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Logline

A rabbinic scholar comes to America, where he battles ignorance, extremism, corruption,
and loneliness. His impact is tremendous, but his legacy is complicated.

Synopsis

We certainly share the concerns of man in general, but at the
same time we have interests and concerns of our own.

We are part of humanity. But at the same time, we are alone.

-- Joseph B. Soloveitchik

Is it possible to be strictly religious but also open to the opportunities of the modern age?
This was the question explored by Joseph B. Soloveitchik throughout his life.

His father, a distinguished rabbi, spent years tutoring him in religious studies, training
him to be the next in a line of Lithuanian rabbinic sages. His mother, who had been
raised in a more open environment, introduced Joseph to Russian and German literature.
When it came time for Joseph to apply what he had learned to the world, he chose to
study at the University of Berlin, rather than seek a position at a prominent Jewish
academy.

Seven years later, Joseph emerged as an ordained rabbi and a doctor of philosophy, and
he and his wife, Tonya, set out for America to make their mark. Rabbi Soloveitchik
continued to balance the demands of faith with an openness to the world around him. He
worked to strengthen Orthodox Judaism at a time that the movement was “at a low ebb”.
Recognizing that education was key to ensuring committed observance, the Rabbi and
Tonya built the first Jewish day school in Boston, against much opposition and mistrust.
He fought the corrupt forces that were controlling kosher food supervision in that city,
despite paying a heavy price. Rabbi Soloveitchik went on to assume a leading position at
Yeshiva University in New York, where he trained three generations of rabbinic leaders,
reportedly ordaining more rabbis than any other figure in recorded history. His classes
became legendary for their brilliance and clarity, as well as the feelings of fear and abject
terror that they engendered. To this day, former students regale each other with stories of
their experiences in Rabbi Soloveitchik’s classroom.

At the same time that Rabbi Soloveitchik strengthened fealty of American Orthodox Jews
to religious observance, he also encouraged their involvement in the outside world. He
championed religious involvement in Zionism, a broad engagement with secular culture,
and an expanded religious curriculum for women, when these things were not yet
popular. And he adopted an approach to a number of important issues that reflected his
dual focus. He set up fences between Orthodoxy and the other denominations of Judaism
when he felt the need to prevent the blurring of boundaries. But he also built bridges



between the other movements, and supported interdenominational cooperation on
community issues. In the wake of Vatican II, Rabbi Soloveitchik made headlines with
his intermediate position on interfaith dialogue. He argued against unfettered dialogue on
all matters, a position advocated by many of the prominent leaders of the Jewish
community. Yet, he also set himself apart from well-respected Orthodox rabbinic leaders
by setting guidelines within which dialogue could occur.

In lectures, articles, and essays, Rabbi Soloveitchik relentlessly explored the role of man
in the universe and of the Jew before God. He marshalled philosophical tools to explicate
Jewish law, and Jewish sources to understand the world around him. It was a search that
would slowly gain him the attention of a scholarly audience, as well as the New York
Times and Time Magazine. But while Rabbi Soloveitchik gained loyal supporters during
his lifetime, his legacy has been subject to much dispute and misunderstanding. Now,
over a decade after his death, it continues to be hotly contested by his students, family,
and friends.

Ultimately, Rabbi Soloveitchik found that while religious life was full of profundity and
meaning, it also engendered pain, frustration, and loneliness. Whether it was the
philosophical loneliness of the existentialist thinker, the emotional devastation caused by
illness and death, or the personal frustration brought about by a society that was
superficial and reductionist, Rabbi Soloveitchik came to learn that faith could be lonely
indeed.

Lonely Man of Faith is narrated by Tovah Feldshuh, with readings by Theodore Bikel.
The film is produced and directed by Ethan Isenberg. Marilyn Ness is the executive
producer.
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ENIGMA

Continued from page 35

shuh, Lonely Man of Faith: The Life
and Legacy of Rabbi Joseph B.
“Soloveitchik uses a number of talk-

ing heads from his YU days and .

marvelous footage of the Old
World from which Soloveitchik
sprung. There are fascinating snip-
pets of life in the villages of White
Russia and later the bustling cities
of Warsaw and Berlin, where he
spent a crucial time in his life
before coming to the United States
in 1932,

Smartly, this is more than mere
travelogue. Soloveitchik descended

Soloveitchik helped a
people rethink its way
of living and cast a new
image for themselves,

from studious rabbis on both sides.
But one family was more inclined
to embrace the world, while the
other believed firmly in a Torah-
only way of life. The filmmakers do
a good job of explaining this con-
trast and how it shaped the young
Soloveitchik, who eventually lived
the dilemma himself,

After conventional religious
training, he enrolled in universities
in Poland and Germany while
simultaneously mastering the Tal-
mud. There, he sharpened his

mind even further by studying phi- -

losophy. But Soloveitchik also
adopted his status as outsider — he
hailed from a shtetl and now spent
his time immersed in a cosmopoli-
tan city, and he was an observant
Jew learning Western thought in a
bastion of modernity.

In this way, Soloveitchik was a
product of his time. Unlike some
others, though, he deliberately
forged a mid-ground, refusing to
insulate himself entirely from the
larger world or rushing to embrace
this world to the point where he
compromised his beliefs. But what
made him significant and impor-
tant to so many other Jews — and
Judaism — was his conviction that
such a path held promise for the
future.

Depending on one’s view, such
ideas may seem very wrong, very
right, or simply muddled. But
there’s no question that
Soloveitchik helped a people
rethink its way of living and cast a
new image for themselves when
they looked in the mirror. He may
have been lonely, but he was very,

very special. B

The New Jersey Jewish Film Festival
screens Lonely Man of Faith: The
Life and Legacy of Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik on Wednesday, March
21, at 7:30 p.m. at the Leon & Toby
Cooperman JCC, Ross Family Cam-
pus, West Orange. There will be a
post-screening discussion with direc-
tor Ethan Isenberg.

Ed Silverman runs www.phar-
malot.com, a Web site owned by The
Star-Ledger of New Jersey.
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