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There are Ashkenazi Jews and there are Sefardi Jews, Hasidic Jews
and Litvish Jews, Haredi Jews and Modern Orthodox Jews, Diaspora
Jews and Israeli Jews. Just so, Natan Slifkin submits in Rationalism vs.
Mysticism: Schisms in Traditional Jewish Thought, there are rationalist
Jews and there are non-rationalist, or mystical, Jews (3). Rationalists
are marked by their commitment to the pursuit of truth and knowledge
about the world; their preference for data and evidence in place of faith;
their belief in a well-ordered, natural universe with minimal interference
from supernatural forces; and corollary commitments to understanding
Torah and mitzvot as in service of broadly humanistic ends.
For the rationalist, the respective projects of human flourishing
and serving God are fundamentally coherent and mutually reinforcing.
Mystics, by contrast, are skeptical as to the capacities of human cognition
without revelatory aid, understand the world as permeated with supernatural forces, and see Torah and mitzvot as fundamentally theurgic in
character. For the mystic, the respective labors of natural human development and religious devotion can and often do come apart.
Granting that there are such contrasting trends among historical and
contemporary Jews, why add to our ever-proliferating lexicon of demographic distinctions? Why reify and ramify further division and communal fracture, even, as Slifkin puts it, to the point of schism?
For Slifkin, the primary impetus seems to be a wish to defuse
discord and enmity. He offers an analogy: “A yeshivah student might be
infuriated to discover that his roommate does not follow the rulings of
‘the Gadol HaDor’; but if he discovers that his room-mate is Sefardic,
he accepts that obviously he is taking guidance from a Sefardic rabbinic
authority instead” (3).
In the story, the initial infuriation is caused by a misunderstanding:
The first student mistakenly believes that he and his roommate share a
common normative structure, such that they could be mutually accountable for their decisions within that structure. What emerges, however, is
that their respective normative systems are in fact so cleanly distinct as
to render their decisions mutually impenetrable to critique. They don’t
share enough in common to make disagreement meaningful—each has
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his own respective gedolim, and that’s that. Peace is thus secured through
the revelation of schism. This is what Slifkin seeks for rationalists and
mystics: If only they can be brought to understand that their respective normative structures are simply incompatible, then perhaps they can
achieve an amicable harmony.
The second impetus for schism, Slifkin says, is that our failure to
name, explore, and buttress this particular divide has facilitated unity not
through harmony but rather through the illicit and harmful erasure of
one camp at the hands of the other. “Judaism is often presented as a single, homogenous outlook,” he says, and this “leads people who identify
with a particular historical approach to be consumed, and feel disenfranchised, when they are expected to conform to a different approach” (3).
Slifkin himself famously sustained considerable pressure to conform to
an approach other than his own. And so, in a series of fourteen lucid and
artful case-studies forming the core of the book, Slifkin exhibits for us
a recurring pattern in the history of Jewish thought regarding an array
of questions, ranging from the empirical, questions of textual interpretation, and points of practice:
Stage One: Rationalist approach dominant;
Stage Two: Steady Increase of mystical approach;
Stage Three: Marginalization of rationalists;
Stage Four: Declaration of rationalism as unacceptable;
Stage Five: Denial that rationalist approach ever existed (4).

To take one fairly straightforward example, it is common in contemporary debates regarding the purported inerrancy of Hazal on scientific
matters to adduce the Talmudic invocation of the verse, “The secret of
the Lord is unto those who fear Him” (Psalms 25:14), in explanation
of various rabbis’ apparent acquaintance with realities to which they did
not enjoy apparent empirical access. Slifkin cites a contemporary author
as exemplifying the mystical approach to these texts: “Many times the
Sages describe natural phenomena with which they could not possibly
have had a personal acquaintance. The Talmud explains their amazing
knowledge with this verse, ‘The Secret of Hashem is for [i.e., revealed] to
those who fear Him.’”1 If the Talmudic rabbis had ready access to empirical knowledge via supernatural means, then it stands to reason both that
they surely could not have erred on scientific matters and further that,
for those loyal to the rabbinic legacy, scientific investigation will be out
1
R. Avrohom Chaim Feuer, Tehillim (Artscroll/Mesorah, 1977), vol. 1, 313,
cited in Slifkin, 133.
