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This volume brings together five classic works by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, one of the most
eminent Jewish thinkers of the twentieth century. These essays – some collected here for the
first time – address both perennial questions of religious existence and dilemmas specific to the
modern era. They cover topics such as individual and community; the necessity of personal
sacrifice in religious life; the Jewish attitude to physical pleasure, emotion, intellect, and humility;
prayer; redemption; Torah study; and interfaith dialogue.The essays serve as prime examples of
the depth and insight that have earned Rabbi Soloveitchik’s writings entry into the canon of
Jewish and general religious thought.

About the AuthorRabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (1903-1993) was born in Russia into a family of
renowned Eastern European rabbis. Initially trained in the scholarship of the sacred texts of
Judaism, he enrolled at twenty-three at the University of Berlin in order to study physics,
mathematics, and philosophy. He wrote his doctoral dissertation on the philosopher Hermann
Cohen. In 1932, he accepted the position of chief rabbi of Boston, where he resided until his
death. In 1937, he founded the Maimonides School there. For over four decades he commuted
to New York City in order to teach at Yeshiva University, where his Talmudic and philosophical
lectures gained renown for their probity and breadth. He was regarded throughout the world as a
leading authority on the meaning of the Jewish law and as the leading intellectual figure in the
effort to build bridges between Orthodox Judaism and the modern world. --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.
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CommunityDedicated to the Memory ofThe Rebbitzen of Talne, Rebecca Twersky,A Woman of
Valor – 1 Tevet, 5736The very instant we pronounce the word “community” we recall, by sheer
association, the ancient controversy between collectivism and individualism. Willy nilly the old
problem of who and what comes first (metaphysically, not chronologically) arises. Is the
individual an independent free entity, who gives up basic aspects of his sovereignty in order to
live within a communal framework; or is the reverse true: the individual is born into the
community which, in turn, invests him with certain rights? This perennial controversy is still
unresolved.Today the controversy transcends the limits of theoretical debate. People try to
resolve it, not by propounding theories or by participating in philosophical symposia in the halls
of academia, but by resorting to violence and bloodshed in the jungles of Asia and Africa. The
political confrontation between the West and the East is, ipso facto, a philosophical encounter
between one-sided collectivism and one-sided individualism.Let us ask a simple question: what
does Judaism say about this conflict?And let us give a simple answer: Judaism rejects both
alternatives; neither theory, per se, is true. Both experiences, that of aloneness, as well as that of
togetherness, are inseparable basic elements of the I-awareness.The Bible tells us that God
created a single individual, a lonely being:Then the Lord God formed man of the dust of the
ground and breathed into his nostrils a breath of life and the man became a living soul.1The
Bible also tells us that the Almighty, having created Adam, said:It is not good that the man
should be alone; I will make a helpmeet for him.2God created Eve and brought her to Adam.And
the rib which the Lord God had taken from man made He a woman and brought her unto the
man.3Who comes first – the community, the pair, or man (or woman) alone? Who takes
precedence – Adam and Eve in the utter loneliness which both of them experienced at the hour
of creation, or Adam and Eve as a couple, after they had been brought together to become
united in marriage?As we have indicated before, both the community-related and the lonely
individual, be he man, be she woman, were created by God. Hence, it would be absurd to
equate the Biblical doctrine with either philosophical alternative. The answer to the problem is



