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Preface

A

Law and Spirit in Medieval Jewish Thought is a collection of thirty-one
articles by the late Rabbi Professor Isadore (Yitzhak) Twersky (1930-1997).
Professor Twersky was Littauer Professor of Hebrew Literature and Jewish
Philosophy at Harvard University, where he studied under Prof. Harry A.
Wolfson, the leading historian of religious philosophy generally and Jewish
philosophy particularly. Prof. Twersky was a unique figure in the academic
and rabbinic world. He was universally recognized and acclaimed as one of
the preeminent scholars of his time in Judaic studies, with particular emphasis
on medieval Jewish culture and intellectual history.! He was the son-in-law
of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, the preeminent spiritual leader of Modern
Orthodoxy in America; following in his father’s footsteps, he served as the
Talner Rebbi in the Talner Beit Midrash in Boston.

The chapters in this volume originally appeared in a wide variety of
publications from the early 1960s until 1997. This collection makes almost
all of Professor Twersky’s scholarly articles, along with a number of more
personal pieces, readily available in one Hebrew-language volume for the
first time. Fourteen of the articles originally appeared in Hebrew; seventeen
others appear here in Hebrew translation.

The book is divided into six sections. The first two deal with Maimonides
and his halakhic and ideational world. Section One opens with a biographical
and intellectual portrait of Maimonides. Its chapters include an analysis
of Maimonides’ motives for writing the Mishneh Torah, as well as a
characterization of the massive appreciation of Maimonides and his works
throughout history.

1 For a biography and an appreciation of his scholarly oeuvre in English, see my
“Halakha and History, Intellectualism and Spirituality: Professor Isadore (Yitzhak)
Twersky’s Academic-Religious Profile,” Torah and Western Thought: Intellectual
Portraits of Orthodoxy and Modernity, ed. Rabbi Dr. Meir Y. Soloveichik, Dr.
Stuart W. Halpern, and Rabbi Shlomo Zuckier (New Milford, CT and Jerusalem:
Straus Center for Torah and Western Thought and Koren Publishers, 2015), pp.
249-280. A substantially expanded version of this article appears in this volume
in Hebrew.

VIl
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Section Two contains chapters that show how Maimonides integrated
philosophical, ethical, intellectual, and religious themes into his halakhic
writings. Among the themes of Maimonidean thought in these chapters
are: Maimonides’ inclusion of the study of philosophy as an integral part of
the mizvah of the study of Torah; philosophical and theological aspects of
Maimonides’ classification of Halakhah; Maimonides’ rationale of the law;
ethical implications of ritual law; science and epistemology in Halakhah; the
centrality of the Land of Israel in Maimonidean Halakhah; sanctity and its
ethical and spiritual implications, and the importance of intention in prayer
in Maimonides’ works.

Professor Twersky saw Halakhah as the linchpin of Jewish history, and in
Section Three he characterizes the methodologies of several halakhic scholars
as well as their meta-halakhic outlooks: Rabad of Posquieres, R. Yosef Karo
and his Shulhan ‘Arukh, and the Italian school of halakhic thought.

Halakhah and meta-Halakhah are the organizing themes of Section Four.
Its chapters deal with the inherent tension between Halakhah and its study
and a meta-halakhic dimension that proposes to invest the halakhic system
with meaning, inspiration, and ethical sensitivity. The historical ambit of
the articles ranges from the twelfth century through the seventeenth in a
variety of geographical settings. In the final article, this tension is illustrated
through study of the act of charity: objective external performance and inner
sensitivity must work in tandem for the fulfillment of the mitzvah.

Professor Twersky saw himself primarily as a scholar of Jewish intellectual
history. While most of the articles in this volume reflect that approach, it
is particularly cogent in Section Five. Chapter 25 argues incisively for the
integration of two disciplines: intellectual history, which identifies ideas and
cultural issues in a specific time and place, and the history of ideas, which
traces the manner in which ideas were transmitted and, at times, modified
over the generations. This section contains a wide-ranging analysis of
intellectual currents in medieval Jewish Provence together with an analysis
of a new kind of medieval Biblical exegesis and an investigation of how
the interpretation of talmudic aggadah came to serve as the basis for the
propagation of philosophic ideas.

The chapters of the final section present some of Prof. Twersky’s more
personal reflections, although all of them relate to his scholarly agendas as
well. The first chapter deals with the proper balance between nationalism and
spirituality in the context of the rise of Zionism and the discussion of the place
of religious values in Israeli society. Prof. Twersky discusses the concept of

VIII



Preface

modernity and the difference between “modern Judaism,” which implies a
change in the nature of Judaism, and “Judaism in modern times,” which is
merely a chronological concept that does not place value on modernity itself.
The second chapter deals with the history of academic Jewish studies in the
last century, the place of universal values in the context of Jewish studies and
the centrality of the more narrowly focused rabbinic and halakhic studies for
a balanced understanding of Jewish cultural creativity.

In the last two articles, Prof. Twersky pays tribute to his teachers, Prof.
Harry Wolfson and Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik. These chapters relate to
their personal attributes as well as to their scholarly accomplishments, both
of which served as models of disciplined yet creative thinking and writing.

B

The process of translating the English articles to Hebrew was particularly
arduous, and considerable effort was expanded to insure precision
and readability. Every article was carefully edited and footnotes and
bibliographical details were checked and completed where necessary.
Although no new references to later scholarly literature were added, newer
editions of sources replaced the older editions in the footnotes and, in many
cases, precise documentation required renumbering of the footnotes. As the
entire collection was reset for printing, this book represents the latest updated
version of all of Prof. Twersky’s scholarly articles for reference and citation.

C

I would like to express my sincere appreciation of those involved in the
production of the book: Zvi Yekutiel, the former General Manager of Mercaz
Shazar, initially approved this project and gently prodded me on during the
long period of gestation. Prof. Bernard Septimus was enormously helpful
in resolving questions of correct translations from English to Hebrew. 1
consulted with him on difficult passages and he resolved my queries patiently,
quickly, and very skillfully. His extraordinary and perceptive understanding
of Prof. Twersky’s works and his astonishing mastery of both English and
Hebrew put to rest many of my doubts about the meaning and the proper
translation of Prof. Twersky’s sometimes complex and subtly phrased
sentences. Responsibility for the accuracy of all the translations, however,
remains mine.

IX
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Maayan Avineri-Rebhun, formerly head of Mercaz Shazar Publications,
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ed. David Shapiro (Jerusalem: Urim Publications, 2019).
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rich knowledge and understanding of Prof. Twersky’s oeuvre. I am much in
debt to him for his help and support over the course of many years.
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skilled help.
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Twersky and to her son Rabbi Mayer Twersky for the aid, support, and trust
that they gave me from the earliest stages of the book. I dedicate this book
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