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EDITOR’S NOTE
RABBI YAAKOV HOMNICK was a devoted student of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik  
in the 1940s and early ‘50s, and a meticulous recorder of the Rav’s shiurim and 
lectures. When I say “recorder,” I don’t mean in the tape or digital sense. In our 
day, when the words of every tyro Torah teacher are Zoomed worldwide and  
archived electronically for all future generations to download or stream, we 
shudder to think of the thousands upon thousands of shiurim delivered by the 
likes of R. Soloveitchik, which were heard in the classroom, and only preserved in 
the memories of those present, with greater or lesser fealty to what was actually 
spoken. 

Shortly after my appointment as editor of TRADITION, I was contacted by  
R. Homnick who was interested in making available notes from a course he had 
attended at the Bernard Revel Graduate School of Yeshiva University. In those 
lectures, from 1946–1947, the Rav addressed “Concepts in Halakha as Elaborated 
Upon by the Aggada and Kabbala” and their application to the Laws of Shabbat.  
What I discovered upon meeting with R. Homnick in his Jerusalem home was 
that he was no mere “note taker,” but possessed a court-stenographer’s ability 
to transcribe each class by hand and would then prepare a typed and edited  
manuscript while the Rav’s teachings were still fresh in his mind, usually that 
very evening. The typescript presented here, while not a primary source written  
by the Rav himself, is the most accurate secondary source imaginable, and  
provides something of a window into what attending the Rav’s lectures must have 
been like. R. Homnick’s notes on the Rav’s lectures on the Guide of the Perplexed 
have previously been published as Maimonides: Between Philosophy and Halakhah,  
edited with an introduction by Lawrence J. Kaplan (Ktav/Urim, 2016), and we hope 
that these additional offerings will add to our understanding of this important 
period in the Rav’s career.

Unfortunately, this project was delayed (largely on account of COVID-related 
distractions), and we did not succeed in presenting it to the reading public before 
the passing of R. Homnick z”l, well into his tenth decade in February 2022. We 
are, however, pleased to offer it now in R. Homnick’s memory, timed with the  
upcoming 120th birthday of the Rav and in commemoration of his 30th yahrzeit.  
The coincidence of these two dates will be further marked in a forthcoming  
special edition of TRADITION (Spring 2023), examining topics in the Rav’s thought 
and its ongoing relevance and legacy.

As we were preparing this special digital booklet for publication we became  
aware that our colleagues at Hakirah: The Flatbush Journal of Jewish Law and  



Thought will be publishing a parallel set of edited and annotated lectures from 
this very same series delivered by the Rav, based on notes taken by R. Homnick’s 
fellow student, R. Robert Blau. After consultation, the editorial boards of the two 
journals decided to each present its own set of notes, which partially overlap and 
significantly complement one another. Hakirah’s is set to appear in vol. 33 (Spring 
2023). Following the appearance of both versions, a special jointly published print 
edition will be made available for purchase from the websites of each journal. We 
are grateful to Hakirah, and its leadership, R. Asher Benzion Buchman and Heshey 
Zelcer, for their spirit of collegiality and partnership, so valued but sadly rare in 
the Jewish world. 

The reader is asked to forgive the awkward stylistic feature of preserving our 
publication’s editorial and transliteration style while accommodating so many direct 
quotations from a document following a variant set of rules. May the hobgoblins of 
little minds forgive us.

Finally, we express our thanks to the Bernard Revel Graduate School of Jewish  
Studies, where the Rav originally presented these lectures, and Dean Daniel  
Rynhold, for their assistance in bringing this project to fruition.