rather a dialectical one, namely, man is both. He is a single, lonely being, not belonging to any
structured collectivity. He is also a thou-related being, who co-exists in companionship with
somebody else.In fact, the greatness of man manifests itself in his inner contradiction, in his
dialectical nature, in his being single and unrelated to anyone, as well as in his being thou-
related and belonging to a community structure.2Let us investigate this strange philosophy of
man, which seems to embrace two mutually exclusive outlooks.Permit me, however, to preface
the analysis with the following remarks.1. Judaism deals with the problem of individualism
versus collectivism, not at a socio-economic, but rather at an existential-metaphysical level.
Judaism is not concerned with the problem which intrigued many philosophers of the age of
reason – whether or not man is a self-sufficient being, whether a Robinson Crusoe is reality or
fantasy. Judaism asks a completely different question. Was the human charisma, the imago dei,
bestowed upon solitary, lonely man or upon man within a social frame of reference? In retreat or
in togetherness – where does man find his true self?2. The community in Judaism is not a
functional-utilitarian, but an ontological one. The community is not just an assembly of people
who work together for their mutual benefit, but a metaphysical entity, an individuality; I might say,
a living whole. In particular, Judaism has stressed the wholeness and the unity of Knesset Israel,
the Jewish community. The latter is not a conglomerate. It is an autonomous entity, endowed
with a life of its own. We, for instance, lay claim to Eretz Israel. God granted the land to us as a
gift. To whom did He pledge the land? Neither to an individual, nor to a partnership consisting of
millions of people. He gave it to the Knesset Israel, to the community as an independent unity, as
a distinct juridic metaphysical person. He did not promise the land to me, to you, to them; nor did
He promise the land to all of us together. Abraham did not receive the land as an individual, but
as the father of a future nation. The owner of the Promised Land is the Knesset Israel, which is a
community persona. However strange such a concept may appear to the empirical sociologist, it
is not at all a strange experience for the Halachist and the mystic, to whom Knesset Israel is a
living, loving, and suffering mother.3. The personalistic unity and reality of a community, such as
Knesset Israel, is due to the philosophy of existential complementarity of the individuals
belonging to the Knesset Israel.4 The individuals belonging to the community complement one
another existentially. Each individual possesses something unique, rare, which is unknown to
others; each individual has a unique message to communicate, a special color to add to the
communal spectrum. Hence, when lonely man joins the community, he adds a new dimension to
the community awareness. He contributes something which no one else could have contributed.
He enriches the community existentially; he is irreplaceable. Judaism has always looked upon
the individual as if he were a little world (microcosm);5 with the death of the individual, this little
world comes to an end. A vacuum which other individuals cannot fill is left. The saying: ,
“Whoever saves one life, it is as if had saved the entire world,”6 should be understood in this way.
The sensitive Halachic rules pertaining to mourning (avelut) are rooted in the Halacha’s
perception of the tragic singleness of man, in the awareness that man as a natural being exists
once in an eternity. Because of that singleness, individuals get together, complement each other,



and attain ontological wholeness.These two traits of the community (individuality and
complementarity), we find in the Biblical portrayal of the marriage-community. The latter consists
of two unique personalities. The male and the female represent two different existential
experiences; man and woman differ, not only as natural beings, but as metaphysical personae
as well. Man is man in all his thoughts and feelings, while the same is true of the woman: she is a
woman in her whole existential experience. When both join in matrimony, a community of two
“incommensurate” beings is formed. Woman and man complement each other existentially:
together they form, not a partnership, but an individuality, a persona. The marriage-community is
like the general community; its strength lies, not in that which is common to the participants, but
in their singularity and singleness.3Now let us proceed with the analysis of the individual vis-à-
vis the community.What does it mean to be alone? It signifies, not physical distance, but
ontological-existential remoteness, or ontological-existential alienation of the I from the thou,
regardless of how close the thou and the I may be.Two people love one another. The young
handsome husband and the young lovely wife are dedicated unqualifiedly to each other. They
share joy and grief together. Suddenly, God forbid, disaster strikes. One of the two loving mates
takes sick; the prognosis is discouraging. What happens in such a situation?At the very outset
the loving mate who enjoys good health finds himself in a state of shock. He or she simply
cannot imagine a life without the participation of the other person in all occasions of joy and
anxiety. He or she is exposed to black, cruel despair; temporarily, he or she lives in a state of
complete mental dislocation, bordering on insanity. Life becomes, for him or for her, an absurdity,
a nauseating affair, ugly and monstrous. However, with the passage of time and the gradual
assimilation of the cruel prognosis into his or her mind, the ruthless process of alienation sets in.
The sick person and the loving mate begin to drift, to move away from each other, and the
process of estrangement reaches frightening proportions. Love turns into indifference; the latter,
into hostility. The once-loving mate begins to resent the mere fact that he, or she, must stay in
one room with the sick person. He or she is angry at the sick person because the latter is still
alive. The ontological remoteness between the once-loving mates reaches fantastic
proportions.74I have tried to portray ontological alienation in radical, harsh terms, depicting a
grisly and awesome situation in which love is replaced by fear, hysterical confusion and brutish
cruelty. However, ontological remoteness and alienation can be observed even under normal
circumstances. I dare say that, in everyday life, alienation or existential detachment is
proportionate to the intensity and depth of emotional attachment. The more intense the sense of
dedication and love, the greater the disappointment or estrangement. There is, in every love-
experience, a streak of alienation; the greater the love-experience, the stronger the streak of
alienation. A young mother, drunk with love for her pink-cheeked baby and her young husband,
is awakened, at two in the morning, by the darling girl. The tired, exhausted mother tries to quiet
the baby and put her back to sleep. Her husband does not stir; she wonders: Is he asleep or
awake? The young mother, who carries the load alone, whose patience is at breaking point,
whispers bitterly: What do you both want of me? Why is there no sympathy for me? For a short



