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Beyond Complexity – 

Response to Rav Avraham 

Walfish

Elyakim Krumbein

My friend and colleague, Rav Walfish (henceforth: RW) has done 
us a great service in analyzing further aspects of Torah learning in 
general, and Brisk in particular, fruitfully utilizing modes of thought 
derived from outside the beit midrash while continuing to speak as 
one of its true sons. I will here continue the discussion, mainly in 
order to clarify the points where we differ.

i. The lomdut circle
RW innovates an important model, which he offers as an analytic 
tool in relation to lomdut. In his view, conceptual and textual con-
siderations are in constant reciprocal interplay, and neither one 
totally subjugates the other. The general value of this approach 
notwithstanding, I believe it to be an inadequate instrument in 

Conceptual r20 draft 5 balanced.indd   323Conceptual r20 draft 5 balanced.indd   323 13/12/2005   13:46:5313/12/2005   13:46:53



324 Elyakim Krumbein

relation to Brisk. As I will presently explain, in Brisk the preferred 
understanding is one of means (text) and ends (concepts).

While RW concedes that the emphasis of Brisk is markedly 
conceptual, he nonetheless insists on the fundamental equality of 
the two poles of learning. From a careful reading of his description, 
however, we realize that the lomdut circle assumes something still 
more far-reaching: that the learning process in toto is a process of in-
terpreting texts. This follows from the ‘circle’s’ parentage: hermeneu-
tics. As RW puts it: “The lomdut circle is a model of interpretation, 
and inasmuch as Talmudic study always begins with the text and 
seeks to understand that text, it is correct to employ this interpreta-
tive model, rather than a model in which concepts become ‘primary’ 
and texts become ‘secondary.’” In Brisk, this very assumption is 
questionable. Specifically, two considerations militate against it: 1. 
Brisker ambivalence regarding textual difficulties; 2. The features of 
the Rav ’s corpus of novellae. Let me explain.

1. Regarding the ambivalence. RW’s remarks about Brisker 
sensitivity to linguistic nuance are indeed enlightening and im-
portant. But they only make the school’s notoriety – sacrificing the 
text’s simple meaning on the altar of conceptual integrity – more 
confounding. The concurrent existence of two such divergent, yet 
inherent, tendencies precludes attempts to understand one effec-
tively in a way which ignores the other. If we are to do a measure of 
justice to this paradox, we have no choice but to place the concept 
as the telos of the whole lomdut process.

The sugya, in the eyes of the Brisker, can be likened to an ice-
covered river. The frozen layer is the ‘hard’ written data, while be-
neath it all courses the flowing stream: the living, dynamic concept. 
Our aim is to dive into the deep, and uncover the sugya’s thinking. 
But how do we know that there is such a “deep?” R. Hayyim taught 
that the revelation is contingent on finding ‘cracks in the ice.’ Textual 
problems are the fault-lines that hold the promise of majestic profun-
dity, and in them we will commence our digging and drilling. All the 
while, the aim is to get to the bottom of the issue. Or to use another 
metaphor: texts to the Brisker, are as X-ray results to the diagnosti-
cian. As I pointed out in my article, the Rav proceeded beyond R. 
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325Beyond Complexity

Hayyim precisely because he no longer depended on ‘breaks in the 
ice.’ In the third Brisker generation, the existence of the concept is 
a foregone conclusion, and sevarah can be investigated freely on 
the basis of reasonableness. The search for ‘proof ’ is no longer the 
relentless affair it once was.

The Brisker’s textual ambivalence is thus intelligible. The textual 
nuance is exploited – even sought-after – to arrive at the goal: the 
all-important thought-structure. Once the structure has been raised 
in its grandeur and integrity, we don’t need an answer for all the text-
based objections. They weren’t our aim to begin with. “Kushyot,” say 
the lamdanim, “don’t kill.”

