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By Shalom Carmy 

In this section, we celebrate the seventieth birth-
day of Rav Aharon Lichtenstein. Rav Lichtenstein’s
impact upon thousands of his talmidim is not due
solely to his encyclopedic Torah knowledge. It is also
due to his special sensitivity and refinement, which
provides a model of an ish hashalem.

In the pages ahead, Shalom Carmy provides a taste
of the Brisker method of lomdus and Rav Lichtenstein’s
significant contribution to the unfolding of that derech
halimmud (methodology). Yitzchak Blau provides a
window into Rav Lichtenstein’s thought. Both of these
writers—who are disciples of Rav Lichtenstein and
talmidei chachamim in their own right—enhance our
appreciation of this eminent Torah personality.

SpecialSection

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, 1997. 
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Over the course of my teaching career, it has become com-
mon for students, even beginning students, to spend significant time
discussing the derech halimmud of their teachers. For me, and I sup-
pose for most of my fellow students in Rav Aharon Lichtenstein’s
shiur thirty-five years ago, speculation about method took a back
seat to the challenge of mastering the material. This does not
mean that we were oblivious to the nature of our training. We
knew that the Brisker approach, in which we were being initiated,
reputedly conferred on its practitioners distinctive advantages in
the analysis of Gemara and Rishonim. Many of us anticipated
“moving up” to Rav Soloveitchik’s shiur where we could experience
its operation at the highest level. The occasions when our teacher
quoted some original insight of the Rav, or the Rav in the name of

his father or his grandfather, and our attendance at the Rav’s pub-
lic lectures (for those proficient in Yiddish) at the Moriah
Synagogue and elsewhere, offered a foretaste of that future.

On the Friday evenings when I attempted to convey to my
father, z”l, a man who brought to his learning nothing but his
sturdy common sense and the conviction that the Gemara
ought to be comprehensible, a particularly luscious morsel of
Brisker Torah, I often stumbled in explaining precisely how the
novel analysis associated with Brisk amplified my prior under-
standing, and then the chiddush crumbled in my unskilled, ado-
lescent hands. The young talmidim shared a kind of boot camp
humor regarding the obligatory terminology, the skeleton keys
rumored to open every lock: the conceptual dissections, catego-
rizations and formulations we produced, unlike those of our
teachers, seemed too facile to resolve real difficulties; judging by
the results, they were. These moments of questioning, however,

referred not to the derech halimmud itself, but to our grasp of
the method and our progress in its deployment.

Gaining competence, as the method became second
nature, some of us became curious about the scope of its
achievement, its limitations and its prospects. During my
years in the Rav’s shiur and since then, my friends and I
pondered the relationship between the methods and results
of Brisker learning and Jewish philosophy and theology,
especially in light of the Rav’s own contributions. Some of
us considered the place of historical and literary analysis
within a framework in which the Brisker conceptual
approach remains the primary avenue to the apprehension
of devar Hashem. The passage of time also brought home to
me that, in significant respects, the Brisker derech taught by
Rav Lichtenstein was not quite identical to that transmitted
by his teacher and father-in-law. This realization came
belatedly, when, after years of hearing the Rav, I was
exposed to Rav Lichtenstein’s shiurim again. What had pre-
viously appeared to be nuances of presentation, stemming
from varying pedagogical emphasis, I now perceived as dif-
fering orientations towards fundamental Brisker insights.

I am not alone in these discoveries. As we have reflected
on our intellectual trajectories, our understanding of the
influences that formed us tended to converge. Much credit is
due to my classmate Rabbi Elyakim Krumbein. In a series of
brilliant articles, he has attempted to trace the unfolding of
the Brisker approach from Reb Chaim to the Rav, and from
the Rav to Rav Lichtenstein.1 His generalizations about the
Rav and Rav Lichtenstein are reflected in my remarks below.

Let me note immediately that Krumbein’s proposals
about the Rav have not passed uncritically. The most fre-
quently expressed doubts arise from
his choice of the central texts to be
discussed. He has focused on the two
volumes of the Rav’s Shiurim Lezech-
er Avi Mori, consisting of public dis-
courses delivered on Rav Moshe
Soloveichik’s yahrtzeit, rather than the
earlier studies printed in Chiddushei
HaGram VehaGrid and Iggerot
HaGrid. The youthful works are writ-
ten in the traditional style of Brisker
Torah; the yahrtzeit lectures are more
discursive. This may be nothing but a
reflection of the difference between
dry, purely “scientific” analysis, acces-
sible primarily to fellow initiates, and
the drama of the yahrtzeit occasion,
an exhibition of highly polished oral
teaching, intended to clarify major
sugyot, while fascinating an audience
of thousands. If Krumbein is right,
however, the variety of styles mani- Yeshivah, Kibbutz Ma’ale Gilboa.
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fests a crucial development in the Rav’s intellectual agenda:
from the conventional approach, in which analysis is trig-
gered by a local difficulty in the text of Gemara or Rambam
to a more comprehensive vision, for which a broad range of
logical or textual data provokes curiosity, and success is mea-
sured not by resolving the original problems, but by the for-
mulation of a theoretical perspective, naturally expressed in
Brisker vocabulary, that uncovers the deep structure of the
halachic area under discussion.

Because the canonical records of lomdut are virtually all
documentary, Krumbein is forced to concentrate on published
material, despite the fact that formal writing does not always
capture the creation of an original approach or its incubation
in the classroom. Published exposition edits that process,
omitting the superfluous, suppressing the false starts and often
adapting the form to the expectations and needs of students.
Hence the study of Brisker methodology requires recourse,
not only to text, but also to oral transmission. Krumbein is
conscious of these pitfalls, and offers a reasonable argument
for his approach (which I will not discuss here). I mention
these questions, both in order to whet the reader’s appetite for
Krumbein’s articles, some of which are imminently available
in English, and to justify my own mingling of memory with
allusion to published work in what follows.

Moreover, I believed that
Rav Lichtenstein’s shiur
had trained me to think in
a different way.
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In the daily shiurim I heard from the Rav, the usual point
of departure was the text itself, usually the Gemara, a
phrase in Rashi or Rambam’s codification.2 As far as I recall,
the Rav did not typically begin with the chakirah; he did
not commence by positing conceptual alternatives about
the laws that would then be confirmed or refuted by the
textual data. The chakirah emerged because his attempts to
subject the text to a close reading seemed to invite it. To the
average student, the opening discussion did not offer a clear
idea of where the shiur was headed, i.e. what organizing
principles we would arrive at by the end of the treatment.
There were the memorable times when the Rav re-entered
the classroom a day or two after delivering an impressive
and authoritative presentation, only to reopen the subject
from the beginning. Sometimes the trigger for renewed
examination was some phrase in a Rishon that he had over-
looked the first time around; often, however, he was driven
by the conviction that there was more to the subject or to
the text than he had succeeded in exhausting earlier.

Occasionally, as the hours passed, and the Rav laboriously
produced one formulation after the other, only to reject
each one in turn, he gave the impression that he was grop-
ing in the dark as much as his students, but that being infi-
nitely better informed, intelligent and persevering, he
would manage to find his way anew in spite of all obstacles.

Part of this display was almost certainly pedagogical. It is
a tribute to the Rav’s acting skills that when, after two or
three hours of struggle, he finally recollected that he had
discussed something pertinent to the matter with his father,
and then triumphantly employed that insight to elucidate
the problems facing us; one often did not catch on that he
must have known this point all along. Of course it would
have been less labor-intensive had he given us “the answer”
right at the outset, but doing so would have denied us the
opportunity to experience the yegiah, the strenuousness of
Torah, first-hand (well, maybe second-hand!).

Fundamentally, the Rav’s mode of teaching was a living
refutation of the notion that Brisker learning can be applied
by rote. One can hardly overestimate the long-lasting power
of his example to inspire the confidence in the efficacy of
passionate, uncompromising intellectual effort, without

which neither creativity nor religious growth in learning can
occur. At moments of intellectual breakthrough or teaching
success, one often feels the silent benediction of his inter-
nalized presence. That realization came later. Let me confess
that in the short run I found all this frustrating. Moreover,
I believed that Rav Lichtenstein’s shiur had trained me to
think in a different way. My friends and I took pride in
sorting out the various logical “possibilities” afforded by the
sugya—the more the merrier—and then investigating the
manifestation of these possible positions in the Rishonim.
Against this background, the Rav’s approach appeared pow-
erfully intuitive, while Rav Lichtenstein’s seemed to proffer
a more systematic overview of the material. The average stu-
dent sometimes had the sense that the Rav’s prosecution of
the shiur was driven by occult motives invisible to us. One did
not encounter the same obscurity with Rav Lichtenstein.

