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A Letter from Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik to Aaron Zeitlin”

Edited By: ELIYAHU KRAKOWSKI, HESHEY ZELCER and
MARK ZELCER

Rav Soloveitchik wrote this letter to Aaron Zeitlin on September 14,
1955, just a few days before Rosh Hashanah, and seven months before
he would deliver his famous lecture that became Ko/ Dodi Dofek, outlin-
ing the Jewish people’s obligation to the State of Israel. Zeitlin! was a
professor of Hebrew literature at Jewish Theological Seminary, a poet
and playwright, who authored various books and articles in both Yiddish
and Hebrew.?

Rav Soloveitchik, in his letter, mentions that he “read and greatly en-
joyed” a kuntres (pamphlet) that Zeitlin wrote, but does not mention its
title. Nonetheless, it appears that Rav Soloveitchik is responding to
Zeitlin’s 1955 Hebrew pamphlet, 13 200910 700 MW7 70707
%279, The State and the Spirit: An Essay on Political Philosophy in Thirteen
Chapters (INY: Ha-Doar, 1955). The underlying theme of the book is how
to structure an ideal state. The first seven chapters summarize and dis-
cuss how philosophers throughout the ages—from Plato and Aristotle
to Cervantes, Shakespeare (in Hamlef), Hegel, Marx, Ernst Cassirer, and
others—had envisioned an ideal state. Chapters 9 through 13 are
Zeitlin’s view on how to structure an ideal Jewish State. Chapter 8 tran-
sitions from states in general to a Jewish State in particular.

Zeitlin sees the history of Jewish nationhood as bracketed by two vi-
sions. At the beginning of Jewish history, we have the vision presented
by Moshe Rabbeinu. At the other end of Jewish history—in our current
era in which we have regained sovereignty in the Land of Israel—we
need to implement the messianic vision of the prophets. Instead of phil-
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osophical ideas forming the foundation of a Jewish State, we must in-
stead use the divine ideals of the Torah. The goal of a Jewish State is to
form a holy nation, composed of holy people, exemplifying the universal
ideals envisioned by the prophets. Judaism will then be in a position to
realize the prophetic ideals and become a light unto the nations.

In the letter, Rav Soloveitchik tells Zeitlin that he agrees with many
of his assumptions and conclusions. Nonetheless, without directly con-
tradicting or criticizing him, Rav Soloveitchik points out that one of
Zeitlin’s central ideas—that the State of Israel should seek to mitror the
messianic universalistic vision of the prophets—is used by some to den-
igrate the Judaism of the last two millennia. Rav Soloveitchik is especial-
ly critical of Ben-Gurion who “is in love” with Spinoza,? and for whom
“the Oral Torah is totally non-existent. The biblical period ended; the
period of chaos began and it continued until the emergence of modern
Hebrew literature.”

While Rav Soloveitchik believed that the then-new Jewish State was
a great and important event for the Jewish people, he did not view it
necessarily as a messianic event.* Zeitlin, however, saw the formation of
the State of Israel in messianic terms. Rav Soloveitchik in his letter does
not mention that he disagrees with Zeitlin on this issue.

A few points of contact between the letter and Rav Soloveitchik’s
other works are worth noting. First, Rav Soloveitchik’s letter was written
around the same time he gave a course on “The Relationship between
Halakhah, Aggadah and Kabbalah.”> This triad is noted in the letter.
Second, the letter notes that Halakhah should be the source for Jewish
philosophy. This is an idea Rav Soloveitchik formulated in The Halakhic
Mind and pursued for the rest of his writing career. Finally, Rav Solove-
itchik mentions that he had suggested to Rabbi Samuel Belkin, then
president of Yeshiva University (who also received a copy of Zeitlin’s
pamphlet),6 “that it is incumbent upon us to establish a center for re-
search into our worldview and to formulate our stance with regard to
the problems that echo through the void of our cultural world, confused
about itself and seeking its repair.””’

(Editor’s note: The handwritten text of our letter, as opposed to the sig-
nature, does not appear to be that of Rav Soloveitchik. Apparently, Rav
Soloveitchik had dictated this letter and someone else transcribed it into
written form. Rav Soloveitchik subsequently reviewed it, made correc-
tions and signed it.)
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Following is the transcription of Rav Soloveitchik’s three-page Hebrew
letter, and facing each page is an English translation. An image of each
page follows.
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Joseph Soloveitchik
34 Hutchings Street
Roxbury 21, Mass.

Wednesday, 27th day of Elul, 5715 [9/14/1955]

To the sublime author, enlightened man of exemplary character, Mr. Aaron
Zeitlin, may he8 live and be well, greetings and blessings!