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of favor. Legitimate Jewish investigation of the natural world will be seen
to be a matter of Torah study alone. And indeed, Slifkin reports, this
use of the “secret of the Lord” principle has become regnant in much
of contemporary Orthodoxy, as if it were a plain fact that the Talmud
itself proclaims the inerrancy of Hazal on scientific matters—and thus
that anyone who questions that inerrancy is in straightforward breach of
Talmudic authority.
Slifkin’s work, through carefully laying out the relevant intellectual
history, is first to show that in fact the Talmud itself says no such thing,
and then to show both that and how the maximalist interpretation was
invented in modernity. Far from the global epistemological machinery
it is widely taken to be, the sod Hashem li-yere’av principle is invoked by
the Talmud in but a handful of highly circumscribed cases—it explains
how a never married Ben Azzai, would know the precise amount of time
required for intercourse (Sota 4b), how R. Nahman knew the precise
character of pain caused by a certain disease (Sota 10a), and how R. Elazar
was able to correctly identify the presence of a woman’s menstrual
“blood of desire” (Nidda 20b).
In each of these instances, Slifkin points out, there are surely possible
explanations for the rabbis’ knowledge other than supernatural revelation.
In the first two cases, the Talmud in fact explicitly offers such explanations as legitimate alternatives. Moreover, he argues, there are numerous
cases where the Talmud explicitly records examples of rabbis acquiring
scientific information through regular empirical methods (138). Overall, the impression one gets from the Talmud is that while supernatural
revelation of empirical data to the rabbis is possible, it is hardly common,
let alone global and exhaustive. The Talmud is surely not strictly rationalistic, but it is in this respect amenable to rationalists.
Slifkin then proceeds to show the modest expansion of the “secret
of the Lord” principle in the middle-ages, with the Ra’avad, for instance,
claiming to have received halakhic knowledge by way of supernatural aid
(142).2 But it is in the modern era that the principle achieves its current
proportions. After citing Hatam Sofer’s claim, grounded on the “secret
of the Lord” principle, that “despite the gentiles’ extensive experiments
and empirical investigations, their knowledge of anatomy and physiology is still eclipsed by that of the Sages,” Slifkin then quotes “the most
radical expansion” of the principle, in the work of the nineteenth- to
twentieth-century kabbalist R. Shlomo Elyashiv:
2
See Ra’avad to Hilkhot Beit ha-Behira 6:14 and Hilkhot Metamei Mishkav
u-Moshav 7:7.

161

TRADITION
The main thing is: everyone who is called a Jew is obligated to believe
with complete faith that everything found in the words of the Sages,
whether in halachos or aggados of the Talmud or in the Midrashim, are
all the words of the Living God, for everything which they said is with
the spirit of God which spoke within them, and “the secret of God is
given to those who fear Him.”3

After citing a still more extravagant formulation from a contemporary
author, Slifkin summarizes his findings:
The . . . belief, of the Sages possessing supernatural knowledge of the
natural world, was dramatically expanded, from its initial appearance
in the Talmud as a rare possibility to its definitively accounting for every
statement made by Chazal in both halachic and non-halachic contexts.
This is yet another example of how the rationalist and rational approach
to the Talmud has steadily declined in traditional circles to the extent
that it has sometimes been written out of existence (147).

By exhibiting (a) the rather recent emergence of the mystical approach
on this question, (b) the sheer fact of this approach’s historicity, and (c)
the fact that the Talmud itself seems to take a different approach, Slifkin
aims to shake loose the hold of what has become a suffocating orthodoxy,
so suffocating that he was himself persecuted for merely articulating a
differing viewpoint. He is not saying that the mystical approach is wrong
per se, but simply that it does not possess a monopoly on legitimacy even
within the confines of Orthodoxy.