JEFFREY SAKS, Editor
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Foreword

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik’s Lectures 
on “Concepts in Halakha as Elaborated 
Upon by the Aggada and Kabbala”

I n these fragmentary notes, taken by Rabbi Yaakov Homnick on a semester-long 
course that Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik taught at the Bernard Revel Graduate 
School of Jewish Studies in 1946–1947, we find a sustained argument for the pre-

eminence of Halakha within Jewish tradition, over and above the realms of Aggada 
and Kabbala. The Rav develops each of the three areas, noting parallel categories 
in other religions and among non-traditional Jewish thinkers, only to demon-
strate how Halakha is paramount, and how it differentiates Judaism from ritual- 
centric and ethics-centric religions. Aside from the exposition and analysis of these 
themes, and the thesis of Halakha’s superiority, these course notes also give a  
picture of some of the themes that were made famous in Halakhic Man, which had 
been published (in Hebrew) in 1944, just two years prior. This reformulation of the 
thesis of that work features some enlightening and striking formulations as well. 

Rabbi Soloveitchik begins by asserting that “all the roads of Jewish thought 
lead to Halachah” (10), and that even Aggada and Kabbala should be seen through  
the prism of Halakha. Religion in general has three modes: 1. Intellectual- 
cognitive, such as assertions about God’s knowledge and creation of the world; 
2. Ethical, including obligations to one’s neighbor; and 3. Aesthetic experience, 
which can include rituals and is often non-rational or even “absurd.” While  
Judaism has aspects of all three, its main authoritative representatives have  
emphasized the logical and ethical modes. The Hekhalot literature and Romantic 
neo-Hasidism of Zeitlin, Steinberg, and Peretz emphasize the aesthetic, as does 
Catholic religion; the biblical prophets and Lutherans emphasize ethics. Judaism 
as the Rav sees it embraces the intellectual in a halakhic vein and sees it as the 
dominant force across all religious life. 
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This tripartite categorization appears to be a modified version of Søren  
Kierkegaard’s conception of the aesthetic, ethical, and religious spheres of  
existence. For R. Soloveitchik, who, as we know from Halakhic Man, preferred 
the halakhic man over the religious man, Kierkegaard’s category of religious  
experience was replaced by intellectual-cognitive, i.e. halakhic, experience, and 
that was presented as the preeminent category among the three. 

Halakha is intellectual and similar to science. Rather than being transcen-
dent, “Halachah deals with immediate, concrete, reality—concerning man” (22).  
Rabbinic literature rarely discusses issues of theology or God’s name and takes a 
focused look at details of the world. We do not study Halakha from Kabbala, but 
rather assert that “it is not in heaven.” “Halachic subject-matter, then, is nature 
itself, human and concrete. Its methodology is based on logical principles and 
postulates” (24). Halakha is associated with human intellectual creativity, and 
that breeds a tolerance towards dissenting views as well. Furthermore, there are 
no authorities to be deferred to in halakhic reasoning; any sage may argue on any 
other. 

Halakha’s goal, that of kedusha, is the consecration of reality. It aims not “to 
raise oneself . . . to the world of abstract and infinite being” but rather “to let God 
descend to us and enter our lives” (25), and thus affirm the world that is created 
through God’s will. 

The centrality of Halakha served to shift the balance of Judaism away from oth-
er modes of practice. “The greatest contribution of the Halachah was its purging  
Judaism of all magical, mythical and ceremonial elements. . . . The mitzvot are 
all intellectualized, thereby severing them from all mystical rites” (26), which is 
accomplished by the atomization and mathematization of the mitzvot, analyzing  
them for their details and removing any mystical undertones that they may hold. 
Like math or science, Halakha is about the relationship between items or agents, 
and it does not seek to interpret but rather to model the relevant data and  
determine how they are to interact with one another. As in science, “Halachah 
does away with essences and substances. It formalizes and abstracts them” (28). 
This also explains why Halakha has certain laws, like the cases of Ben Sorer u-Moreh 
or Ir ha-Nidahat (the rebellious son or the wholly idolatrous city), which apply only 
in theory and not in practice—these fields are justified in the same way as those 
of theoretical mathematics or physics.

