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Nietzsche, Soloveitchik, and Contemporary Jewish Philosophy

What does one do as a Jewish philosopher if one is convinced by much

of the Nietzschean critique of religion? Is there a contemporary Jewish

philosophical theology that can convince in a post-metaphysical age?

The argument of this book is that Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik (1903–

1993), the leading twentieth-century exponent of Modern Orthodoxy,

presents an interpretation of halakhic Judaism, grounded in tradi-

tional sources, that brings a life-afirming Nietzschean sensibility to

the religious life. Soloveitchik develops a form of Judaism replete with

key Nietzschean ideas, which parries Nietzsche’s critique by partially

absorbing it. This original study of Soloveitchik’s philosophy highlights

his unique contribution to Jewish thought for students and scholars

in Jewish studies, while also revealing his wider signiicance for those

working more broadly in ields such as philosophy and religious studies.

Daniel Rynhold is Professor of Jewish Philosophy at the Bernard Revel

Graduate School of Jewish Studies, Yeshiva University. He has pub-

lished on various topics in Jewish philosophy, including the problem

of evil, Nietzsche and Jewish philosophy, and the thought of Moses

Maimonides and Joseph Soloveitchik. He has been published in jour-

nals includingHarvard Theological Review andReligious Studies, is the

author of Two Models of Jewish Philosophy: Justifying One’s Practices

and An Introduction to Medieval Jewish Philosophy, and is co-editor of

Radical Responsibility: Celebrating the Thought of Chief Rabbi Lord

Jonathan Sacks.

Michael J. Harris is Afiliated Lecturer in the Faculty of Divinity, Uni-

versity of Cambridge, Research Fellow at The London School of Jew-

ish Studies, and Rabbi of The Hampstead Synagogue, London. He is

the author of Divine Command Ethics: Jewish and Christian Perspec-

tives and Faith without Fear: Unresolved Issues in Modern Orthodoxy.

He co-edited Radical Responsibility: Celebrating the Thought of Chief

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks and has published at the interface of philos-

ophy and Jewish thought in journals including theHarvard Theological

Review, Religious Studies, and The Torah U-Madda Journal.
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Preface

There is barely a subject or discipline left untouched by the inluence of the

great nineteenth-century German thinker Friedrich Nietzsche. Whether

being appropriated by fascists, castigated by feminists, or for that matter

championed by the latter and derided by the former, his power simulta-

neously to seduce and shock, amuse and annoy – and often the very same

reader – ensures the continued appeal of his philosophical legacy. Given

his ubiquitous presence,we probably ought briely to say something about

why we are setting out on what, in his eyes, would doubtless amount to

yet another inevitable falsiication of his thought (although given that fal-

siication is a condition of life for Nietzsche, presumably that cannot in

itself constitute an objection).

It is true that serendipity played a role in the genesis of this project.

If we may be permitted a brief autobiographical digression, the concep-

tual jolt to our systems on our (independent) irst encounters with the

works of Nietzsche as philosophy undergraduates was less a result of the

dissonance between his way of doing philosophy and that of the regnant

analytic tradition to which we were being exposed, and more a result of

inding ourselves deeply challenged and even, over time, in sympathy with

many of his key critical claims. And of course, there was the sheer power

of his literary style. On the other hand, there were radical discontinuities

between Nietzsche’s thought and the religious Jewish tradition in which

we were raised and with which we continue to deeply identify.

Of course there are scholars of Judaism and Jewish laypeople – they

are probably in the majority – who would dismiss Nietzsche’s writings

as the rantings of a rabid atheist and vehemently oppose everything that

he wrote. But what does one do as a Jewish philosopher if instead one

ix
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x Preface

inds much of the Nietzschean critique of Judeo-Christian religion reso-

nant? Is it possible to formulate a Jewish response to Nietzsche’s negative

appraisal that does not simply dismiss it? Although it might appear coun-

terintuitive to some, it was ironically as a direct result of our very exposure

to the living and textual traditions of Judaism, both classical and contem-

porary, that we found ourselves intuitively convinced of the possibility of

such a conceptual approach to Judaism, one that could incorporate many

of Nietzsche’s perceptive criticisms. That initial intuition animates what

we hope is the more considered project that forms the basis for this book.

