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A CALL TO SCHOLARS, EDUCATORS, 
WRITERS, AND THINKERS

M y son recently received a message from his yeshiva’s alumni 
WhatsApp group calling for him to join a hotline for teens who 
have questions of faith that go unanswered by their Rabbis. 

The message explained that the Rabbis are providing cold technical 
answers to questions that demand depth and consideration. Clearly, as 
educators and parents, we are not doing our jobs.

I am a high school teacher in Israel, and I have encountered all kinds of 
students in various stages of faith and faith crisis. These faith crises among 
teens and young adults have become so widespread in Israeli society that 
new terminology has been coined in an attempt to capture various shades 
of doubt and the status of doubters within society. There is dati-lite, dossi, 
mesorati-dati, mesorati lo dati, and hozer be-she’ela. As a teacher and a 
mother, it behooves me to consider the reasons behind this new reality.

It is an especially challenging time to be a teen. Multiple children in 
every classroom have learning disabilities, mental and neurological disor-
ders are on the rise, and bullying has found a powerful ally in the internet. 
Divorce rates are up as are suicides in teens. The internet and social media 
have exposed our children to new realities and has left them asking ques-
tions about the relevance of Torah in their lives. 

In addition, for many, religion has become superfi cial. By performing 
religious ceremonies without thought to their meaning or existential val-
ue we send our children messages about the triviality of Jewish law in our 
lives. The function of Jewish law is to help us translate the mundane 
aspects of our lives into holy transformative experiences. But instead of 
converting hol (mundane) into kodesh (holiness), we are turning kodesh 
into hol. Children are very sensitive to parental and societal attitudes, and 
their behavior has begun to refl ect these messages.

In Israel, teens are beginning to challenge authority with diminished 
standards of Kashrut, tzniut, and Shabbat observance. It is common to 
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either be a family or know a family, which has children who are no longer 
observant. A recent Israeli poll suggests that one out of seven children 
born to a religious Zionist family rejects religion.1

I do not claim to have answers to the phenomena described above, 
but I would like to offer one possible source which can be mined for solu-
tions: Jewish philosophy. Questions about God, our relationship with God, 
our roles in this world, science and Torah, and the value of Judaism in our 
lives have been discussed in depth by Jewish thinkers throughout the 
ages. Perhaps, as our children continue to reject the importance and 
applicability of Jewish law, Jewish philosophy can provide the depth and 
relevance they are seeking.

Historically, Jewish thinkers have responded to faith crises in their 
respective communities with philosophical treatises or books. Thinkers 
like Rambam and Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik signifi cantly altered the spir-
itual milieu in which they lived through their philosophical writings. We 
can learn much from their efforts.

Rambam

Surprisingly, Rambam lived during times that are strikingly similar to 
our own in some ways. Science and philosophy were two of the greatest 
challenges to religion for Rambam’s generation. Rambam describes the 
audience for whom he writes in his introduction to his philosophical 
magnum opus, Moreh Nevukhim. He describes a person for whom “the 
validity of our law has become established in his soul and has become 
actual in his belief.” Such a man, while perfect in his practice of religion, 
once exposed to science and philosophy, may become confused by the 
apparent contradictions between science and Torah. Our own genera-
tion has been similarly challenged. The Big Bang, evolution, and deter-
minism are some well-known examples of theories that seem to contradict 
Torah. 

Rambam explains that a more profound explanation of Torah is required 
to resolve these contradictions. The Torah is written for the masses and, 
as such, contains metaphorical allusions to deeper truths. Once we under-
stand those profound truths these contradictions will be resolved. The 
Moreh Nevukhim was written to provide this deeper understanding of the 
Torah for those who struggle.

The sufferers of crises of faith in Rambam’s time asked the same ques-
tions we ask today. Can we prove that God exists? How can we explain 
the Torah’s view of creation in light of science? Is there Divine Providence? 
And if so, how can we explain the evil and suffering that we have all 
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experienced? While many of Rambam’s solutions were informed by his me-
dieval background in science and philosophy, that does not mean we have 
nothing to learn from Rambam. One of the most important things we 
can learn from him is how to communicate. 

Rambam was a brilliant communicator. At fi rst glance, his works 
appear to be written by different authors. They are written in different 
languages, in different writing styles, and about different subject matters. 
The Mishne Torah, a halakhic work, was written in clear, accessible Hebrew. 
It is straightforward and easy to study. His letters are empathetic, elo-
quent, and sensitive. Rambam’s Epistle to Yemen is credited with saving 
Yemenite Jewry, who faced the threat of conversion or death. (Rambam 
himself faced such a predicament.) His Moreh Nevukhim, a work of phi-
losophy, is written in diffi cult, complicated Judeo-Arabic. It is a book laced 
with contradiction that was meant to confuse and frustrate readers whom 
Rambam considered unprepared for his work. Nobody knew how to 
manipulate language as well as Rambam. This is one key to great 
communication.

