                                  Revisionism and the Rav Revisited

Lawrence Kaplan

Both in the recent interview with R. Moshe Meiselman in Mishpachah magazine
 and in the exchange between him and R. Natan Slifkin in the 5 Towns Jewish Times
 my article “Revisionism and the Rav: The Struggle for the Soul of Modern Orthodoxy”
 has come up for discussion. 
Let me begin with the exchange in the 5TJT in which R. Slifkin referred to my article very positively, while R Meiselman referred to it very critically.
R. Meiselman writes: “R. Slifkin quotes the opinion of Prof. Kaplan that I, my revered uncle Rav Aharon Soloveitchik, zt’l, and many of my Rebbe’s talmidim muvhakim distort his views. The absurdity of this claim has been repeated so often by Slifkin and Kaplan on the internet that it requires a response.”  

Continuing, R. Meiselman makes three points. “1) Prof. Kaplan had tangential contact with my Rebbe during his years at YU. His contact only came as the translator of Halakhic Man. 2) The accusation of revisionism can only mean that we disagree on interpretation of his views or that we willfully distort his views. 3) To make this claim, either Slifkin or Kaplan would have to be privy to a deep insight into my Rebbe’s views based on a closer contact than all of us. Whereas this is clearly not true, one can only wonder why they believe there is any credibility to their opinion.’’  
With reference to his first point, R. Meiselman is breaking through an open door. In my article I begin my critique of R. Meiselman’s Tradition article, “The Rav, Feminism, and Public Policy: An Insider’s Overview”
 by explicitly saying “While I was a student of the Rav for several years and was privileged to work closely with him in the course of my translation of Halakhic Man, I, unlike R. Meiselman, cannot claim to have been a close disciple and I certainly do not possess any insider’s view.”
With reference to R. Meiselman’s second point, here I must first correct R. Slifkin’s description of my article.  R. Slifkin writes “In his famous article  ‘Revisionism and the Rav: The Struggle for the Soul of Modern Orthodoxy,’ Lawrence Kaplan documents how even some close students and  disciples of the Rav distorted his views in order to bring them in line  with some of their beliefs.” In truth, my article discusses three examples of revisionism from the right, namely, Rabbis Hershel Schachter, Aharon Soloveitchik, zt’l, and Meiselman, and two examples of revisionism from the left, namely, Rabbis Irving Greenberg and David Hartman. While I am critical to varying degrees of the readings of the Rav offered by all these distinguished individuals, I use the term “distort’’ only with respect to R. Meiselman. Even there, I do not accuse R. Meiselman of willfully distorting the Rav’s views. I do say that his article presents a narrow, distorted, and almost unrecognizable picture of his uncle. Certainly, contrary to R. Meiselman’s suggestion, I did not accuse him, much less Rav Schachter or Rav Aharon Soloveitchik zt’l, of dishonesty. I questioned R. Meiselman’s understanding, not his sincerity or integrity, saying that he misunderstands and consequently misrepresents the Rav’s views.  Therefore, for R. Meiselman to further say “Since the only real influence I had in my life was my Rebbe, and I fashioned my life around that influence, to claim that I am lying is to say that my life is a lie”-- as if anyone is accusing him of lying!-- is, to use  a favorite term of his, “absurd.”
R. Meiselman gives the impression that I treat his views and those of Rabbis Hershel Schachter and Aharon Soloveitchik as a unit. This is not the case. I discussed Rav Aharon Soloveitchik’s view regarding only one particular issue.  Regarding the views of Rabbis Schachter and Meiselman, I write “Rabbi Meiselman’s revisionist portrait of the Rav makes Rabbi Schachter’s portrait look positively mild and benign by comparison.’’ Despite my criticisms of Rav Schachter, I refer to his book, Nefesh ha-Rav as “a major and invaluable contribution to furthering our understanding of both torat ha-Rav and nefesh ha-Rav.’’ I, unfortunately, was unable to say the same about R. Meiselman’s article.
With reference to R. Meiselman’s third point, as R. Slifkin has pointed out in his on-line rejoinder to R. Meiselman’s response:  “In fact we do not need closer contact. Our opinions are credible based on direct evidence from Rav Soloveitchik’s explicit writings and recorded lectures.’’  In my article I write in a similar vein.  “As one who has been a close student of the writings of and … about the Rav for close to thirty years, there are two things I can confidently say with regard to the larger picture of the Rav that R. Meiselman attempts to paint. First, R. Meiselman’s ‘insider’ view is, at many points, clearly contradicted by the insider views of other distinguished members of the Rav’s family who were also his close disciples. I have in mind several addresses about and eulogies for the Rav by his two sons-in-law Rabbi Professor Yitzhak Twersky, zt’l, and ... Rabbi Dr. Aharon Lichtenstein. Second, and even more important,  where ever it is possible to check  R. Meiselman’s claims against the Rav’s writings, it turns out that those claims are clearly and explicitly contradicted by clear and explicit statements of the Rav.”
This is not the forum to review my entire critique of R. Meiselman. With reference to the first part of my critique, then, I will just mention that, among many other things, I note that an argument that the Rav’s view regarding Daas Torah shifted from a more affirmative to a more critical stance, attributed by R. Meiselman to “some feminist authorities,’’ was, in point of fact, made by no less an insider than Rav Lichtenstein—no feminist authority he! 

