Dr. Samuel Belkin—on his 25" Yahrzeit

(as part of the “Month of Learning”, May 1, 2001)

1. Introduction:

My 1% encounter: m'na in 1945...put in his class...organized o™ 1ww (in mnx)—the 231 o...
Ws hs Last Class...Thereaftr: swamped..}I‘\.Nas privigd i teacher, predecessor...

Cac\d Goa t Yox ,\\7\ ;.b-r«-\t ;W\R(Qm\
Stafbed el oo il Wi

rn 1911 Lithuania; learned in Mir, Radun.n2mo 17 yrs old...Year later (1929)—to US. Spoke
Yiddish,Heb,Polish—no Eng; ‘34--enrolled Harvard, 1 yr later—fellow’p Brown; ‘35—Phi Beta, PhD

2. Biographical:

'35, Instructor Greek at YC; ‘36—also RY. 43 (<32 yrs old)—Pres YU. Transformd sm
collg-> major research universty (44—just<I arrivd YC). Took ill, left Pres’y 75; served as
Chancellor only a few months before succumbing in April 1976. Eulogized by Rav ¢» 72 ({x "FD fe

A R e A W T DL CO U S UV VESI SN S XV Y W \""“-\ Cmarm vl =\ K & beawrs Bl v~
m’o‘maﬁ‘r%'v?a\i powrfl but modest; totally dedic’d YU; both visionary & builder.
Poetry...During 33-yt Pres’y, publ’d some 3-4 vols, number articles, but much still unpubl'd

This lecture: major ideas/ideals that emerge from his scholarly work = -\ v X hgmemgey W ANy

3. Philo \’Q\&Ot\": ’.“(ﬂ..\ - ‘\"
Wac\)'s

W o i ) POV
Philo (c. 20 BCE-45 CE)—leading figure Alexandria;'B=1 of leading scholars on Philo ;

Y

Qelrfgear

During hs If-tm, he publ'd several articles. Remained--& remains—f Prof Elazar Hurvitz to publish
entire series: 6 volumes, including first printed by YU Press 1989 (1** of 3 on Philo & Midrash).
Others on: Philo’s sermons, his Midrashic method, Philo & Medieval Midrashic Works.

Philo was a leader in Alexandrian exegesis: symbols, allegories, references to early Greek
philosophers, ideas. Philo was one of first—if not the first to attempt encounter Jsm/World. In
other words—first TuM pers'y.
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The Philosophy of Purpose

In this booklet (’58), B sets out to redirect the whole enterprise of N3N "NVY. .-..,
Reason and Purpose. “Why” and “What For.” Thus: creation:

,R12WN MY X1 R0 DTR? 17 T :0INIR 1220 ,270 121 'R0 172 1p2N) 28001 010 "N
L1200 TM* 1) ®20 DTRY? 17 M) 17021 10) X120 R200 N1 R1DW DTR? 17 M) 0 I0IR 172
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Thus, both schools: can’t discover “why” of human creation. But conclusion (1'wDn1 WIW9" - X1IW 1°WID)
implies: still, we duty-bound uncover div purpose creation: fulfill’g Torah, moral, holy lives, lives of
goodness.

Another example: Torah gives no reason for law (Ex 23-37):
W NNA RS V2R W NN 020" P2 wnn 1720 IR 1M1 W IR MW W' 23a° '3
But 1721 does elaborate the purpose:
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(If time: 1 offer in support comment of SRH on “JN1TV N7 *2-X *2-X...not D10 but N?.)

5. In His Image (adapted from my review of In His Image, in Tradition Spring 1962)

B’s major premises:

1) “It is in the Hal, therefore, that the phil-Jsm is to be sought.” (Limits self to the philosophy of man.)

2) Sanctity of human person’y < from God’s creation of man “in His image.”