Rambam wrote his works with an important pedagogical principle 
in mind: The audience determines the writing style. When writing to a 
community in distress, he spoke with sympathy and assurance. When 
writing to the masses in order to provide clarity on what he perceived to 
be complicated and obscure issues, he wrote in straightforward Hebrew. 
And when writing to an elite group who were exposed to philosophy 
and had become confused, he wrote in riddles, so the masses would not 
comprehend his work and become confused as well. While most writers 
are fortunate if they master one style of writing, Rambam mastered 
them all.

Rambam provides us with the key to communicating with those suf-
fering crises of faith: No one answer or one tone is suitable for everyone. 
It is important to know your audience before you leap into explanation. 
A teen asking questions who is suffering emotionally should be addressed 
differently from a young adult pursuing academic solutions to intellectual 
queries. A teenager is not the same as an adult, and emotional diffi culties 
are not the same as intellectual torment. Discussions with faith-crisis suf-
ferers need to be designed carefully and pointedly.

This is a critical lesson we can glean from Rambam’s writings when 
addressing those suffering from crises of faith today. It is a lesson teachers, 
parents, and writers may comprehend intellectually, but too few put into 
practice. It is why my son’s alumni WhatsApp group members cried out 
for help among their peers. Rambam served as a model for this pedagogi-
cal principle.
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Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik

When R. Soloveitchik reached America in 1932 he encountered a spiri-
tual desert. He was surprised at the religious ignorance he met in Boston, 
which was to be his home, and would tell of the president of a synagogue 
who read through the fi nancial section of the newspaper during the read-
ing of Esther on Purim.2 His infl uence on Boston and Yeshiva University 
was transformative. Ultimately, the Maimonides School he founded in 
Boston fl ourished under his care, and the shiurim and lectures he delivered 
drew hundreds of people at a time. Many of his derashot developed new 
concepts in the philosophy of halakha and continue to impact our under-
standing of Jewish law. It is no exaggeration to say that R. Soloveitchik 
altered the make-up of modern American Jewry with his revolutionary 
ideas. 

In The Lonely Man of Faith, R. Soloveitchik addressed one of the 
most critical issues of his time: modernity and religion. He speaks of two 
different archetypes of man based on his interpretation of the two cre-
ation chapters, labeling them as Adam 1 and Adam 2, and applies these 
archetypes to the experience of modern man. Adam 1 seeks to control his 
environment and to acquire dignity with his utilitarian approach to the 
world. He builds hospitals, masters technology, and invents machinery. 
Adam 2, on the other hand, seeks control over himself. He is overcome 
by his sense of loneliness, and he yearns to form a relationship with God.

These two dialectical approaches to life are within each of us, creating 
complex inner tension. Neither of the two goals can be completely ful-
fi lled. Man will always be striving. The modern world tends to portray 
religion as comforting and serene. For R. Soloveitchik, this is not at all 
the case. Religion is meant to be a depth experience and a diffi cult one at 
that. It is the ultimate oxymoron: Man must inhabit two different worlds 
at the same time.

R. Soloveitchik continues to draw such opposing paradigms in his 
other works: The Man of Fate and the Man of Destiny; Cognitive Man, 
Homo Religiosus, and Halakhic Man; Majesty and Humility. What makes 
R. Soloveitchik so unique is that he does not describe these dialectical 
states within man in order to seek solutions. His philosophy is existential, 
not rational. He proposes no syllogisms. He recounts his own personal 
experience of loneliness and creates a philosophy out of this experience. 

This introduction of existentialism into Jewish thought was exactly 
what his generation required. For the bewildered generation of the 
Holocaust and the birth of the State of Israel, syllogisms were not enough. 
And for the children of the twentieth-century’s budding scientifi c 
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revolution, the tension between modernity and religiosity became too 
stark to resolve. It was the generation of quantum mechanics and the in-
vention of the atom bomb. The structure of DNA was discovered, and 
birth control pills were developed. As in our generation, with the inven-
tion of the internet and smart technology, the previously unthinkable 
became real. Rationalism was thrown into question as it could not address 
all realities of human existence, and the generation had to turn to their 
own profound experiences to connect them to God.

With his particular brand of philosophy, R. Soloveitchik offered his 
generation something unique: self-awareness. As opposed to fi nding 
answers outside of themselves, his archetypes of man challenged his gen-
eration to look inward and reconsider their pre-conceived notions of 
mankind and religion. According to R. Soloveitchik, religion is about 
struggle, paradox, and tension. It demands self-creation and personal 
striving towards God. This revolution in thought helped American Jews 
make sense of their faith.