In light of the fact that the portraits of the Rav painted by Rabbis Twersky and Lichtenstein differ so significantly from that painted by R. Meiselman, I can only wonder how he can say in the interview with him in Mishpachah magazine that “Most [family members] don’t disagree with my understanding of where my uncle stood on these issues.’’  
With reference to the second part of my critique, I discuss two issues: 1) universalism and particularism; and 2) religious Zionism.  With reference to universalism and particularism, I seek to show that R. Meiselman’s claim that “The Rav in all his concerns was exceedingly parochial...  and that one cannot find a single instance where the Rav was involved in any of the universal issues of his day’’ is contradicted by clear and explicit statements of the Rav in his essay “Confrontation’’ and in his position paper “On Interfaith Relationships,’’ where the Rav eloquently and powerfully does give voice to universal concerns.
With reference to my critique of R. Meiselman’s depiction of the Rav’s position regarding religious Zionism, I seek to show that R. Meiselman seriously misreads both “Mah Dodekh mi-Dod,’’ the Rav’s eulogy for his uncle,  Rav Yitzhak Zev (Velvele) Soloveitchik, and his famous essay “Kol Dodi Dofek.’’ Thus, R. Meiselman asserts that the Rav in “Mah Dodekh mi-Dod’’expressed his  agreement with his uncle’s views about the State of Israel when in fact he carefully indicated his disagreement with those views, while he further asserts that in “Kol Dodi Dofek” the Rav maintains that “the importance of the State of Israel has to be evaluated purely in pragmatic terms,’’ when in fact in that essay, in addition to the pragmatic aspects (which I did not deny were present) the Rav also sees the significance of the State as reflecting the operation of God in history.
This latter point led me to correct R. Meiselman broader misrepresentations. First, as I showed, R. Meiselman in his article runs together the government of Israel and the State of Israel, though the Rav in his essays “Brit Avot’’ and “Al Ahavat ha-Torah u-Geulat Nefesh ha-Dor’’ (essays not referred to by R. Meiselman) explicitly distinguished between the two, saying that “many of my Haredi friends and many of the leaders of the secular Israeli parties’’ commit this error of confusing government and State.  Indeed. Second, I showed that contra R. Meiselman’s claim that for the Rav the State of Israel has to be “looked at  in purely pragmatic terms, [since] there is no intrinsic value to that which does not have halakhic meaning,’’ in fact the Rav in “Brit Avot,’’ basing himself on the view of the Ramban regarding yishuv Eretz Yisrael, maintains that “the establishment of the State possesses halakhic significance [emphasis added: L.K.], since by means of it we shall be able to fulfill the mitzvah of possessing the land of Israel... The existence of the State of Israel and the fact that Jews and not Englishmen  determine aliyah;  that Jews and not Arabs are the political masters in the country; and that a Jewish government, army, and police force exist, is the greatest possible fulfillment of the mitzvah of settling Eretz Yisrael.’’ (A similar statement is to be found in “Al Ahavat ha-Torah u-Geulat Nefesh ha-Dor.’’)

I have expanded here on the issue of religious Zionism for the following reason. In the recent interview with him in Mishpachah magazine, R. Meiselman alludes to my article, saying that his modern Orthodox critics “engage[d] in what they call a ‘struggle for the soul of modern Orthodoxy.’’’ He goes on to say:

As to the article in Tradition which drove a lot of people crazy, I stand behind everything I wrote there. For example, everything I said about Rav Yoshe Ber and Zionism is confirmed in the book Rabbi David Holzer published [Thinking Aloud] containing his conversations with my uncle, which also includes the intense two hour shmuess that he famously gave to his talmidim on Israeli Independence Day in 1978....No one has challenged [Holzer’s] recollections, and after that people said it confirmed everything I had said on this topic.