We are now fortunate to have in print a substantial
and growing body of Rav Lichtenstein’s Talmudic teachings. In
addition to dozens of articles composed by him in classic rab-
binic style, there are four volumes of lectures compiled by stu-
dents at Yeshivat Har Etzion. The first two books of Shiurei
Rav Aharon Lichtenstein tackle the recondite massechtot Toharot
and Zevachim, providing an overview and introduction to the
daunting laws of purity and of sacrifices. The series has recently
moved on to more familiar topics: one volume works through
Ramban’s treatise on indirect tortfeasance (dina degarmi); the
fourth surveys the halachah pertaining to bailees (shomrim).
These books are distinguished by a colloquial style uncommon
in the yeshivah world. In the preface he contributed to the
third volume, Rav Lichtenstein comments on the advantages
and drawbacks of standard rabbinic writing, contrasted to the
manner of these lecture reconstructions, not failing to remark
on the corresponding development of seventeenth-century
English prose style from Burton and Milton to Dryden.

The distinctiveness of these lectures is not merely their styl-
istic accessibility. They are of great use to students because Rav
Lichtenstein chooses to address the sugyot most needed to
attain a good grounding in the subject rather than concentrate
on passages where he has something original to say. In doing
so he is fulfilling Rav Kook’s dictum that our age demands
sophisticated introductions. What is truly new and important
here, however, is the structure of the shiurim. They translate
onto the page, and thus inject into the world of lomdut the
analysis of “possibilities” that I encountered long ago.

In retrospect, Rav Lichtenstein’s distinctive mode of pre-
sentation is important for three reasons. First, it objectifies
the halachic analysis that appears relatively subjective in the
form given to it by the Rav. The Rav’s method, as I perceived
it, leaps with intuitive genius from a localized reading to the
status of a general principle. Such an insight is, of course,
vulnerable to verification or falsification as the reader tests it
against other relevant statements in the corpus. Acquiring the
comprehensiveness required to confirm conclusively the

validity of the theory is a prolonged affair; meanwhile one’s
perspective is constrained by its point of origin in the con-
sciousness of the theorist. The more detached survey of possi-
ble answers I discovered in Rav Lichtenstein’s lectures con-
fronts the student with a range of conceptual options from
the very beginning of his, or her, interpretive undertaking.
The student who is not a genius has more reason for confi-
dence that his efforts bring him closer to truth.

Second, this approach captures an essential element of indeter-
minateness inherent to the systematic application of the Brisker
method. The method purports to disclose principles underlying
the text; yet when you have finished analyzing it, the text is not
fully exhausted; it remains intractably richer than the analysis,
hence irreducible to one conceptual grid. It is precisely for that
reason that the Rav so frequently, and so dramatically, produced,

one after the other, differing approaches to the same material.
Where the statements interpreted are exceptionally terse, there is
always the possibility of multiple reconstructions; where a
Rishon is discursive (think of a typical passage in Ramban’s
Milchamot), the existence of separate strands of analysis is almost
compulsory. In moving from the initial stages of the Gemara’s
inquiry (the hava amina) to the conclusion, the conceptual
framework also alters. Unless one wishes to take one possible
construction as normative, and to dismiss the value of earlier
stages in the sugya, the result of a Brisk-oriented investigation is a
field of possible interpretations, some of which take on central
importance in comprehending the whole, while more peripheral
themes can still be heard as undertones, so to speak. For the
Rav’s audience, this truth was conveyed through a series of per-
spectives, with one construction replacing the other, sometimes
better, always different. In Rav Lichtenstein’s analysis, the student
encounters the potential plurality of approaches to the sugya, not
consecutively, but in immediate simultaneity. Such an education

better equips you to apply this aspect of learning on your own.
Lastly, the bibliographical explosion of the past few decades—

even if we limit ourselves to the publication of new manuscripts
of Rishonim—confronts the contemporary lamdan with an
expanded range of opinions and formulations. The Rav, accus-
tomed to the intense scrutiny of time-tested works, continued to
concentrate on the classics, occasionally warning that browsing
through piles of new books and making lists of their contents
ran the risk of shallowness. And yet these old-new books cannot
be denied their place in the beit hamidrash. The kind of synoptic
analysis embodied in Rav Lichtenstein’s shiurim does not sacri-
fice the core Rishonim, whose ideas have always enjoyed atten-
tion, while incorporating material not previously subjected to
careful study, including significant late medieval Ashkenazic
works like Raviah and Ravan. As I recall, the tendency to annex
this enlarged syllabus was evident in my days as a talmid, but
was not as pronounced then as in his later articles and shiurim. 

I offer my brief observations with the hesitancy of a disci-
ple writing about his two most influential masters, com-
pounded by the awareness that one is the prime student of
the other, and that his productivity continues, thank God,
unabated. If my remarks add little for the initiated and
seem too general for outsiders, I hope they will encourage
interest and appreciation of potential participants in the
creative drama that has unfolded before my eyes.

Notes
1. Krumbein’s work includes a review of Rav Lichtenstein’s lec-

tures on dina degarmi (Alon Shevut 158 [Nisan 5761]), to appear in
English as “On Rav Lichtenstein’s Methodology of Learning,” Alei
Etzion 12 (Tevet 5764). His earlier review of the volumes on
Zevachim and Toharot appeared as “Peritzat Derech Betehumei
Kodashim Vetoharot,” Ma’alin Bakodesh 1 (Sivan 5759), published
by the Kollel Beit Habehira of Karmei Tzur. His most ambitious
article “From R. Hayyim to the Rav to R. Aharon Lichtenstein”
(Netuim 9 [Elul 5762]) will appear in English in the forthcoming
Orthodox Forum book on the Brisker method, edited by Yosef
Blau, S. Carmy and Yaakov Elman. See also, in the Forum volume,
my article, “Polyphonic Diversity and Military Music” (previously
published inTradition [winter 2000, 34:4]). See also Rabbi Avraham
Walfish, “Hashitta HaBriskait Vehakeriah Hatzemudah: Teguvah
LaRav Elyakim Krumbein, Al Gilguleha shel Masoret Limmud,”
due to appear in Netuim 11 and forthcoming, “Hermeneutikat
Hagaluy Vehanistar Bemishnat HaGRYD Soloveitchik.”

2. This period in the Rav’s career is partially covered in Rabbi
Zvi Reichman’s Reshimot Shiurim to Sukkah and to Nedarim.

...he has attempted to trace
the unfolding of the
Brisker approach from
Reb Chaim to the Rav,
and from the Rav to Rav
Lichtenstein.

We are now fortunate to
have in print a substantial
and growing body of
Rav Lichtenstein's
Talmudic teachings. JA
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Rabbi Blau is a rebbe at Yeshivat Hamivtar and has published
articles on Jewish thought in periodicals such as Tradition and
The Torah U-Madda Journal. 

Leaves of Faith: The World of
Jewish Learning
By Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein
Ktav Publishing House
New Jersey, 2003
268 pages
Reviewed by Yitzchak Blau

My debt to
Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, whose stu-
dent I have been for many years, dis-
qualifies me from the objectivity
required of a reviewer. Yet the volume
itself, Leaves of Faith, a collection of
eleven articles, serves as a model for
dealing with this dilemma.  For all the
awe with which Rav Lichtenstein
holds for his father-in-law, Rabbi Yosef
Dov Soloveitchik, he questions the
validity of some of Rav Soloveitchik’s
formulations. For all the passion that
animates his ideals and positions, Rav
Lichtenstein remains a keen critic of
the weaknesses and dangers in those
very positions. To borrow a term from
the author, one can attempt “some modicum of objectivity
while avoiding indifference.” In this spirit, I would like to
discuss my rebbe’s work.