Forgive me, my honorable master, for aligning myself with those who
“mourn the appointed time,” and for being among those who procrastinate
when answering letters. Exertion does much to a person, and I desperately
needed to rest and relax from my routine work—which exhausts body and
soul—such that I was unable during the summer months to accomplish even
that which is of utmost importance. Your honor’s good heart makes me confi-
dent he will understand and judge me favorably.

I read your pamphlet and greatly enjoyed it. I was delighted both by its
lively, bubbling content, overflowing with clear ideas, sensitivity and refined
emotions (when dealing with Jewish thought, it is also necessaty to have an
affective [or emotional] approach, warm and heartfelt. Cool and complacent
logic, as objective as it may be, does not suffice), and also by its beautiful form
that radiates light and splendor. I already stressed in my first letter, without any
trace of flattery, God forbid, that many of our assumptions and conclusions
converge onto the same path.

Thank you for your brilliant efforts to clarify and formulate the essence of
Jewish political philosophy. Now that the Jewish State is being conceived—
born and formed—we need this type of research, as it [the Jewish State] has
not yet found its essence and uniqueness. I have discussed many times with my
friend Rabbi [Samuel] Belkin, president of Yeshivat Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan,
that it is incumbent upon us to establish a center for research into our
worldview and to formulate our stance with regard to the problems that echo
through the void of our cultural wotld, confused about itself and secking its
repair. It appears to me that we need to start, not with theological-metaphysical
investigations, as our sages did in the Middle Ages, but rather with a practical
philosophy, with religious values that affect the existence of the real human
being, and which flow into the cauldron of his clamorous day-to-day life. Our
contemporaries, who strive for a safe harbor, expect redemption and salvation
not through abstract thinking and a grasp of the ontic essence via metaphysical
speculation [wa‘aseh bereishit u-ma’aseb merkaval], but rather by combining our
cultural consciousness with firm values and an absolute axiological vision.
Truthfully, our Halakhah was never addicted to the speculative which is de-
tached from reality, and which deals with the transcendental world. It [Hala-
khah] was always interested in the most real-life question: What is the duty of
man within his physical surroundings,
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within the world containing a plethora of colors, sounds, smells, impressions
and reactions; and how can he realize his true self? It is now appropriate to
abandon for a short while the inquiry into “what is ahead” and “what is be-
hind” and concentrate on our actual religious experience, which takes place in
real-time, and which constitutes a central, durable fact in the ever-changing
stream of man’s being. This experience requires us to clarify our stance, our
fate and our destiny, our obligations and our abilities. We do not need help
from the schools of existential philosophy of Kierkegaard or the circles of
Heidegger, Jaspers, and contemporary French thinkers; we may compare and
evaluate but we need not imitate.

The time is right for such research and formulation. American philosophy
of religion and theology is beginning to break free from the stagnation of
pragmatism!® and from the grasp of superficial liberalism,'! and it now desires
its own self-image. The erroneous system that was so prevalent among religious
leaders here—that the purpose of faith is to sweeten the bitterness of existence
and provide comfort and peace of mind for the hardships of the day for those
who are lost and dejected, and that it is but a useful device which was only cre-
ated to serve man and his practical needs'>—is slowly subsiding. In its place
arises the correct understanding: that the bond between man and his Creator
has a different mission, and that there are new dimensions, and spectacular and
shining horizons, beyond a [mere] sweet night’s sleep. They roll their eyes at
the man of faith. It is true that these ideas are ancient, and many have already
trodden in this path. Our State, however, is full of pioneering spirit, fast paced,
and bold and daring economically and technologically. It has not managed until
now to follow this line of thinking, and dismissed it as a European creation
rooted in the bankruptcy of the poor, passive man of the old country. [They
say| that the dynamism and assertiveness of such an aggressive type cannot
coexist with her [the Jewish religion]. Now the situation is changing, and the
buds are seen in the Land. Judaism with its Halakhah—the great religious im-
perative—can be a sublime and pure lifestyle in such a spiritual atmosphere.

