Yitzhak Twersky

Rabbi Twersky, Nathan Littauer Professor of
Hebrew and Philosophy at Harvard University,
heads the Talner Beis Midrash in Brookline, Mass.

THE Rov

profile of the Rov zekber tsaddik livrokba should include com-

ments on his persona, his teaching and his influence. This

would have been the appropriate way to introduce him, with
love and reverence, during his lifetime and remains appropriate for a
retrospective presentation. What follows is such a three-tiered introduc-
tion; > "D>* Wi T . IWN ONL

1.

To understand fully who this great man was and what he represented, it
is necessary to recall that he was, first of all, a worthy heir of the beit ha-
Rav (377 nv2), that most remarkable institution of modern Jewish life—
vibrant, fascinating, invigorating, ennobling. The beit ha-Rap, some-
times referred to as beit ha-malkbut, (M350 M3) was a focus of Jewish
creativity and rabbinic leadership in Lithuania, and eventually in all
Eastern Europe. Beit ha-Rav became synonymous with intensive, trail-
blazing Torah scholarship, exemplary piety, and dedicated leadership.
We know of many uninterrupted spiritually-aristocratic traditions in the
last two or three centuries of Jewish history; it is fair to say that the besr
ha-Rav in Lithuania is in many respects probably sui generis, really in a
class by itself, the cradle of so much of Jewish life and learning in mod-
ern times. Rabbis of the &eit ha-Rav were trusted mentors to countless
members of the Jewish communities in Europe. People, learned and
unlearned, rabbis and laymen, would refer to beit ha-Rav “mit a tzit-
ter”, with deep reverence and great affection.

He was, I must add, #not only a worthy, luminous heir of the illustri-
ous beit ha-Rav, to which he frequently referred in his lectures and shi-
urim, for to this should be added the special individuating characteristics
of Brisk, a simple place name that has been transformed into a complex
of values, associations and ideals, a network of great achievements and
lofty aspirations. Brisk became a code-word for conceptual precision and
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rigor in Torah study, laser-type analysis of and commentary on baffling
passages or difficult themes, economy of expression and clarity of exposi-
ton, intellectual honesty together with intellectual boldness, strenuous
discipline and disciplined sensitivity—all this as well as a pervasive tradi-
tion of hesed. Rav hesed ve-emet, abundant in goodness and truth, was an
uplifting, enticing ideal and a remarkable, irresistible reality. Reb Hay-
yim’s acts of besed are legendary; the Rov’s besed was bountiful.

2.

The Rov was all this and more, because his glorious heritage was fil-
tered through his unique personality, through the original constructs of
his mind and heart, through that new entity formed by his majestic
Torah learning together with his ali-encompassing philosophic, scientif-
ic and humanistic education. We need to be precise: even his sovereign
mastery of the traditional sources of halakah together with his creative
control of aggadah, kabbalah, Jewish philosophy, Biblical exegesis, and
the literature of hasidism would make his learning unique—how much
more so with the catalytic addition of the other ingredients. To be sure,
comprehensiveness, impressively wide-ranging learning, was always the
lodestar of gedole Yisrael—it was assumed that rabbinic authorities had
mastered the vast corpus of Torah teachings; however, his knowledge
and range of associations in the universe of Torah and bokbmah, his eru-
dition and creativity, his powers of analysis and interpretation, his
insight and intuition represent a special kind of comprehensiveness. This
needs to be recognized and underscored, for even apparently devoted
students are not able to acknowledge the true dimensions of his
uniqueness. As we shall note, it is easier—yet unpardonable-—to reduce
the extraordinary to the ordinary; this is the case even if the ordinary
refers to recognized standards of intellectual-piritual greatness. There
are differences even among the great and we need to free ourselves
from routinized thinking in order to perceive and appreciate these dif-
ferences. The Rambam already taught us that among the “causes of dis-
agreement” is the fact that “man has in his nature a love of, and an
inclination for, that to which he is habituated. For this reason also man
is blind to the apprehension of the true realities. . . . . ”1 1t takes special
effort and honest concentration to transcend conventions of perception
and expression, to recognize something new and beautiful and authen-
tic—something beautiful in its original mode and authentic force.
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As for comprehensiveness, the Rov always taught that for Torah to
be rich and repercussive, charming and challenging, timely and timeless,
it must be comprehensive and commodious and dare not be compart-
mentalized or fragmented, shallow or routine. In Kiddushin 30a, our
rabbis interpret ve-shinnantam le-vanekba (Deut. 6:7) rather strikingly:
“Do not read ve-shinnantam but rather ve-shilasbtam. A person should
always divide his study time into three parts: a third should be devoted
to Scripture (Mikra), a third to Mishnah and a third to Talmud.” How
are we to understand the transition from ve-shinnantam to ve-shilash-
tam? This is certainly not to be seen as just another application of the
well-known al-tikres principle, which is based upon a different vocaliza-
ton of the same letters (e.g., banayikh-bonayikh); phonetics and seman-
tics are intertwined in cases of al-tikrei in order to focus our attention
on a new insight or novel inference. It appears that we have here a new
conceptualization, a dynamic interpretation which underscores a basic
principle and essential feature of Torah study. Ve-shinnantam means to
have a clear, unobstructed grasp of the subject matter (Zorah) in its
entirety which may then be transmitted without hesitation, with zeal
and accuracy, charm and authoritativeness. TN *727 ww: (7925 orown)
TR 1?7 MR ROR 1P WRM TMIN ORI N TP ONYT ONY P2 PITNn.