while she rejects both daughter and husband. For a few seconds ontological remoteness
separates them. Whether the young mother is right or wrong in her brief rebellion against the
institution of marriage is irrelevant. What is relevant is that, for a few seconds, she has withdrawn
from a together-existence into existential remoteness and solitude. She has become, for an
infinitesimal moment, conscious of her loneliness, despite the fact that she is happily married.
For a fraction of a second she has identified herself with the man or woman created alone that
mysterious Friday.Of course, psychology is rich in nomenclature, and has many terms to
describe such behavior. Judaism, however, is concerned, not with behavioral patterns, but with
the existential experience. Existentially, man realizes quite often that he is lonely, and that all talk
about being together is just an illusion.5Why was it necessary to create lonely man? Why was
social man not created at the very outset?The originality and creativity in man are rooted in his
loneliness-experience, not in his social awareness. The singleness of man is responsible for his
singularity; the latter, for his creativity. Social man is superficial: he imitates, he emulates. Lonely
man is profound: he creates, he is original.Lonely man is free; social man is bound by many rules
and ordinances. God willed man to be free. Man is required, from time to time, to defy the world,
to replace the old and obsolete with the new and relevant. Only lonely man is capable of casting
off the harness of bondage to society. Who was Abraham? Who was Elijah? Who were the
prophets? People who dared rebuke society in order to destroy the status quo and replace it
with a new social order. The story of Judaism is not only that of the community but also of man
alone, confronted by the many. “What doest thou here Elijah?”I have been very zealous for the
Lord, the God of hosts; for the children of Israel have forsaken Thy covenant, cast down Thine
altars and slain Thy prophets; and I, even I only, am left and they seek my life …8In other words:
“I am remote from my people; there is complete alienation. I am a lonely individual, I defy the
community, I rebel against the nation.” The levado-awareness is the root of heroic defiance.
Heroism is the central category in practical Judaism. The Torah wanted the Jew to live heroically,
to rebuke, reproach, condemn, whenever society is wrong and unfair. The levado gives the Jew
the heroic arrogance which makes it possible for him to be different. Did not the Jew display
heroic arrogance by defying the world throughout the millennia? Does not tiny Israel exhibit
heroic arrogance in rejecting the U.N.? Don’t we American Jews experience a sense of heroic
loneliness and alienation from the general society, whenever the problem of Israel comes up in a
conversation, and we recognize the incommensurability of our viewpoint with that of the
international political community? Lonely man is a courageous man; he is a protester; he fears
nobody; whereas social man is a compromiser, a peacemaker, and at times a coward. At first
man had to be created levado, alone; for otherwise he would have lacked the courage or the
heroic quality to stand up and to protest, to act like Abraham, who took the ax and shattered the
idols which his own father had manufactured.6However, man was created a second time. He fell
asleep a lonely man and awoke to find Eve standing beside him. God willed man to exist in
solitude, to experience aloneness. He also willed man to break out of his loneliness, to move
closer to the thou, and to share the existential experience with the thou.To exist alone is not



