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SOME IRONIC CONSEQUENCES OF 
TEXT CULTURE

W ith a grin and a dismissive wave of the hand, Rav Yehuda Amital 
zt”l began to walk away: “Ah, ma ata rotze?! Lo nohagim kakha!”

During the early 1990s, at the same time that Professor 
Haym Soloveitchik was composing “Rupture and Reconstruction,” I was 
a wet-behind-the-ears, fi rst-year yeshiva student learning Mishna Berura. 
Having come across a halakha that a mezammen must read birkat ha-mazon 
loud enough for all of those assembled to hear, at the very least until the 
end of the fi rst blessing (183:28), I was rather shocked—at Yeshivat Har 
Etzion’s own Shabbat meals this was not always done! How could this 
be? Is the yeshiva itself not properly enforcing shemirat mitzvot? And so, 
naïve young student that I was, I respectfully approached the rashei ye-
shiva to inquire (or was it to protest?). While Rav Lichtenstein zt”l de-
murred that he had not reviewed the sugya recently, R. Amital left me 
with a memorable lesson about the old-school relationship between 
halakhic practice and book-learning, one which I later read about in 
detail in the pages of TRADITION—“Ah, what do you want?!” he said. 
“That’s not the way we do it!”

The cogency and accuracy of Soloveitchik’s central theses were evi-
dent from the essay’s instantaneous reception as a classic, and its signifi -
cance endures twenty-fi ve years later. My comments here will refl ect on 
the relevance of “Rupture and Reconstruction” to three issues in con-
temporary Orthodoxy—halakha, hashkafa, and women’s education.

Halakha

“Rupture and Reconstruction” opens as an effort to explain a shift to-
ward greater humra in halakhic practice (64–65), a shift which Soloveitchik 
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argues was a function of the sweeping, comprehensive transformation of 
the root of the typical Orthodox Jew’s practice from cultural self-evidence 
to text-based, self-conscious obedience. While the change appeared fi rst 
among haredi Jews, “most of these developments swiftly manifested 
themselves among their co-religionists to their left. The time gap be-
tween developments in the haredi world and the emerging modern 
Orthodox one was some fi fteen years, at most.”

Twenty-fi ve years later, at least when considering Modern Ortho-
doxy, while the fundamental forces grounding Jewish observance in texts 
rather than mimesis continue unabated, their link to the consequence of 
greater humra has not fully survived. In fact, those very same forces, to-
gether with the information-access revolution, have in some cases pushed 
in quite a different direction.

Soloveitchik describes at length (66–74) how whereas in centuries 
past the simple longstanding prevalence of a lenient behavior served as an 
automatic imprimatur, in recent generations this became insuffi cient, and 
Jews’ fealty to texts began to compel fi nding justifi cation in the written 
word – and, if such efforts failed, jettisoning the practice in favor of greater 
stringency. More broadly, however, beyond mere direct confl icts between 
clearly customary practice and halakhic sources, he writes (72): 

There is currently a very strong tendency in both lay and rabbinic circles 
towards stringency (humra). . . . One confronts in Jewish law, as in any 
other legal system, a wide variety of differing positions on any given issue. 
If one seeks to do things properly (and these “things” are, after all, God’s 
will), the only course is to attempt to comply simultaneously with as 
many opinions as possible. Otherwise one risks invalidation. Hence the 
policy of “maximum position compliance,” so characteristic of contem-
porary jurisprudence, which in turn leads to yet further stringency. . . . 
Fundamentally, all of the above – stringency, “maximum position compli-
ance,” and the proliferation of complications and demands – simply re-
fl ect the essential change in the nature of religious performance that 
occurs in a text culture. Books cannot demonstrate conduct; they can 
only state its requirements. One then seeks to act in a way that meets 
those demands.

