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RUPTURE, RECONSTRUCTION, AND SACRED 
HISTORY

P rofessor Haym Soloveitchik’s “Rupture and Reconstruction” ap-
peared when I was an eighteen-year-old student in an Israeli yeshiva, 
and I had read it by the end of my fi rst semester at Yeshiva College 

in 1996. It became an integral part of the lens through which I viewed 
contemporary Orthodoxy, as it did for many of my generation. Even as 
my thoughts about the essay have changed over the past quarter century, 
I still employ its categories when I consider contemporary and historical 
shifts within the world of halakha. 

The essay was infl uential for my generation not only because its ideas 
were compelling and because it was the fi rst exposure, for many of us, to 
academic Jewish studies, but also because we were its subjects, not just its 
audience. We saw ourselves in Soloveitchik’s description of how much 
Orthodoxy had changed. 

1994 was near the apex of the “fl ipping out” phenomenon. Gap year 
yeshivot and seminaries had become de rigueur for Modern Orthodox 
high school graduates, but cellular phones and the Internet had not yet 
arrived on the scene to dilute the immersive experience of being far from 
home, under the infl uence of teachers with very different lifestyles and 
resonant critiques of our parents and their habits. So, of course, we did 
see ourselves as very different from our parents and grandparents. For 
those who did not undergo stark personal transformations, Soloveitchik’s 
article nevertheless held up a mirror, allowing us to contextualize, under-
stand, and even critique ourselves. 

We had gone off to Israel, discovered a world of Torah that seemed 
so different from the one we grew up with, and implemented changes 
based on the books we studied, even if they went against familiar practice. 
Then, a leading historian and scion of a family we had learned to venerate 
wrote an article telling us that our generation was unique, at the van-
guard of a sea change in the history of halakha. Even if we disagreed with 
some of the conclusions, we loved the idea that we were noticed for being 
different.
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Our reception of “Rupture and Reconstruction” was shaped by our 
self-perception. We were eager to believe it. However, in every story of 
discontinuity, there are strong continuities—plus ça change!—just as tur-
bulent transformations might be masked by an illusion of everything stay-
ing the same. Every historian chooses when and whether to emphasize 
continuity or discontinuity, and the choice is inevitably infl uenced 
by various factors. The same factors shape audience reception of a 
work or theory. I mention this here not as a critique of “Rupture and 
Reconstruction”—it has the same limitations of every work of history—
but because I think the discontinuities Soloveitchik described resonated 
so powerfully because we became aware of them precisely at the moment 
we were most enamored with our differences from our parents. 

My present attitude is shaped by two tendencies: to note continuities 
in the halakhic religious world, and to view “revolutions,” in keeping 
with larger historiographic trends, as the highest and most visible, but 
neither the fi rst nor the last, in a continuum of peaks and valleys. As I will 
argue here, many aspects of mimetic tradition remain, and elements of 
text-centeredness have their origins deep in the past. The shift from one 
to the other that Soloveitchik chronicles is neither the beginning nor the 
end of the story, which anyway does not proceed linearly from one to the 
other. Moreover, the turn to text was but one of several responses, even 
within the Lithuanian-infl ected Orthodox world, to the historical up-
heavals that culminated in the mid-twentieth century with the Holocaust 
and the founding of the State of Israel. “Rupture and Reconstruction” 
describes a particular set of responses at a particular moment in the his-
tory of halakha—but these were not the only responses, the moment is 
passing, and the shift was never as singular as we eagerly believed. 

Yet “Rupture and Reconstruction” continues to infl uence my think-
ing. I have come to view the larger pattern that Soloveitchik describes, 
namely, the experience of loss and disconnection from a sacred past and 
the attempt to compensate for it through self-conscious, cognitive effort, 
as an important heuristic for understanding the motives for some of the 
most creative projects in halakhic history.

Imagine a Shabbat meal where one guest asks to borrow a ring to 
place in her teeth so she can wash for bread, and another gulps down the 
mayim aharonim water placed before him at the end of the meal. Anyone 
familiar with halakhic routine would see the absurdity, not because they 
read instructional manuals on halakhic ablutions, but because they have 
so internalized the rote performance of these rituals that the incongruity 
registers immediately. That is, the basic infrastructure of mimetic tradi-
tion remains largely intact. 
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Humans are creatures of habit, and routines that develop in 
childhood—the religious ebb and fl ow of yeshiva and college experiences 
notwithstanding—tend to endure. Deviations, like those Soloveitchik 
describe, tend to be microevolutionary, not Cambrian explosions. More-
over, it is very hard, even for those attracted to “maximum [or minimum] 
position compliance,” (72) to replace all the habits of a lifetime. Many 
habits remain unexplored and undetected by practitioners. 

