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Rabbi Hillel Goldberg, PhD, the executive editor of 
the Intermountain Jewish News, has written exten-
sively on spiritual and intellectual heroes of the Jewish 
people, most recently in The Unexpected Road: Storied 
Jewish Lives from around the World.

AFTERWORD: A PERSONAL REFLECTION

M y goal is to re-summon for many disciples and friends of Rabbi 
Aharon Lichtenstein certain characteristics of his, intellectual 
and otherwise, in the years I knew him regularly, 1966-1969, 

in the springtime of his career.
These characteristics might have been observed later only in their 

fully ripened form, while I wish to re-summon the initial raw power, 
freshness, and inspiration he conveyed when he was a young maggid 
shiur, Rosh Kollel, and sometime college professor. A biographer casts a 
backward look on his subject’s life, delineates stages of growth and devel-
opment, and captures the personality as a whole. My purpose here is dif-
ferent: a brief freeze-frame.

In the second half of the 1960s, the Rav, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, 
was already in his sixties, a senior figure, and a legend, even as he 
remained the pedagogue par excellence. The year of his triple aveilut, 
1967, with the long interruption in his teaching, made him more remote 
to many of us. In those days, R. Lichtenstein in a sense was more present 
and towering for many students at YU, even than the Rav. Precisely be-
cause R. Lichtenstein was in his thirties, his achievements could be ap-
prehended as something we should be able to strive for ourselves. His 
intellectual stature did not emerge from a distant legendary past: the sto-
ries of his assiduousness (hatmada), which were rife, stemmed from a 
period of his life that more or less matched our own ages. If R. Lichtenstein 
could master Shas, so should we be able to. If R. Lichtenstein could 
integrate an authentic secular education (PhD, Harvard, 1962) with his 
massive Torah learning, so should we be able to. True, his achievements 
seemed well beyond our reach, yet the gap was narrower than that be-
tween us and those immense, European presences, such as the Rav or 
Rav Dovid Lifshitz. Their idiom was not that of the American-educated 
R. Lichtenstein. He was an especially powerful role model in the way that 
only a slightly older contemporary could be.
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His secular learning was not merely a credential, a piece of personal 
history, a unique attribute, a somewhat exotic jewel, as I suspect it may 
have seemed to many, later in Israel; it was a living, implicit, insistent, 
daily demand on his students, within the larger, even more insistent de-
mand that Torah study drive and defi ne our lives. His college class, “Re-
ligion and Politics,” team-taught with the late Prof. Charles Liebman, 
demonstrated fully both the demand and the fruits of applying the Torah to 
contemporary issues. Some thirty-fi ve years after I was in R. Lichtenstein’s 
shiur, and found myself writing a halakhic work, I needed to elucidate 
various gemaras. Time and again I pulled up short. I found myself 
rewriting as a bell went off in the back of my mind: Would this pass mus-
ter with R. Lichtenstein? I’m not sure. I had better revise. His love and 
passion for limmud ha-Torah penetrated deeply and permanently, setting 
the bar for a lifetime. Not because of anything he said, but because of 
everything he did. Bounding up the stairs, skipping every other stair, to 
the shiur room; walking rapidly; short dinners; every available moment 
seized for, or in preparation for, Torah study.

This, I take it, is a salient quality that extended beyond his years at 
Yeshiva College; but it was nonetheless in stark contrast to the more mea-
sured pace of our secular instructors and, for that matter, many of our 
other Torah instructors. R. Lichtenstein stood out for his unlimited, 
moment-by-moment love of Torah.

There were other qualities of his that, to the best of my perception, 
developed during those years. I fi rst met R. Lichtenstein in 1966, when a 
fellow student and I organized a massive effort on the part of Yeshiva Col-
lege students to save the water-logged books in the Jewish Theological 
Seminary following a fi re there. We wanted to know whether there was a 
halakhic obligation on the part of YC students to engage in this. The man 
to ask, of course, was the Rav, who was in Boston at the time. The man to 
direct our question to the Rav, of course, was his son-in-law, R. Lichtenstein. 
It took more than a little courage to approach him, but we did. Picture 
the scene: Two underclass neophytes approaching the prime disciple 
of R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, asking whether yeshiva students could cut 
class – and cut shiur – to help a non-Orthodox institution. As it turned out, 
the Rav was unreachable immediately (in those pre-email, pre-cell phone 
days); but the capacity of R. Lichtenstein in coming years to move beyond 
his deeply ingrained penchant for abstract Talmudic, Brisker Torah and 
deal with concrete, pressing, life-and-death issues in the greater life of the 
Jewish people received an impetus, it seems to me, from incidents like this 
most unusual she’ela, that, for a few days, consumed the YC atmosphere, 
and that we pressed upon him. Another matter we pressed on him 
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concerned a rather complicated and wholly unexpected conversion candi-
dacy. Its unique contours elicited his halakhic and personal creativity. 
R. Lichtenstein did not dismiss our questions out of hand and did not dismiss 
us (everything else aside, we were perfect strangers); he took these practical 
halakhic matters seriously, probed us for some details, and was open to 
details that we volunteered. His honesty and humility transformed him in 
our eyes into a role model for how halakhic queries, no matter how out-of-
bounds they might seem, were to be received.