Such research should be based, as I have emphasized above, not on apolo-
getics and imitation, on categories and templates of thought from foreign
sources; nor on adornments and eye-shadow for the sake of seeking favor,
honeycombs of homiletical sentimentalism which lack any flavor. Only a sharp
and smooth analysis of our religious consciousness against the backdrop of an
affective [or emotional| connection, strengthening our awareness, will produce
for us the true results. The main point is not to lose sight of the Halakhah
which embodies the essence of Judaism.!3

When I read occasionally (not often) writings of Ben-Gurion on the es-
sence of Judaism,'* when he begins to quote Tanakh and to plant nails and
spurs with assurances of “everyone knows,” I am frightened both by the
haughtiness that oozes from every word, and by the Karaism hovering over his
“sensational” statements. For him, the Oral Torah is totally non-existent. The
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biblical period ended; the period of chaos began and it continued until the emergence of
modern Hebrew literature. (I forgot Spinoza, with whom Ben-Gurion is in lovel)!>
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Joseph Soloveitchik
34 Hutchings Street
Roxbury 21, Mass.

Ben-Gurion, to our great sorrow, is not the only one with this false and inane
petspective. Many writers and thinkers see the unfolding of our history in this
fashion. There was [a period of] being, of nothingness, and again of being. Of
course, the nothingness exceeds the [period of] existence. Surely, from a nu-
merical perspective, the prophetic era was short, and the era of the Oral Torah
was long! The term “Talmud” leaves a bad taste in their bones, like that which
the Christian theologians tasted throughout the generations. It is therefore no
surprise that Ben-Gurion said what he said about our political views, and pros-
trated himself before the scholars of Athens and their works in which he “spe-
cializes.”

It is impossible to speak about our Written Torah as a stand-alone unit. We
have our Tanakh, which is woven through with the Oral Law, or perhaps the
reverse; we have an Oral Law which encircles the prophets, whose words were
also meant to be written. We do not have the right, however, to distinguish
between the Weritten [Torah] and our heritage; between the letter and the
thought of the heart. I am therefore uncomfortable with the terms “prophetic
Judaism,” the “prophetic conception,” the “prophetic ethic,” etc. They have
double-meanings. Sometimes the reader gets the impression that [these terms]
are only meant to stress the distance between those things which are connect-
ed, and to declare the bifurcation of Judaism, which is the basis of Christian
understanding of our history. How disturbed I become when I stumble across
expressions like these by Jewish scholars, who speak about the view of the
Talmud as opposed to the outlook of the prophets! This is precisely the theo-
logical basis of the Church. We believe in all the power our historical con-
sciousness; prophecy too folds into the infinite stream of the transmission and
the tradition which flows forever. The Written Torah and the Oral Torah atre a
firm and interwoven unity. It is impossible to separate them, just as we cannot
separate the flame from the candle.

I therefore cherish and love his honor and his opinions, for he is one of
the few Jewish authors who insists on the unity, the continuity and the identity
of the Divine spirit in its trans-historical revelation, whether in the Holy Writ-
ings or in the thought of the Oral Torah—Halakhah, Aggadah, the esoteric
teachings, etc.

I wish him a good writ and sentence, for a year of life and peace, a year of
creation and innovation.

Yours, with great appreciation,
Yosef Dov ha-Levi Soloveitchik
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Notes

Aaron Zeitlin (1898-1973) was the oldest son of Hillel Zeitlin. In 1942, when
the Nazis were rounding up the Jews in his town, Hillel Zeitlin, then 71 years
old, left his home to face his death wrapped in his /it and #efillin, clutching a
copy of the Zohar. See the introduction to 2N) 72327 M7°0777 07792 ,720°% 927
272 P02 QW DR WP PRUTY MYOHR 1R M2 90" 0 v, (3w 0120 120K
NX° 70 — 172, 55 a1 12 RahiinEablelis] ,1"7’5!’12 an31m1 o3 muy .A"wn a"
"09D NPIRWA 7RI VTV 0T DY TR T 772 .DOYRIT DORIAT DRIPY PRUTR D95,
Among his many works, Zeitlin published two pamphlets and one book deal-
ing with Zionism and the State of Israel:

In 1943, Zeitlin published a 31-page Yiddish pamphlet, 2’78 N IND 9287 N
70120, The Struggle for a Jewish Nation (NY: Jewish National Workers Union,
1943), a polemic against anti-Zionism and anti-Zionist Jews. Available at:
https://ia802604.us.atchive.org/32/items/nybc211998/nybc211998.pdf.

In 1955, Zeitlin published a 40-page Hebrew pamphlet, /702 71957 70707
290 172 0w 2w, The State and the Spirit: An Essay on Political Philosophy in
Thirteen Chapters. This was a slightly expanded version of the same article that
had been serialized in the journal HaDoar. Rav Soloveitchik’s letter is com-
menting on this pamphlet.

In 1965, Zeitlin published a 227-page Hebrew book, 7272 1mm 7270, The State
and the Vision of the State (Tel Aviv: Yavneh, 1965). This book discusses how
vatious philosophers envisioned the ideal state. In the last few chapters Zeitlin
lays out his own vision for the newly established Jewish State. This work can
be viewed as an expansion and fine-tuning of his previous 1955 essay.