Consider the fi rst two words of kaddish. Famously, Mishna Berura 
rules that they should be pronounced “yisgadel ve-yiskadesh,” not 
“yisgadal ve-yiskadash” as it was traditionally pronounced (56:2). In 
an article that appeared the same year as “Rupture and Reconstruc-
tion,” Chaim Cohen notes that the former pronunciation is common 
in Lithuanian yeshiva communities and proceeds to trace its fascinating 
history.1 Though my sample size is limited, it seems that the traditional 
pronunciation remains predominant in Modern Orthodox communities—
indeed, everywhere except those Lithuanian yeshiva communities—not 
because kaddish-zogers have studied and rejected the Mishna Berura’s 
ruling, but refl exively. Among those who say “yisgadel ve-yiskadesh,” 
some have overcome habit through book learning, but for many this 
pronunciation has itself become mimetic. There is no other way to 
explain the confused hybrid forms, “yisgadal ve-yiskadesh” and “yisgadel 
ve-yiskadash,” that are all too common. The displacement of mimesis with 
book learning produces new habits that the next generation can follow 
mimetically.

In some cases, “Rupture and Reconstruction” may have been a self-
negating prophecy, forestalling the very trends it describes by calling at-
tention to them. Practitioners became aware of choosing between 
text-based and mimetic behavior and may have then self-consciously cho-
sen the latter. They used the heirloom goblet knowing full well that it 
cannot contain the minimal requisite quantity for kiddush according to 
Hazon Ish.

This, I think, produced yet another type of reaction: where practitio-
ners had no mimetic tradition, they imagined one. Of course, conscious 
choice of an imagined mimetic tradition is not a mimetic tradition, as 
there is no way to recover an un-self-conscious mimetic tradition. But it 
is also not a text-centered form of practice. It is something else—a mim-
icry of mimetic tradition.

Whatever one thinks of shlisel halla, pilgrimage to Meron on Lag ba-
Omer and Uman on Rosh ha-Shana, or the recitation of Parashat ha-
Man, they are neither mimetic traditions nor manifestations of text-based 
culture, and they have simply exploded in recent decades. There are clearly 



TRADITION

40

identarian and Romanticist strains in contemporary Orthodoxy, nostalgia 
for a glorious, more authentic-seeming but ultimately inaccessible and 
therefore imagined past. These are, in my view, attempts to recreate the 
forgotten landscapes that we imagine our ancestors inhabiting. If this 
description is reminiscent of early nineteenth-century European cultural 
trends, it should be no surprise, as those trends parallel the broader rise in 
identity politics and populist movements to restore imaginary and glori-
ous pasts.2

These trends have become more visible in the years since the essay’s 
appearance, but they were present at the time of its publication. The 
Lubavitcher Rebbe, Meir Kahane, and Shlomo Carlebach, all of whom 
died in the early 1990s, each in his own way created successful move-
ments in large part by trading in nostalgia, identity politics, and an aura 
of authenticity, even if these movements reached new levels of success 
after the founders’ deaths.

Soloveitchik (103) limits his analysis to non-Hasidic, European Or-
thodoxy, but by the late twentieth century, divisions that had been geo-
graphic in Europe were subject to self-selection. The pews of Litvish 
yeshivot had plenty of students of Hungarian extraction. This, in the fi rst 
place, implies selection bias; those who sought solace for the lost “touch 
of [God’s] presence” in the “pressure of His yoke” (103) gravitated to-
ward Lithuanian yeshivot, but there were other sources of solace: the 
study of mysticism or history, in the unfolding romance of Zionism and 
its various strains, and Hasidism. By the time Soloveitchik’s essay was 
published, Hasidism (or “neo-Hasidism”) had already begun to penetrate 
the Lithuanian yeshiva world—at Sh’or Yoshuv and in the fi gure of Rabbi 
Moshe Wolfson at Torah Vodaath, for examples. The mimetic-textual axis 
along which Soloveitchik plots his analysis highlights a signifi cant reac-
tion to “rupture” but does not account for a variety of other reactions. 
Indeed, perhaps the turn to text is itself one of many attempts to recap-
ture the authentic.

