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Logline 
The moving story of Joseph B. Soloveitchik, the famous rabbinic scholar, who battled 
ignorance, extremism, and corruption, in order to prove that a genuine life of faith, 
although lonely, can be lived in consonance with the modern world.  The film is about his 
inspiring life, his tremendous impact, and the complicated legacy he left behind. 

 
Synopsis  
 

We certainly share the concerns of man in general, but at the 
same time we have interests and concerns of our own.   

We are part of humanity.  But at the same time, we are alone. 

-- Joseph B. Soloveitchik 

 
Is it possible to be strictly religious but also open to the opportunities of the modern age?   
This was the question explored by Joseph B. Soloveitchik throughout his life.   
 
Trained by his father to be a rabbinic scholar, and exposed by his mother to literature and 
history, Joseph gained an early appreciation of both the religious and secular spheres.   
Possessing an uncommon mind, he mastered the Talmud after a decade of intense study 
and earned a a Ph.D. in philosophy after a seven year stint at the University of Berlin. 
 
But only in America would he face the real struggle to balance the demands of faith with 
an openness to the world around him.  Coming at a time when many were sounding the 
death knell for Orthodox Judaism, when Jewish education and ritual were often seen as 
an obstacle to being a true citizen, the Rabbi faced a formidable challenge in stemming 
the tide.  Together with his wife, Tonya, he built the first Jewish day school in Boston, 
against much opposition and mistrust.  He fought the corrupt forces that were controlling 
kosher food supervision in that city, despite paying a heavy price.  Rabbi Soloveitchik 
went on to assume a leading position at Yeshiva University in New York, where he 
trained three generations of rabbinic leaders, reportedly ordaining more rabbis than any 
other figure in recorded history.  His classes became legendary for their brilliance and 
clarity, as well as the feelings of fear and abject terror that they engendered.   
 
At the same time that Rabbi Soloveitchik strengthened fealty of American Orthodox Jews 
to religious observance, he also encouraged their involvement in the outside world.  He 
championed religious involvement in Zionism, a broad engagement with secular culture, 
and an expanded religious curriculum for women, when these things were not yet 
popular.  And he adopted an approach to a number of important issues that reflected his 
dual focus.  He set up fences between Orthodoxy and the other denominations of Judaism 
when he felt the need to prevent the blurring of boundaries.  But he also built bridges 
between the other movements, and supported interdenominational cooperation on 
community issues.  In the wake of Vatican II, Rabbi Soloveitchik made headlines with 
his intermediate position on interfaith dialogue.  He argued against unfettered dialogue on 



all matters, despite its support by many of the prominent leaders of the Jewish 
community.  Yet, he also set himself apart from many well-respected rabbinic leaders by 
setting guidelines within which dialogue could occur. 
 
In lectures, articles, and essays, Rabbi Soloveitchik relentlessly explored the role of man 
in the universe and of the Jew before God.  He marshalled philosophical tools to explicate 
Jewish law, and Jewish sources to understand the world around him.  It was a search that 
would slowly gain him the attention of a scholarly audience, as well as the New York 
Times and Time Magazine.  But while Rabbi Soloveitchik gained loyal supporters during 
his lifetime, his legacy has been subject to much dispute and misunderstanding.  Now, 
over a decade after his death, it continues to be hotly contested by his students, family, 
and friends. 
 
Ultimately, Rabbi Soloveitchik found that while religious life was full of profundity and 
meaning, it also engendered pain, frustration, and loneliness.  Whether it was the 
philosophical loneliness of the existentialist thinker, the emotional devastation caused by 
illness and death, or the personal frustration brought about by a society that was 
superficial and reductionist, Rabbi Soloveitchik came to learn that faith could be lonely 
indeed. 
 