While this is a reasonable description of a possible theological/psycho-
logical cause-and-effect—and was compelling as an analysis of Orthodoxy 
in 1994—the relationship between text-based religiosity and humra is not 
a logical necessity, but an empirical description. One could easily con-
struct the following, almost precisely opposite argument in 2019:
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There is currently a common tendency towards leniency (kula). . . . One 
confronts in Jewish law, as in any other legal system, a wide variety of dif-
fering positions on any given issue (and every one of these positions of 
great posekim is, after all, a legitimate refl ection of God’s will). If one seeks 
to do things properly, one may follow any of these opinions; insisting on 
the most stringent is unnecessary, and serves only to create greater hard-
ship with no attendant sacred benefi t. Hence the policy of “minimum 
position compliance,” so characteristic of contemporary practice, which 
in turn leads to yet further leniency. . . . Fundamentally, all of the above – 
leniency, “minimum position compliance,” and the lessening of compli-
cations and demands – simply refl ect the essential change in the nature of 
religious performance that occurs in a text culture. Books cannot demon-
strate conduct; they can only state its requirements. One then seeks to act 
in a way that meets those demands.

The two versions are of course not mutually exclusive, and can, alongside 
one another, accurately describe different segments of the observant 
community.

This particular fl avor of being mekel was, by and large, unavailable to 
previous generations of Jews. The laxity of observance among mid-
twentieth century Orthodox Jews (see p. 99) was grounded not in adher-
ence to lenient positions but in casting off the yoke of commitment (at 
least of certain mitzvot). In a culture in which halakhic life is based on 
fealty to texts, and almost every text imaginable is available to almost 
everyone, even those truly committed to halakhic observance can act with 
a genuine feeling of piety as long as there is a text that supports their 
behavior. Moreover, the self-confi dence to read and act upon such sources 
is often itself a function of the many years of schooling which are, as 
Soloveitchik explains at length, a central element of the text culture (87ff.). 
The ability to “fi nd a kula” is magnifi ed further when summaries of so 
many such texts are accessible in multiple languages.1

In more muted form, the focus on texts combined with their wide 
availability has also infl uenced the realm of more sophisticated halakhic 
discourse, and sometimes pesak halakha, as well. The authority accorded 
to texts historically really meant authority accorded to their authors. Con-
sidering responsa literature of the last several centuries, for example, the 
almost unrivaled clout of the teshuvot of Noda be-Yehuda and Hatam 
Sofer is born of a deep reverence for the greatness of Rav Landau and Rav 
Sofer themselves. As the generations passed and the sefarim of certain 
gedolim rose to earned prominence, they tended to dominate the subse-
quent discussion. In days gone by, with limited budget and shelf-space, 
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which halakhic works would a talmid hakham even own? Of course, the 
important volumes took precedence over the lesser—and when piskei 
halakha were made, it was these works that were consulted, and their 
authors’ arguments which dominated the deliberations.

In the world of Bar-Ilan Responsa, Otzar HaHochma, and Hebrew-
Books.org, however, where the shelf-space is infi nite and no budget is 
needed, one increasingly fi nds references to books that were heretofore 
rather obscure. If a certain work has something different or interesting to 
say about the topic at hand, it will be quoted and considered, even if the 
posek who wrote it is not otherwise recognized as particularly authorita-
tive as a general matter. To a limited degree, then, the shift to the author-
ity of texts noted by Soloveitchik has begun to take still another subtle 
step, with text per se sometimes attaining a degree of authority even some-
what independent of its author.

Hashkafa

Soloveitchik’s essay focuses mostly on halakhic practice, with a briefer 
discussion at the end of a major shift in the fundamental nature of Ortho-
dox Jews’ yirat shamayim (98ff.). Though he briefl y mentions modernity’s 
ideological upheavals as well (70), there is room for some further elabora-
tion of the described trend’s consequences for matters of hashkafa.