And yet, “Rupture and Reconstruction” remains the seminal de-
scription of an important reaction, providing a lens through which I 
have come to view how the creators of the most monumental halakhic 
works conceived of their projects. The tosefta of Tractate Eduyot (1:1) 
begins:

When the Sages entered the vineyard at Yavne, they said: There will be a 
time when a person will seek out a Torah matter and not fi nd it, from the 
words of the scribes and not fi nd it…. They said: Let us begin with Hillel 
and Shammai. Hillel says… 
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This passage is set in the aftermath of the destruction of the Second 
Temple. The practical application of much of Torah law was rendered 
dead-letter upon the destruction of the Temple, and this produced fear 
that all of Torah might be forgotten. To ensure that the Torah would not 
be lost, they began recording statements of the Sages, beginning with 
Hillel and Shammai. This effort to record and preserve the law became 
a very different type of project and produced the Tannaitic corpus, the 
most foundational texts of the Oral Law. The story told by the tosefta is 
one of loss and fear of discontinuity leading to an effort to record and 
organize.

The Sages of the Talmud (Temura 16a) tell a similar story about the 
death of Moses: “Three thousand halakhot were forgotten during the 
period of mourning for Moses.” His successors, Joshua and Samuel, were 
unable to divine what had been forgotten. The death of Moses is a met-
onym for the loss of direct access to the Almighty, the transition to an era 
of greater distance between Israel and God. Nevertheless, reports Rabbi 
Abahu: “Otniel ben Kenaz restored them through his sharpness (pilpu-
lo).” Soloveitchik describes the lost experience of “God’s palpable pres-
ence and direct, natural involvement in daily life” (101), refl ected in 
Tevye the dairyman’s frank conversations with God. If this constitutes a 
loss of God’s palpable presence, then the death of Moses and the loss of 
direct and unambiguous responses from God, are the very archetypes of 
the sort of loss that Soloveitchik describes. Rabbi Abahu, refl ecting on this 
loss, indicates the way forward: restoration through cognitive effort—pilpul. 
The dynamic of rupture and reconstruction is present at the very begin-
ning of halakha’s sacred history.

Maimonides, in his introduction to Mishne Torah, likewise uses the 
experience of loss to explain why he understood the reorganization of the 
entire Oral Law:

In this age, with affl ictions mightily intensifi ed, the pressure of the hour 
weighing heavily upon everybody, when the wisdom of our wise did 
perish (Isaiah 29:14) and the prudence of our prudent was hid…only a 
select few comprehend the subject matter… Therefore, have I, Moses 
son of Maimon, of Spain, girded up my loins and…made a comprehen-
sive study of all those books and minded myself to construct out of all 
these compilations a clear summary on the subject of that which is for-
bidden or permitted, defi led or clean along with the other laws of the 
Torah…in harmony with the law which is defi ned out of all these exist-
ing compilations and commentaries from the days of our Holy Master 
till now.3
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Maimonides explicitly invokes “our Holy Master”—Rabbi Judah the 
Nasi—as the last to have undertaken a similar project. Earlier in the same 
introduction, Maimonides describes the project and the impetus for it in 
similar terms: 

But why did our Holy Master act thus, and did not leave the matter as it 
was heretofore? Because he observed that the number of students con-
tinued to decrease, whereas the volume of oppression continued to in-
crease with renewed strength; that the Roman Empire continued to 
spread out its boundaries in the world and conquer, whereas Israel con-
tinued to drift aimlessly and follow extremes, he, therefore, compiled 
one book, a handy volume for all, so that they may study it even in haste 
and not forget it.

Maimonides explicitly frames his project in relation to Rabbi Judah’s 
compilation of the Mishna (or frames Rabbi Judah’s Mishna as a prefi gu-
ration of the Mishne Torah) and claims both works as attempts to over-
come loss and forgetting by meticulously collecting and organizing the 
entirety of the Oral Law.

The very same themes are invoked in the mid-16th century by Rabbi 
Joseph Karo, in his introduction to Bet Yosef:

…as the years went by, we have been emptied from one vessel into an-
other, and we have endured in exile…in our sins, “the wisdom of our wise 
did perish” (Isaiah 29:14) has been fulfi lled in us…. The Torah has not 
become like two Torahs, but like innumerable Torahs…. Therefore, I…
Joseph Karo…have girded up my loins to remove stones from the path.

As monumental a project as it was, Bet Yosef, as a comprehensive halakhic 
compendium, represents but one of myriad currents and movements in a 
century that witnessed the emergence of Safed Kabbalah, an unprece-
dented fl urry of Jewish historiography, and the emergence in Poland of a 
new style of learning—pilpul—among the rabbinic elite. The case has 
been made that each of these developments somehow represented a re-
sponse to expulsion, migration, and other world-shaping upheavals of the 
late-fi fteenth and early-sixteenth centuries. By the mid-sixteenth century, 
Jews indeed felt like they were standing on the other side of a chasm that 
separated them from the Jewish past. They experienced discontinuity, and 
they responded with an astonishing burst of creativity. 