A copy of this book sent to Rav Soloveitchik is inscribed by the author:

NAI LPWYINDI0 AT A0 AT 275 ,MITA NAWnN pavn " IR 207 71200
1"OWN NN LPOUR PR ,MTT.

Ironically, Aaron Zeitlin’s father had published a book on Spinoza, 7772
anrow, (Warsaw: Tusija, 1900). See Hillel Zeitlin, ibid. 79N 7mx1 o7 191"
"("n "7wIn" 8T) ANPEw Sy 90,

See Gerald J. Blidstein, “A Religious-Zionist Thinker?” in Society and Self: On the
Writings of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (OU Press, 2012), pp. 19-35. For more de-
tails on Rav Soloveitchik and Zionism see Heshey Zelcer and Mark Zelcer, The
Philosophy of Joseph B. Soloveitchik (Routledge, 2021), pp. 12—14, 173-197.

These lectures, edited and annotated, will appear in future volumes of Hakirah.
A copy of the book at Yeshiva University library is inscribed by Aaron Zeitlin:
22MmAT — P 19722 "X, PPhYa LW LT 207 7.

The short-lived Israel Rogosin Center may have been an outgrowth of this
idea. See, “Yeshiva University Opens Two New Colleges; Starts Its 81st Year,”
JTA, 9/7/1966, ... Yeshiva launched at its graduate center today the Istael
Rogosin Center for Ethics and Human Values, a pioneering program that will
focus on teaching and research into the history, philosophy and practical ap-
plication of Jewish ethics.” We thank Jacob Sasson for this source.
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Rav Soloveitchik refers to Aaron Zeitlin in the third person, a literary flourish
used to show respect.

(P23 77I9%) 719 77y DD T T "D9RN Thon .

In philosophy, pragmatism is an approach popularized by William James that
measures the truth of theories or beliefs in terms of the success of their practi-
cal application.

For Rav Soloveitchik’s definition and discussion of “religious liberalism” (in-
cluding the ideology of Reform Judaism), see The Halakhic Mind, pp. 88-91:
“The basic error of religious liberalism is to be discerned less in its ideology
than in its methodical approach. Liberalism has travelled in the wrong direc-
tion—from subjectivity to objectivity—and in so doing has misconstrued
both. Religious liberalism is based upon a very ‘simple’ methodological princi-
ple. Subjective religiosity, the moderns say, is subordinated to the omnipotent
authority of time and change” (pp. 88-89). In other words, religious liberalism
is the idea that religion is subordinate to, and ought to be comprised of, the
values in which we believe at that moment in time and place. Later in The Ha-
lakhic Mind, Rav Soloveitchik, in response to Rambam’s approach to Ta'‘amei
Ha-Mitzot, i.e., giving commandment an ethical purpose, phrases this critique
as “making religion the handmaid of ethics” (p. 93).

See Halakhic Man, pp. 139-143, n. 4.

In The Halakbic Mind, Rav Soloveitchik developed the idea that Halakhah
should be used to create a Jewish Philosophy. For detailed analysis, see Zelcer
and Zelcer, The Philosophy of Joseph B. Soloveitchik, ch. 4. Halakhah as a source for
Jewish philosophy is further developed in Rav Soloveitchik’s lectures, “The
Relationship between Halakhah, Aggadah and Kabbalah,” mentioned above.
See, for example, Anita Shapiro, “Ben-Gurion and the Bible: The Forging of
an Historical Narrative?” Middle Eastern Studies (Vol. 33, No. 4, October 1997,
pp. 645—674): “Thus his heroes were those of Scripture of the era of the First
Temple” (p. 658); “Moreover, ‘the human and social values we espoused—
including Jewish redemption and universal human salvation—were articulated
most forcefully by the prophets™ (p. 660); “The younger generation discovers
in the Bible what it cannot find elsewhere in Jewish letters: there is no other
Hebrew book written in the period after the Bible and all the way down to fifty
or sixty years ago that is so close and intimate to the young as the Bible” (p. 662).
For Ben-Gurion’s feelings about Spinoza, see, for example, “Ben-Gurion De-
mands Abolition of 300-Year Ban on Spinoza,” JT.A, December 28, 1953.
Auvailable at https://www.jta.org/archive/ben-gurion-demands-abolition-of-
300-year-ban-on-spinoza. See also, Jacob Adler, “The Zionists and Spinoza,”
Israel Studies Review, Volume 24, issue 1.
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