This mode of teaching and transmission is attainable only if one
has comprehensive scope and the ability to systematize; that is the
thrust of ve-shilashtam as setting the groundwork for ve-shinnantam—
study methodically so as to include everything (Mikra, Mishnah,
Talmud [in which, according to the Rambam, philosophy is included])
and then you will be in a position to transmit Torah precisely and unfal-
teringly. Fragmentation often results in distortion.

At the beginning of Hilkot Talmud Torah, Rambam cites pe-
Shinnantam when emphasizing the obligation to teach Torah to every-
one—all students are perceived as sons—whereas he could have cited
the verse 022 N omx ann?1. He says: 0o 93 5V Mx» 858 7252 13 121 12 891
PR T2 UTI25 ONNWY MR LTI RY DUYR DTTRRPNT 90 NN INDS SNOWhD oom
TRon. We must be attentive to the significance of this formulation.

It appears that there are in fact two levels of teaching: lLimud,
teaching everyone something, on many different levels—a task which
everyone is able to perform in one way or another; shinun,—teaching
which requires finely-honed interpretive-expository skills and extensive
knowledge, which only the sages have acquired. This explains the
Maimonidean formulation which shifts from the commandment to
teach one’s children and grandchildren to the obligation incumbent
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upon every scholar to teach all the disciples even though they are not
his children. In sum, ve-shinnantam, interpreted also as ve-shilashtam,
underscores the lesson that the ideal fulfillment of the mitsvah of Tal-
mud Torah (to study and to teach) hinges on lucid, systematic knowl-
edge which is all-inclusive. Seen from this perspective, it is clear why
Talmud Torah is a special, open-ended mitsvah which is fulfilled with
different degrees of intensity and creativity by different people.?

The Rov’s virtuosic-versatile teaching is a vigorous, persuasive
illustration of the truth of this interpretation. His Torah is comprehen-
sive and therefore sharp; it is systematic and therefore effusive; his ful-
fillment of the mitzvah reflects his individuality. He occupies a position
in Torah teaching which is his and his alone.

3.

What needs to be emphasized repeatedly, and unequivocally, is his
uniqueness. His extraordinary Torah erudition together with his wide-
ranging general knowledge, his dazzling brilliance, lucid, compelling
analysis, phenomenal originality (which did not tolerate the shallow or
the commonplace), astonishing intuition, almost legendary preoccupa-
tion with Torah (even when drinking a cup of tea or crossing the street—
as was pointed out by my son Reb Mosheh), uncompromising honesty,
unfailing eloquence, deep-seated sensitivity and lyricism, carefully-crafted
philosophy (or hashkafal), and overpowering charisma—all combined to
shape a remarkable Torah personality, unlike others whom we knew. This
is the concept and reality of “"wn 12y 15 8% Not so my servant Moshe”
(Numbers 12:7). It is a cardinal principle that Mosaic prophecy is not
only of a higher order but is intrinsically different, unique, generically
and qualitatively incomparable. Failure to recognize that Moses was not
just another prophet was, in the opinion of Rambam, the error and sin of
Miriam; she did not malign or slander her brother Moses but she, who
was “older than he and had nurtured him on her knees and had put her-
self in jeopardy to save him,” did not acknowledge his unique status and
stature. She thought that he was like the other prophets. 1ma 71737 8% 8#'m
aneant ww? mwnw nyw 8RR Failure to discern precisely and acknowledge
properly the true greatness of a person is part of “raillery and slander”
(v w5y Mux%) according to Rambam. 3 '

Many years ago, the Rov mentioned to me with words of high
praise an article on Rav Hayyim Brisker by Rav Meir Berlin in which the
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latter used the expressive, repercussive phrase mvn *12v 19 8% to character-
ize Reb Hayyim vis a vis his contemporaries—indeed truly preeminent
gedole Yisrael, whose light never dims. The point was that Reb Hayyim
was unquestionably different even in this galaxy of great sages; routine
praise, even if sincere, misses the mark.