While the same historical forces that disrupted the mimetic transmis-
sion of halakhic observance also wrought a “Rupture” in transmission 
regarding matters of Jewish belief and worldview large and small, in the 
latter case much less “Reconstruction” came in its wake. Unlike the turn 
to the rich halakhic literature, and the schools that teach it, as a new 
source of authority, responsibility for communicating and solidifying the 
basics of Yiddishkeit has remained mostly in the province of culture and 
community. Moreover, even to the degree that schools have in fact ad-
opted this arena as part of their mission, they do not generally employ 
text learning as the means of fulfi lling it. As we have for a couple of hun-
dred years now, we face great challenges in rising to the occasion. Let us 
remember that Hafetz Hayyim’s argument for instituting formal Torah 
schooling for girls, referenced by Soloveitchik (n. 6), was “in order that 
they might affi rm the truth of our holy faith,” because otherwise they will 
end up violating “every foundation of our religion.”

Our observant communities are beset with a certain shallowness of 
hashkafa. Ever since Spinoza and, somewhat later, the Emancipation, 
there has of course been an attrition of Jews from emuna to apikorsut due 
to a host of intellectual and social stimuli, a process which has had its own 
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particular iterations in the twentieth and twenty-fi rst centuries. And 
among those who retained their belief system, Jews have always run the 
gamut from the philosophical sophisticate to the poshuter yid. But now 
we have what appears to be a relatively new phenomenon: large numbers 
of Jews who are in fact ma’aminim, and are committed to being so (they 
are Orthodox, not simply orthoprax), but who lack an instinctive hash-
kafi c clarity and deep-seatedness which were typical even of the relatively 
uneducated Jew of long ago. Because of the relative success of the text 
culture in constructing a new foundation for halakhic observance, we 
now have the rather odd situation of a community well-versed in halakha 
and committed to following it, yet often simultaneously uneasy and inse-
cure about the hashkafi c edifi ce upon which all of it rests.2 

Sometimes, this absence of instinctiveness is refl ected in questions 
people ask about matters that would have been considered the height of 
obviousness to our forebears. Early in my rabbinic career, I received a 
phone call from a congregant whose daughter was dating a non-Jewish 
man. With the sense that a marriage was likely in the offi ng, she was al-
ready contemplating various future negotiations. Her presenting ques-
tion was whether, if and when a grandson is born, it would be proper to 
allow the father to baptize the child if, in exchange, he would agree to 
allow a circumcision as well. At one point in the conversation, she won-
dered why baptizing the baby is really such a big deal, given that “we 
don’t believe that the water is really holy anyway.” Now this particular 
woman was not really observant herself, but this relatively cavalier discus-
sion of baptism – baptism! – with a member of an Orthodox shul was still 
shocking. I pointed out to her, rather bluntly, that our ancestors literally 
burned at the stake to avoid baptism. For her, though, this conversation 
was decades too late – she needed to have imbibed the sentiment at the 
age of fi ve, not fi fty.

One consequence of this ideological insecurity has been still another 
reinforcement of the signifi cance of halakhic texts, as a tendency has devel-
oped in Modern Orthodoxy for halakha to dominate the discussion of mat-
ters which in the past may have been addressed more on the basis of 
Yiddishkeit more broadly conceived. On the conservative side, arguments 
beyond halakha are often a rudimentary (sometimes reasonable, but rudi-
mentary still) call to tradition, authority, or slippery slopes, rather than a 
sophisticated, thoughtful hashkafi c analysis. Among the more liberal, it is 
common to encounter the sentiment that a person – including (perhaps 
especially!) one of communal prominence and authority – has no right to 
oppose a practice emphatically if it is not proscribed as a matter of halakhic 
technicality, as to do so unfairly encroaches on each Jew’s autonomy.  As a 
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result, the hermeneutics of halakha serve as the playing fi eld for most of the 
substantive discussion and intellectual engagement. Communal discourse 
thus frequently gives the impression that in Judaism only the halakha can 
actually make serious, specifi c demands of us, as only in halakha can we 
have true confi dence, grounded as it is in the chapter-and-verse of texts.3

Women’s Education

To a signifi cant degree, the relationship between advancements in women’s 
Torah education and Soloveitchik’s central thesis is rather obvious. This is 
so with regard to both the necessity and the desire for such education. 
When the home no longer provides a viable foundation, education be-
comes necessary (see the abovementioned comment of Hafetz Hayyim), 
and when texts are the sacred source of halakhic observance, which so suf-
fuses life, the desire to have access to those roots naturally arises.

