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An American Orthodox Dreamer: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik and Boston’s Maimonides School by Seth Farber (Brandeis University Press, 2004)

In An American Orthodox Dreamer Seth Farber gives contemporary Orthodoxy an insight into the life and legacy of one of its founders, Joseph B Soloveitchik, affectionately known as “the Rav.”  This book serves an important purpose, enlightening its readers as to the early life of the Soloveitchik family upon their arrival on American shores in the summer of 1932, when the young Rav was only twenty-nine.

He became head of Yeshiva University in New York in 1941, a position which he occupied until his death in 1993.

The book details Soloveitchik’s preoccupation with education during the 1930s.  Before the Rav’s educational reforms were felt in Boston, the Jewish educational provision in the city was poor – supplementary Talmud Torah classes only and no full time high-school - characterised by a poor grasp of Hebrew amongst the students and a lack of charisma amongst the teachers.  Soloveitchik’s endeavours included the formation of the Maimonides school in Boston, a co-educational orthodox high-school, where developments were felt specifically in curriculum and personnel. Teachers were taken on who not only taught well but who lived in accordance with the modern-orthodox ethos that the school was trying to foster.
Soloveitchik’s legacy to modern Orthodox education is of fundamental importance: co-educational classes, women studying Talmud, and an emphasis on observance as well as study, even in a high-school environment.  Farber’s book highlights that education was Soloveitchik’s “primary focus”.  We can learn a huge amount from the Rav’s approach to chinuch today, not least from his decision to focus upon high school education as the crucial battle ground for the perpetuation of modern orthodoxy.  Soloveitchik, like Samson Raphael Hirsch before him, acknowledged that an educated laity was key to the success of Orthodoxy in modernity.  The Maimonides School, still open in Boston today, encapsulates many of the ideals of Joseph B. Soloveitchik, one of the foremost rabbinic leaders of the twentieth century.

