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Class One 
 
I. Introduction - Rav Soleveitchik as a student of the Neo-Kantian school 
 
1. "They want my mind but not my heart."--yet we are seeking Rav Soleveitchik's   
 heart. 
2.  This book is not about details of Judaism, but rather a general shift in one's   
 entire spiritual world-view and psyche.  
3.  Debate among tzadikkim whether or not to utilize secular philosophy in order   
 to better serve G-d; even a debate about what Rav Soleveitchik himself   
 believed--this book seems to prove that in his opinion it is a lechatchilah, the best  
 way. 
4. To understand the real meaning of this book, its point and its goal and how it could 
 change one's life, one needs to understand the background of Rav S's philosophy--
 the Neo-Kantian school of philosophy. 
5.  First we will learn what became known as “the Neo-Kantian turn to the subject” 
 from a Torah perspective. 
 
II. Your perspective is your reality 
 
1.  Fundamental part of being a Jew is learning to have proactive belief, making G-d an 
 empirical part of one's daily reality by thinking often during the day about Him. 
 a. Tanya, chapter 42--Emunah = training the mind, habituating oneself to think in  
  a different way  
 b. "I have shown you that the intellect which emanates from G-d unto us is the  
  link that joins us to G-d.  You have it in your power to strengthen that  
  bond, if you choose to do so, or to weaken it gradually till it breaks if you  
  prefer this. It will only become strong when you employ it in the love of  
  G-d, and seek that love."     Maimonides/ Rambam   
2.  Changing one's perspective changes the entire person 
 a. Maharal—ויצא אותו החוצה G-d took him outside--metamorphosis of the mind           
  and perspective on life means taking someone out of who they were. 
 b. "And Korach took"—Rashi: how one "takes" a person  
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 c. A true teacher does not just impart information, but rather changes the student's 
  perspective 
3.  More than all this, changing one's subjective perspective actually changes the 
 objective reality of the world. 
 a. Ecclesiastes- גם את העולם נתן בליבם "He put the world in [our] heart."  
 b. Tanya, end of chapter 33, seeing G-d's light in all the world brings actual  
  redemption to the world by revealing it to be His Light 
 c. Since the end of the 19th century, Realism developed in modern culture as a  
  reaction and almost rejection of Romanticism--in art, literature, poetry,  
  music, even reality television--as the counterpart and secular reflection of   
  what Chassidus teaches, that it is the time to make G-d not just an ethereal  
  belief, but an actual part of our reality.  
 
III. The Neo-Kantian turn to the subject and the resulting focus on the experience of the 
 individual in science and the humanities 
 
1.  Aristotle to Scholasticism--focus on ontology (metaphysics--the study of what is, 
 modes of being, all the different things that are.) 
2. Descartes (the Cartesian revolution) and the rise of modern philosophy--epistemology-
 (the study of how we can know; rationalism vs. empiricism--do we know reality 
 through our minds or through our senses?) 
3.  The Kantian revolution--Critique of Pure Reason; a complete limiting of the mind, all 
 we could know is what we subjectively experience--phenomenology (the study of 
 what and how the individual experiences and the focused study of the structure of 
 consciousness)--we cannot know “Das-in-Zich,” the world as it really is, just our 
 experience of it. 
 a. According to Kant, the subjective perception of the individual actually gives  
  structure to empirical reality; we make time and space; parable of the  
  green glasses 
 b. Followers and students of Kant began understanding reality to be a projection  
  of the subject's mind--Idealism. 
 c. Positive Psychology--It is not reality that shapes us, but rather the lens through  
  which your brain views the world that shapes your reality--scientists  
  maintain that ninety per cent of the time happiness cannot be predicted by  
  external factors but rather by the way your brain processes those factors— 
  and that can become the world's objective reality 
 
IV.  Halachic Man-- Chapter One, main body of book, is called “His Worldview and His 
 Life"--a phenomenological study of the experiential life of a Jew (three “types” of 
 Jews, as will be explained.)  Rav Soleveitchik is not getting involved in specific 
 laws or teachings, but rather intends to change you and, thereby, the world. 
             --Story of Yid Hakadosh, learning from blacksmith and wagon driver 
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Class Two 
 
V.  Dedication Page-- "At that moment the image of his father came to him and appeared 
 before him in the window." 
 
1. Simple obvious understanding:  RS is using his own father's image as the 
 quintessential Halachic Man (especially since RS's name was Joseph), who was 
 his inspiration throughout life and whose image guided him through his sojourn in 
 the “Potiphar’s houses” of the modern world. 
 ---Reading from And From There You Shall Seek, page 143, Rabbi Moshe   
            Soleveitchik as an educator par excellence that brought Torah to life. 
 