Our argument is that there are central areas (central for both Judaism

and Nietzsche) in which Nietzsche’s ideas resonate strongly with impor-

tant strands in Jewish thought, in particular, although not exclusively,

with signiicant elements of the thought of Joseph B. Soloveitchik (1903–

93), the leading twentieth-century exponent of modern JewishOrthodoxy

(henceforth Modern Orthodoxy).

Though neither of us ever met Rabbi Soloveitchik, our exposure to his

ideas has been amost signiicant inluence in our professional lives, andwe

hope that bringing his thought into conversation with that of Nietzsche

in this book will facilitate a deeper appreciation of both thinkers even for

those who naturally ind themselves drawn to only one at the expense of

the other.

There are many people we would like to thank for their role in help-

ing bring this project to fruition. Given the long gestation of this book,

a vast number of long-forgotten discussions with friends and colleagues

have likely found their way into the work, and we thank everyone who

wittingly or unwittingly contributed over the years.More particularly, we

would like to acknowledge David Hillel Ruben, who mentored Daniel’s

1994 M.A. thesis on some of the themes in this book and subsequently

supervised both of us as doctoral candidates, and we thank Shalom

Carmy, Jonathan Dauber, Sam Fleischacker, Lawrence Kaplan, Michael

Morgan, and Jess Olson, all of whom discussed speciic aspects of the

work at various stages. In addition, Tamra Wright provided encourage-

ment throughout, and David Conway and Daniel Weiss provided inci-

sive comments on parts of the manuscript. We would especially like to

thank Simon May and David Shatz, internationally respected authori-

ties on Nietzsche and Soloveitchik respectively, who each read the entire

manuscript and gave us much invaluable feedback that immeasurably

improved the inal product.We also thank the team from Cambridge Uni-

versity Press for their support and professionalism – Beatrice Rehl,Abigail

Neale, Nitesh Srivastav, and our copy editor Elizabeth Budd – as well as

Shulamith Berger, the curator of Special Collections andHebraica-Judaica
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Preface xi

at Yeshiva University Library for her help in our search for an appropriate

cover image of Rabbi Soloveitchik.

The following two paragraphs convey our individual acknowledge-

ments.

Michael: I would like to express my deep gratitude to the Honorary

Oficers and members of The Hampstead Synagogue for their interest in

and encouragement of my academic work. I gratefully acknowledge my

parents who taught me the value of broad intellectual horizons. I thank

my wife Judith for her love and support, as well as my children and sons-

in-law to whom this book is dedicated.

Daniel: I am grateful to the students at the Bernard Revel Gradu-

ate School of Yeshiva University whose questions and criticisms over

the past decade, during which I tried out these ideas in numerous set-

tings, contributed greatly to their inal formulation. Indeed, one such

student, who shall remain anonymous in order not to embarrass him,

is now himself making major contributions to Soloveitchik scholarship.

His works are discussed at various points of the book. I also wish to

thank the late Arthur Hyman, who as Dean of Revel upon my arrival

was a constant source of care and scholarly encouragement. The cur-

rent dean, David Berger, has continued to provide the same combina-

tion of kindness and keen scholarly engagement, although with rather

worse jokes. I thank my cousin, Jonathan Rynhold, who somehow also

ended up in academia and is my most reliable sounding board. Finally

I thank my wonderful parents, who still read more than I do; my chil-

dren, Zack, Chloe, Aimee, and Phoebe, of whom I could not be more

proud; and my wife Sharon, my fount of love and support. I dedicate

this book to the loving memory of her father, Dudley, and lehavdil beyn

hayyim le-hayyim, to my uncle, Philip (Fischel) Stockman, in fond recol-

lection of visiting himweekly more than twenty years ago, initially to read

together the Hebrew works of Soloveitchik. Uncle Fischel would subse-

quently introduce me to the writings of Shai Agnon and, ironically, Max

Nordau, who saw himself as implacably opposed to Nietzsche. I hope

my uncle enjoys the rather different approach to Nietzsche taken in this

book.