Balancing conflicting values is central to Rav
Lichtenstein’s worldview. He is concerned about the tension
between commitment to seeking an environment conducive
to spirituality and the need to serve one’s people in the
army; combining intense focus on Torah studies and glean-
ing the insights granted by Western literature; thinking
about methodology and maintaining the romance and mys-
tery of learning; wanting both the dynamism of analytic
creativity and the consistency of pesak halachah; maintain-
ing the integrity of halachah and showing sensitivity to
human need and sanctifying the physical and understand-
ing the religious significance of restraint. The list could easi-

ly be doubled—students
often comment about his
ubiquitous usage of “aval
mitzad sheni” (but on the
other hand). 

One may talk about
balancing conflicting
claims when there is no
passionate commitment
to anything. Rav
Lichtenstein categorically
rejects this type of bal-
ance. The ideal hesder stu-
dents, he says, “in com-
parison with their
non–hesder confreres, love
not…Torah less but Israel
more.” They choose to
learn in yeshivah and
serve in the army “not as
a compromise but as a
bold response to a diffi-
cult situation.” While the
lukewarm version of com-
promise represents the
path of least resistance,

Rav Lichtenstein advocates a difficult struggle to find the
proper proportion of two competing ideals.

Furthermore, it is not enough to merely endorse com-
peting goals. A full analysis demands a discussion of broad
guidelines for achieving the proper balance and an appre-
ciation of the dangers inherent in a given position. Thus,
Rav Lichtenstein not only advocates hesder, he also ana-
lyzes the dangers of such an approach and makes sugges-
tions as to how to combat them. Thus, he advocates dedi-
cating time to secular studies but discusses how to address
both the possible loss of faith which exposure to secular
ideologies can bring and the concern of bittul Torah. In
some ways, Rav Lichtentein is here at his most refreshing.
Many contemporary Jewish leaders seem so intent on
arguing for the supremacy of their ideology that they fail
to see that some self-criticism would serve their communi-
ties far better. Our author, on the other hand, understands
that every choice in life includes its own pitfalls, and it
behooves us to recognize the dangers inherent in our own

choices even as we continue to stand for them.  As Rav
Lichtenstein points out, Rav Soloveitchik identified with
the central positions of Modern Orthodoxy but still char-
acterized that community as “bereft of wings for flight
and lacking the roots that would enable it to penetrate
deeply within religious experience.” 

In two essays devoted to portraying Rav Soloveitchik,
Rav Lichtenstein asserts that while the Rav was extremely
productive in the world of lomdus, his true uniqueness lies
in the realm of machshavah. Indeed, one cannot imagine
another recent gadol writing one work from the corpus of
Halakhic Man, The Halakhic Mind, The Lonely Man of
Faith and “UVikkashtem MiSham,” let alone all of them.
The first essay points out an internal tension in Halakhic
Man that awaits adequate treatment. Unlike the other-
worldly homo religiosus, halachic man strives for realization
of his religious vision in this world. At the same time,
halachic man prefers the ideal abstract halachah to the con-
creteness of pesak. The second essay not only provides an
analysis of the Rav’s ideas but also conveys his personality. 

Again and again, these essays include
important insights. Rav Lichtenstein argues that protecting
the lives of one’s people surely represents the highest form of
chesed and is therefore a religious mandate. This argument
grants religious value to army service irrespective of the para-
meters of milchemet mitzvah, wars mandated by halachah.
Service is justified even if milchemet mitzvah does not exist
today. The essay entitled “Why Learn Gemara” questions the
practice of studying Gemara at the expense of theology as
well as practical halachah. Addressing the study of theology,
Rav Lichtenstein makes the frequently overlooked point that
the question changes when one appreciates the normative
thrust of Judaism. A religion that downplays religious acts
certainly should stress theology more than ritual law. As
Judaism emphasizes the mitzvah act, the focus shifts. As to
why Gemara is studied over practical halachah, Rav
Lichtenstein responds with a passionate portrayal of the
vibrancy and excitement of Talmud study, where the student
enters “a pulsating bet midrash, studded with live protago-
nists...initially as witness and subsequently as participant.” 

An essay entitled “The Human and Social Factor in
Halakha” proves equally insightful. Rav Lichtenstein points
out that halachah serves as a ballast against the twin
extremes of asceticism and hedonism, that pesikah (halachic
decision making) insensitive to human needs is not just bad
public policy but bad halachah, and that concern for the
human dimension can generate both kulot (leniencies) and
chumrot (stringencies). He discusses two possible approach-
es for how we could find options once allowed by halachah,
such as slavery or betrothal of minors, to be morally objec-
tionable. Either changing social conditions make the behav-
ior inappropriate or the Torah grudgingly allowed these
options due to human weakness, and later generations can

choose to not avail themselves of these concessions.      
For the past forty years, Rav Lichtenstein has been the

foremost Orthodox rabbi advocating a secular education,
and this volume contains two essays on the subject. In
the longer essay, the author candidly admits that Gentile
thinkers have written about certain things more effective-
ly and perceptively than we have, and there is no need to
deny or be embarrassed by this. He also points out that
one must understand an ideology in order to critique it.
(One might add that the most trenchant Orthodox cri-
tiques of modern Western society come from the pens of
Rabbis Jonathan Sacks, Norman Lamm and Shalom
Carmy, themselves extremely well-versed in Western
thought.) The shorter essay adds a focus on the signifi-
cance of language and an argument for the primacy of the
humanities over the sciences.  

In an interesting shift from the abstract world of ideas
covered in most of the essays, this volume also includes a
practically oriented address to rabbinic alumni. Here, Rav
Lichtenstein raises significant pragmatic issues such as
salaries of mechanchim and the need for them to take sab-
baticals. He suggests that we currently overburden our
gedolim, and it behooves us to lessen their workloads and
thereby benefit from their increased productivity. Showing
his sensitivity, Rav Lichtenstein also argues that the modern
posek must understand social changes even more than tech-
nological changes. 

I want to register one brief critique of this excellent book.
At the end of the essay entitled “The Conceptual Approach
to Torah Learning,” Rav Lichtenstein evaluates fairly nega-
tively those who want Gemara learning to be more existen-
tially relevant. He expresses concern that this climate may
lead to a method “less demanding in every sense than the
Brisker [derech].” I would argue that if Elu Metziot (the sec-
ond perek of Bava Metzia) forces teacher and student to
philosophically analyze the nature of ownership in halachah,
halachic discrepancies between treatment of Jew and
Gentile and the extent to which interpersonal obligations
override personal convenience, all topics of existential rele-
vance, that shiur engages in significant work that is quite
demanding. In fact, it is the Brisker who refuses to deal with
such topics who may be taking the easy way out. This criticism
aside, we are grateful to have Rav Lichtenstein’s intelligent,
judicious and humane voice, and we eagerly look forward
to the next volume. 

Rav Lichtenstein points
out that one must 
understand an ideology
in order to critique it.

JA
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Dr. Kolbrener, a senior lecturer of English literature at Bar-
Ilan University, has taught at Columbia University and
UCLA. He is the author of Milton’s Warring Angels
(Cambridge, 1997), and writes widely on the literature, phi-
losophy and history of seventeenth-century England. He has
also written on the interpretive methodologies of Chazal and
the philosophical works of Rav Soloveitchik.

TORAH UMADDA:
A Voice from the Academy

TORAH UMADDA:
A Voice from the Academy

By William Kolbrener

Much has been written about the moral and intellec-
tual decline of academia in recent years. In light of our

ongoing exploration of the spiritual challenges facing
Orthodox youth on campus, we thought it proper to

revisit Rav Aharon Lichtenstein’s 1997 essay,
“Torah and General Culture: Confluence and
Conflict,” where he presents a penetrating, wide-

ranging analysis of Torah Umadda.
In this seminal essay, Rav Lichtenstein himself

acknowledges the fact that the “academic scene has
changed” in the years since he received his Ph. D. from

Harvard. Considering the students and the university
atmosphere surrounding them in 2004, does Rav Lichtenstein

still believe that all should heed the Rambam’s admonition to “accept
truth from whomever it comes?” Does Torah Umadda apply in a postmodern world?

