Father, “Tachkemoni isn’t living
up to its constitution. It doesn’t adhere strictly to Rabbinic Judaism. In
his history lectures, Balaban questions the reliability of the Tannaic and
Amoraic traditions. His lectures are blasphemies.”

“How do you know?” Father asked.
“Some of his students told me and showed me their notes.”
Father called in the students, who confirmed Joseph Dov’s state-

ments.2

This led to a turbulent confrontation between the standard bearer of tra-
ditional Talmudic learning and the expositor of the scientific approach. It
does not seem imaginable that a few years later R. Moshe would turn to
an institution that epitomized the scientific approach on American soil.

Since the appearance of Saul Lieberman: The Man and His Wo r k,
P rof. Marc Shapiro published a fascinating monograph entitled “Saul
Lieberman and the Orthodox.” Shapiro’s work is based upon the annu-
al Saul Lieberman memorial lecture which he delivered under the aus-
pices of the Union for Traditional Judaism. Shapiro also concluded that
this thesis re g a rding the desire of R. Moshe Soloveichik that his son
teach at JTS was not correct. Shapiro wrote:

T h e re is a re p o rt that R. Moses Soloveichik approached Ginzberg
around this time inquiring if there was a position available for his son,
R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik. See Schochet and Spiro, p. 17. I have found
no documentary evidence supporting this claim. Similarly, it has been
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asserted that R. Isaac Hutner was interested in an appointment at the
Seminary. Again, I have found no documentary evidence for this. It is
possible that this rumor began because someone read too much into a
letter from R. Moses Soloveichik to Ginzberg (p. 16, note 58).

S h a p i ro published this letter in the Hebrew section of his study.
Dated Shevat 18, 5696 (= Febru a ry 11, 1936), the letter simply
requested that Prof. Louis Ginzberg receive the young R. Isaac Hutner
who was desirous of meeting with Ginzberg.

The authors described the ongoing relationship between the Rav
and R. Saul. “Rabbi J. B. Soloveitchik had ‘the utmost respect for Dr.
Lieberman and shared a personal and scholarly relationship with him,’
although their interests and emphases in scholarship were quite differ-
ent” (p. 54). In the footnote to this observation, the authors cite R.
Hershel Schachter saying that the Rav told him of having met Pro f .
Lieberman at a berit and having discussed Gaonic responsa dealing with
the subject of priestly uncleanliness due to contact with corpses. In real-
ity, this encounter was a classic example of the different scholarly meth-
ods of these two leading scholars. This was the verbatim description by
the Rav of this discussion as I published it in my work on my mentor: 

Tumat ha-met [the defilement engendered by death] is something
unique and singular. It is not to be classified with other defil e m e n t s .
That is the reason the Torah did not mention tumat ha-met when it
spoke about other tumot. It is something singular and strange.

I will give you an example. A kohen is permitted to defile himself by
contact with a sheretz [the contaminating carcass of a creeping animal],
a zav [a person contaminated by a venereal discharge], or a mezorah [a
person afflicted with leprosy]. The kohen has been enjoined from con-
tracting tumat ha-met, that is all. The same is true of a nazir [a person
who vows abstinence from wine; Numbers 6:1-6:21].

I remind myself, I had an encounter quite a number of years ago
with a re p resentative of the so-called Hokhmat Yi s r a e l [ Wi s s e n s c h a f t
des Judentums]. He was a very outstanding scholar. He told me that
lately they have discovered a parchment, a megillah [scroll], in which it
was stated unequivocally that a kohen is enjoined from defiling himself
with a sheretz.

So I said to him, “Do you take it seriously?”
“Of course,” he answered, “very seriously.” You know, they [the

devotees of Hokhmat Yisrael] have the answer right away. It is a differ-
ent kabbalah, a different tradition. They operate with a “traditions” in
the plural.
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So I mentioned a name to him. This name was known to him, and I
knew that he did not like the person. I asked him: “Do you know
him?”

“Yes,” he answered. 
“Is he a scholar?” I asked.
“No, he is a boor and an am ha-aretz mide-oraita [ignoramus from

the Torah],” he answered. 
I said to him: “So only we have a monopoly on boors and amei ha-

a retz mide-oraita? Fifteen hundred years ago there were also boors and
amei ha-are t z. Since there was no paper, the boor had to write on parc h-
ment. So you found nice hiddushei To r a h [Rabbinic novellas], so what!”
This is a true story.3

The authors compare the teaching methods of their mentor with
my rebbe. They wrote:

Although Lieberman frequently played the role of an austere, demand-
ing and demeaning professor in the classroom, he cared deeply for his
students. His style of teaching, which could be condescending at a
times, was not dissimilar to that of other scholars such as R. J.B.
Soloveitchik who re p o rtedly treated his students in a similar fashion. . . .
He made a special eff o rt to capture the interest of his class, stating that
“to teach Torah, you must be an actor,” and he accordingly spiced his
c l a s s room lectures with humor, anecdotes, and drama (pp. 178-179).