In a perhaps more muscular example, Slifkin devotes a nearly 60-page
chapter to a detailed reception history of a passage in the Talmud recording a dispute between the Sages of Israel and the non-Jewish scholars
regarding certain astronomical matters. The passage reads as follows:
The Sages of Israel say, During the day, the sun travels below the firmament, and at night, above the firmament. And the scholars of the
nations say, During the day the sun travels below the firmament, and
at night below the ground. Rebbi said: Their words seem more correct
than ours, for during the day the wellsprings are cool and at night they
steam (Pesahim 94b).4

Le-Sheym Shevo ve-Ahlama, Sefer ha-De’ah, sec. II, Derush 4:19:6, p. 161; cited
in Slifkin, 145.
4
As cited in Slifkin, 245.
3
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On its face, this would seem to be a straightforward endorsement of the
rationalist point of view, as we have a dispute on empirical matters between
the rabbis and the gentile sages, and the rabbis, rather than appealing to
supernatural knowledge or authority, concede the point. This would seem to
affirm both that the rabbis can be wrong as to scientific facts and that there
is legitimate value in open-minded scientific investigation.
Bolstering the straightforwardly rationalist reading, Slifkin surveys
concurrences from a staggering array of over 30 medieval and earlymodern rabbinic figures of note, including Rambam, Ritva, R. Bahya bar
Asher, R. Moshe Cordovero, Maharsha, and R. Samson Raphael Hirsch.
Slifkin does stress that for some of these figures this is less a matter of
principled rationalism per se, than simply a reverence for the plain sense
of the Talmudic text itself. What emerges, nonetheless, is a powerful case
for the legitimacy of the rationalist approach.
In the medieval period, the main dissenter to the rationalistic reading
of this passage is Rabbenu Tam, who claims that when Rebbi conceded
that “their words seem more correct than ours,” he meant to say merely
that the gentile sages offered the better arguments—not that they were
ultimately correct. On Slifkin’s reading, however, this is less a function of
a non-rationalist point of view than of Rabbenu Tam who, given his education and cultural location, simply believed that rabbinic astronomy is
empirically correct. It is thus “not that the Sages must have been correct
in their dispute with the gentiles, but rather that they happened to have
been correct, even though they were not able to prove their case” (260).
Intriguingly, it is only in the early-modern period, as Jewish thinkers are
exposed to the apparent successes of post-Copernican astronomy, that
we see genuine efforts to neutralize the rationalist import of the Pesahim passage. Rema, well-versed in the astronomy of the sixteenth century, offers an elaborate reinterpretation of the passage in order to bring
Hazal’s view in line with science (271). “I say,” Rema writes,
that the words of our Sages, may their memories be for a blessing, are all
built upon the true wisdom, and their words contain nothing perverse
or crooked—even though sometimes, at first thought, it seems that they
do not accord with the words of the scholars which are developed via
proofs. . . . But one who investigates this will be shocked to say that the
Sages, may their memories be for a blessing, did not know these matters.
A person who is concerned for the honor of his Creator and the honor of
the Sages of the Torah will not think thus.5
5

Torat ha-Olah 1:2, as cited in Slifkin, 273–274.
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Slifkin cites R. Yonatan Eibeschutz, R. Menahem Azaria de Fano, Malbim, and others as likewise offering alternative astronomical models in
defense of Hazal’s wisdom rather than simply accepting that Hazal may
have been mistaken. Others offer interpretations of the Talmudic passage
as concerning various mystical-metaphysical realities rather than falsifiable astronomical claims: Maharal, Ramhal, and Netziv, among others.