2. The Rav ’s novellae also demonstrate that conceptualiza-
tion cannot be adequately explained merely as one of two points 
of reference in an exegetical endeavor. Here I refer to the features 
of the Rav ’s Torah which I have already illustrated on the basis of 
szam; repetition here is unnecessary. But RW questions the validity 
of these illustrations for a variety of reasons, which I will address 
here briefly.

ii. Is szam representative?
In my response to RW, I argued that the salient features visible in 
szam, were indeed prevalent and dominant in the Rav ’s teaching in 
general. This I showed: 1. by reference to the Rav ’s ongoing shi’urim, 
and 2. by further investigation of szam.

The daily shi’urim are here a problematic resource for several 
technical reasons, such as the vast quantity of the Rav ’s systematic 
teaching, which can only be sampled in an article. To flesh out my 
claim, however, I relied on my own and others’ experience. I re-
corded for example the Rav ’s impatience with the lucid commentary 
of the Ran on Nedarim. While the Ran’s clarity and completeness are 
normally considered a boon, the Rav considered the Ran an obstacle 
to be overcome, because he appears to render conceptual analysis 
unnecessary from the textual viewpoint. I also showed that a close 
disciple of the Rav, Rabbi Stanley Boylan, failed to notice major dif-
ferences between the lomdut in szam as opposed to other shi’urim. 
Rabbi Boylan also reports that the Rav himself on several occasions 
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distinguished explicitly between primary and secondary questions, 
saying that Brisk emphasizes the primary. Whatever doubts can be 
entertained on this matter, and were in fact entertained by RW, the 
Rav was apparently not a party to them.

Turning our attention to the annual yahrtzeit shi’urim: their 
admitted singularity does not significantly limit their representative 
value for Rav Soloveitchik’s methodological emphases and innova-
tions. Nor, prima facie, does it “stack the deck” in favor of conceptu-
alization. The general rabbinic literature has no shortage of ‘one-time’ 
shi’urim whose main aim, unlike szam, is to harmonize conflicting 
texts. RW does correctly point to one unique feature, namely that 
these discourses of the Rav contained an important aggadic element, 
which can be attributed to the Rav ’s acknowledging the presence of 
less scholarly participants. However, it is unclear why this should 
imply anything out of the ordinary regarding the halakhic content of 
the lecture. As RW stated in his article, some of the aggadic sections 
of the shi’urim were deleted from the printed version, which indi-
cates their secondary importance in the eyes of the author. Indeed, 
there can be little doubt but that at an annual shi’ur honoring his 
great father, the Rav was mainly interested in delivering a halakhic 
discourse which would consummately meet the standards set by his 
forebears. This main focus was aimed at the scholars who came each 
year, including not a few recognized and eminent Talmudists who 
hailed from Eastern Europe, and who were duly riveted by the shi’ur. 
It is also difficult to imagine that the Rav would authorize szam as 
virtually the only corpus of his novellae for publication, if he thought 
that their content did not accurately represent his finest lomdut. Fi-
nally, I submit that we ought to believe the Rav himself, who placed 
conceptualization at the center of his ideology of learning in no 
uncertain terms, rather than attribute the conceptual emphasis in 
szam mainly to a certain “type of audience.”

In brief, despite RW’s claim that I ignored important differ-
ences between the lomdut in szam and Rav Soloveitchik’s other 
hiddushim, after having closely examined RW’s proofs, I believe that 
such differences have yet to be demonstrated.1 szam’s reliance on 
and reference to the hard data of the sugya is intricate and rigorous 
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as always, and the Rav exhibits no compromise of his standards on 
this score. The conceptual emphasis is there, but not in terms of 
quantitative preference, but in the ways of argumentation, the unfet-
tered appeal to reason, and the adventurous, prolific generation of 
ideas and thought-structures.

iii. Modes of presentation
RW puts forth a central methodological assumption: “We should be 
mainly interested in how the practitioners of Brisker lomdut thought 
through a sugya,” as opposed to the rhetorical concerns which influ-
ence how the ideas “were presented to different kinds of audiences.” 
To that end, we ought to try and separate the presentational aspects 
from “the flow of ideas as they were developed by the scholar in isola-
tion.” Specifically, he suggests that the perceived centrality of textual 
resolutions in R. Hayyim’s oeuvre “reflects his mode of presentation 
more than his mode of thought.” R. Hayyim may have preferred this 
type of presentation because of the milieu in which he operated, 
where textual concerns were considered central. A similar train of 
thought is raised in relation to the Rav ’s conceptual inclination. Here 
I would like to explore the plausibility of this suggestion as well as 
its relevance to our discussion.