Lonely Man of Faith is narrated by Tovah Feldshuh, with readings by Theodore Bikel.  
The film is produced and directed by Ethan Isenberg.  Marilyn Ness is the executive 
producer. 
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Ethan Isenberg, Director / Producer.  
Ethan runs Second Look Productions.  Lonely Man of Faith is his first documentary film.  
Ethan studied documentary filmmaking at Columbia University and New York 
Film/Video Arts, and multimedia at the University of Southern California.  He has both a 
BA in English Literature, with a concentration in Film Studies, and a BS in Computer 
Science, from the University of Pennsylvania.  Before embarking on a career in 
filmmaking, Ethan worked as a computer programmer.  He also spent two years in Israel, 
studying in yeshivas (advanced Jewish educational institutes).  Ethan currently lives with 
his wife, Nili, on the Upper West Side of Manhattan.   
 
Marilyn Ness, Executive Producer.   
Marilyn Ness is a two-time Emmy Award winning documentary film producer with ten 
years of experience.  Before opening her own production company, Necessary Film, Ness 
produced films with director Ric Burns.  Their collaborations include The Center of the 
World, the eighth and final episode in the PBS series New York: A Documentary Film, 
about the rise and fall of the World Trade Center, as well as biographies on Eugene 
O’Neill, Andy Warhol, and Ansel Adams.  She associate produced Meltdown at Three 
Mile Island and Surviving the Dust Bowl for the Emmy Award winning historical 
documentary series The American Experience on PBS.  Other credits include National 
Geographic, Court TV, and Aviva Kempner’s The Life and Times of Hank Greenberg.  
 
Mike Dewitt, Writer.   
Mike DeWitt has produced more than twenty-five hours of national television 
programming for PBS, A&E, History Channel, Discovery Channel, and Animal Planet. 
In 2002, DeWitt won a New York Emmy Award and Edward R. Murrow Award for his 
documentary Taking the Fifth, about the race for Congress in Connecticut's Fifth District. 
 In 2001, he produced the two-hour History Channel special Raise the Alabama! about 
marine archaeologists efforts to excavate the legendary Confederate warship CSS 
Alabama off the coast of Northern France. DeWitt's critically-acclaimed documentary 
Delta Jews aired nationally on PBS in 1998.  He has produced and written celebrity 
profiles for A&E's Biography series, and produced 15 episodes of Discovery's Justice 
Files.  In 2003 he was a producer of Our Genes/Our Choices, a nationally-broadcast 
forum on genetics and social policy for the PBS/Fred Friendly Seminars at the Columbia 
University School of Journalism. 
 
David A. Ford, Director of Photography.  
Over the last decade, David has worked on numerous commercial, narrative and 
documentary films. His credits include Executive Producing and DP'ing GidyUp! On The 
Rodeo Circuit, which appeared on Logo, as well as being cameraman on two Emmy 
Award winning documentaries: Steeplechase Films’ New York and Florentine Films’ 
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films.  David also teaches Cinematography in the Columbia University Graduate Film 
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Don Bernier, Editor.   
Don received a graduate degree in Media Study from SUNY-Buffalo and has been 
involved with documentary media for over a decade. Most recently, he directed and 
edited In a Nutshell: A Portrait of Elizabeth Tashjian, which premiered at the Slamdance 
Film Festival and was nominated for a 2005 Gotham Award. Other editing credits include 
Gary and the Romans, a verite documentary selected for the 2005 IFP Market. Don has 
also served as associate editor on several PBS programs including Stephen Ives' 
Reporting America at War and David Grubin's Marie Antoinette. 
 
Tovah Feldshuh, Narrator.   
For her work on the New York stage, from Yentl to Sarava! to Lend Me A Tenor to 
Golda’s Balcony, Tovah has earned four Tony nominations for Best Actress and won 
four Drama Desk Awards, four Outer Critics Circle Awards, the Obie, the Theatre World 
Award and the 2003 Lucille Lortel Award for Best Actress.  On October 3, 2004, Golda’s 
Balcony became the longest-running one-woman show in the history of Broadway.  
Tovah just finished a successful run at the Paper Mill Playhouse as the starring role in 
Hello Dolly.  Besides a variety of title roles in theater, she had been featured in a number 
of television shows and feature films, including Law And Order, Kissing Jessica Stein, 
Holocaust, The Amazing Howard Hughes, Citizen Cohn, A Walk On The Moon, Happy 
Accidents, and many others.   
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