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Preface

From the Noda BeYehuda to the Chatam Sofer — Halakha and Thought in their
Historical Moment describes a formative stage in the creation of modern halakha,
in its historical context. First, the book analyzes the severe literary purification
demanded by the Noda BeYehuda (Rabbi Yechezkel Landau, 1713—1793), rabbi of
the city of Prague, and the most prominent halakhic writer in Europe in the second
half of the eighteenth century. Rabbi Yechezkel sought to rid halakha of all
“non-Talmudic™ literary sources. Not only did he wish to remove from halakhic
writing all kabalistic influence — which were under suspicion due to the subversive
presence of Sabbateanism in Europe throughout the entire eighteenth century — but
he even objected to primary segments of traditional Ashkenazi halakha, one of
whose hallmarks was its diverse, non-talmudic sources.

The second part of the book deals with the profound internalization of this
critical approach in the writings of the greatest rabbi of the succeeding generation,
the Chatam Sofer (Rabbi Moshe Sofer, 1762—1839). This in turn led to various
“corrections” as well as sharp, intense censures of the writings of the Noda
BeYehuda by the Chatam Sofer, throughout the decades of his creative work.

This intellectual biography of the two individuals serves to clarify their halakhic
writings in the specific personal and biographical contexts of their personal
education, immigration, and sphere of activity, as well as in light of their individual
weltanschauungs. Concurrently, and no less importantly, it places their works in
the historical crossroads in which they stood, together with the typical upheavals
of the modern Jewish era: Eighteenth-century European Sabbateanism; various
aspects of scientific-empirical research; Lurianic kabala, which was at its most
influential at the time, but also on the brink of severe crises; the more recent,
revolutionary Hasidism of the Ba’al Shem Tov; as well as the Haskalah movement
and the early writings of Reformist Jewish law, in the spirit of the Haskalah.

Around the turn of the nineteenth century, the major threat to existing forms of
Jewish communal life changed from a religious enthusiasm, such as the one
presented by Sabbatean heresy, to an Enlightenment moderation and rationalistic
skepticism. This transformation was reflected in contemporary halakhic culture, as
demonstrated in this book. In broader terms, the influential modern move toward
the disenchantment of the world had its counterweight. Equal to the strength of the
rationalist-empirical turn, which undermines the multilayered culture and presents

IX



Preface

an unmediated text with its scientific, empirical signifiers, was the romantic return
to creative freedom, folk intuition, and the esoteric dimensions of the divine
influence in matters ranging from self-perception to the ever changing horizons of
legal writings.