Hilariously, and anticipating a now-prevalent comedy routine, the Rav exem-
plifies this point by considering how Judaism would approach the Christmas tree 
through a halakhic perspective (28):
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We have the Four Species. What if, le-havdil, we had a mitzvah of a Christmas 
tree? There would be a massekhet dealing with it. What is the hallot? Is it a 
mitzva of netila or of hanaha, of hakafa? What are its measurements? What 
are the pesulim? Does it require hadar? At the end, it would no longer be a 
tree, but rather a complex of concepts. The tree itself loses its significance.

This is the difference between ceremonial and halakhic religion. Closer to 
home, Judaism has quantified the quality of hadar (aesthetics) as it relates to  
lulav and etrog. Melakha is not about working hard on Shabbat but about doing a  
concrete set of prohibited activities defined as “work.” 

A further aspect of this theory of Halakha as intellectualized religion is that 
performance becomes almost secondary to study. “To the Halachah, however, 
what is important is the How of the Mitzva, not the Why. Even the moment of the 
mitzva becomes secondary” (31). One may learn the laws of Lulav for an entire  
year, and yet fulfill that commandment with a momentary picking up of the 
fronds. The mysticism surrounding the waving of the Lulav is minimized under a 
halakhic approach. 

Similarly, in the realm of prayer, Judaism emphasizes selfish prayer, where one 
asks for one’s needs, over and above the aesthetic prayer hymns. Thus, non-rational  
aesthetic prayer (such as Shir ha-Yihud and Shir ha-Kavod) are minimized, as these 
prayers are circular, lacking progression of thought. Shemone Esrei, by contrast, 
has a rational theme to it, namely making requests of God and thus recognizing 
God as administrator of the world. “We petition the King; not at all adoring the 
Shekhina” (30).

Having demonstrated how Halakha undermines the aesthetic or mystical 
aspects of religion, the Rav goes on to demonstrate how ethics have also been 
subsumed into Halakha. As opposed to other religions, which distinguish duties  
to God from duties to people, Halakha equates the two and describes both in 
abstract, conceptual terms, and as leading to the same joy in fulfillment. Yoreh De’ah 
includes both the laws of mixing meat and milk as well as the laws governing 
charity. That interpersonal laws involve God less directly makes them no less  
significant. 

Halakha primarily de-ethicizes mitzvot through atomization, minimizing the 
total experience in favor of the piecemeal analysis of laws on the detailed level. 
Aristotelian ethics consists of general values, principles, and ideals; Judaism has 
norms to concretize and atomize these teachings. Determining whether there 
is an ethical obligation is dependent on lomdus, i.e., intellectual knowledge. This  
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diverges from general ethics, which is determined based on one’s experience 
and ethical conscience. Significantly, it is impossible to completely satisfy one’s 
ethical conscience, while the discrete nature of halakhic obligation makes its  
fulfillment attainable. In Halakha there is no excluded middle—either one has  
fulfilled the obligation or one has not. 

While Judaism is formal and, in that sense, could be described as legalistic, 
this is not to say that Judaism loses sight of its passion for religious experience. 
Against the Christian critique of rabbinic legalism, two things make Halakha  
transcend the legal. To fulfill mitzvot is not merely to follow rules; the endeavor 
attains a religious objective as well. Furthermore, the halakhic act is experienced 
as meaningful, redeeming, and uplifting. “Halachah gives content and meaning 
to one’s life; it redeems man. There is the affirmation of one’s existence in the  
religious act” (38).

Although Halakha is made up of piecemeal, particular rules, it can also be  
unified into a bigger picture. From observing all the mitzvot and proscriptions 
of the Sabbath one arrives at the experience of Shabbat la-Hashem. Similarly, the 
overall experience of prayer as inner avoda she-ba-lev emerges as greater than the 
sum of the various blessings that are made. “At this point the Halachah sheds its 
metric, relational character and assumes the nature of a qualitative experience” 
(40). In this way, “even in the Halachah the love and yearning for the mysterious God 
comes to expression” (40). The aspect of inner experience in some mitzvot allows 
Halakha to maintain the subjective aspects of religion. 