We would inally like to acknowledge each other. While in the ini-

tial drafting, we split responsibility for chapters according to our respec-

tive interests and expertise, with Daniel taking responsibility for the

Introduction and Chapters 1, 4, 5, and 7, and Michael for Chapters 2,

3, and 6, we subsequently worked together intensively on the entire

manuscript with major input into each other’s drafts so as to ensure that

the inal book would relect a genuinely collaborative work.
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Abbreviations

Translations of Nietzsche’s works are cited by volume and/or section

number and are abbreviated (other than when appearing unbracketed in

the body of the text) as follows:

A The Anti-Christ, trans. Judith Norman (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2005)

BGE Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Judith Norman (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2009)

BT The Birth of Tragedy, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York:

Vintage Books, 1967)

D Daybreak, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1997)

EH Ecce Homo, trans. Judith Norman (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2005)

GM On the Genealogy of Morality, trans. Maudemarie Clark and

Alan J. Swensen (Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett, 1998)

GS The Gay Science, trans. Joseine Nauckhoff (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2001)

HH Human, All Too Human, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1996)

TI Twilight of the Idols, trans. Judith Norman (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2005)

WP The Will to Power, trans. W. Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale

(New York: Vintage Books, 1968)

Z Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans. W. Kaufmann in The Portable

Nietzsche (New York: Penguin Books, 1976)
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xiv List of Abbreviations

Works by Joseph B. Soloveitchik are cited by page number and are abbre-

viated (other than when appearing unbracketed in the body of the text)

as follows:

C “Confrontation,” Tradition 6/2 (Spring–Summer 1964), 5–29

EEM The Emergence of Ethical Man, ed. Michael S. Berger (Jersey

City, NJ: Ktav/Toras HoRav Foundation, 2005)

FR Family Redeemed: Essays on Family Relationships, eds. David

Shatz and Joel B. Wolowelsky (Jersey City, NJ: Ktav, 2000)

HM Halakhic Man, trans. L. Kaplan (Philadelphia: Jewish

Publication Society, 1983)

HMD The Halakhic Mind (New York: Seth Press, 1986)

HMY Halakhic Morality: Essays on Ethics and Masorah, eds. Joel

B. Wolowelsky and Reuven Ziegler (New Milford, CT, and

Jerusalem: Toras HoRav Foundation/Maggid Books, 2017)

KDD Kol Dodi Dofek, trans. Lawrence Kaplan, as Fate and

Destiny: From the Holocaust to the State of Israel (Hoboken,

NJ: Ktav, 2000)

LMF The Lonely Man of Faith (New York: Doubleday, 2006)

OR On Repentance: The Thought and Oral Discourses of Rabbi

Joseph B. Soloveitchik, ed. Pinchas H. Peli (Ramsey, NJ:

Paulist Press, 1984)

SP “Sacred and Profane,” in J. Epstein (ed.), Shiurei Harav

(Hoboken NJ: Ktav, 1974), pp. 4–32

UM Uvikkashtem mi-Sham, trans. Naomi Goldblum, as And

From There You Shall Seek (New York: Ktav/Toras Horav

Foundation, 2008)

W Out of the Whirlwind: Essays on Mourning, Suffering and

the Human Condition, eds. David Shatz, Joel B. Wolowelsky,

and Reuven Ziegler (Jersey City, NJ: Ktav/Toras Horav

Foundation, 2003)

Other works of Nietzsche and Soloveitchik that are cited less frequently

are not abbreviated. Details of the editions used are provided in the foot-

notes.

All translations of biblical, Talmudic, and later Jewish sources are our

own except where otherwise indicated.

Regarding transliteration, due to the small amount of transliteration

in the book, we do not establish a detailed system but instead follow

widespread current usage with an emphasis on comprehensibility and

accessibility to both academic and general readers.
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