It stands to reason that many a rabbinic writer would deliber-
ately adapt his presentation to the audience’s way of thinking. But to 
what extent would this consideration be shown by an innovator like 
R. Hayyim, whose avowed and declared aim is to revolutionize those 
very thinking-modes? Such consideration would be tantamount 
to conceding partial defeat, making peace with a fragmentary ac-
complishment after realistically appraising that the learning public 
wasn’t ripe for grasping Brisker lomdut as it was thought out “in 
isolation.” Given R. Hayyim Brisker’s well-documented resistance 
to compromises in general, this scenario seems hardly believable. 
R. Hayyim held an enthralled audience of close talmidim who 
thirsted for his guidance. Why would he not inculcate in them the 
Brisker derekh as he conceived it, and why did he prefer, time and 
again, to maintain their old fixation with textual difficulties, which 
he secretly held to be of no great value? And why are we hard-put 
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to find a significant body of R. Hayyim’s hiddushim that exhibit his 
approach in “truer” fashion?

Indeed, the same format of kushyot on the Gemara and the 
Rambam, followed by the hakirah-derived resolution so charac-
teristic of R. Hayyim, is found in Brisker writing clearly done “in 
isolation.” R. Moshe’s published notebook, as well as Hiddushei 
ha-Gram ve-ha-Grid, are stylistically and structurally “bone of R. 
Hayyim’s bone.” The fact that these works were never intended for 
publication2 seems to show that the textual centrality had little to 
do with audience-derived rhetorical needs, but was an intrinsic part 
of the Brisker approach as taught by the founder.

In truth, RW’s perception that R. Hayyim was concerned with 
“presentation” as an independent focus of his work, is accurate. 
However, this concern of R. Hayyim’s was in no way a result of en-
vironmental “pressure.” It was, rather, a cornerstone of his creativity. 
The introduction to Hiddushei R. Hayyim ha-Levi, written by the 
author’s sons, amply documents the tremendous care and attention 
which the author tirelessly invested in every word of his composi-
tion. This Herculean effort is connected to R. Hayyim’s oft-quoted 
linkage between “understanding” and “hasbarah.” The continued 
improvement of the formulation, and the ongoing hewing of the 
over-all structure, are conceived as part and parcel of the hiddush 
itself: development of its profundity, of its clarity and sharpness. All 
this is a far cry from RW’s suggestion that “presentation” is a mar-
ginal concern which can be “isolated” from thought, as though the 
founder of Brisk re-formulated the fruit of his creative drive in the 
interests of rhetorical palatability.

But beyond these considerations, RW’s basic assumption that 
analyzing the Brisker derekh involves tracing “the scholar’s flow of 
ideas as they were developed in isolation,” is questionable, to say 
the least. In reality, this methodology is to my mind a distraction 
from our course. In my analysis, I did not aim to discover the hid-
den thought-process of the lamdan, or the intellectual budding and 
flowering of his creative insight. There may or may not be ways of 
exploring these intriguing phenomena, but even if we were to suc-
ceed in doing so, our results would fall short of defining the “Brisker 
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329Beyond Complexity