3) Jsm=a “democratic theocracy.” “In Jsm,” he tells us, “the recognition of the demos, the indiv’l & the
infinite worth of his person’y, are but the necessary outgrowth of the acceptance of God’s theos (rulership),
a rel’p succinctly summed up in the phrase ‘democratic theocracy.” By “theocracy,” B, like Josephus, does
not intend a hierarchy ruled by a High Priest. On the contrary, it implies that only God is infallible and

that, .". , for instance even the High Priest must publicly confess his sins on Yom Kippur.

God as sole Possessor implies that no human can claim complete/unequivocal ownership of another human.
Thus Pharisees (contra Saducees) did not hold master responsible for damages caused by his slave:

TR TV LM PNIW TIINM N0 0YIMIR DR 00179 027D DR 17721R 7T 0TINR
27N IR0 TR YTV LIPNA 27N IR 0 ME0 002 27N TR0 TN N0 OR 00 ;1109 1R N0
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(T-T 07" (D207 27N ’NR MR 20 1072 P 271 727 DOIPKR DRW) NYT 0N 00 "TINRAT *TADA

Thus, Pharisees denied that any one man can be so completely owned by another as t b totally subject t him
and bereft of his own will/resp’y. This=major principle of sacredness of the humn pers’y.

Here, importly, B. reminds us that the Rabbis discussed issues on their own merits and did not
articulate halc opinions merely to disguise vested interests/advance pet economic theories. B
opposes socio-economic approach of contemporary practitioners of Wissenschaft, w its implied
rigorous determinism. The Rabbis, he avers, really meant what they said, and that they took
ideas qua ideas quite seriously. Thus, B writes:
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[The Pharisees] certainly did not constitute the wealthier portion of the comm’y, nor were
their views/decisions shaped by a desire t protect "vested interests.” Their refusal t hold
a master responsible f his slaves’ actions, .., was not directed by econ’c considerations...

[Their opinion] can be understood only in the light of their concept of the sacredness of
the human personality

Same theory governs the relationships of parents and children and employers and employees. More
interestingly, also denies to a man any claim to exclusive possession of his self.

Simil’y, he points out tht anyone who kills n*n 2°*n M01J T20. Bec 9120 1P refers only t right of service.

That is why 07201 rules that just as 1 mst submit t martyrdm>transgress any of the N17°1D ‘1, so is one
forbidden t yield his life i-o t avoid violating any of other N13n. (I would add explanation of RaDBAZ
why self-incriminating testimony is unacceptable in a J court.) Man is not ultimate master of his own body
and hence cannot, by his own testimony, yield it to death, or to corporal punishment.

6. Conclusion

In sum, I wrote the following in 1962 and still believe it today with equal conviction: B. “is a master of
halakhic learning. He knows his material thoroughly, intuits its hidden philosophic resources, and has the
capacity to charm them out of their legal idiom.”

Charm was, indeed, one of his hidden but most powerful and attractive talents. He charmed me as a rebbe,
as a thinker who believed devoutly—as did Philo--in TuM (in his days we called it “synthesis™), and
personally. He passed away before I, his student, was elected as his successor. I believe he knew I would
follow him, because he asked me to visit with him at his home when he was quite ill, and he raised the
issue. I hope I have not disappointed him.

It’s been my privilege to help keep his memory alive in YU, the institution to which he devoted all his
prodigious talents and energies, his love and his wisdom. We arranged for the Yad Belkin in the library, the
Samuel Belkin scholarships, the publication of the first of his volumes on Philo, and I have been dedicated
my annual 2?72 TDW to his memory every 1TX (unfortunately, he died on the eve of D3, as his great
friend the Rav died on N09 n“Mn, and so we cannot celebrate their Yahrzeits on the exact dates of their
demise.) I hope that Yeshiva, under whoever my successors are, will continue to honor the memory of this
giant.

I publicly express my on gratitude to him, to his memory. To paraphrase the immortal words of R. Akiva,
N1 17W 027w 2w,
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