2.  On a deeper level:   
 a. Teaching of the Maggid of Mezeritch, that the wife of Potiphar herself was the  
  window through which Joseph saw the image of his father, Jacob, who  
  embodied the Divine attribute of Tiferet (beauty and splendor); "he ran  
  outside and left his garment," means that he left the garment of the   
  physical and ran outside it to cleave to the Divine Light shining through  
  the window of the physical beauty that could have been a detriment and  
  was instead transformed to become a vehicle for cleaving to the Divine.   
 b.Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk:  image of his father’s behavior which became his  
  template--"And Jacob kissed Rachel,"  cleaving to the Divine through  
  physical beauty is making Heaven and Earth kiss. 
 c. Gate to this book-- RS saw the beauty that secular wisdom and philosophy  
  possessed and wanted to cleave to the Divine through it. 
 
VI. Chapter One - "Halachic Man reflects two opposing selves;  two disparate images 
 are embodied within his soul and spirit." (page 3) &  Footnote #1 
 
1.  The book is using stereotypical and generalized ideal archetypes of man— 
 the German philosophical schools that had a strong romantic leaning 
 brought about Geisteswissenschafften-the scientific study of the “spirit” of 
 a person - their philosophy, history, language, psychology, and theology; and of 
 a nation, the alleged common "spirit" and mind of a people (which  unfortunately 
 led to tragic extremes in Germany…) 
 --but every individual has some aspects of all these types.  
2.  In Judaism-Avraham is Chessed, Yitzchak is Gevura, etc.-- 7 Shepherds/Types 

a. We are asked to learn and do like all types –how? 
1)  Shepherds give us their influence and power 
2)  Tanya Chapter 42-- אפס קצהו ושמץ מינהו we need to do only on a smaller  
  scale, quantitatively and qualitatively  

b. G-d needed to do a “miracle” to make Yitzchak look like Avraham 
c. ות המידותהתכלל- The Shepherds also needed to act against their general nature  

 and include opposite types—test of Akeida  
d. Serving G-d on different “paths” – anecdotes Amshinover Rebbe; Rabbi 

Weinberger 
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 Class Three 
 
VII. Religious Man/Cognitive Man 
 
1. RS is not buttressing support for supposed “debate” between religion and science 
2. Fabled and popular notion of “irreconcilability” of religion and science needs to be 

 seen in proper context 
a. Just as judging another person without knowing full context of events is fallacious 

 ,since it can never be accurate, so too (אל תדין חברך עד שתגיע למקומו) 
 cultures, popular mindsets, and perceptions need to be analyzed in broader 
 context of sociological history and events 

b. Decisive and profound influence of Augustine’s City of G-d on Western 
 Civilization 
1)  Traumatic Barbarian invasion of Rome in 410 C.E., just a few short decades 
 after Empire’s conversion to Christianity--“The city which had taken the 
 world was taken.”  “If Rome can perish, what can be safe?” 
2)  Augustine’s response--a total schism and separation of Heavenly and Earthly 
 realms--only the earthly empire has been imperiled; the New Jerusalem,
 which is the mystical heavenly empire of Christianity will triumph.  He 
 thereby introduced and established a constant and eternal conflict between 
 the City of Man and the City of G-d. The result of this was, on the part of 
 the Christians, an ascetic eschewing of all earthly pleasures; and on a more 
 general scale all of society began feeling the futility of inquiry into  the 
 physical, empirical world.  According to many scholars this book and the 
 outlook which resulted from it was one of the main factors that brought 
 about the Dark Ages’ ignoring cultivation of this world in study and in 
 action, and the permanent perceived schism between Theology and 
 science, and the irrevocable view of science of earthly inquiry being 
 incompatible with religious devotion.   
3)  Augustine's philosophy was essentially a decisive favoring of the philosophy 
 of Plato over the philosophy of Aristotle. 