Just as R. Soloveitchik offered his generation his own original brand 
of philosophy in order to respond to their needs, we need to develop our 
own approach that relates to the unique experiential character of our 
time. Our children are crying out for a reassessment of previous ideas, 
and it is our responsibility to provide it.

A Call to Scholars, Educators, Writers, and Thinkers

While many of the religious challenges during the time of Rambam and 
R. Soloveitchik are similar to ours, and we can learn lessons from their 
responses that can be applied to our own time, it is important to recog-
nize the unique challenges faced by this generation. It is the job of schol-
ars, thinkers, educators, and writers to address the questions of our time. 
As such, there are a multitude of new issues to be dealt with: 

• Coronavirus and other natural disasters – With the suffering and 
fatality of the weakest of our society, coronavirus has sparked diffi -
cult religious questions. And while the questions themselves are not 
new, the related issues are unique to our generation. Man’s complex 
relationship with nature, society’s dealings with the elderly and the 
chronically ill, and Judaism’s interconnection with other nations of 
the world are some of the issues that should be brought up and dealt 
with in light of this world pandemic.

• Women in halakha – “Separate is inherently unequal” is a value that 
has been vigorously drilled into us. This principle is certainly true with 
regard to racial issues, and it has been applied by many to gender 
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as well. As such, the Torah’s views on women seem to confl ict with 
Western societal values. This makes women’s issues especially sensi-
tive and even explosive. In a “Women of the Wall” society, how can 
we appreciate the Torah’s perspective on women? 

• Issues of sexuality – Western society celebrates difference. This is a 
value we teach to our preschoolers, and it is one to be respected. But 
once again, the Torah’s view in respect to the LGBT community 
seems to confl ict with societal values. I remember, as a philosophy 
major in Stern College, one professor gave us an assignment to ex-
plain the Torah’s views on homosexuality. He did not want a legal 
explanation. He wanted us to try to understand the idea behind it. It 
was a diffi cult but important thought experiment that challenged us 
to temporarily step outside of the values with which we were raised. 
I remember struggling over the assignment. At the end, we wrote 
our essays, and came out with a much stronger understanding of the 
Torah’s position, and a more nuanced appreciation of the Torah and 
the struggle of the gay community. 

• Technology and science – Technology and science have presented this 
generation with a slew of questions related to faith. One such ques-
tion is the issue of free will, which is the basis for all religious prac-
tice. If we do not act freely, how can God issue us commands and 
hold us accountable for our sins? Modern neuroscience has signifi -
cantly challenged our notion of the way we think, feel, and choose. 
Some studies suggest that decisions are made by the brain before 
the person is even aware of the decision. While studies like these 
are debatable, they raise questions about our conscious self and its 
role in decision making. This conversation about free will should be 
properly analyzed and discussed openly.

• “Dati lefi  da’ati” (Religious according to my own opinions) – This is 
a new category for teens and young adults in Israel. Those who do 
not want to reject the entire halakhic system pick and choose from 
among the mitzvot. They elect to keep the mitzvot that speak to 
them the most. Perhaps not meaning to do so (or perhaps meaning 
to do exactly that), this idea challenges the integrity of the entire hal-
akhic system. The questions of the basis for halakha and the system’s 
relevance to our times need to be explored and addressed.

It is important to emphasize that for the purposes outlined above, 
form is just as important as content. Many of the topics discussed earlier 
have in fact been analyzed and written about by scholars in journals, but 
it is also important to present them in an accessible and palatable form in 
order to reach younger audiences. A short, accessible, and interesting 
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book on women in halakha would be better suited for a high school class, 
or the nightstand of a young adult. Rambam’s “Thirteen Principles,” and 
R. Soloveitchik’s “The Lonely Man of Faith,” are perfect examples of this 
point. Each work is short, clear, and engaging. We live in the age of cre-
ative non-fi ction, TED Talks, and Zoom, and recent events have shown 
us capable of utilizing these technologies; we would be remiss to ignore 
these new forums of education when we are not being threatened with a 
worldwide pandemic. 

Finally, I do not mean to suggest that the issues outlined in this arti-
cle are the only issues that need to be explored. There are others. But the 
list above is a sampling of some of this generation’s most troubling ques-
tions. Clearly these questions need to be addressed by halakhists as well, 
but it is the philosophers who might make the biggest impact on the 
questioners. 

1 Noa Stern, “Ve-Ehad Beli Kippa,” Makor Rishon (January 2, 2019).
2 Aaron Rakeffet-Rothkoff, “Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik: The Early Years,” 
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