To further this important discussion, we are publishing an analysis of Rav Lichtenstein’s
essay by William Kolbrener, who examines the essay in relation to the contemporary acad-
emic scene. At the same time, we offer Rav Lichtenstein’s insightful answer, supporting his
thesis with keen intellect, refinement and an appreciation of another view.

the magnificent streets. I admired the solidity of the architecture,
the overwhelming drive and power of a dynamic civilization.
Suddenly, I noticed the sun had gone down; evening had
arrived. From what time may one recite the Shema in the
evening? I had forgotten God—I had forgotten Sinai—I had
forgotten that sunset is my business, that my task is “to restore
the world to the kingship of the Lord.” So I began to utter the
words of the evening prayer . . . And Goethe’s famous poem rang
in my ear: “ O’er all the hilltops is quiet now.” 1

Heschel’s reflections upon his youth in Berlin reveal a
mind striving for synthesis—immersed both in the languages
of what we might call, following Matthew Arnold,

Reflecting upon his life as a
young man, A.J. Heschel wrote:

In those months in Berlin . . . I felt very much alone with my
problems and anxieties. I walked alone in the evenings through

Jerusalem and Athens. For as he marvels at the magnificent
solidity of Berlin, the inheritance of the culture of Athens, he
remembers Jerusalem and the obligation to say Shema in the
evening, only then to hear the sound of the culture of Athens
in the reverberating echoes of Goethe’s famous poem.

Heschel’s reminiscences provide an opportunity to con-
sider the question of Torah Umadda—that is, the question
of the relationship between Torah and secular learning. To
be sure, volumes have already been written on the question,
and I can promise no novel interpretations of sugyot, nor
any new historical insights about the manner in which the
issue has been treated by the different sages in the Jewish
tradition—who have either championed or taken up arms
against the cause. My motivation for addressing the subject
emerges out of my own experience, first as a graduate stu-
dent at the English Department at Columbia University, as
I struggled to integrate what were, for me, the newly dis-
covered languages of the Jewish tradition within the frame-
work of my secular studies. Later, I would take those strug-
gles further, in the context of yeshivot and kollelim in
Jerusalem (some of the former actively advocate the ideal of
Torah Umadda), as a lecturer at Columbia University and
UCLA in the United States and at Bar-Ilan University in
Israel, where I continued to negotiate between the sensibili-
ties and ideals represented in the cities of “Athens” and
“Jerusalem.” My struggle, then, has not only been personal,
but professional. The current essay thus addresses the issue
emphatically not from the perspective of the posek (halachic
decisor) or the community leader, but rather from my own
perspective—that of a university lecturer.

Most of the recent discussions
of the issue, emerging either from within the actual context
of the university or the discourses and genres native to it,
have ended by advocating—with whatever qualification—
the contemporary pursuit of Torah Umadda. More serious
reservations about such a pursuit have been expressed not
so much in the languages of the scholar, but rather in the
more straightforward and, for some, less accommodating
languages of the posek. Responding to this phenomenon in
his 1997 article, “Torah and General Culture: Confluence
and Conflict,” Rav Aharon Lichtenstein expresses a certain
frustration with an atmosphere of debate characterized, in
his view, by both “knee-jerking rejection” and “apodictic
fiat.”2 For Rav Lichtenstein, whose work represents, in my
view, the most circumspect and most elegantly argued on
the topic, a more straightforward discussion of Torah
Umadda, informed by both what he calls “intelligence and
conscience,” is “not only licit, but mandatory” (251). As he
frames it, in the discussion of “a major hashkafic issue,”
there is no alternative to “maximally honest confrontation”;
further, he argues that, “whatever our orientation, we can
hardly afford Procrustean disdain for pragmatic realities”
(221). The present essay aspires to the honesty and atten-

tion to pragmatic issues endorsed by Rav Lichtenstein, with
the result, however, of bringing a new perspective to bear
on the issue. If much of the opposition to the contempo-
rary practice of Torah Umadda seems to be born out of vari-
eties of “knee-jerking rejection,” this piece attempts to
address some of the issues that Rav Lichtenstein raises,
through employing the scholarly languages that he himself
employs. Hesitations to wholeheartedly embrace the princi-
ple of Torah Umadda as a de jure norm for contemporary
practice does not entail, as is often current in Centrist
Orthodox circles, an atavistic (or “Procrustean”) set of bias-
es, but may be seen to emerge from the very pragmatic con-
frontation which Rav Lichtenstein himself espouses.

In his essay, Rav Lichtenstein warns that one cannot pos-
sibly judge Torah Umadda without first knowing what
madda itself actually entails. As a means of furthering the
argument, he recalls a lecture he delivered, where he ended
by posing a “series of rhetorical questions intimating that
general literary sources might impart certain spiritual
insight more effectively.” “Whoever does not know this
material,” he warned in conclusion, “will find it difficult to
answer these questions—and hence, is inclined to dismiss
them glibly” (267). Given the accidents of my own training
and scholarly background, I may be one of a handful of
people who are “left,” as Rav Lichtenstein puts it, “to lend a
sympathetic ear”—if the prerequisite for such a sympathetic
reading means relating to the full range of references which
he marshals from both literary and sacred sources (290). (As
a matter of my own professional training, I would probably
be counted as what Milton called the “fit audience though
few” who might follow the full range of secular sources—
from F.H. Bradley to C.S. Lewis, from Aeschylus to
Tennyson.) In this sense, where my own thoughts about
Torah Umadda diverge from those of Rav Lichtenstein, they
do not emerge I hope, out of glibness or lack of familiarity
with the literary traditions which he evokes, but rather out
of a strong sense of the disparity between the ideal of Torah
Umadda and its actual practice in the contemporary univer-
sity. Rav Lichtenstein argues that those who oppose the
contemporary practice of Torah Umadda should lend as
“careful an ear” to “those who, out of their direct experi-
ence, have countenanced secular studies, as to those who
have damned them” (267). My own thoughts on Torah
Umadda also emerge from “direct experience,” not only of
the traditions of Western literature and philosophy, but also
of the contemporary university, both as a researcher and
instructor. Having said that, I do not come to “damn” secu-
lar studies, and certainly not the abstract ideal of Torah
Umadda, which has a provenance, but to provide a different
voice on the possible promise held out by its contemporary
applications—a voice from the academy.3

The present essay can provide nothing like a full elabora-
tion of the details of Rav Lichtenstein’s work. Speaking
schematically, however, his article views madda as having
the capacity to perform a dual role—providing, alternative-



Spring 5764/2004   JEWISH ACTION JEWISH ACTION   Spring 5764/2004 

ly, a pragmatic “supplement” or, in its more ambitious con-
ception, a spiritual “complement” to the life of the ben
Torah. To the extent, as he writes, that madda “is a recog-
nized source of knowledge about the object and locus of
halakhic realization, it is an integral element of Torah exis-
tence” (232). But further than the pragmatic necessity that
talmidei chachamim (Torah scholars) and posekim consult
secular wisdom in determining matters of pesak (halachic
decisions), madda has other more general (yet also pragmat-
ic) applications in dealing with what he calls, “the broader
social scene,” and the confrontation between “the normative
halakhic order” and an “often intractable human reality”
(233). In this sense, madda becomes a pragmatic means of
reaching out to a community that is itself “suffused with
secular values and sensibility” (234). Awareness of “the Zeit-
geist,” he affirms, “is a fortiori essential to other aspects of
communal life.” Such an awareness “can be vital toward
illuminating both the present scene,” as well as the “ramifi-
cations of prospective courses of action” (236). In the mod-
ern world, Rav Lichtenstein implies, madda becomes a kind
of prerequisite for communicating with those outside of the
fold. As he explains:

Within a relatively homogenous ghettoized community, Torah
leadership sans madda can communicate effectively with its con-
stituents and accurately assess their needs and inclinations. The situ-
ation is quite different when a cultural gap—at times, a chasm—
divides the shepherd from his flock. In an age, unlike Lycidas’s, in
which the sheep may not even realize they are hungry, ministering
their needs becomes incomparably more difficult and the impetus to
understand their sensibility and language far greater (235).

The mandates of kiruv, presumably
not only to the unaffiliated, but even the already affiliated
and the nominally observant, makes “understanding the
secular mind” an important precondition for ministering to
the needs of the community (236). But even more than
providing the means for addressing the pragmatic needs of
the contemporary community, Rav Lichtenstein sees anoth-
er, more spiritual role for madda—that is, as a spiritual
“complement.” As he writes, “hokhmah can inform and irra-
diate our spiritual being by rounding out its cardinal Torah
component . . . by expanding our spiritual and intellectual
horizons through exposure to other areas of potential reli-
gious import” (237).