derekh.” The latter is not the esoteric affair of a particular Talmudic 
genius, such as R. Hayyim or the Rav, but a publicly-displayed and 
propagated approach to Talmud study, designed to be absorbed and 
emulated. We are probing the hiddushim generated by the school, 
in order to the discern their format, style of argumentation, modes 
of textual and conceptual analysis, indeed as they were repeatedly 
presented by the leading practitioners. Perforce, the mode of presen-
tation may not be “isolated” in order to be discounted. The forms 
and formulations are the conscious choice of the scholar-teacher, not 
only as vehicles of content, but also as illustrations of what Brisker 
Torah is, and what ought to be the goal of aspiring disciples. What 
R. Hayyim wrote, and what the Rav said in his shi’urim, is what they 
held out as representing their approach, and what they wanted their 
followers to emulate. This, and not hidden trains of thought exca-
vated by literary scrutiny, is the Brisker derekh.

RW’s emphasis on reconstructing the creative process leads 
him to another assumption which I find difficult to accept. Identifica-
tion of textual or conceptual emphasis is contingent, in his view, on 
chronology. If the hakirah sprang from a text-based consideration, 
he asserts, then we can no longer view the conceptual hakirah as the 
true fulcrum of the lomdut, and its focal positioning in the finished 
product must be a “presentation.” But it is obvious, even trivial, that 
hakirot often arise after the lamdan has probed the possible mean-
ings of a text, or the possible resolutions of contradictory materials; 
I fail to see why this precludes my claim that the texts were mined 
primarily for the sake of extracting concepts. In my view, a “rhe-
torical” construction of a shi’ur or written hiddush which revolves 
on principles, reflects the centrality of those principles, and not 
secondary considerations.

iv. “Environmental” explanations
RW’s treatment of our subject is complex (in my response in Netu’im 
I critiqued it as being apparently self-contradictory, but it may be 
somewhat easier to define his essential position on the basis of the 
current abridgment of his original article3). Despite the possibil-
ity of “presentational” elements within the materials before us, he 

Conceptual r20 draft 5 balanced.indd   329Conceptual r20 draft 5 balanced.indd   329 13/12/2005   13:46:5513/12/2005   13:46:55



330 Elyakim Krumbein

agrees that the evidence of development within the school is too 
voluminous to be dismissed. “We cannot ignore the insistent preoc-
cupation with making sure that no difficulties remain in understand-
ing the text, so noticeably absent in the Rav ’s lomdut.” It is further 
agreed that the main breakthrough of Brisk is in conceptualization. 
Therefore, the Rav ’s commitment to this aspect of his heritage is not 
problematic in the least.4 What needs explanation is R. Hayyim’s con-
sistent resort to textual analysis to provide the rigorous framework 
for his hiddush. In section A above, I suggested a possible rationale. 
But still and all, after the Rav demonstrated the scope of develop-
ment of “unfettered” sevarah, we are left wondering why these vistas 
escaped R. Hayyim.

In my original article I excused myself from dealing with this 
issue, pleading aversion to speculations. But RW asks the question 
and proposes his answer. R. Hayyim may have been predisposed to 
conceptualization, but the preferences of his milieu “ensured that 
that textual difficulties would feature prominently in his discus-
sion, both as point of departure and as point of destination.” Thus 
the generation gap stems from compelling socio-cultural circum-
stances which R. Hayyim faced, but were not present in the Rav ’s 
surroundings.

Tendentiousness, purportedly discovered by the speculative 
researcher after having been deliberately masked by the subject 
himself,5 is not an option of which I am enamored when evaluat-
ing matters of the spirit. And I have already given objective reasons 
why I think this idea is not reasonable in our case. In general, every 
educator knows that you can’t “put up a front” consistently without 
sacrificing your effectiveness. If in his heart of hearts, R. Hayyim saw 
his methodical reliance on the textual criterion as a mere accom-
modation, and thus essentially superfluous, we will be hard put to 
explain the seminal effectiveness and power of his teaching.