At times, one can take a step back from all the details of Halakha and see a 
broader picture, just as a scientist (or a philosopher of science) steps back from 
his or her detailed analysis and offers a theory of “cosmic unity” such as that of 
electro-magnetism. Exploring the world, physical or halakhic, allows one to find 
essential patterns, and even immanence.

Reading these meticulously transcribed and edited notes of the Rav’s lectures 
is important for several reasons. These lectures engage in a novel categorization 
and ranking of different modes of religious experience, Jewish and otherwise,  
using a modified Kierkegaardian approach. They offer another formulation 
of many of the ideas found in Halakhic Man, including new applications and  
perspectives on the primacy of Halakha in Rabbi Soloveitchik’s thought. These 
ideas about Halakha are applied to Shabbat, and the Rav relates more directly 
here to Kabbala than he does elsewhere. Furthermore, the live, lecture version  
of these ideas also offers a more colloquial and even entertaining formula-
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tion of these aspects of Rabbi Soloveitchik’s philosophy, which some find to be  
impenetrable in book form. Among the many posthumously published tomes of 
Rabbi Soloveitchik’s thought, this set of lectures might offer the best opportunity 
to experience the vitality of the Rav’s dynamic teaching style.
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Rabbi Homnick’s stenographer’s notebook
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A sample of R. Homnick’s handwritten transcription from a lecture by Rabbi Soloveitchik
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Daniel Rynhold Daniel Rynhold is the Dr. Mordecai D. Katz Dean,  
Bernard Revel Graduate School of Jewish Studies.

Afterword 

“Philosophical Training of Paramount  
Importance”: The Rav’s Mission at Revel

I t is with a combination of pride and humility—or given the context, should  
I say majesty and humility—that I write a few words regarding the publication of 
these lecture notes to the course “Concepts in Halachah as Elaborated Upon 

by the Aggada and Kabbala” delivered by Rabbi Soloveitchik at the Bernard Revel 
Graduate School of Jewish Studies in 1946-1947. 

When I was asked to contribute my thoughts to this publication, I thought  
it would be a good idea to find out some more about the history of the Rav’s 
teaching at Revel. Turning first to the only attempt at a published biography,  
I found but a single line, telling me that alongside his other duties at Yeshiva  
University, “the Rav also served as professor of Jewish Philosophy in the Bernard  
Revel Graduate School of Yeshiva University.”1 So I wandered from my office across 
to the Gottesman Library, and was informed by the always helpful librarians  
about the filing cabinets that had been moved to the sixth floor during the  
library’s 2015 renovation. One of these cabinets, a treasure trove that had been 
termed the “million-dollar project” by one ex-librarian, contained many years of 
course readings and Revel syllabi, potentially including those of the Rav. And so,  
I was taken to said sixth floor (thank you, Carla Hanauer), only to find that the  
cabinet with the relevant drawers was something that we could not in fact locate. 
It was surmised that it must have been one of the things that had been disposed 
of during the library renovations. 

That the Rav qua teacher was first and foremost a teacher of Talmud is certainly  
true, and we are now fortunate to be in receipt of numerous volumes of student  
notes from his regular RIETS shiurim. But it is equally true that his published  
writings were deeply philosophical in nature; and given our more piecemeal 
knowledge of his course offerings in this field2 — and the apparent loss of some 
potentially key documentary evidence—the appearance of course notes such 

1	 Aaron Rakeffet-Rothkoff, The Rav: The World of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, vol. 1 (Ktav, 1999), 45.