Before moving on to address these latter more ambi-
tious—that is, spiritual—claims for madda as a comple-
ment, I would like to focus on the very enterprise of under-
standing what Rav Lichtenstein calls the “Zeitgeist.” By his
own lights, pragmatic realities are crucial; in my own view,
they are even precedent. There are, I think, two reasons to
hesitate at the enterprise of Torah Umadda as Rav
Lichtenstein conceives of it: 1. The nature of our students
(and the contemporary culture in which they find them-
selves) and 2. More fundamentally, the nature of the univer-

sity and the forms of attention and inquiry that it encour-
ages. My first hesitation emerges from the very text, cited
above, which Rav Lichtenstein employs to forward his argu-
ment. The simple question emerges: Lycidas?!? Our age is
certainly unlike that of Milton’s poetic shepherd Lycidas
(who stood as a figure for a classmate who died at sea), but
for whom does the reference to Milton’s great poem provide
anything like a meaningful resonance? This may seem like a
local, if not a minor, point to make, but it stands out in
demonstrating the disparity between Rav Lichtenstein’s con-
ception of the current zeitgeist and the actual facts of the
matter. Which is to say, even assuming that understanding
the zeitgeist would be an indispensable component of relat-
ing to an unregenerate “flock,” does knowledge of Milton
do anything to actually lead towards understanding such a
worldview? Rav Lichtenstein’s own prose provides an unbe-
lievable range of literary and philosophical reference. But
when Rav Lichtenstein asks, “Can anyone read R.W.
Chambers’s Man’s Unconquerable Mind without feeling both
humbled and inspired?”and when he adds the qualification
in the accompanying footnote, that the “title, from a
Wordsworthian sonnet should not mislead,” for the book
“is suffused with a spirit of religious humanism,” one
cannot help but think that he is applying the criteria of a
previous generation (and the elite of that generation at that)
to contemporary circumstances which are very different
indeed (242, n. 33). (Is Chambers still on the reading list in
the contemporary humanities? Would contemporary stu-
dents have assumptions about Wordsworth such that they
would be surprised to discover that a book named after one
of his poems is suffused with “religious humanism”?)

Indeed “Lycidas” seems very foreign to a contemporary
sensibility. In my own experience, when addressing a group
of students from a Modern Orthodox yeshivah in
Jerusalem, I was surprised at the resistance that I had elicit-
ed through my comments about Torah Umadda (which
reflected some of the reservations that I am mentioning
here). The casual gathering that it was, I pressed harder to
find out what was underlying their strongly stated commit-
ments to the pursuit of secular studies. For one, as it turned
out, most of those present had been, at some time or anoth-
er, talmidim (students) of talmidim of Rav Joseph B.
Soloveitchik. Though most of them did, in fact, stand up
for the concept, they failed to give the impression that it
was anything more than a rallying cry that they had inherit-
ed from their teachers. Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky may have
been surprised that his talmidim at Torah Vodaath were
unaware of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina.4 These bachurim
(young men) to whom I was speaking, though champi-
oning Torah Umadda in the abstract, also failed to have
anything more than the most superficial connection with
secular studies. In fact, from the resistance that my talk had
elicited, I had the impression that they thought that I (or
perhaps their rebbe who was present) intended to prevent
them from reading Tolstoy’s classic. But if any of them had

heard of the book, they certainly did not want to read it. I
remained confused by the disparity between their enthusi-
asm for the concept and their indifference to the actual
phenomenon until one of the young men confided: “It’s not
so much that we are interested in Torah Umadda, what we
are really interested in is Torah and entertainment.” This
talmid provided, and he did so humorously, the reduction
ad absurdum of the position (to the discernible relief of his
friends), but he revealed that the primary concern of many
yeshivah boys (aside from parnassah) is not incorporating
the classics into the life of the ben Torah, but rather accom-
modating Torah into a contemporary lifestyle—of popular
culture, of movies and of MTV. As a colleague once sug-
gested to me, for the current generation (and there are no
signs it is getting better), it is not so much a question of
Torah or madda, but rather one of taivah (pleasure) or
taivah. This is to say, young men and women in our com-
munities are not worrying over the problem of synthesizing
Torah and the legacies of classical traditions. It’s not Torah
and Aeschylus and Sophocles, but, at best, Torah and
Arnold Schwarzenegger and Tom Cruise (and a lehavdil
would have to split between the last two and all of the for-
mer terms). Torah Umadda, from this perspective, may be a
madreigah to which most young people in our community
cannot possibly aspire. Further, if knowing the zeitgeist
means knowing Schwarzenegger, does it mean that we and
our talmidim, the leaders of the next generation, should be
on line to buy tickets to the next sequel to Terminator? For
Rambam, knowing madda meant having access to the clas-
sical texts of Athenian culture. For the current generation,
madda includes much more: Plato and Aristotle come along
in a package that includes Yahoo!, The Matrix and MTV. In
most cases, it’s the latter set, and not the former, which
most compellingly attracts attention.

But it’s not only our young people who have changed–
and this provides the second of my hesitations about Rav
Lichtenstein’s contemporary advocacy of madda–the uni-
versity itself has changed, and radically at that. Rav
Lichtenstein himself acknowledges that the “academic scene
has changed” (274), though it does not seem to me that he
recognizes the full extent of the shift. The scene, in fact, has
probably undergone, since Rav Lichtenstein received his
Ph.D. from Harvard in 1962, something more like an
earthquake.5 For the ideals of secular humanism, or what
goes under the name of a liberal arts education, have
changed fundamentally in the last generation. To provide
an instructive model for what informs Rav Lichtenstein’s
conception of madda, we can turn to the famous Florentine
political philosopher, Niccolo Machiavelli, who provides a
record of his own encounter with the texts of Latin and
Greek antiquity. Writing of his experience, Machiavelli,
who was one of the early Renaissance Christian advocates of
secular learning, describes himself as entering what he calls
“the courts of ancient men” where he is “lovingly received”
feeding “on the food which alone is mine, and which I was

born for.” “I am not,” he continues, “ashamed to speak
with them and to ask the reasons for their actions, and they
courteously answer me.”6 Machiavelli’s encounter with clas-
sical authors provides the model for a humanism in which
education is conceived as a means of a transmission of cul-
ture that implies an attitude to antecedent texts and tradi-
tions of not only respect, but also reverence. Machiavelli
thinks of himself as a visitor in the courts of the ancients
where he hopes to elicit answers, and even guidance, from
the authors who preceded him.

In the contemporary university, however,
this attitude has been replaced by a hermeneutics of suspi-
cion—an interpretative attitude in which the interpreter
finds himself not subservient, but rather superior to the
texts that he encounters. Machiavelli fashions himself as a
student, imbibing the wisdom of the ancients to whom he
understands himself to be subservient. In the contemporary
university, what were once considered the classics of
Western literature and philosophy are now often viewed as
mere markers of prejudice, power and oppression. There is
no reason to expect that Rav Lichtenstein would keep up
with the developments in the contemporary university, but
T.S. Eliot, C.S. Lewis and Matthew Arnold rarely find
themselves in the undergraduate curriculum. Certainly
those bearers of Christian humanism find very few sympa-
thetic ears within the halls of the contemporary university.
Indeed, the former set of critics, who advocate, in different
ways, the ethical components of literature and literary criti-
cism have been replaced by a new pantheon of postmodern
critics and theorists. Rav Lichtenstein relates to culture as
Arnold himself once did, a repository of “sweet reasonable-
ness” (287). Contemporary scholars of Arnold, however, are
more likely to look at his concept as a means of furthering
bourgeois political and economic agendas.7 Such is the
hermeneutics of suspicion in which texts are not read for
their instruction (certainly not their moral insights), but as
a register of the extent to which they diverge from contem-
porary notions of what might be considered politically
acceptable. In this sense, texts of the past are not looked to
as means of potential instruction and guidance, but as evi-
dence of how much the cultures of the past fail to live out
the ethics and ideals that a current generation has allegedly
perfected. This is not then merely a question of a curricu-
lum change, but a major shift in the way in which one
relates to texts, traditions and authority.