And R. David Gans, R. Yom Tov Lipmann Heller, R. Yosef Shlomo Delmedigo, and others claim that the view of Hazal is vindicated by modern astronomy. Finally, R. Yosef Ashkenazi, followed by R. Yair Hayyim
Bachrach, the Vilna Gaon, and R. Tzadok HaKohen Rabinowitz, tackle
the quandary by simply asserting the supremacy of Hazal and disparaging the views of the gentile astronomers as such. What unifies these
various early-modern thinkers is the industry with which they evade the
hitherto accepted consensus, following straightforwardly from the Pesahim passage, that Hazal had acknowledged a deficiency in their grasp of
astronomy.
All told, Slifkin says, we have a case that “powerfully illustrates
the radical transformation that has taken place over the ages with regard
to how Jews view the Sages of the Talmud” (244). Even with regard
to a canonical text straightforwardly embracing the rationalist view, we
have reached a point in “traditionalist circles today” where not only is
the rationalist interpretation out of favor, but “the approach of virtually
all the Ge’onim and Rishonim is often deemed heretical” (300). Slifkin’s
response is simply to put on display, in commendably patient and painstaking detail, the robust legacy of the rationalist tradition within the
ranks of canonical, unimpeachably credentialed rabbinic figures. On this
basis, those moved to dissent from the hegemony of mysticism will know
that they too belong within the camp of the faithful, no less than their
rationalist forefathers of yore.
There is of course something at least ironic in appealing to traditional
authority in support of rationalism. Precisely if the rationalist is right
that we have a responsibility to employ our natural cognitive faculties in
pursuit of truth about the world, that is what we ought to do, whether or
not some or other traditional authority commends this to us. Rambam
did not take himself to require canonical authorization for his rationalist
project—he simply saw that it was right and said so.
To argue that the responsibility toward rational inquiry about the
world is legitimated by the canons of traditional authority would, on
the other hand, seem to undermine the standing and character of that
responsibility. Are we charged with following the truth wherever it may
lead, or are we charged to follow the truth only insofar as we can find
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some or another traditional authority—qualification as which is itself
defined by the tradition—who has already said what the truth compels
us to say?
The question becomes especially pointed when considering that
Slifkin’s work is limited to the rather narrow—and, in the Modern Orthodox world at least, relatively safe—questions of empirical science. One
could imagine a parallel book urging the legitimacy of rational inquiry
with respect to contemporary biblical criticism, the historicity and contingency of rabbinic law, or the fundamentals of Jewish theology—areas
where the stakes are higher but the available canonical precedent far more
scant. One could also imagine a book simply championing free rational
inquiry wherever it may lead. These are not the books Slifkin has written.
Slifkin’s rationalism thus seems to concede a major premise of the
mystical camp: that the deliverances of our intellects require legitimation from traditional authority. Further putting into question the schism
Slifkin proposes is that it is far from clear that mysticism as such can
do the explanatory work Slifkin seems to think it can do. Slifkin seems
committed to the idea that it is because people are mystically inclined that
they take anti-rationalist positions. He reaches this conclusion by a kind
of logical derivation:
In non-rationalist circles . . . people are discouraged from ever disagreeing with Torah scholars of renown, and the presumption is that they
[the masses] could never be correct. Yet there is no scientific or rationalist reason why this should be so. The only justification would be if
the Torah sage is presumed to possess greater supernatural input to his
positions (27).

That is, since it is only on the premise of mysticism that the non-rationalist position is justifiable, it follows, Slifkin says, that the commitment
to mysticism is the more fundamental. But this does not follow, and the
very fact that Slifkin requires recourse to a logical derivation to fill in the
missing, purportedly crucial premise is already indication that the premise may not be quite so crucial. Surely there have been figures in Jewish
thought who have been mystically inclined, and who for that reason have
been inclined toward maximalist interpretations of rabbinic authority.