Thus, the Mishna, Mishne Torah, and Bet Yosef, among the most sig-
nifi cant and complete restatements of halakha, are all self-justifi ed by nar-
ratives of loss and recovery, and we have seen that the encyclopedic 
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impulse does not preclude the manifestation of other reactionary impulses, 
be they complementary or competing. 

To conclude, I would like to propose a reading, based on Soloveitchik’s 
insights, of certain problematic elements of a key moment in the sacred 
history of halakha: the “pact” described in the Book of Nehemia. 

The eighth chapter of the Book of Nehemia describes how Ezra read 
the Torah aloud to the reconstituted community in Judea, and how that 
community responded to his reading. The episode culminates with the 
community’s pact “to follow the Teaching of God, given through Moses 
the servant of God, and to observe carefully all the commandments of the 
Lord our Master, His rules and laws” (10:30), but it begins when the 
people learn from Ezra’s public reading on the fi rst day of the seventh 
month that it is a holy day (8:9-10). The sense of this passage is that they 
were entirely unfamiliar with the holiday we know as Rosh ha-Shana. Af-
ter rejoicing on the newly rediscovered holiday, the people go back to 
Ezra to hear more:

They found written in the Torah that the Lord had commanded Moses 
that the Israelites must dwell in booths during the festival of the seventh 
month, and that they must announce and proclaim throughout all their 
towns and Jerusalem as follows, “Go out to the mountains and bring 
leafy branches of olive trees, oil trees, myrtles, palms and [other] leafy trees 
to make booths, as it is written.” So the people went out and brought 
them, and made themselves booths on their roofs, in their courtyards, in 
the courtyards of the House of God, in the square of the Water Gate and 
in the square of the Ephraim Gate. The whole community that returned 
from the captivity made booths and dwelt in the booths – the Israelites 
had not done so from the days of Joshua son of Nun to that day – and 
there was very great rejoicing (8:14-16).

The description of the celebration of Sukkot is perplexing. It lists fi ve 
types of plant from which the people made booths “as it is written”; two 
of these plants, palms and “leafy trees,” are listed in Leviticus 23:40 
among the familiar four species taken on the holiday of Sukkot. It seems 
unlikely that this overlap between plants used for the “four species” and 
plants used to build sukkot is coincidental. Moreover, tradition identifi es 
“leafy trees” with “myrtles,” yet these are listed as distinct plants in 
Nehemia.4

Traditional sources fi nd various ways to square the problems raised by 
these verses with traditional observance, but a look at the episode as a 



TRADITION

44

whole, in its context, suggests another, admittedly speculative, interpreta-
tion. Here and throughout these chapters of Nehemia, it is strongly 
emphasized that the Israelites did “as it written.” In “Rupture and 
Reconstruction,” Soloveitchik wrote: 

This reconstruction of practice is further complicated by the ingrained 
limitations of language. Words are good for description, even better for 
analysis, but pathetically inadequate for teaching how to do something. 
(Try learning, for example, how to tie shoe laces from written instruc-
tions.) One learns best by being shown, that is to say, mimetically (72).

Until Ezra read it to them, the people were unfamiliar with the texts and 
practices of Leviticus 23. They “found it written” that they are com-
manded to celebrate a festival of booths. Hearing these verses for the fi rst 
time, having no tradition to associate with it, they assumed that the list of 
species in 23:40 and the commandment to dwell in sukkot in 23:42 were 
part of the same precept.5 Moreover, Ezra’s audience had no tradition for 
identifying the species of 23:40, so in their eagerness to fulfi ll the words 
of the Torah, they ended up with different interpretations and more than 
four species with which to build their sukkot.6 

That is, they were trying to learn to tie their shoes, as it were, from 
the written instructions of the Torah. They stumbled and fell because 
they tied the laces together. But that condition did not last forever. They 
learned eventually how to tie their shoes.

This application of Soloveitchik’s heuristic both expands and under-
cuts his central thesis. On one hand, it becomes a useful lens for looking 
at other norm-generating episodes in Jewish history.7 On the other hand, 
“reconstruction” is a temporary process. Experiencing loss and forgetting 
can be a powerful impulse that drives some of the greatest creativity that 
our tradition has ever known. Perhaps we can cautiously hope for the 
same in our generation—for Haym Soloveitchik’s essay to enter our sa-
cred history and justify the impetus for new avenues of creativity.
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shaped by an emerging revision of Katz’s rubric. See, especially: Maoz Kahana, “How 



Elli Fischer

45

Did Hatam Sofer Wish to Trump Spinoza? Text, Hermeneutics, and Romanticism in 
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