Another example may elucidate: In teaching a graduate
course on Milton at Columbia University, I found that my
students were largely surprised—shocked would be a better
term—by an approach designed to elicit the actual inten-
tions which informed Milton’s text. The question that their
professors had been training them to ask was the following:
“What are Milton’s explicit or implicit instructions about
race, class and gender?” The question I was foregrounding



(I am not suggesting that the other question should not be
asked) was, “What does Milton mean?” Even as I write
these sentences, I realize that some colleagues of mine with-
in the academy would be frustrated—even dismayed— by
my conception of intention, for the French poststructuralist
critic, Roland Barthes, already proclaimed many years ago,
“the death of the author.”8 Rav Lichtenstein’s works all give
the sense—whether he is occupied in Torah or madda—of a
profound engagement with the texts he encounters. In the
postmodern academy, the very attitude—call it that of the
secular humanist or that of the classicist—has been deemed
outmoded, and replaced: The hermeneutics of suspicion
reigns. One cannot help but point out the irony that a
postmodern multiculturalism, ostensibly representing a
commitment to cultural difference, entails nothing like a
real openness to different cultures. Rather than actually
being receptive to the voice of different cultures, some of
the advocates of multiculturalism simply repeat their critical
mantras—gender, race and class—imposing their own val-
ues on texts which they never really encounter. A pedagogy
that pretends engagement with difference and with other
cultures is narcissistically enclosed and disengaged.

Having said all of this against the hermeneutics of suspi-
cion, there may be pitfalls awaiting those who remain com-
mitted to madda in the current generation, for even the
older values of the secular humanist may have their dangers.
To be sure, we can find much to value, for example, in
relating to Milton’s prose (Rav Lichtenstein and I, again, as
a matter of historical accident, have common reference
points). We may read with approval the passage which Rav
Lichtenstein cites from Of Education:

The end then of learning is to repair the ruins of our first parents
by regaining to know God aright, and out of that knowledge to love
him, to imitate him, to be like him, as we may the nearest, by pos-
sessing our souls of true virtue, which, being united to the heavenly
grace of faith, makes up the highest perfection (cited on 250).

Or, we may take solace in Milton’s description of
Samson’s blindness, as Rav Lichtenstein himself did when
his father lost his sight, as he so movingly records (254). Yet
there are other extraordinary passages in Milton as well.
Not only, as my students at Bar-Ilan would attest, those
which emphasize Milton’s religious humanism, or his capac-
ities for human empathy. Reading Paradise Lost, for exam-
ple, requires focusing attention not only on the humanistic
or human elements of his poem, but upon his profound
Christian commitment as well. As a result, any reading of
Paradise Lost that would account for the author’s intention
in writing such a poem has to take into account Milton’s
continued Christocentric references, and a version of salva-
tion history that is radically antithetical to normative Jewish
accounts. The very first lines of the poem affirm that the
“ruin of our first parents” will be overcome, finally not only
through learning (as per the passage above from Of
Education), but through the agency of “one greater man.”
Miltonic typology—the literary means of assimilating

Judaism under the rubric of Christian figures and Christian
history—recurs as a poetic strategy throughout the poem.
By the end of a semester-long course on Milton’s work, one
of my more religious students confessed to feeling almost
suffocated by the necessity of inhabiting a Christian per-
spective as a means of coming to terms with and under-
standing the epic voice of Milton’s poem.

Of course, Rav Lichtenstein writes throughout his work
of the necessity of evaluating literature from a definite
moral and theological standpoint, and further that religious
readers “should scrutinize their reading,” especially those
“works of imagination” that have “their own explicit ethical
and theological standards” (285). For a university instruc-
tor, incorporating such a strategy would entail affirming
students’ sense of the dissonance between their own beliefs
and that of the texts which they encounter. The university,
as it is currently conceived, even a religious university, does
not always allow students, within the structure of a class-
room, to foreground their own “moral and theological” per-
spectives. Indeed, Rav Lichtenstein may have an over-opti-
mistic sense of both the pedagogy of the contemporary uni-
versity (even the religious ones) and the attitude—one
could say fortitude—of contemporary students. Though
potential students may be encouraged by their rebbeim,
teachers and families to cultivate an ethics of reading, the
culture of the university has its own agenda, which carries
its own momentum.9 Even if a student were to begin his
studies with such an outlook, it would be difficult, except
for the most gifted, to maintain it. The modern university,
informed by nineteenth-century models of social science
and comparative literature, encourages an approach that
advocates not so much engagement, but rather disengage-
ment. Thus, where I may be fully in agreement with Rav
Lichtenstein’s assertion that the madda of historical science
could lead to the understanding of how the “epiphanous
Shekhinah” has “forged special ties with His people,” I
remain highly skeptical about whether such a pursuit occurs
in university history departments (240). Disengagement,
whether in the more radical form of post-modernism allud-
ed to earlier or in a more neutral stance of so-called objec-
tivity, remains the standard, if not the norm.

Rav Lichtenstein emphatically and repeatedly asserts
throughout his essay that Torah Umadda can only be pur-
sued when “it is placed in proper perspective—as subsidiary
if not subservient to Torah,” and that “the primacy of Torah
is axiomatic” (272). Yet such an anchoring in Torah, at least
in my own experience, seems more and more difficult to
attain, certainly to sustain, within the context of the univer-
sity. For the very strategies that are required to spend a
semester reading Milton—that is, a degree of disengage-
ment or willingness to compare different traditions—make
it difficult to maintain a perspective in which Torah is
axiomatic. For only those steeped in Torah can withstand
what the literary critic William Empson called “the gang of
comparative anthropologists” who come to claim the equal-

ity of various philosophical and theological traditions.10

Although early in the essay, Rav Lichtenstein argues that
knowledge of “different traditions can frequently enhance
our understanding of Torah positions,” he also does
acknowledge that “the very act of comparison often jades a
sense of uniqueness,” leading a “relativistic pluralism” to
rear its head.11 Comparative studies, he continues, without
the requisite sense of the singularity of Torah, “can be both
doctrinally and experientially unsettling” (230, 277-78).

My experience in the university
certainly confirms Rav Lichtenstein’s fears. Two representa-
tive examples: A religious student informed me that her
studies of the Oral Tradition were informed by the principle
that she had learned that one cannot understand the utter-
ances of Chazal without knowing their contexts. Yet she
became so enamored of the historical contextualization of
the utterances of Chazal that she embraced the disciplines
of objectifying historiography, and found herself outside of,
and unaddressed by, the tradition which she had once
counted herself a part. A graduate student from an
American university wrote me that after having immersed
himself in Jewish philosophy in yeshivah, he decided to
pursue his research in an academic framework. In the
process of that research, in the context of a university phi-
losophy department, however, he would find himself ques-
tioning the foundations of what he called “Orthodoxy.” For
him, like the student who contextualized the Oral Law in
an academic context, embracing the perspective and stan-
dards of academic disciplines led to finding himself no
longer addressed by the tradition, but looking at it, analyz-
ing it from outside. In this sense, the perspective implicit in
the contemporary university may serve the regrettable func-
tion of turning the learning of Torah into its mere study.
Even when Torah is not on the curriculum, the perspective
implicit in academic study can have its impact. For the con-
temporary university—with its “votaries of objectivity” (the
phrase is Rav Lichtenstein’s and not my own)—objectifies
all traditions, including, inevitably, the tradition from Sinai
(287).12 Further, it’s not only the loss of “passion,” as Rav
Lichtenstein puts it, but the loss of the forms of attention
necessary to be addressed by Sinai. One might claim (as a
pre-university yeshivah student argued once in his response
to some of the arguments formalized here) that the univer-
sity represents values so foreign to those of Judaism that it
should therefore be easy to both identify those values and to
resist their influence. But one fails to understand the power
of the culture of the university (and probably culture in
general) by assuming that the resilience and independence
of mind which a young person evidences outside of the
context of university studies can be maintained within it.
Indeed, the university, probably more than any other con-
temporary institution, gives the lie to the conception that
the culture of liberalism is somehow neutral.