Let us look at this famous shmuess. In it, the Rav, angered by the davening on that day at Yeshiva University’s Beit Midrash Minyan, where Hallel was recited with a berakhah, the Sefer Torah was taken out, and a haftarah recited from the Nevi’im, first severely criticized those practices from a halakhic point of view and, thereupon, launched into a far-ranging discussion of the religious significance of both the land and State of Israel. I have discussed the relationship between this shmuess and the Rav’s published writings regarding the State of Israel in the comments thread on a guest article by R. Slifkin, “Blurring Distinctions in Theology, Geology, and Paleontology,” posted on Torah Musings on August 28, 2011, and the reader can follow the discussion there.
 Here let me note the following.
To begin with, it must be admitted that the Rav in the shmuess emphasizes much more strongly the pragmatic significance of the State of Israel than he did in the essays I referred to, though he also refers to its halakhic significance, discussing the view of the Ramban, according to whom (in the Rav’s understanding) it would follow that the establishment of the State constitutes an essential element of the mitzvah of settling Eretz Yisrael. It is not entirely clear to me how or if this shmuess is internally consistent and how or if it coheres with the Rav’s published essays on the subject to which I referred. Perhaps it reflects a development in the Rav’s thought concerning the State of Israel in a more pragmatic direction.
  Then again, there are places where the shmuess appears to flatly contradict some of the earlier essays. Thus, in “Brit Avot” the Rav argues that Brit Avot, the Covenant with the Patriarchs, and Brit Sinai, the Covenant at Sinai, are both eternal and in force today, and links the two covenants with the Covenant of Fate (Brit Goral) and the Covenant of Destiny (Brit Ye‘ud) discussed in “Kol Dodi Dofek,” while in the shmuess the Rav twice maintains that Brit Sinai replaced Brit Avot. It must also be remembered that this shmuess was an impromptu talk, and that the Rav was upset by what he felt were unwarranted halakhic changes in the traditional liturgy, always a sensitive point for him. Some of the language of this shmuess, not surprisingly, is imprecise; thus, for example, the Rav refers to Eretz Yisrael when he clearly means Medinat Yisrael. One should not, therefore, try to parse its language (“be medayyek”) too closely.  My own view is that greater weight has to be accorded to the body of published work of the Rav on the subject of religious Zionism than to a spontaneous talk of his on the subject, no matter how interesting it might be.
Yet even were one to grant more weight to this talk than I would,
 I simply cannot understand how R. Meiselman can claim that “everything I said about Rav Yoshe Ber and Zionism is confirmed in... the two hour shmuess.” What relevance does the shmuess have to my claim that R. Meiselman misread the Rav’s eulogy for his uncle, assuming that the Rav there expressed his agreement with his uncle’s views about the State of Israel when in fact he carefully indicated his disagreement with those views? To my claim that R. Meiselman also misread “Kol Dodi Dofek,’’ assuming that the Rav maintains in that essay that “the importance of the State of Israel has to be evaluated purely in pragmatic terms,’’ when in fact in that essay, in addition to the pragmatic aspects, the Rav also sees the significance of the State as reflecting the operation of God in history? To my claim that R. Meiselman in his article runs together the government of Israel and the State of Israel, although the Rav in his essays explicitly distinguished between the two? And finally, and perhaps most important, to my claim that R. Meiselman’s assertion that for the Rav the State of Israel has to be “looked at in purely pragmatic terms, [since] there is no intrinsic value to that which does not have halakhic meaning,’’ is explicitly contradicted by the Rav’s statement that “the establishment of the State possesses halakhic significance since by means of it we shall be able to fulfill the mitzvah of possessing the land of Israel?’’
 The answer to all these questions, as far as I can see, is: “No relevance at all.”
One can only wonder, then, how many of the “people [who] said [the shmuess] confirmed everything [R. Meiselman]  had said on this topic’’ had read my article, much less the Rav’s essays “Mah Dodekh mi-Dod,’’ “Kol Dodi Dofek,’’ “Brit Avot’’ and “Al Ahavat ha-Torah u-Geulat Nefesh ha-Dor.’’ 