2	 We do possess some manuscripts used for Revel courses published posthumously by the Toras HoRav Foundation, 
and more student notes from his Revel courses are beginning to appear. Additionally, one can find some student 
memories in Mentor of Generations: Reflections on Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, edited by Zev Eleff (Ktav, 2008). See, for 
example Robert Blau’s reflection in that volume (that even apparently quotes briefly from the very course that we 
are presenting here). 
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as those we present here becomes all the more significant, especially if we are  
also “to accord [R. Soloveitchik] the status he deserves as a figure within the  
intellectual history of the past century, a religious philosopher of consequence.”3 
As with the recent set of R. Soloveitchik’s lectures on the Guide of the Perplexed,4 we 
are once again grateful, therefore, to Rabbi Yaakov Homnick, of blessed memory,  
for his lecture notes. 

Personally speaking, having been born in the United Kingdom, and still a 
schoolboy when the Rav withdrew from public life in the 1980s, I never encoun-
tered him directly as a teacher. However, as I have described once before in the 
pages of Tradition (and thus won’t repeat),5 it was reading The Lonely Man of Faith 
as an eighteen-year-old that changed the entire trajectory of my professional life, 
setting me on the path that would ultimately lead me to the United States as  
professor of Jewish Philosophy at the Bernard Revel Graduate School. I read Lone-
ly Man of Faith during my time at Yeshivat HaKibbutz HaDati in Israel, where we 
were taught Talmud by one of the Rav’s many talmidim, Rabbi Mitch Heifetz z”l. It 
was there that I became seriously aware of Yeshiva University for the first time, a 
place that could house figures like the Rav, devoted to Torah study and steeped in  
Talmud, while equally conversant with the Western philosophical tradition.  
Indeed, it was yet another Yeshiva University alumnus at Kibbutz HaDati, a  
philosophy graduate named Avram Stein, who while teaching us the Kuzari, told 
me to read the Rav, unwittingly changing the course of my entire career. Having 
emerged from a high school in which it would be fair to say that the Rav’s com-
bination of Talmudic and philosophical erudition would not have been viewed  
favorably, the existence of an institution such as YU, and a figure such as R. 
Soloveitchik, not to mention his students—my teachers—was a revelation to me. 
Even Rav Mitch, our maggid shiur, was happy to give us a brief overview of Franz 
Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption in a mahshava class. 

While the rabbis at my high school would, I am sure, have been appropriately 
awed had they ever found themselves in the presence of R. Soloveitchik, most—if 
not all—of them would have never heard of Rosenzweig, let alone been able to 
sketch the outlines of his Star. Having said that, it’s clear that the Rav was keenly  
aware during his own lifetime that this dual mastery, at least to the levels he 
achieved, was somewhat unusual and did not sit comfortably with all Ortho-

3	 William Kolbrener, The Last Rabbi: Joseph Soloveitchik and Talmudic Tradition (Indiana University Press, 2016), xii. 

4	 Maimonides: Between Philosophy and Halakhah: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik’s Lectures on The Guide of the Perplexed, 
edited by Lawrence Kaplan (Urim Publications, 2016).

5	 Daniel Rynhold, “My Personal Jewish Philosophical Odyssey,” TRADITION 52:4 (2020), 55–61. 
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dox Jews, including some at his own institution. As he noted on more than one  
occasion:

My students are my products as far as lomdus is concerned. They follow 
my method of learning. However, somehow there is a reservation in their 
minds regarding my philosophical viewpoint. They consider me excellent 
in lomdus. However, when it comes to my philosophical experiential view-
point, I am somehow persona non grata. My ideas are too radical for them .6 

These self-confessed limitations regarding his inability to transmit his  
philosophical teachings were not for the want of trying. In a memo addressed 
to the then President of Yeshiva University, Samuel Belkin, in the Spring of 1955, 
the Rav wrote: “it is hardly necessary to state that philosophical training for the 
rabbi is of paramount importance,” and that without it he “will never be able to 
transmit to his congregants a unique message of halakhic Judaism.”7 I will leave 
open the question of whether it remains necessary today to state the importance 
of philosophical training in Jewish Orthodoxy, whether for rabbis or congregants. 
But we elide the Rav’s philosophical teachings at our peril. They may indeed not 
be for everyone, but they are certainly of deep religious significance for some. 
Maintaining and fortifying a space for those within Orthodoxy who seek such 
philosophical understanding appears to have mattered to the Rav, who followed 
up on the memo cited above by teaching formal courses in Jewish philosophy at 
RIETS (as distinct from those taught at Revel).

