Review Essay: Rabbi Soloveitchik’s Lectures on the Guide

35

Maimonides: Between Philosophy and Halakhah. Edited by Lawrence
J. Kaplan. (Brooklyn: Ktav; Jerusalem: Urim, 2016), 256 pp.

Reviewed by: Heshey Zelcer
During the years 1950-51, Rabbi Dr. Joseph B. Soloveitchik taught two
consecutive courses on Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed at Bernard Revel
Graduate School of Jewish Studies. These lectures were recorded by
Rabbi Gerald (Yaakov) Homnick in five handwritten spiral notebooks totaling 375 pages. No other record of these lectures is known to exist: not
Soloveitchik’s notes, nor any audio recordings.
Included in the book being reviewed is a Foreword by Prof. Dov
Schwartz, a preface by Prof. Lawrence J. Kaplan, and a lengthy 49-page
Editor’s Introduction—also by Kaplan. Actually, it is less an introduction and
more a summation and elaboration of some of the more important ideas
developed in the lectures (the Lectures). This introduction is very valuable
as Soloveitchik’s ideas were developed over the entire first course and
sometimes span many noncontiguous lectures.
The Editor’s Introduction is followed by Soloveitchik’s Lectures on the
Guide of the Perplexed which according to Kaplan, is a ‘lightly annotated
edition of the First Course’ spanning the first 224 pages of Homnick’s
notes.1 Kaplan is being modest. In the hands of a lesser scholar, the Lectures would not have had the clarity of writing for which Kaplan is known
nor would they have captured the unique voice and idiom of Soloveitchik.
Finally, at the end of the book are biographical notices as well as a set
of indices.
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There are two types of footnotes in the Lectures. Some contain text from the
lectures that, in Kaplan’s estimation, are tangential to the issues being discussed
(appx. 22). Other footnotes are Kaplan’s comments which are identified by open
and closed square brackets (appx. 71).
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Soloveitchik’s Philosophical Project
To appreciate the Lectures, or for that matter any of Soloveitchik’s writings,
it is necessary to have a basic understanding of Soloveitchik’s philosophical project. Most people who have been exposed to Soloveitchik’s works
find it difficult to articulate his philosophical project. For example, people
familiar with Soloveitchik’s Halakhic Man understand it to be a portrait of
either an actual halakhic person, an imagined one, or a composite. But
what makes Soloveitchik’s works a philosophic system? How do we classify such disparate works as And From There You Shall (AFTYSS) seek, his
eulogies, Halakhic Man and The Halakhic Mind so that they form a uniform
whole?
Soloveitchik’s primary contribution to Jewish philosophy, as spelled
out over many books, articles, and public lectures, can be divided into
three broad categories: ‘foundation,’ ‘development,’ and ‘personality.’2
This is most easily seen in what is sometimes deemed his early trilogy: The
Halakhic Mind, And From There You Shall Seek, and Halakhic Man. The Halakhic Mind is his ‘foundational’ work. And From There You Shall Seek is an
early and important ‘development’ work. Halakhic Man (Part 1) is one of
his most important ‘personality’ texts. Let us look at what we mean by
each of these three categories.
Foundation. The foundation part of Soloveitchik’s philosophy―the portion of his thought that sets the intellectual foundations―is completely
contained in The Halakhic Mind.3 There, Soloveitchik lays out the foundation of his new philosophy. He presents a philosophical justification for
doing Jewish philosophy in the precise way he will practice and expand it
for many years. Soloveitchik articulates his reasons for abandoning old
styles of what we now think of as classical Jewish philosophy and instead
advocates approaching Jewish philosophy anew, from a fresh and unique
standpoint with a novel methodology using tools, ideas, and strategies that
are indigenous to Judaism.
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Lawrence Kaplan in “Joseph Soloveitchik and Halakhic Man,” The Cambridge
Companion to Modern Jewish Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 2007) pp.
211ff alludes to a similar structure.
Kaplan in “J.B. Soloveitchik’s Philosophy of Halakhah,” Jewish Law Annual 7
(1989) writes that the title The Halakhic Mind was not given by Soloveitchik. In
Community Covenant and Commitment: Selected Letters and Communications. Ed. Nathaniel Helfgot (Ktav, 2005), pp. 271-272, is a letter from Soloveitchik to Rabbi
Leo Jung stating he would like to write an essay on “The Neo-Kantian conception of subjectivity and objectification of the act and its application to the analysis of the ta’amei ha-mitzvot problem.” This might refer to what would eventually
be published as The Halakhic Mind.