The Rov subsequently used this same highly-charged phrase to
portray his uncle the Brisker Rov and we may properly, with a full mea-
sure of intellectual rigor and accountability, honesty and discipline,
apply it to the Rov. Let us listen to his words and learn from them:

TN MW DT WNDWY TDY T R POMAn 20 ... D 1AV D RD MNT 90
PN W MTAW TN A IDWNT MR NUID W WIT PR NI 2N WD
nIY2AUHI 0°0DNI Ori MWD TIITH IMTON ANDRYT SNawnnT mw ST T
OT70 NUDI 1IBXR TOY 1IN0 DMNDT D IR THNW TTID0TT 0700 WAy
ST WR NIRRT T LORT T WR DR PPN ORI ORT S0 Ty INrpn Nk

TN 2PN oW orawon arvoa oY 12 oo

What could be more appropriate for us as we continue to think
about the Rov and confront the challenging and daunting task of por-
traying him as he was and not as stereotyped phraseology or conven-
tional plaudits would depict him, not as he would appear as the result of
self-mirroring. We all know that language, imperfect to begin with, is
debased; we find everywhere inflated rhetoric, meaningless hyperbole,
sweeping generalization, unbalanced comparison, insipid stereotype,
perfunctory praise. The leveling process casts its net even on truly great
hakbme Yisroel; they are presented as if they were all alike—same youth-
ful precocity, same Torah expertise, same piety, same kind of communal
leadership. In this scheme there is no room for individuating character-
istics. As for us,there is no fear of contradiction in saying simply and
forthrightly—without any trace of posthumous flattery or eulogistic
license—that the Rov was different: different in his teaching, different
in his outlook, different in his style, different in his behavior, different
in his charisma. Indeed, mwn =12y 1o 854

The truth is that it is not really possible for anyone to say, without
proper qualification, that the Rov was identical with his father and
grandfather—great tribute that it is, this would be an example of a kind
of oversimplification which impoverishes our spiritual-religious history.
Of course, there were basic similarities and common features but equal-
ly evident is the fact that there were essential differences and individuat-
ing features. Juxtaposing the semikah given him by the Kovner Rav,
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Rabbi Avraham Shapiro, and the letter written about him by his father
in 1935 is a good way of balancing and integrating judicious compari-
son to his ancestors with candid recognition of his own persona. The
Kovner Rav underscored with passionate elegance the intellectual simi-
larities between grandfather and grandson:

JININ PN 1Y TN 07 SWMm FTRD L. TYRMAR 21T T NRT BRI Ty )
MY M2 TN 2°NI YP121 NInOYI YD NNN0I 1980 9 07N KDY ™M 9

His father readily and emphatically acknowledged the unique
endowment of his son—his unique talents together with his unique
training, his erudition coupled with his analytical skills, his mastery of
halakhah and of Jewish thought, his great creativity in the study of
Torah and philosophy. The father introduces the son, whom he des-
cribes as having been a youthful prodigy and a distinguished philosophy
student, in a way that allows his radiant persona to shine forth; he fo-
cuses on the fact that the diverse resources converge to emphasize the
Rov’s preeminence in knowledge and understanding of Torah.

After emphasizing his son’s fame (Y%¥ 7°70M P©% 7357 MM NN)
and highlighting the fact that he is really suz gemeris (73w ¥D2 b 80
*ORWT OY? Ywon s madna), he writes as follows concerning the
Rov’s unique achievement:

QIBN T 2P27WH MMM IRY TN NP NINTRAY WOR CRY W OhTpn MM
270 19 TN T ST 19N SAN 4T0MD TTHOM TN oD NAD T T
PR TR TP OT 2T1 12N NIRON CTRWA OX1 OTATIPT MM T D TMND
221 NYIONT RN MY NRED R NN OMNT NN T T NYD RN D po0

Nathis\niBaivirinmlish i |

In a subsequent paragraph he refers explicitly to his son’s general edu-
cation and distinguished achievement in philosophy:

TN TTONOD 592 R 8OM ... 129 5Y TR TN 99 120 Y1 IR PR Y
I 1R DT M IS Y DN IR DOV SINDMS MNTDNDTT 81 7T TR W
MSYONTA T oW DNODTIOM PO MYPDNRINT I I DRI “DOT>D YT NN

AT TINID T ADOMA 41 WY IRTD T 85w TR NI 2T TRUTWD ST

The conclusion is powerful and succinct:

DTPHT TR MROM CIRPI IR AR TNNI AT 51T 2 29107 #I00 RT TR
Sontwr oy pa My
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4.