I was an eyewitness to the Rav expressing a similar sentiment. My
rebbe had just finished a four and a half hour public lecture dedicated
to his father’s memory. It was one of his classic yahrzeit derashot which
w e re re g a rded as the major yearly academic event for American
O rt h o d o x y. When the Rav completed his presentation, many stepped
f o rw a rd to extend appreciation to the Rav. I heard one elder rabbi
declare to the Rav: “You are quite an actor.” He was obviously com-
menting on the Rav’s oratorical abilities. I thus described my re b b e ’ s
capabilities: “He was also a remarkable orator in his native Yiddish, and
his audience would rejoice or cry with him as he evolved his theological
and homiletical portraits.”4 I heard the Rav respond to the rabbi’s com-
ment about acting. My rebbe declared: “Acting is a major component
of teaching. To be an excellent teacher one must be a good actor.” 

Rabbis Lieberman and Soloveitchik were consulted about a propos-
al to establish a Joint Bet Din. It was to be recognized as the official bet
din of both the Rabbinical Council of America and the Rabbinical
A s s e m b l y. The goal was to engender a rabbinical court which would
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exercise exclusive authority in the spheres of marriage and divorce. Such
an innovation would enable Orthodox and Conservative Jews to main-
tain unity in matters of personal status in accordance with halakha.
Although the two scholars met several times during 1955 to discuss and
guide their disciples re g a rding the Joint Bet Din, the idea was never
implemented. Schochet and Spiro detail this episode and its impetus. It
supplements the reconstruction of these events by R. Louis Bernstein in
his doctoral thesis. This work was later published as Challenge and
Mission: The Emergence of the English Speaking Orthodox Rabbinate.5

Most fascinating was the description and analysis of the re l a t i o n s h i p
between Professors Lieberman and Heschel, perhaps the two most emi-
nent and best known Seminary faculty members. Prof. Abraham Joshua
Heschel, a descendant of distinguished Hasidic leaders, was a philoso-
pher and theologian. He joined Lieberman on the Seminary faculty in
1945 as professor of Jewish ethics and mysticism. Heschel’s world was
that of the non legal aspects of the rabbinic tradition, while Lieberm a n
was the master of the legal elements and the halakha. Heschel descended
f rom passionate Hasidim while Lieberman was born and bred a Litvak.
Schochet and Spiro theorize that these diff e rences were intensified by
L i e b e rman’s conservative political views which were at variance with
Heschel’s liberalism and political assertiveness. This disharmony intensi-
fied when Heschel publicly and aggressively opposed American involve-
ment in the Vietnam Wa r. It is of interest to note that there was a similar
rift between the viewpoints of the Rav and his younger bro t h e r, R.
A h ron Soloveichik. The former opposed public criticism of the Vi e t n a m
policies of the American government. The younger Soloveichik decried
the American position in his address before hundreds of college students
at the 1968 Yavneh convention. “Rabbi Soloveichik declared that the
war is unjust and immoral.”6

It may be that R. Saul possessed an intense patriotic commitment to
the United States and its government due to his experiences under the
Bolsheviks. Lieberman testified, “I learned to live like a dog during the
years of hunger under the Bolsheviks” (p.14). Heschel never experi-
enced this privation, neither in Europe nor in the United States.
Similarly, the Rav had observed the total disintegration of Jewish com-
munal life with the Communist takeover of Khaslavichy, his hometown,
in Russia. The Rav publicly declared in 1974: “There is no doubt that
Stalin had the status of Amalek. He too was the incarnation of total
evil.”7 R. Ahron, in contrast, had only memories of Warsaw before he
arrived in New York right after his bar mistva. 
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Another relationship scrutinized in this volume is that of the
S e m i n a ry’s president Louis Finkelstein and Lieberman. The former was
o rdained at the Seminary and attained his doctorate at Columbia
U n i v e r s i t y. The son of a European trained Brooklyn rabbi, Pro f .
Finkelstein was strictly orthodox in his personal life. For more than ten
years he served as the spiritual leader of Kehilath Israel, a leading
O rthodox synagogue in the Bronx. In 1940, Finkelstein became the
p resident and in 1951 the chancellor of the Seminary. According to a
member of the Seminary administration: “Louis Finkelstein looked upon
Saul Lieberman as his one and only rabbi” (p. 23). A Seminary faculty
member declared, “Finkelstein believed in God and worshiped
L i e b e rman” (p. 26). This unique relationship between these two leading
personalities was to become a prime factor on the Seminary scene during
their tenure .
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