But aside from the fact that mystical proclivities could just as easily lead
one toward antinomian or otherwise heretical conclusions—mysticism
certainly does not entail literalism with regard to traditional texts!—it is
simply more logically economical, and generally in keeping with the texts
in question, to regard the commitment to maximalist traditionalism as
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lexically primary. So, it is not because thinkers are mystically inclined that
they are committed to the inerrancy of the Talmud, but, if anything, it is
because these figures are committed to the inerrancy of the Talmud that
they are inclined toward mysticism.
That is, after all, precisely the chain of reasoning Slifkin so artfully
exhibits: Since mysticism is the best (Slifkin says “only”) available justification for Talmudic inerrancy, those inclined to seek rational justification
for their commitments will naturally turn to mysticism in justifying their
prior commitment to Talmudic inerrancy. The impetus toward mysticism
turns out to be a species of internal rationalism—those less concerned
with rational justification will have no need for mysticism in this context.
What emerges is that both the rationalist and mystical camps Slifkin
describes are best understood as subtly diverging attempts to navigate
the very same tensions. Both accept an unconditional commitment to the
authority of Talmudic tradition, and both accept that this commitment
entails that intellectual moves be made only where those moves can be
duly supported by authoritative precedent. Where the camps differ is on
whether their shared commitment to the authority of Talmudic tradition
is, in the present historical moment, compatible with certain forms of
local questioning.
The rationalist claims that there is no inconsistency at all in acknowledging that a legal and theological authority is occasionally mistaken on
non-legal and non-theological matters, and therefore open-ended intellectual investigation on non-legal and non-theological matters poses no
threat to the integrity of that authority. The non-rationalist, by contrast,
regards the risk as a grave one. As Slifkin acknowledges, the mere possibility of open-ended questioning in any area can lead to a dissolution of
authority overall.
“The rationalist approach,” Slifkin says, “is a Pandora’s Box, which
can potentially cause more problems than it solves, and which, on a
communal level, demonstrates a tendency to weaken zealous passion
for Torah observance and sacrifice” (510). To avert that risk, the nonrationalist is moved to restrict the pool of legitimately authoritative precedent to which a contemporary thinker may appeal for the support both
rationalists and non-rationalists agree is necessary for intellectual warrant.
Slifkin, finding that his and others’ commitment to authority can indeed
survive questioning in certain circumscribed areas—or at least that certain
well-circumscribed risks are worth the risk—refuses that restriction.
As we have seen, it is Slifkin’s view that the conflict between rationalism and mysticism is not subject to rational adjudication. While he is
emphatic in arguing that the truth is the truth no matter what anyone
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says, and while he also argues that views once held by canonical figures
cannot be faithfully declared heretical—if they are heretical now, they
were heretical then, and we ought not to say that canonical figures held
heretical beliefs—he is likewise emphatic in asserting the right of any
given community to, at any given time, determine what its members may
or may not say openly. And so,
The Charedi community has the right to reject the rationalist approach
as a social policy, no matter how superb its rabbinic credentials. It is a
treasured belief of Charedi society that one approaches the words of
Chazal and Rishonim with unquestioning reverence. Someone who
publicly critically evaluates them in light of science is indeed a heretic,
in that they are undermining one of the most treasured, foundational
beliefs of that society (510).

Slifkin thus concedes that notwithstanding the mountains of evidence
he has presented in establishing rationalism as an authoritative position,
and despite his conviction that rationalism is the superior view, those who
reject and anathemize rationalism may do so without compunction. After
all, he says, “Consider someone who sincerely believes that the United
States is an evil country which must be destroyed. He can claim a right
to his opinion; but he cannot claim that the United States must grant
him citizenship. The United States is equally within its rights to deny his
entry into their community” (504–505). Slifkin’s view is that because no
normative claim can be properly addressed to the Haredi community to
soften its citizenship requirements, he has no choice but to secede and
establish his own, rationalist camp so that he and his likeminded comrades may find a home.