This uniqueness also underlies the abundance, the bountifulness, what
almost scems to be the ubiquitousness of his teaching—a fulfillment
and manifestation of (12373 ym nt%), (He has put in his heart that he
may teach” (Exodus 35:34)%; the extraordinary ability to communicate
ideas and insights is a special gift, a special dimension of genius, for not
every person, even one possessed of great learning, is blessed with
12323 i M. The Rov had it and his inspired, disciplined teaching was
like a spring flowing with undiminished, ever-increasing strength.

This extraordinary ability was felicitously coupled with his unfail-
ing readiness to teach. I am inclined to suggest that his real greatness
lay not in the majesty of his erudition, the force of his originality or the
brilliance of his intuition. (People always admired the sheer pageantry
of his learning and were enchanted by the elegance of its various mani-
festations and formulations). His greatness—intellectual and moral—lay
in his extraordinary ability and amazing readiness to teach and converse
effectively, vigorously and intelligibly oz all levels; moreover, he did so
sympathetically and graciously in a way that simultaneously satisfied and
stimulated the listener. In order for the Rov to give a shiur, a derashah
or a lecture, he had to engage in an act of @8»x, contraction; he had to
restrict and restrain a mighty intellect and channel it, to select prudently
from an awesome erudition and a vast reservoir of original insights in a
carefully controlled way. The profundities of his learning and the sub-
tleties of his thinking had to be unfolded slowly and methodically. Oth-
erwise, students and listeners would have been overwhelmed, would
have drowned in the sea of his Torah. His teaching would not have
been intelligible—it would rather become a source of frustration and
restlessness. He knew that teaching, no matter how profound, must be
pleasant and palatable.

2°M W27 TTYAWS O°27W OFRY 0272 TN 2T WY 55 TIWS 1N a5m wa
(227 7120 W TW) R RO 1% M) T T amwni

Every shiur, every speech, was crafted with consummate artistry.
This is not only an expression of his literary-conceptual perfectionism
but of his realization that if he was to teach effectively, he had to con-
tain his immense learning and unbounded creativity. Style and exposi-
tion required sustained attention; hasty writing like shabby thinking was
intolerable.” He had to find the best way to combine felicitous general-
ization and lucid, compelling interpretation of detail, while interjecting
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a sprightly parenthetical remark, an anecdotal reference or a lyrical note.
Otherwise we would not have been able to learn from him. He, there-
fore, happily fused apparently limitless erudition with enthralling ele-
gance and immense pedagogic skills. When he repeated an idea or inter-
pretation—and the repetition was always eloquent—his intention must
have been to guarantee that the presentation was properly textured and
fully-nuanced, that one theme had been adequately developed and the
transition to the next one was crystal clear. Ever mindful of his audience
and the goals of his presentation, he used as much learning—/lomdus,
midrash, philosophy, history, literature—as was necessary and no more.

When I think of and see him, before my eyes, preparing and deliv-
ering a shiur, I am reminded of the following: The Gemara (Sukkab,
28a) says, in referring to the fact that Hillel had eighty disciples, that
“the greatest of them was Jonathan ben Uzziel and the smallest was
Rabban Johanan ben Zakhai.” The text then continues to depict graph-
ically the greatness of the smallest, least distinguished disciple: he is
described as knowing everything.

TN PR TR MIDST RN TIWn ROPH I ROY NI 12 PN 120 Y rOY Tne
0P N27T 72070 TWYR 91T M7 P TAM 9T MY .. . 2@TYhm o°%p 30D PTipm
N2 AR DA

The stage is set for the Gemara to ask a crucial question: “ppPw NND *2
D1 TR0 PR 9V 1910w o1 o a%oaw, If the smallest of them was so
great, how much more so the greatest.” However, we are eager to
know what remains to be said in laudatory characterization of the great-
est; what is the extra dimension that may be identified and attributed to
the most distinguished of the disciples. This is the answer: They said of
Jonathan ben Uzziel that when he used to sit and occupy himself with
the study of Torah, every bird that flew overhead was immediately
burnt, T o oY nMEw MW 3.8

In studying this remarkable passage and pondering its significance,
the yeshiva student focuses on a legal issue to be decided in accord with
the Hoshen Mishpat or Hilkbot Hovel n-Mazik: who has to pay, who is
liable for the damage and the loss. The Kotzker hasid, conscious of and
questing for ecstasy, marvels: if this is how the student is portrayed and
celebrated, what is left to describe the teacher P2y o™a pw rx oxn What
unusual resourcefulness does he possess?

To paraphrase the Talmudic sentence, NNR 2¥ 207 T2 TN D "
Y Mns. We seem to have exhausted everything; every factual assess-
ment, every metaphor, every category of praise has been used. Our