R. Soloveitchik emphasizes in many works that “the thrust of Halakhah is  
democratic from beginning to end.”8 Judaism recognizes that “man’s right to  
commune with Eternity and to acquire it is clearly not given only to the elite, 
but to the entire community.”9 What the Rav termed “revelational faith” must be 
equally accessible to “the philosopher and the obtuse one, the scientist and the  
ignoramus,”10 which is why “the continuing activity of performing command-
ments is given to everyone.”11 There is no entrance exam when it comes to a Jew’s 

6	 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “Religious Immaturity,” in The Rav, vol. 2, 240.

7	 Soloveitchik, “On Yeshiva University’s Rabbinical School Program,” in Community, Covenant and Commitment:  
Selected Letters and Communications, edited by Nathaniel Helfgot (Toras HoRav Foundation, 2005), 100, 102.

8	 Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man (Jewish Publication Society, 1983), 43.

9	 “U-Vikkashtem mi-Sham,” in Ish ha-Halakha Galuy ve-Nistar (World Zionist Organization, 1979), 165; translation taken 
from And From There You Shall Seek, trans. Naomi Goldblum (Ktav, 2008), 58. The notes that follow will list the page 
number in the original Hebrew, followed by that of the English translation in parentheses.

10	 Ibid., 165 (57).

11	 Ibid., 166 (59).
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right to commune with God through halakhic practice. But at the same time, the 
Rav recognized that “there is an aristocracy of the brains, an institution which 
Congress cannot abolish,”12 and as such Judaism must also find a place for those 
who seek the intellectual religious experience that is “limited to the narrow 
realm of the lonely individual, the person of noble spirit.”13 Judaism has to create 
space for the intellectual elite to forge experiences “charged with spiritual depth 
and detached from the stereotypical experience of the masses,”14 which would 
perforce involve the study of those philosophical ideas that R. Soloveitchik found 
so hard to transmit. Moreover, this is not just a selfish endeavor for those with 
such interests, since “religious perception is enriched by spiritual geniuses and 
great thinkers.”15 

In his writings on teshuva, the Rav warns of the dangers of removing any 
thread from the delicate tapestry that is the human psyche, telling us regarding 
the process of repentance that

when one blots out a part of his past he also severs part of his being; his past 
shrinks and his personality is dwarfed. An “operation” of this sort is easily 
carried out. . . . I have seen penitents do just that, and the consequence? 
They become different and estranged from their families and friends, who 
appeared to them to belong to another eon, a different world, a period 
when they were entrenched in sin which has now been erased from their 
consciousness. All feelings and experiences connected with that period 
were dead to them to such an extent that they even severed all ties with 
their parent, children, brothers, sisters.16 

Whether one wishes to study Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed or not, even 
those who choose not to enter the philosophical quagmire must ask themselves 
whether a Mishneh Torah could have been written by someone who was not 
equally capable of writing the Guide (and vice versa). Similarly, the R. Soloveitchik 
that philosophers so admire was a Talmudic sensation. But we cannot forget that 
same R. Soloveitchik whose Talmud shiur was the lifeblood of the student years 
for so many, wrote some of the twentieth century’s most significant works of 
Jewish philosophy. To ignore either facet of his work and personality is indeed 

12	 Soloveitchik, Family Redeemed: Essays on Family Relationships, edited by David Shatz and Joel B. Wolowelsky (Ktav, 
2000), 177.