Rav Lichtenstein may be, like his mentor, Rav
Soloveitchik, a halachic man par excellence, allowing him
to practice Torah Umadda as a synthesis. Yet, I would
argue, the “votaries of objectivity” provide a more threat-
ening opposition to Torah observance than Rav
Lichtenstein himself acknowledges. If not only the goal of
our tradition, but the prerequisite of it, is hearing the
voice from Sinai, then the immersion in madda may jeop-
ardize such a relationship by privileging a whole different
form of engagement—or rather a form of scholarship
based upon disengagement. The appeal of “system” which
Rav Lichtenstein finds lacking in the worldview of Chazal
may be—though assuredly not for him—an appeal for a
philosophical system that leads not into the Torah, but
rather outside of it (229-230). Indeed, Rav Soloveitchik
would associate the philosophical perspective with what he
calls “the passive man of fate,” who, in contrast to the ish
halachah, pursues philosophical speculation instead of a
life of active engagement.13

For Rav Lichtenstein, engagement is the given; the risks of
Torah Umadda a matter of “detail”; and the problems associat-
ed with the pursuit of madda more than likely “innocuous”
(265).14 I would suggest, however, that what Rav Lichtenstein
himself considers to be the basic starting point of madda, an
unqualified commitment to Torah, remains in today’s world a
position that can only be acquired and maintained—with an
extraordinary vigilance—and not in one, but in every sector
of the observant world. That is to say, I do not demur from
Rav Lichtenstein’s evaluation of the intrinsic value of the clas-
sics of the Western tradition, but rather the role of the clas-
sics—given the institutional frameworks currently available—
in the life of the ben Torah. This is not, however, meant to legit-
imize the perspective of those opponents of Torah Umadda who,
as Rav Lichtenstein describes them, “think it is perfectly legiti-
mate to labor long and engrossing hours in order to eat lamb
chops, drive a Volvo, or vacation in St. Moritz, but illicit to
devote those hours instead to exploring, with Plato or Goethe,
vistas of thought and experience” (270). Indeed, I share Rav
Lichtenstein’s disdain for the expedient cynicism that such a per-
spective entails. Yet we might be wary not only of the expedient
rejectionism of Torah Umadda, but also its expedient advocacy,
where the banner of Torah Umadda comes to camouflage con-
cerns about parnassah, or, less nobly, concerns about acceptance
within a general culture that fashions itself as enlightened and
progressive. Such banner wavers (I am certainly not counting
Rav Lichtenstein among them) may also be guilty of obfusca-
tion, and as a result, willfully blind themselves to some of the
pragmatic difficulties that Torah Umadda entails.

The “kol Torah” from Sinai, as the
mishnah in Avot recounts (6:2), may always be, as it were,
broadcasting. The fact that there are so many other frequen-
cies on the band makes tuning into Sinai all the more prob-
lematic. But it’s not just the question of the interference of
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other frequencies, whether it be other literary and philosophi-
cal traditions, or more likely, in today’s world, a contempo-
rary culture of entertainment. That is to say, it’s not only the
matter of negotiating a quantity of different influences, but
mastering and maintaining a qualitative attitude of engage-
ment—of receptivity and openness to the voice of Torah.
Internalizing the importance of the precedent commitment
of Torah, embodied by Klal Yisrael at Har Sinai with the
affirmation of na’aseh venishma, may be, in the current gener-
ation, an act of unprecedented—and indeed underestimat-
ed—difficulty. Torah Umadda may be an ideal, even as Rav
Lichtenstein views it, requiring a balance between different
realms, too difficult for the current generation to sustain.15

In the 1950s and early 1960s, Torah found itself, in America,
at home in a culture that was hospitable to the ideals of religious
humanism; the problem of synthesis may have been a genuine
avodah for that generation. The chore of the current genera-
tion—in a very different climate—may require not synthesis,
but rather simply maintaining the forms of attention required to
receive and transmit the Torah. Heschel, in the perspective
embodied in the piece I cited at the outset, rejects the words of
Goethe and the pagan perspective they entailed, choosing
instead a relation to Torah and “the word of God.” The question
for the current generation is which of the many, many voices
now broadcasting will come in most clearly? When the younger
generation tunes in—if it does so at all—will it be to Torah?16
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13. See Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “Kol Dodi Dofek: It is the Voice
of My Beloved that Knocketh,” Theological and Halakhic
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rations of the university. 

15. There may be, of course, exceptions to the rule. As
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with unnecessary understatement) Rambam is a “special
case,” and one can in no way extrapolate success for the
ideal on the basis of Rambam’s own commitments. The
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but with a culture that seems to advocate Torah Umadda as an
ideal. (Indeed in Tovah Chachmah¸ Rav Lichtenstein suggests
that “great souls” are not in need of the “complement” of
chachmah, but that “most of us” need to avail ourselves of secu-
lar wisdom as a means of fully appreciating Torah [33]).
Further, even the question of individuals may be simpler to
address in theory than in actual practice. Rav Lichtenstein
writes of the necessity of establishing a “functional relation

between the depth of one’s Torah roots and the range of his
cultural branches.” The “linkage between the twin variables
of Torah stature and cultural exposure,” he continues, “is
obvious: the more sensitive and problematic the material,
the greater the caution and selectivity with which it is to be
approached” (282). Yet the pragmatic measure of curricular
material, and the actual exercise of principles of “selectivi-
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16. I am grateful to the following for their responses to early drafts
of this piece: Rabbis Emanuel Feldman, Yosef Kamenetsky, Dovid
Foster, Mendel Horowitz and Professor Michael Kramer. The perspec-
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TO SHARPEN
UNDERSTANDING

TO SHARPEN
UNDERSTANDING

By Aharon Lichtenstein

Dr. Kolbrener’s critique of my essay
is unquestionably framed within the language and context of
what Coventry Patmore denominated “the traditions of civili-
ty.” It is learned, urbane, deferential, cogently argued and suf-
fused with sensitivity, intelligence and commitment. If I must
tilt swords with an ideological adversary, may it be with the
likes of this ben Torah ensconced in the halls of academia.

But, must we, and do we, indeed tilt? Dr. Kolbrener
appears to have combed my essay quite thoroughly, as he
quotes chapter and verse from it, frequently and precisely.
For some reason, however, its introductory paragraphs
appear to have escaped his scrutiny. Inasmuch, however, as I
regard their content as essential to an evaluation of Dr.
Kolbrener’s rejoinder—which, in principle, they anticipat-
ed—I take the liberty of citing them here:

The question of Torah and general culture bears a dual
aspect. Its core is clearly ideological. The relation, respectively, of
reason and revelation, the optional and the normative, the tem-
poral and the transcendental, secularity and sacrality, diversity

Rav Lichtenstein is rosh hayeshivah of Yeshivat Har
Etzion in Israel. 

and uniformity, and, above all, of man and his Creator—these
are obviously the primary components. Philosophy and theology
aside, however, we are confronted by a second, no less impor-
tant, element—practical, and particularly educational, in
nature. How well, if at all, can Torah and secular wisdom meld
within a single personality or institution; the promise and

risks—the cost-benefit ratio, if you will—of any projected syn-
thesis; determination of priorities and the appointment of ener-
gies; the psychological and sociological impact of differing rela-
tions to ambient general culture—these are all issues which
need to be candidly confronted by the philosophic devotees of
symbiotic integration no less than by its detractors.

These two aspects are clearly related and yet, they are both

Humanistic culture can be
of value in molding spiri-
tual personality and moral
identity.
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conceptually distinct and operationally divisible. One may
regard the integration of Torah and wisdom as not only legiti-
mate but optimal, and yet hold that, within the context of an
overwhelmingly secular modern culture, it is generally best fore-
gone. Contrarily, one may subscribe to the purist ideal of com-
prehensive singleminded devotion to talmud Torah and yet
favor an integrated curriculum as an accommodating conces-
sion to the Zeitgeist. What is certain is that Torah educationists
ignore either aspect at their—and, more importantly, their stu-
dents’—peril. We must approach the topic rooted in ideology
and yet not be entrapped by it; informed and energized by our
Weltanschauung without being fossilized by it. Whatever our
orientation, we can hardly afford Procrustean disdain for prag-
matic realities. We are charged to confront the issues responsi-
bly, courageously, and sensitively and, if necessary, differentially.