• "School of Athens" painting by Raphael, the great Renaissance 
artist, shows Plato walking with Aristotle with Plato pointing 
upwards towards the higher realm and Aristotle's hand 
outstretched firmly towards the ground  

• Plato came from a wealthy, upper-class family; was a student of 
the romantic Socrates whose death became more immortal than his 
life;  ("True philosophers make dying their profession." --
Socrates) Aristotle came from a plebeian family of doctors 

• In his famous parable of the cave, Plato conveyed what he taught 
to be the true aim of philosophy, which is to use reason as a 
flashlight with which to see the true spiritual source of all the 
objects in the corporeal world, thereby leading the soul out of the 
cave to emerge from the darkness of material existence to the light 
of spiritual truth and the everlasting, immortal, and immutable 
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realm. His theory of the Ideas taught that the physical world is just 
a vague, dim, and meaningless emanation of the true plane of 
spiritual existence.  (It is sometimes difficult to tell the difference 
between Plato's philosophy, especially as espoused by the 
subsequent Neo-Platonic philosophers, and the Kabbalah.  
Abarbanel wrote that when G-d called Jeremiah "a prophet to the 
nations" He was referring to his encounter with Plato.) 

• Aristotle taught an opposite philosophy, the immanent teleological 
process of the forms in matter itself (as will be later explained) 
teaching that each physical thing has an inherent, specific nature. 
To the extent that he saw zoology as a part of philosophy  

• Plato's Republic recommends a hierarchical society with a sharp 
division between the classes, reflecting the split between heaven 
and earth which was later adopted by the Church.  Karl Popper, in 
his famous book of political philosophy, The Open Society and its 
Enemies, attacked Plato as being the forerunner of communism. 

• Martin Luther said that the three biggest enemies of religion were 
the devil, the Pope and Aristotle.   

• Plato is seen as the philosophical inspiration for theology, poetry, 
etc. and a romantic focus on the ethereal; Aristotle is seen as the 
progenitor of those that have a firm academic grasp on empirical 
experience, and of all science and technology.   

             c. This "struggle" between Plato and Aristotle, and Augustine's idealizing of  
  Plato's philosophy as the path to heaven brought about a skewed outlook  
  and perception of religion as being anti-empirical and anti-science. 

d. Modern society refers to pre- and post- Enlightenment eras as the Age of Faith 
 and the Age of Reason, as if theologians do not use reason. In my 
 opinion the dialectic should be Age of Reason and the post-Enlightenment 
 Age of Eyes, when modern man has lost the capacity to have faith in 
 anything that cannot be observed and proven in a test-tube ( except maybe  
 the Almighty Dollar).  Hence he is certain of absolutely nothing, for after 
 the mind, the senses, and faith are all rendered useless over the past 
 two centuries there can be absolutely nothing that one can view as an 
 immutable truth. 
 1) The dark, disturbing feelings of anxiety and chaos in modern art,  
  literature and music;  Kafka, T.S. Eliot, Picasso, etc 
 2)  Existential philosophers struggled in the twentieth century to find a  
  purpose for human existence to the extent that the French   
  existential philosopher Albert Camus wrote a whole book, The  
  Myth of Sisyphus, trying to figure out why man should not commit  
  suicide.   

3.  Rather, RS is portraying two different perspectives and worldviews. 
 
 
 
Class Four 
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VIII.  "He is of the type that is unfamiliar to students of religion." 
 RS is not discussing theology, i.e. objective studies of concepts of G-d and 
 religion. That of course, existed for many centuries. Phenomenological studies of 
 the human experience of religion, since the above mentioned focus on individual 
 experience in modern post-Kant times, such as the important The Varieties of 
 Religious Experience by William James and other works, had also illuminated for 
 students of religion the devotional experiences of those of other faiths.  This book 
 is the first book devoted to a philosophical study of the conscious experience of 
 the Jew.  
 
IX.  " Homo Religiosus in general has come to be regarded as an antithetical being, 
 fraught with contradictions, who wrestles with his consciousness and struggles 
 with the tribulations of the dualism of   (1) affirmation and negation, (2) 
 approbation and denigration."  
 