13	 U-Vikkashtem mi-Sham, 165 (57).

14	 Ibid., 166 (59).

15	 Ibid.

16	 Pinchas Peli, On Repentance: The Thought and Oral Discourses of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (Paulist Press, 1984), 271-272.
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to dwarf it. Of course, few reach those levels of “spiritual genius” such that our 
“religious perception is enriched,” but absent the teaching of Jewish philosophy, 
no one ever could.

I am not particularly given to trying to define Modern Orthodoxy, Torah 
u-Madda, Torah ve-Hokhma—whatever the moniker du jour happens to be.  
Attempts to define such complex socio-religious categories in a neat set of 
 necessary and sufficient conditions will always make one a hostage to fortune, 
or at least to changing societal trends. But if you were to ask me what Modern  
Orthodoxy is, I would tell you that I know it when I see it. These lectures by the  
Rav are unquestionably one example of “it.” As the Rav’s son, Professor Haym 
Soloveitchik noted in his recently republished landmark Tradition article  
“Rupture and Reconstruction,” of the two things that marked out Modern Orthodoxy  
“from what was then called the ‘ultra-Orthodox’. . . . [first was] the attitude to 
Western culture, that is, secular education.”17 My distaste for formal definitions 
aside, positive engagement with Western thought is certainly a common feature,  
and these lecture notes exemplify such engagement. A good number of the Rav’s 
key ideas put in an appearance: the idea that “religion complicates our lives . . .  
[and] this fact does not reflect badly upon it” (11); that “Halachah deals with  
immediate, concrete, reality” (22), is “a hub of intellectual creativity” (24), and 
“mathematicizes the religious act” (28); that Halakha “is never concerned with  
realizations . . . [but] considers the theoretical potentialities” (34); and that its 
goal is “the elevation of biological life” (25), which will “let God descend to us and  
enter our lives” (ibid.). We even find the Rav telling us of Halakha’s “simultaneous 
use of both methods” (44)—the piecemeal and the structural—in its analyses, an 
idea that is central to his work The Halakhic Mind. 

Haym Soloveitchik adds to his observation cited above that the Modern  
Orthodox Jew “still attends college, albeit with somewhat less enthusiasm than 
before.”18 One wonders today if this plank of Modern Orthodoxy, or at the very 
least the enthusiasm for it, may not be waning further. Reminding ourselves of 
the Rav’s own investment in and enthusiasm for philosophical engagement,  
to which these student lecture notes testify, seems timely. The Bernard Revel 
Graduate School is, therefore, proud to partner with Tradition to present a taste 
of this engagement to bring it to light.

17	 Haym Soloveitchik, Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy (Littman Library of 
Jewish Civilization, 2021), 1.

18	 Ibid.
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About Rabbi Yaakov Homnick
RABBI YAAKOV I. HOMNICK was born in 1927 on the 
Lower East Side of Manhattan to his father, Aaron, 
who immigrated to the United States as a teenager 
from Ukraine, and his mother, Jennie née Glogover, 
who was born in the United States and was Torah 
observant, although she had not received a formal 
Jewish education. His parents, unlike so many of their 
peers in those days, chose to give their children a Torah 
education and sent him to study at the Rabbi Jacob 
Joseph School, where he was influenced by Rabbi 
Zeidel Epstein. In his youth he attended Manhattan  
Torah Academy (MTA) and in 1943 continued to  
Yeshivat Rabbeinu Yitzchak Elchanan, where he first 
studied under Rabbis Shmuel Wolk, Samuel Belkin, 
and later under his Rebbe and mentor Rav Joseph 

B. Soloveitchik, who, together with R. Moshe Shatzkes, the former Av Beit Din of 
Lomza, and R. Mendel Zacks, son-in-law of the Chafetz Chaim, gave him semikha.