good – said the Lord God. Man is not only a protester; he is an affirmer too. He is not only an
iconoclast, but a builder, as well. If man always felt remote from everybody and everything, then
the very purpose of creation could not be achieved. Moses was both the greatest loner, who
pitched his tent – “far outside the camp,” and, at the same time, the great leader, father and
teacher of the people to whom the whole community clung:And the people stood before Moses
from the morning until the evening.9In a word, man, in order to realize himself, must be alone,
but, at the same time, he must be a member of a community.II1How is the community formed?
The answer is simple: two lonely individuals create a community in the manner that God created
the world. What was God’s instrument of creation? The word. The word is also the instrument
with which man creates his own community. God, by saying yehi, which is identical with an act of
recognition of the world, made it possible for a beside-Him existence to emerge, made it
possible for finitude to co-exist with infinity, notwithstanding that, as a mathematical equation,
finitude + infinity = infinity, or, in other words, that the co-existence of the infinite and the finite is
an impossibility. God, in order to make “room” for the finite world, employed middat hatzimtzum,
the method of self-contraction or self-limitation, kivyakhol. He withdrew, and by engaging in a
movement of recoil, kivyakhol, He precipitated “empty space” for the world. Otherwise the latter
could not have come into existence, since it would have been “swallowed” by infinity. Thus, we
may suggest the following equation: creation = recognition = withdrawal = an act of sacrifice.The
same is true of man. If lonely man is to rise from existential exclusiveness to existential all-
inclusiveness, then the first thing he has to do is to recognize another existence. Of course this
recognition is, eo ipso, a sacrificial act, since the mere admission that a thou exists in addition to
the I, is tantamount to tzimtzum, self-limitation and self-contraction. A community is established
the very moment I recognize the thou and extend greetings to the thou. One individual extends
the shalom greeting to another individual; and in so doing he creates a community. The Halacha
has attached great significance to casual greetings exchanged between two individuals. Rabbi
Helbo said: “If his friend greets him and he does not return the greeting he is called a robber, for
it is said, ‘It is ye that have eaten up the vineyard, the spoil of the poor is in your houses.’”10
What message does Shalom convey, if not encouragement and solace to the lonely and
distressed? The Halacha commands us to return greetings, and in some cases to extend them,
even during the recital of Shema.11 To recognize somebody by greeting him or responding to a
greeting does not contradict the performance of kabbalat ol malchut Shamayim (acceptance of
the yoke of Heaven). Halacha says to man: Don’t let your neighbor drift along the lanes of
loneliness; don’t permit him to become remote and alienated from you, even when you are busy
reciting Shema. If God willed a world to rise from nihility in order to bestow His love upon this
world, then lonely man should affirm the existence of somebody else in order to have the
opportunity of giving love. Again the same equation prevails: recognition means sacrificial action;
the individual withdraws in order to make room for the thou.2Quite often a man finds himself in a
crowd among strangers. He feels lonely. No one knows him, no one cares for him, no one is
concerned with him. It is again an existential experience. He begins to doubt his ontological



worth. This leads to alienation from the crowd surrounding him. Suddenly someone taps him on
the shoulder and says: “Aren’t you Mr. So-and-So? I have heard so much about you.” In a fraction
of a second his awareness changes. An alien being turns into a fellow member of an existential
community (the crowd). What brought about the change? The recognition by somebody, the
word!To recognize a person is not just to identify him physically. It is more than that: it is an act of
identifying him existentially, as a person who has a job to do, that only he can do properly. To
recognize a person means to affirm that he is irreplaceable. To hurt a person means to tell him
that he is expendable, that there is no need for him.The Halacha equated the act of publicly
embarrassing a person with murder.12 Why? Because humiliation is tantamount to destroying
an existential community and driving the individual into solitude. It is not enough for the
charitable person to extend help to the needy. He must do more than that: he must try to restore
to the dependent person a sense of dignity and worth. That is why Jews have developed special
sensitivity regarding orphans and widows, since these persons are extremely sensitive and lose
their self-confidence at the slightest provocation. The Bible warned us against afflicting an
orphan or a widow.What kind of an affliction does the Bible prohibit? Murder, mutilation, causing
of severe pain, destruction of property, etc.? Not only these, but lesser evils, as well. Whatever
affects the peace of mind of the widow or the orphan is considered affliction. A word, a gesture,
a facial expression by which the widow or the orphan feels hurt; in short, whatever causes an
accelerated heartbeat – that comes under affliction.When R. Shimon b. Gamaliel and R. Ishmael
appeared [before the Romans], and were condemned to death, R. Shimon wept, and R. Ishmael
said: “Sir, you are but two steps from the bosom of the righteous, and yet you weep?” He
answered: “… I weep because we are being executed as if we were murderers …” To which [R.
Ishmael] answered: “Perhaps you were at the table or asleep, and a woman came to inquire
about her ritual purity, and the attendant told her: ‘He is asleep’; for the Torah said: ‘If you torment
them [the widow and orphan] …,’ and continued: ‘Then I shall kill you by the sword.’”13What was
wrong in R. Shimon’s conduct? He had come home exhausted after a full day’s work, and lay
down for a short rest. It had been a busy day: the entire load of communal responsibilities
pressed heavily on his frail shoulders. Cruel Rome continued its ruthless policy of religious
persecution and economic ruin of the people. R. Shimon b. Gamaliel had to perform an almost
impossible task, to negotiate with, as well as to defy the conquerors; to communicate with his
Jewish brethren, telling them not to despair, and at the same time to ready them for rebellion and
the supreme sacrifice.
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Robert G., “Five Stars. An excellent collection of essays!”