Dualism of: 

(1) affirmation and negation – How to view the world 
(2) approbation and denigration – How to view one’s self 

 
(1) affirmation and negation 

 
a. Is this world “good” or “bad”? 
b. Both, but religion causes a struggle between the two outlooks. Tanya, Chapter 

50 explanation of Pirkei Avos Chapter 4-בעל כרחך אתה חי בעל כרחך אתה מת- G-d 
wants us to “live” and connect to the world and “die” and transcend 
worldliness every day. 

c. Dualism of affirmation and negation both in  
 
1. behavior  

• Nazir is called a sinner/קדושים תהיו  Be holy and separate 
• Angst about how much to partake in physicality in order to unite the 

world with His Light-Shelah, Sha’ar Ha’Osiyos-actual  יחוד קב"ה
 and when to refrain and forego indulging ;ושכינתיה

• R’ Shamshon Refael Hirsch-the Alps 
2. deeper-an existential view of the world 

• Machlokes between Zohar, Chassidus…and Louis Armstrong; 
World of Double Darkness/What a Wonderful World 

• Rebbe Rashab-Seeing and focusing on the beauty in the world is 
not yet Avodas Hashem, it’s still just humanity. Avoda is seeing 
the world as His Light. 

• Story of Rebbe Rayatz walking with his father 
• Tehillim 104  'מה רבו מעשיך ה– Goethe 
• It’s a wonderful world…but so dark BECAUSE it is not apparent 

that all the grandeur is Him. 
• Mitteler Rebbe--Jews meet in street should discuss Yichuda Ila’a-

All is G-d 
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(2) approbation and denigration 

 
• Should one view one’s self as righteous or wicked? (It’s the first 

sentence in Tanya…) 
• Reb Simcha Bunim of Parshischa- two pockets-  ואנכי עפר ואפר/בשבילי
 I am dust and ashes/The world is all about me -נברא העולם

• Story of Alter of Slabodka 
 

X.  “How much more so is this true of Halakhic Man?” 
 
 Because besides the above-mentioned behavioral and existential struggles that are 
 common to men of all religions, Halakhic Man struggles with his very own 
 identity.  For, as will be explained, he bears in his soul two opposing 
 Phenomenological outlooks and experiences. 
 
XI.  “Out of the contradictions and antinomies there emerges a radiant, holy personality  
 whose soul has been purified in the furnace of struggle…The deep split of the soul 
 prior to its being united may, at times, raise a man to a rank of perfection… 
 …unequalled by any level attained by the simple, whole personality…” 
 

1. Rebbe Rayatz—Five more minutes in Spalerno 
2. Reb Shamshon Refael Hirsch-צרות, לבבי הרחיבו Suffering expands my heart  
3. RS writes “at times” because although everybody suffers, there are diverse ways 

 of responses to the suffering. One can deal with it and thrive through it, or 
 stay simple, ignore it and run away.  

 --(By way of example--the attitude to modernity. Some tzaddikim 
 engaged in it, others avoided it. “It is evident that anyone that has passed 
 through the depths of modern experience and strives to place religion in 
 relation to that experience is bound to acquire the label of heretic.” –
 William Barrett) 

4. Carl Jung--All neuroses are substitutes for legitimate suffering. “There is no 
 coming to consciousness without pain. People will do anything, no matter 
 how absurd, in order to avoid facing their own soul. One does not become 
 enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness 
 conscious.” 

5. RS not being morbid. Like Jung, he’s comforting and encouraging us. Growth in 
 Avodas Hashem like growth to become a deep person with a vivid 
 consciousness of self. Only through struggle, tension, and pain can one 
 reach “radiant, holy…sheer brilliance and beauty.” 
 
 

---Why? Why does one need the struggle and pain to grow? 
XII.    “For did not the split touch the very depths, the innermost core, of his being? 
 

1. True friends proven during time of suffering, those that really stand by you and 
 don’t just say it. War buddies. Because at those times, when suffering 
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 renders you incapacitated to function and manifest in any normal way, 
 with no aspects of personality being utilized, for you lose all masks and 
 the ability to act in a specific way, and you remain just the essential, 
 mushy pulp of the core of who you are, and yet your friend remains--that 
 makes a relationship and friendship with the essence of one’s being.  

2. So, too, relationship with G-d attained at the deepest core level when one suffers 
 and loses the usual aspects of personality with which you usually connect 
 to Him, and all that’s left is you without garments of psyche. 

3. Minchas Elazar's tombstone--Gemarra אף חמתי עמדה לי, תורה שלמדתי באף  Most 
 precious Torah learning, at times of suffering. 

 Servants of G-d that stand in His house—שיר המעלות...עבדי ה' העומדים בבית ה' בלילות .4
 (even) at night. 
 
 
 
 
 

 


