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For half a century, the Rav, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, was the pre-

eminent figure in the Modern Orthodox2 community, with thousands
of students studying in his shiurim at Yeshiva University. Thousands

more attended his weekly Tuesday night shiur at Congregation Moriah
in New York, his Saturday night shiur at the Maimonides School in
Brookline and other public lectures, derashot and shiurim. The Rav
served as the primary religious mentor for many, and his authority con-
tinues to be invoked by different students to support their various and
sometimes conflicting perspectives on issues. As a result, arguments
about his real positions on issues and accusations of revisionism from

both left and right have become commonplace.
Perhaps realizing that his book would not resolve these controver-

sies, Rabbi Dr. Rakeffet-Rothkoff chose to completely avoid controver-
sial issues. His work does not attempt to define the Rav's position on
religious questions nor does it seek to resolve apparent contradictions.

Except for a biographical sketch of the Rav and short descriptions of his
ilustrious ancestors, the book consists solely of excerpts from the Rav1s

writings and talks. The author's selection process seems aimed at
humanizing the Rav, focusing on stories that the Rav told about his
family and life in Europe. And, rather than rehash the Rav's famous
writings, R. Rakeffet chose selections from lesser-known speeches to
complement the anecdotes.

The work's subtitle, "The World of the Rav," refers not to the Rav's
intellectual world, but to the world of his family and the world within
which he functioned. Regarding the latter, the book is amply filled with
pictures of R. Soloveitchik in different contexts. Since the Rav, while a

raconteur, was a private person, his stories tell much about others but
little about himself. Most of the stories concern his ancestors and wil
interest primarily those who have some familiarity with the Soloveitchik
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dynasty. For instance, the work includes an amusing description öf the
engagement between the Rav's maternal grandparents, but nothing
about his relationship with his own wife.

The book details the atmosphere surrounding his famous yahrzeit
shiur for his father but not its substance. Similarly, R. Rakeffet includes

descriptions of the Talmud shiur at Yeshiva, the Saturday night lecture
in Brookline, the address to the Rabbinical Council of America conven-
tion and other speeches; he relates the reactions of those who attended
and how it affected them, yet the actual content of the shiur or lecture
remains elusive. The work reports the accounts of two students who
attended the Rav's shiur decades apart, but makes no mention of the
radical differences that had occurred in the Rav's teaching style and his
interaction with students.3

Certain aspects of the Rav's approach emerge clearly from the
book. His statement that the battle for American Jewry will be deter-
mined by two factors, higher morality and intellectual achievement (voL.
2, pp. 58-59), reflects the Rav1s concern with ethical behavior4 as well

as intellectual development. Selections stressing emotions and experi-
ences help modify the common, but simplistic, image of the Rav as per-
sonifYing the Mitnaggedic mindset. In the act of Torah study, the Rav

sees "an ecstatic experience in which one meets God" (voL. 2, p. 203).
In a powerful piece, the Rav contrasts his success at transmitting

intellectual ideas with his feeling inadequate in the transmission of expe-
riences (pp. 238-41). He expresses frustration that his students follow
his method of learning but not his philosophical-experiential viewpoint:
"They lack the experiential component of religion and simply substitute
obscurantism for it." In an important but little-known essayS not men-

tioned in the book, the Rav describes the fact that religious youth have
an intellectual understanding of Torah but lack a live feeling that per-
meates their senses. This lack of an emotional experience of Judaism
causes them to become either extremists or too willing to compromise.
He sees this as a severe educational-philosophic crisis.

The trend to blindly follow leaders was foreign to the Rav's under-

standing of personal responsibilty. When a student asked him for guid-
ance in making moral decisions, he would explain the options but tell
him that the final choice was his. "I resent very much that certain roshei
yeshiva want to impose their will upon the boys. It is against the law"
(voL. 2, p. 237). Many students who turned to him for guidance were
initially disappointed that the Rav refused to simply make the decision
for them. Only later did they appreciate that he helped them to learn
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how to take responsibility for their own lives.
The Rav dedicated his years to Yeshiva University because he saw it

accomplishing a more profound goal than the German Orthodoxy of
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch and Rabbi Azriel Hildesheimer. They
successfully combined academic training with religious piety. But, in the
Rav's eyes, Yeshiva aspired to a higher goal, the combination of univer-

sity education with lamdut, rigorous Rabbinic scholarship at the highest
level (voL. 2, pp. 225-34). The Rav's own shiur was devoted to develop-
ing the student into a lamdan, and the Rav himself served as the model

for the successful combination of the worlds of lamdut and university
education.

These volumes will provide additional insight to all those who have
some knowledge of and appreciation for the Rav. For his students, in
particular, it wil bring back memories of a special part of their lives
learning Torah with a unique rebbe.

NOTES

1. Rabbi Rakeffet and I were classmates at Yeshiva. We attended Rabbi
Soloveitchik's shiur together for four years.

2. The terms "Modern Orthodox" and "Centrist Orthodox" were not part
of the Ravl s vocabulary.

3. Having attended the Rav1s shiur between 1977 and 1985 as well as in the
late fifties and early sixties, I personally witnessed these changes.

4. See also "The Ethical Emphasis in Judaism", in Reflections oiThe Rav, A.
Besdin, ed., pp. 187-195.

5. "At Ahavat ha-Torah u-Geutat Nefesh ha-Dor", in Be-Sod ha-Yahid ve-ha-

Yahad, P. Peli, ed., pp. 401-32.
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