Such is the case with regard to the major changes in schooling for 
girls in the twentieth century. However, the shift from mimetic to text-
based observance does not bear primary responsibility for the develop-
ment, in the last forty years or so, of advanced study of Gemara and 
halakha by women.

With all of its emphasis on the dramatic transformation of recent cen-
turies, “Rupture and Reconstruction” of course recognizes that halakhic 
texts had always been of great import:

Has not traditional Jewish society always been regulated by the norma-
tive written word, the Halakha? Have not scholars, for well over a millen-
nium, pored over the Talmud and its codes to provide Jews with guidance 
in their daily round of observances? Is not Jewish religiosity proudly 
legalistic and isn’t exegesis its classic mode of expression? Was not “their 
portable homeland,” their indwelling in sacred texts, what sustained the 
Jewish people throughout its long exile?
The answer is, of course, yes. However, . . . [halakha] constitutes a way 
of life. And a way of life is not learned but rather absorbed. Its transmis-
sion is mimetic, imbibed from parents and friends . . . . (65–66)

In other words, the text-based reconstruction of Jewish life involved the 
relationship between Jews’ everyday halakhic observance and the upshot of 
scholars’ serious study of halakhic texts. That study itself had obviously 
always been present—albeit often limited to a small elite—and of pro-
found, abiding signifi cance.

The contemporary blossoming of serious Gemara study among 
women is connected not so much with the fact that texts now motivate 
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shemirat ha-mitzvot as with a deep desire to access the type of talmud 
Torah that was always recognized as the pinnacle of engagement with the 
devar Hashem.4 “[T]he purpose of study (lernen) was not information, 
nor even knowledge, but a life-long exposure to the sacred texts and an 
ongoing dialogue with them. Lernen was seen both as an intellectual en-
deavor and as an act of devotion; its process was its purpose” (83). Expla-
nations for the increased interest in such learning among Modern 
Orthodox women of recent generations, and the emergence of more op-
portunities to engage in the serious study of Gemara, rishonim, and 
posekim, lie not so much in the trends Soloveitchik identifi ed and explored 
in his historic essay, but elsewhere in the maelstrom of modernity.

1 The focus here is not on the signifi cant and variegated errors in halakha that this 
methodology can engender, but simply on recognizing that the phenomenon appears 
to be an outgrowth of the forces which a quarter-century ago generally had the 
opposite effect. The weakening of adherence to minhag is a related development. 
Here too, when text is central, and the texts themselves express that their demand 
is of lesser gravity, some feel less bound to follow them. When observance was mi-
metic, in a certain ironic sense it was the broad binding power of minhag – communal 
custom – that motivated the observance of halakha itself.

2 Cf. Soloveitchik’s comments regarding Tevye (101). While he was speaking of 
intimacy with God, the same can be said, mutatis mutandis, regarding fundamental 
religious beliefs and attitudes.

3 One notable exception to this is the powerful infl uence of Zionism in the Modern 
Orthodox community. Those making aliya, and those passionately supporting Israel 
from afar, do so not because they believe that we follow Ramban’s position that the 
halakha requires it, but because they grew up with a profound sense of its signifi cance. 
Unfortunately, though, there are signs that this mimetic tradition too may be weaken-
ing in the youngest generations of today.

4 See R. Lichtenstein’s refl ections in his lecture at the launch of Ma’ayanot High 
School, www.thelehrhaus.com/commentary/women-talmud-study-and-avodat-hashem.