Here I will accept RW’s dare, and follow him into the realm of 
conjecture in order to theorize about the relationship of R. Hayyim 
to his milieu. But having done so, there is no need to envision the 
Brisker patriarch as continually reshaping his insights for the benefit 
of a staid learning community, which lagged behind him in its old 
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ways. R. Hayyim was not revolutionary for the sake of revolution. 
The world of Torah scholarship in which he grew up was certainly 
his intellectual and spiritual home, and he was certainly committed 
to its traditional language of discourse in loyalty and love. As long 
as the methodology of textual give-and-take afforded him an arena 
in which to develop his unique contribution, he had no reason to 
forsake it. R. Hayyim’s oneness with his environment was not an 
artifice; it was his self-evident spiritual genealogy. R. Hayyim’s work 
is a revolution purely constructive, devoid of iconoclasm and marked 
by continuity. This foundation is what made the Rav ’s further in-
novations possible without risking rupture. The grandson’s Torah 
could come into being only after two generations, during which 
R. Hayyim’s intuitions penetrated the scholarly world and became 
themselves part of the learning tradition.

v. Further remarks and conclusion
I have here summarized some of the controversial elements in this 
study. These and other points of interest are further hammered out 
in my exchange with RW in Netu’im 11–12. Before concluding I will 
briefly note for the interested reader two more topics with which I 
dealt there.

1. Harerei Kedem – To a large extent, I understand this work as a 
skillful, posthumous reversal of the development of the Rav ’s Torah, 
which in effect aims to reinstate the early classicism in hiddushim 
that originally bore the imprint of the Rav ’s more mature creativity. 
RW challenges: The book’s characteristics may merely owe to Harerei 
Kedem being a “book of novellae,” as he calls it. In my response I 
explain why I consider this facile dismissal inadequate, and show 
more extensively the ways in which the author re-built the Rav ’s 
shi’urim in a way that distances them from the Rav ’s distinct style, 
and moves them towards the classical mold.

2. When analyzing the Rav ’s integration of spiritual-experi-
ential elements in his halakhic discourse, RW conceives of them 
as reflecting a different model of “understanding”: not conceptual 
mapping, but the ideas underlying the halakhot. Here the Rav is con-
cerned not with “what,” but with “why.” I argue in favor of a different 
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viewpoint. The Rav ’s innovation in the realm of Orah Hayyim, is 
that the experience is in fact the “what” of the Halakhah. We are 
not talking about a different mode of understanding. Rather, the 
extensive analysis of the religious experience using halakhic tools, 
combined with the sensitivity without which experience cannot be 
truly described, is an organic extension of Rav Hayyim’s doctrine, 
one to which the Rav was uniquely suited.

In concluding, I take the opportunity to thank my colleague 
for putting my ideas to the test of a differing viewpoint, enlarging 
the scope of the discussion, and exposing us to the fuller complex-
ity of the issues. His Hebrew article is recommended reading for its 
numerous edifying observations, which do not appear in the present 
abridged form.

Notes
This article is a response to The Brisker Method and Close Reading, 
written by Rav Walfish as an abridgment of his full-length critique 
published in Netu’im 11–12. In the course of my discussion here I will 
also sometimes refer to RW’s original critique, and to my response to 
it, which was also published in Netu’im 11–12.

1. I refer to the hiddushim which date from the Rav ’s more mature period. The 
earlier works do in fact display significant differences.

2. See the introductions to the respective volumes on this point.
3. See for example the end of section D of The Brisker Method and Close Reading, 

where on the one hand (a) textual difficulties in R. Hayyim are depicted by RW as 
“presentational” and conceptualization as “the mode of thought”; and on the other 
hand (b) the two aspects are depicted as equivalent in importance, as prescribed 
by the “lomdut circle.”

4. Here I oversimplified RW’s thesis. For he also maintains that the Rav was influ-
enced by environmental-educational considerations, and was capable of catering 
to them by tailoring his “presentation” in a way which can be isolated from his 
actual “thought.” Nevertheless, weighing all of RW’s statements on the matter, I 
think that he more readily ascribes a degree of tendentiousness to R. Hayyim than 
to the Rav.

5. Unlike Harerei Kedem, whose author explicitly states his motivation.
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