And we came back. In 1967, there was massive publicity about star-
vation, particularly of children, in Biafra. Were conditions in a distant 
African locale a legitimate concern of yeshiva students? I thought so, hav-
ing been tutored in Denver by the late R. Samuel Adelman, who began 
to fi ght for fair housing all the way back in the late 1940s. But what cred-
ibility might an unknown underclassman have on such a weighty issue – 
should Orthodox Jews take action on matters of universal concern? Again, 
we turned to R. Lichtenstein, who was just young enough to be accessible 
and understanding, and just old and learned enough to have the requisite 
stature as a Torah scholar to make an authoritative pronouncement. Pro-
nouncement, it turned out, was the least he provided. He personally led 
the demonstration in downtown Manhattan.

In his shiur, in a small gesture at once subtle and salient, deft and 
defi nitive, natural and calculated, R. Lichtenstein mastered the teachable 
moment by, for example, calling on a student to read the Gemara ad-
dressing him by his Hebrew name - the fi rst time the student had ever 
been known by anything other than his English name. It was a transfor-
mative moment in the student’s Jewish identity. In a newspaper article, in 
a grand gesture that simultaneously showed his reluctance to engage in 
polemics and his unwillingness to shirk the responsibility that his training 
bestowed on him, he responded to questionable hashkafot set forth by a 
fellow faculty member in an interview in the student newspaper, the 
Commentator.1 There were other teachable moments at R. Lichtenstein’s 
Sunday morning hashkafa talks, which could penetrate the mind, sear the 
soul, and rouse an idealistic commitment to serve the Jewish people. 
There were even moments of humor, discordant as this might seem. One 
Yom Kippur morning R. Lichtenstein was asked to recite maftir Yonah at 
minha, and he was horrifi ed. Why hadn’t he been notifi ed in advance . . . 

1 I conducted that interview with R. Irving Greenberg over a period of many 
months. Many versions, including the fi nal one, were vetted by him prior to 
publication. The decision to print a response to the interview from R. Lichtenstein 
was that of the Commentator, on whose staff I never served and whose decision to 
print a response by R. Lichtenstein I knew nothing of until it was published.
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he needed time to prepare! Well, he didn’t have time to prepare, and I 
shall leave it to the imagination of the readers as to how well he did. 
Which brings me to my fi nal element in this freeze-frame: R. Lichtenstein’s 
prayers on the Yamim Nora’im, the sweat dripping down his brow. 
It struck me as a sight so private that it should not have been allowed to 
have been seen. Yet, per Rudolf Otto’s defi nition of the holy, it was irre-
sistibly fascinating; and it was awesome. Above all, it was instructive: the 
ultimate teachable moment in emunah, yir’at Shamayim, and abnegation. 

Which brings me to a verse in I Samuel 19:20. King Saul dispatched 
his emissaries to take David when David was with Samuel the Prophet 
and with Samuel’s band of Prophets. King Saul’s emissaries objected, set-
ting out to capture David so that King Saul could harm him. But when 
these emissaries reached David, it is recorded in I Samuel 19:20, “and 
they also prophesied.” Again King Saul dispatched emissaries, with the 
same purpose, and again Scripture records, “and they also prophesied.” 
The same act by the King, with the same result, occurred a third time. 
King Saul’s intentions came to naught. Why? What happened?

Nowhere in Scripture does it say why these emissaries, instruments of 
evil, suddenly prophesied, nor does Scripture relate that they had a change of 
heart, that they repented, and that out of repentance they attained the stature 
of Prophets. Nor does Scripture record what they prophesied. Scripture does 
not even state that because they prophesied their evil mission was aborted. 
The fi rst book of Samuel simply states, “and they also prophesied.”

Despite the absence of data in the Biblical record, it seems clear what 
happened. Men, bent on one purpose, came within the fi eld of Samuel the 
Prophet, and within the fi eld of his band of Prophets. That spiritual fi eld was 
so pervasive, so “thick,” that the fi eld suffused these men. It transformed 
them. Once transformed, it could not be imagined that they would take David, 
nor was it necessary to say as much. And they prophesied. They became 
wholly different people. They ascended. They embraced the spiritual life. 
They did so without even speaking with Samuel the Prophet. Scripture re-
cords no words exchanged between them. Merely to be within the fi eld of 
the Prophets of the Creator altered their plans and altered their very selves. 
And so it was for those of us privileged to be within the fi eld of R. Lichtenstein 
during his years at Yeshiva College. It suffused us and transformed us.

As R. Lichtenstein later wrote of the way the Rav wrote of “the great 
Torah luminaries of Israel,” that at one plane, with their great intellects, 
they were “giants, conquerors, creators and builders, warriors in the bat-
tles of Torah,” even as, at the same time, they evinced “child-like inno-
cence and quasi-poetic naivete” – so may we say that the Rav wrote of his 
son-in-law.
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