In 1945 he began attending lectures by the Rav, which he meticulously  
transcribed, in the yeshiva and at the Bernard Revel Graduate School. These  
comprehensive notes were the basis for R. Michel Shurkin’s Hararei Kedem on Shabbat, 
as well as for the Rav’s commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed, published by Prof. 
Lawrence Kaplan, and for other numerous, yet unpublished, projects.

In 1946, upon graduating Yeshiva College, he joined Ha-Shomer ha-Dati where he 
was very active, serving as a Rosh Ken on the Lower East Side, working to influence 
the youth by instilling in them a love of Torah and Eretz Yisrael.

In 1947, when the Beis Medrash Elyon Yeshiva was established in Spring  
Valley, NY, he went to study there with Rabbi Reuven Grozovsky, and was greatly  
influenced by Rabbi Shraga Feivel Mendelowitz. In later years, he published a 
pamphlet based on his lectures, titled Blossoms of Torah in America.

In 1948, he returned to RIETS to study with the Rav and to complete his  
semikha, and in 1952 he married Chana Hammer of Los Angeles, who was one of 
the early students of Rebbetzin Vichna Kaplan in Bais Yaakov of Williamsburg. 

Shortly after his marriage he was asked by the rabbinic leadership in the United  
States to become involved with the newly founded P’eylim, and to travel to  
Israel to help establish yeshivot for the children of the newly arrived immigrants. 

Yaakov Homnick (c. 1952), 
courtesy Homnick family
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The young couple traveled to Eretz Yisrael during the difficult days of the tzena 
(austerity), where R. Homnick established a yeshiva in Moshav Taoz for Yemenite 
immigrant children. 

After their return to the United States, in 1954, R. Homnick was appointed rabbi  
in Oak Park, Michigan, where he founded the Young Israel of Oak Woods. He  
established it as one of the first suburban Orthodox synagogues in those days,  
introducing an artistically designed mehitza, and conducting a wide range of Torah  
activities, which included lessons for adults, activities for youth, and founding 
a Talmud Torah for the children of the community. By the time he left Oak Park 
there was a thriving community, thanks largely to his dedicated work. In 1962 
he moved to Philadelphia, where he served as rabbi of Bnei Israel-Halberstam in  
Logan, and later of Pennypack Park Jewish Community Center.

In 1972 the Homnicks and their children made Aliya to Israel where he initially 
served as the first executive director of Neve Yerushalayim. Upon the election of 
R. Betzalel Zolti as Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem, he was called upon to run his office, 
where he was instrumental in founding the Mehadrin Kashrut department of the 
Jerusalem rabbinate.

In 1979, he was appointed the Rector of the Netherlands Rabbinical Seminary 
in Amsterdam, where he instituted a yeshiva-type level of learning and was able 
to produce worthy candidates for rabbinical positions in that country, while also 
encouraging promising students to pursue higher learning in Torah institutions 
in Israel.

A few years later, after returning to Israel, he joined the Ariel Institute as a 
fellow researcher in the Complete Rashi Project (Rashi ha-Shalem), where he  
remained until his retirement, and participated in the institute’s publishing of 
numerous scholarly volumes on the sources of Rashi’s commentary on the Bible.

Upon his retirement he joined a shiur in the Orthodox Union’s Israel Center, 
which he attended consistently, and in which he was a driving force for over 
twenty years. In addition, he maintained numerous havrutot and was constantly 
involved in learning and writing.

In 2020 the Homnicks lost their eldest son Rabbi Yisrael Meir z”l, who was 
the menahel ruhani of Yeshivat Yad Aharon in Jerusalem. The son’s tragic passing 
greatly affected his father’s wellbeing.

Rabbi Yaakov Homnick passed away on 2 Adar I 5782 (February 3, 2022), survived 
by his wife Chana; his daughter Mrs. Adina Bulman, wife of R. Shabsi Bulman; his son 
R. Akiva Homnick; and many grandchildren and great-grand-children all following 
his legacy. 

(Biographical information on Rabbi Homnick z”l provided by Rabbi Akiva Homnick.) 