The main problem with R. Meiselman’s reading of the Rav’s thought is that it is all black and white, lacking any balance or nuance. Had R. Meiselman, for instance, argued that the Rav’s concerns were primarily parochial and that universal concerns played only a minor role in his thought, I would have disagreed with him and argued that the weight of the evidence indicates otherwise, but his position would have had some plausibility and it would have made for an interesting debate. But no, such a nuanced statement does not seem to accord with R. Meiselman’s style. Rather, he has to argue that “The Rav in all his concerns was exceedingly parochial... and that one cannot find a single instance where the Rav was involved in any of the universal issues of his day.’’ This made it almost embarrassingly easy for me to disprove his claim by simply pointing to clear and explicit statements of the Rav in his essay “Confrontation’’ and in his position paper “On Interfaith Relationships’’ where the Rav does express universal concerns.

Similarly, had R. Meiselman claimed that the Rav maintains that the importance of the State of Israel has to be evaluated primarily in pragmatic terms, I would again have disagreed with him, but his position again would have had some plausibility, and it too would have made for an interesting debate. In such a circumstance R. Meiselman might even have had some basis for maintaining that the shmuess lends some credence to that more limited claim. But no, first R. Meiselman claims in his unnuanced fashion that the Rav maintains that “the importance of the State of Israel has to be evaluated purely in pragmatic terms’’ and that it “does not have halakhic meaning,’’ and then he, in equally unnuanced fashion, argues that “everything I said about Rav Yoshe Ber and Zionism is confirmed in ...the shmuess....It confirmed everything I had said on this topic.’’ Of course, had R. Meiselman admitted that for the Rav the religious significance of the State of Israel is not purely pragmatic, he would not have been able to arrive at the astonishing conclusion that “The Rav’s difference of opinion with other [Haredi] Torah giants was the degree of accommodation with the government [sic] of Israel. It existed on the pragmatic level only.’’

R. Slifkin’s praise and R. Meiselman’s critique of my article arose only tangentially in the course of their debate regarding the relationship between Torah and science. It is not my purpose here to enter into the substance of that debate; R. Slifkin certainly does not need my help.  I will only say that the same all or nothing approach, the same lack of nuance and balance that I have shown to be so prevalent in R. Meiselman’s reading of the teachings of the Rav are equally prevalent in his discussions of Torah and science. 

Such an all or nothing approach, such a lack of nuance and balance are generally to be deplored, but they are particularly deplorable when dealing with the person and thought of such a rich, multi-faceted, and complex individual as the Rav. Allow me then to conclude with the following. In a eulogy for the Rav, Rabbi Walter Wurzburger, one of the Rav’s closest confidantes, related the following story. The religion editor of the New York Times once spent several hours interviewing the Rav for a feature article. After the interview Rabbi Wurzburger asked the editor for his impressions. The editor replied that he had never met another person who was able to discover such complexities in what on the surface appeared to be relatively uncomplicated matters. It is revealing and dispiriting to contemplate that R. Meiselman, despite his intelligence, vast Jewish learning, and what he refers to as his “unparalleled access to Rav Yoshe Ber,’’ displays less understanding of the soul of the Rav than that attained by this non-Jewish editor on the basis of a single interview. 
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� There is a particularly thoughtful lengthy comment by the blogger “moshol,” posted on September 5, 2011, at 8:11pm, which I address in my comment posted on September 6, 201l, at12:13pm. 


� At the end of my essay, “Hermann Cohen and Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik on Repentance,’’ Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 13:1-2 (2004): 213-258 [published in 2006], I take note of a similar traditional turn the Rav takes in the mid-1970s with reference to his understanding of repentance.


 


� This, not surprisingly, is the view of R. Meiselman’s acolyte and ardent defender, Dovid Kornreich. See his comment posted on September 11, 2011 at 5:27pm.


� Kornreich in his comment posted on September 3, 2011 at 7:44pm argues that for the Rav “The fact that the State is controlled by Jews as opposed to non-Jews is halakhically significant only because Jewish control is assumed to lend permanence and stability to Jewish settlement.” As I note in my reply, posted on September 3, 2011 at 9:00pm, this is wrong. “The Rav, basing himself on the Ramban, specifically states that there are two aspects to Yishuv Eretz Yisrael: 1) physical settling and economic development; and 2) political sovereignty. [Kornreich’s] assertion that the second is only a means to the first goes against what the Rav clearly says.”   Again I urge everyone to read  “Brit Avot’’ and “Al Ahavat ha-Torah u-Geulat Nefesh ha-Dor’’ and see for themselves.
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