But, of course, demanding that Haredi society allow a broader scope
of rationalistic thinking need not be comparable to “believing that the
United States is an evil country which must be destroyed.” The Haredi
community might claim that allowing greater openness would entail its
dissolution—defenders of oppressive status quos often say such things—
and that may even be true. But that the community is so constituted as
to be vulnerable in this way is, as Slifkin has so ably shown, not a natural
fact but a decision.
It is in fact a quite recent decision, and it is, as any decision is, subject
to normative critique. It is thus wrong to say that the Haredi community has the right to exclude whoever they want on whatever grounds
they wish. It is true that the criteria for membership can follow with a
kind of necessity from the character and constitution of a given community, but it is not true that the character and constitution of any given
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community are beyond reasoned deliberation. If the community is such
as to be unable to accommodate rationalists, the rationalist may claim
that it is the community which ought to change rather than they who
ought to leave. Likewise, the rationalist may without treason judge
the community to be in fact more resilient than its leaders let on. Both
demanding that a community change, and demanding that a community
accommodate more difference than at present, are fully compatible with
faithful citizenship. Indeed, such endeavors may be precisely what exemplify faithful citizenship.
Slifkin’s efforts to secure, by way of his proposed schism, a garrison
for himself and his fellow rationalists lead him into a kind of post-modern
relativism wherein one’s belonging to the rationalist or the mystical camps
is no more subject to rational accountability than the fact of one’s having
been born Ashkenazi or Sefardi. This is, after all, what he says he wanted.
But now we can see that this state of affairs is likewise a consequence of
the modest, qualified rationalism he sets out to defend. Because the force
of his rationalism is dependent on the authority of a given tradition, it
finds itself inert and impotent in face of a competing tradition. A rationalism, by contrast, that was committed to the pursuit of truth as such
would have no such limitation. If the claim of reason is indeed valid, its
validity is such as to transcend parochial difference. A robust rationalist
could not lay down their arms simply because their opponent has defined
their identity as non-rationalist, in the same way that a moralist could
not simply accept evil in a community that has chosen to define itself as
non-moral.
But the choice to embrace a fuller rationalism, precisely because it
advances a claim on principle, rather than as merely representing one
among multiple strands of the tradition, would have the consequence
of rendering premature the schism Slifkin is proposing. We would have
a genuine disagreement within a community, rather than a difference
of communities. This would entail the possibility of each vanquishing
the other. But it would also entail the possibility of—and imperative
toward—genuine, and perhaps generative, conversation across difference. That is not to say that either or both parties are likely to meet that
imperative—Slifkin’s history shows that the Ultra-Orthodox community
is not prepared for this conversation and may not be in the foreseeable
future. It would be a shame, however, for the rationalist to concede the
Haredi point in affirming their own separateness.
As written, Slifkin’s book admirably serves its purpose in securing a space for traditionalist Jews inclined toward rationalism—they, at
least, will know that they stand on firm (and holy) ground. For most
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readers of Tradition, I would expect, this is unnecessary, and I worry
that the joy of reading Slifkin’s powerful scholarly performance is in part
the unseemly joy of seeing one’s competitor pummeled while standing at
a safe distance.
But we need not stand at a safe distance. We may, in the first place,
seek not only to provide succor to refugees from Haredi culture but
rather actively put forward a compelling, compellingly principled rationalism in an effort to win over our brethren. We may learn more about
ourselves, about our debate partners, and about the truth in the process.
Secondly, precisely because rationalism is a universal ideal and imperative
rather than an established social fact, we may take Slifkin’s work as a call
to be better rationalists ourselves—if our reaction to the book is selfcongratulation, we have missed a vital opportunity. Slifkin’s essential
message is that we can and ought to be humane, rational, good, thoughtful, reflective, and critical—in and through our faithfulness to Jewish
tradition. However well we do in that regard, we can always do better.
Alex S. Ozar serves as a rabbi with OU-JLIC and the Slifka Center for Jewish
Life at Yale University, where he also recently completed a Ph.D. in philosophy
and religious studies.
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