I believe the gist of this passage cuts to the core of Dr.
Kolbrener’s critique of myself—although, possibly, not to
that of his own, more general, dilemma. It will be noted
that Dr. Kolbrener—himself, as his published writings
clearly attest, well-versed in general literature and philos-
ophy—does not reject the view, long cherished as a
linchpin of Western educational theory and practice, that
humanistic culture can be of value in molding spiritual
personality and moral identity. He does not even con-
tend that, whatever may have been the case prior to
Matan Torah, revelation has rendered the study of ma’as-
sei yadav shel bassar vedam irrelevant. He simply argues,
in Hamlet’s phrase, that “the times are out of joint.”
Modes of contemporary criticism, currently in cultural
and political vogue, have debased and defiled the sancto
sanctorum, “the holy of holies,” of the humanities, evis-
cerating them of spiritual content and exposing their stu-
dents to deleterious and dangerous intellectual habits
and attitudes. Rather than drawing inspiration and guid-
ance from what Arnold defined as “the best that has been
thought and said in the world”; rather than discovering
meaning in the Ciceronian tradition of recta ratio, the
“right reason,” conceived by Richard Hooker, probably
the greatest of Elizabethan Anglican divines, as “the general
and universal consent of men,” they are trained to debunk
and contemn, to trivialize and relativize. Moreover, he
charges that young minds, thus habituated and contami-
nated, may, concurrently, lose their sense of the objective
truth and significance, of the majesty and grandeur, of
Torah. Finally, he contends that whatever sustenance I
may have derived from graduate study at Harvard half a
century ago is of no import to the present generation,
inasmuch as the madda they confront today, as well as
the university settings within which they imbibe it, are,
in effect, of a wholly different vintage.

These contentions may very well be
accurate, in whole or in part; but what have they to do with
our presumed logomachy? We agree upon the benefit of read-

ing Thucydides and Milton. We agree that aspects of general
culture can serve as a valuable complement to our primary,
central and overriding engagement with talmud Torah, to
which alone we are committed as chayyenu veorech yameinu.
Further, we jointly subscribe to the proposition that the value
is not only instrumentally pragmatic but, rather, when cul-
ture is properly taught and interpreted, inherently and sub-
stantively, spiritual, as well. For my part, in the spirit of
Carlyle, I emphatically hold that the secondary or tertiary
power of carping criticism is far from the optimal mode for
confronting greatness—of personages, of literary classics, or, a
fortiori, of chachmei hamesorah. I encourage no one to study

literature seriously if that entails emulating Lytton Strachey.
Dr. Kolbrener’s point, however, is that, in his judgment

and on the basis of his experience at UCLA, Columbia or
even Bar-Ilan, general culture is currently not being taught
and interpreted properly. I freely concede that, given his
age, range and habitat, he is probably better qualified than
myself to pass such judgment. My own exposure to the
schools of thought we find objectionable—relativistic mul-
ticulturalism, postmodernism, the “hermeneutics of suspi-
cion”—is admittedly limited, as is my knowledge of what
transpires in manifestly politicized English departments.
Hence, it perhaps behooves me—at least, for the sake of
argument—to suspend categorical evaluations on this point.

Does Dr. Kolbrener’s claim in any way conflict logically,
however, with the position I sought to develop? I return to
my introductory distinction.

One may regard the integration of Torah and wisdom as not
only legitimate but optimal, and yet hold that, within the con-
text of an overwhelmingly secular modern culture, it is general-
ly best foregone. Contrarily, one may subscribe to the purist
ideal of comprehensive singleminded devotion to talmud Torah
and yet favor an integrated curriculum as an accommodating
concession to the Zeitgeist. What is certain is that Torah educa-
tionists ignore either aspect at their—and, more importantly,
their students’—peril. We must approach the topic rooted in ide-

ology and yet not be entrapped by it; informed and energized by our
Weltanschauung without being fossilized by it.

Unquestionably, at the level of practical implementation,
articulation of a position must be twinned to an assessment
of the context to which and within which it is to be applied.

Does this concession relegate my argument to the dustbin of
anachronism? I trust not. First and foremost, pragmatic though
we be, ideology remains powerfully relevant. Hashkafically, it
makes an enormous difference whether a prospective student
shies away from classical culture out of admiration tempered
by apprehension or out of contemptuous disdain.

Secondly, my position remains meaningful at the practical
plane as well. Throughout, I sought to emphasize the need
for differential resolution and selective application, always
with an eye on the unum necessarium, yirat Hashem he ozaro.
Given Dr. Kolbrener’s contentions, that need becomes even
more paramount. Nevertheless, the option is not obviated. I
remain convinced that the prospect of genuine spiritual bene-
fit is real; and, inter alia, I look to members of my immediate
family as exemplars. Any sensitive reader of our Rav Mosheh’s
Tzir Vatzon can see for himself how his foray into literature
has equipped him to understand better the saga of dor
hamidbar and its crises of leadership. Dr. Kolbrener may have
tightened the noose but he has not asphyxiated the patient.

Thirdly, even advocates of Dr. Kolbrener’s position can
acknowledge the need to keep the home fires burning in hope
for better times. My great humanist mentor, Douglas Bush, once
jestfully surmised that the whale in Moby Dick signified “the
spirit of literature tearing and rending Symbolist critics.” Perhaps
today he stuffs his ravenous maw with the acolytes of suspicion.
We, in the interim can, minimally, “only stand and wait,” yearn-
ing for a fresh dawn. Even if winter’s here, might we not, with
inspired vision and informed counsel, anticipate the spring?

That hope does not absolve us of present responsibility
for prudence and selectivity; and we are admittedly left, in
conclusion, with a nagging and even cruel concern: fear
lest, in some cases, exposure to general culture and its pur-
suit may lead, beyond adulteration of Torah commitment,
to its abandonment. As I noted toward the conclusion of
my essay, given the possibility that, at times, secular learn-
ing may lead to skepticism (as opposed to the reverse), it is
surely arguable that no level of the qualitative improve-
ment of cultural life may justify coming to terms with such
a dire prospect. In light of the assertion of C.S. Lewis,
hardly an obscurantist, that the saving of a single soul is of
greater importance than the writing of all the epics in the
world, and on the basis of cumulative experience, a strong
case may certainly be made for cultural insulation.

Yet, before we rush to judgment, we should bear in
mind a crucial variable. In assessing benefits and risks, we
routinely differentiate between focused dangers and statis-
tical projections. If an armed kidnapper would threaten
the definitive execution of a specified abductee unless all
tiyulim were banned from the Judean desert for a year, we
would feel halachically and morally bound to capitulate—

barring, possibly, concern about encouraging future dan-
gerous abductions. However, no such ban is even consid-
ered in the face of grim statistics concerning the number
of annual fatalities. The principle is analogously operative
within the spiritual realm. It is palpably clear that many
souls could be saved if kollelim were shut down en masse
and their members sent out to engage in kiruv.
Nevertheless, no such course is ever contemplated. Indeed,
Rav Dessler explicitly rejects a much milder suggestion.
Recognizing that teacher training courses by bnei yeshivah
would enhance their ability to disseminate devar Hashem
and would bring more people into the world of Torah and
mitzvot—and despite his concern with kiruv, as evidenced
by his support of P’eylim—he nevertheless opposed their
participation in such courses as he feared the impact upon
the quality of their own learning could be negative.

I do not, of course, equate the dilution of talmud
Torah with the constriction of literary or philosoph-
ic horizons. And perhaps one might challenge any
comparison between the danger of loss of the com-
mitted with forgoing possible gains among the cur-

rently uncommitted. Nevertheless, the example is
instructive by way of illustrating a readiness to dis-
tinguish between focused threat and statistical pro-
jection, and of noting the relevance of this distinc-
tion to our discussion. Obviously, this factor in no
way minimizes the pain when and where tragedy
strikes, nor is it intended to relax spiritual vigi-
lance. Moreover, it should be self-evident that its
acknowledgment in no way militates for the adop-
tion of a given course. That must await contextual
assessment of risks and benefits within these para-
meters. Nevertheless, at the plane of the options for
principled public policy, the point is material.

As to the assessment proper, Dr. Kolbrener and I might
conceivably differ, either out of divergent factual perception
or because the standards vary. Despite our common theoreti-
cal ground, the tone and thrust of my essay is indeed differ-
ent from that of his response. That in no way obviates, how-
ever, the element of principled consensus. Hence, I trust that
to the extent that it has focused on both similarity and dis-
parity, this exchange may hopefully serve to sharpen under-
standing of both the broader and the narrower issues.

It makes an enormous
difference whether a
prospective student shies
away from classical 
culture out of admiration
tempered by apprehension
or out of contemptuous
disdain.

Aspects of general culture can
serve as a valuable comple-
ment to our primary, central
and overriding engagement
with talmud Torah.
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