Israel Drazin, “This book contains many interesting, informative, and helpful ideas. This book
contains five rather brief essays by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (1903-1993) who was and still
is considered by many one of the leading rabbinical figure of Modern Orthodox Judaism. Many
books are written about him and by him. I have an entire shelf of his books. He was the Rosh
Yeshiva of Yeshiva University, the senior lecturer on Talmud. He was the advisor to the
Rabbinical Council of America, the organization of about 1,000 Orthodox rabbis. Since many of
today’s Modern Orthodox rabbis graduated from Yeshiva University and belong to the Rabbinical
Council of America, his influence upon the rabbis and, hence, upon their congregations has
been great.In the first of the five essays, “The Community,” Rabbi Soloveitchik stresses that
people need to be both individuals and members of a community. While these items are
contradictory, this idea fits in with his view that “man is a dialectical being; an inner schism runs
through his personality at every level,” meaning that humans live at all times with inner
unresolvable opposing forces, a constant tension, and this is good, for “the greatness of man
manifests itself in his inner contradiction.” He discusses this subject in more detail in his second
essay. In the first, he points out that lonely man is free; social man is bound by many rules and
ordinances. “Lonely man is a courageous man; he is a protester; he fears nobody; whereas
social man is a compromiser, a peacemaker, and at times a coward.” He uses as an example a
married couple where each spouse must be him- and herself, yet be a partnership. They must
remain both. And this is good.In his second essay, “Majesty and Humility,” the title expressing
two end-points in a spectrum, he writes that the human inner schism that runs through every
aspect of his personality is not due to “man’s revolt against His Maker, as Christian theology
preached since the days of Augustine,” meaning human struggle is not a punishment for “original
sin.” It is a gift; it helps people improve and their society, as in the married couple example. Also,
unlike the philosopher Hegel who taught that when there is a struggle – a dialectic - between
what he called “thesis” and “antithesis,” and who said the conflict must be resolved with a
reconciliation, which removes the struggle, Rabbi Soloveitchik stresses that there should be no
reconciliation, no resolution, for the conflict is good.His third essay is “Catharsis” in which he
discusses his view that the “Torah wants man, who is bold and adventurous in his quest for
opportunities, to act heroically, and at the final moment, when it appears to him that victory is
within reach, to stop short, turn around, and retreat.” This sounds counterintuitive, but the rabbi
reminds readers of the statement in Avot 4:1, “Who is strong? He who conquers his drives.”The
fourth essay, “Redemption, Prayer, Talmud Torah,” focuses on how the rabbi understands these
acts; what people are required to do and what these acts do for people. Among much else, he
explains how a slave differs with a free man, and we must not act like a slave; how “prayer helps
man discover himself; how pain and suffering are not synonymous, the first is often bad,



although it can alert people to something being wrong in their body, the second, suffering, is
usually good – it results from struggle; and the rabbi discusses his “dialectic” again.In his fifth
essay “On Interfaith Relationships,” he wrote that he opposes any public debate, dialogue, or
symposium concerning the doctrines or rituals of Judaism with people of other religions.
However, he did encourage dialogue on socio-humanitarian matters. He recognized that social
behaviors are grounded in religion, but felt that the underlying values are not restricted to any
religion; they are universal; and talking about them will not hurt either party or their religion. The
Rabbinical Council of America accepted his decision.The book, in short, is thought-provoking,
but it is somewhat repetitive, which may be good, for if readers miss a point the first time, they
may get it the second or third time. Additionally, the rabbi introduces both mystical and rational
ideas to explain a single subject, which could confuse readers. He also uses, arguably overuses,
hundred-dollar words. His favorites are “ontological,” existential,” and “dialectic,” sometimes
repeating the word two or three times in a single sentence. These issues aside, and whether a
reader likes or dislikes Rabbi Soloveitchik, the man or the ideas, readers will find much to think
about in this book, especially his idea about “dialectic,” and it may change readers, who will no
longer worry that they are facing two conflicting ideas or two possible ways of acting; this is
normal; this is good.”

Ricky, “The Rav!. Amazing.”

The book by Joseph B. Soloveitchik has a rating of 5 out of 5.0. 7 people have provided
feedback.
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