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Meorot:  A Forum of Modern Orthodox Discourse 
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Meorot is a forum for discussion of Orthodox Judaism’s engagement with modernity, 
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material published in the journal. 
 
Directions for Submissions 
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spiritual discipline, pluralism, and Judaism’s relation to gentiles and contemporary culture. 
 
Submissions to Meorot should be sent online to meorotjournal@yctorah.org or mailed in 
duplicate to Editor, Meorot, c/o YCT Rabbinical School, 3700 Henry Hudson Parkway, 
Riverdale, New York 1043.   Submissions should include a one paragraph abstract and a two 
line biography of the author.  Paper submissions should be accompanied by a diskette with 
the essay in RTF, TXT or MSWORD format. Notes should appear as endnotes. 
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Introduction to the Tevet 5773 Edition 
 

Eugene Korn 
 

Welcome to the Tevet 5773 edition of Meorot. We 

note with great sadness the passing of our text 

editor and translator, Joel Linsider, zt’l. Joel died 

tragically at too young an age this June in Jerusalem, 

where he and his wife Rosemary had made aliyah 

just a few years ago. A lawyer by profession, Joel 

was also an accomplished philologist, scholar and 

expert in Semitic languages who had a deft feel for 

the nuances of Hebrew vocabulary and style. He 
was an essential part of The Edah Journal and Meorot 

from their beginnings. From his first remarkable 

translation of Moshe Halbertal’s “Ones Possessed of 

Religion: Religious Tolerance in the Teachings of The Meiri” 

that appeared in the first edition of The Edah Journal 

to his subsequent translations in our journal of 

leading Israeli thinkers like Aviezer Ravitsky and 

Nahum Rabinovitch and Benjamin Lau, Joel 

established himself as the one of the foremost 

English translators of Hebrew works. 

It was through The Edah Journal and Meorot that Joel 

became known to the highest levels of Israeli 

academia, whose professors sought him out to 

translate their works. Not long before he died, 

Littman Library of Jewish Civilization published 

Joel’s English translation of Avraham Grossman’s 

seminal study, Rashi.  

 

Joel’s keen eye was invaluable in giving The Edah 

Journal and Meorot the professional style and 

bibliographical completeness for which it is known. 

We dedicate this edition of Meorot to him. It is most  

fitting that Joel translated this edition’s lead article, 

A Reflection of Truth: The Rabbinate and the Academy in 
the Writings of A. S. Rosenthal on Violating the Sabbath 

to Save Gentile Life by Benjamin Lau. All of us in the 

Modern Orthodox community and at Meorot will 

miss Joel’s wisdom and humanity. May his memory 

be a blessing for us all. 
  
In “A Reflection of Truth: The Rabbinate and the Academy 

in the Writings of A. S. Rosenthal on Violating the 

Sabbath to Save Gentile Life,” R. Benjamin Lau relates 

the 1976 controversy surrounding the progressive 

thinking of Rabbi Professor Eliezer Samson 

Rosenthal regarding the proper way to 

understand the permissibility of violating the 

Sabbath to save the life of a gentile. Rosenthal 

argued that religious and halakhic thinking must 

incorporate the modern value of human rights that 

had become axiomatic in world culture. This value 

bestows an intrinsic value on gentile life, and thus 

saving a gentile life is a primary halakhic value that 

justifies violating the Sabbath ab initio and as an 
ideal. This contrasts with the traditional justification 

of “avoiding hatred”(“eivah”) or promoting “ways of 

peace” (“darkhei shalom”), which in the end are 

concessions rooted in Jewish self-interest. 

Rosenthal’s argument was vehemently rejected by 

more traditional rabbis. 

  

In his analysis Rosenthal raises the larger issue of 

the place of ethical considerations in valid halakhic 

argument, and laments the fact that in most halakhic 

deliberations moral values do not play the critical 

role that they should. Rosenthal also pleads for 

halakhically committed Jews to press rabbinic 

authorities to find solutions to the “severe” 

problems that modernity poses for traditional Jews. 

 

While this controversy took place almost 40 years 

ago, its central questions are still being discussed in 

Modern Orthodox circles, namely whether and to 

what extent modern and universal values have a 

legitimate place in our contemporary halakhic 

decision making.  The key to accepting tolerance, 

pluralism and gender equality as critical values 

within a modern halakhic framework seems to hang 
on this larger issue.   
 

In our second essay, Alex Sztuden responds 

vigorously to Yoram Hazony’s article in the April 

2012 issue of Commentary. Hazony argued that R. 
Soloveitchik dropped a “bombshell” in The 

Emergence of Ethical Man” by accepting a 

thoroughgoing naturalistic understanding of the 

world, which in the end undermines supernatural 

revelation, prophecy and the traditional conception 

of immortality. Sztuden advances an alternative 
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reading of Emergence that includes the book’s 

pronounced naturalistic strands and its non-

naturalistic elements. 
 

Sztuden rejects Hazony’s claim that R. Soloveitchik 

was a naturalist and demonstrates through a 

balanced and careful reading of Emergence—as well 

as R. Soloveitchik’s other writings—that R. 

Soloveitchik was a systematically dialectical thinker 

who cannot be understood by citing a small sample 

of his statements isolated from their contexts. A 

correct understanding of R. Soloveitchik’s nuanced 

positions on critical subjects like revelation, 

prophecy, redemption and immortality can only be 

achieved by employing a larger lens on his entire 

oeuvre. 
 

In Hertz, Reason and Religious Education, Nick 

Zangwill argues for the need to proffer reasons 

when presenting the case for tradition. Taking into 

account the sophistication of modern Jews 

embedded in our contemporary marketing culture 

where all of us can choose—or ‘buy’—the best 
product from the vast array of religions and 

varieties of Judaism now available, Zangwill’s article 

is a contemporary version of the classical argument 

for “ta’amei ha-mitsvot” that Jewish rationalists like 

Sa’adia, and Maimonides offered in the Middle 

Ages. And like Abraham Ibn Ezra, Zangwill 

contends that faith without reasons is a fragile 

defense against challenges to accepted belief: 

“When one comes up for air, who knows what one 

will breathe, or what will one choose to breathe?” 
 

The acceptability of brain death in halakhah is once 

again in question after the Rabbinical Council of 

America issued a report in 2010 that appeared to 

back away from the RCA’s earlier acceptance of 

brain death in the 1990’s. The question is literally 

one of life and death, since rejecting brain death 

precludes the possibility of transplanting most life-

saving vital organs. Perhaps in response to the RCA 

report, two books on the topic were published in 

2012. Noam Stadlan pens a detailed review essay 
devoted to the two books and the brain death 

debate within halakhah. (A third extensive volume 

on this topic is scheduled to be published in 2013 

by the International Rabbinic Fellowship.)  

Avraham Steinberg’s Respiratory-Brain Death presents 

a strong and unambiguous case for respiratory brain 

death (RBD)—the irreversible cessation of 

respiration in the context of irreversible cessation of 

brainstem function and consciousness—as the 

traditional and valid definition of death within 

halakhah. By contrast, Defining the Moment—

Understanding Brain Death in Halakhah by David 

Shabtai claims not to advocate for either cardiac 

death or respiratory death and takes an encyclopedic 

approach that presents a wide spectrum of opinions 

and insights. Stadlan finds, however, that Shabtai 
fails to critique seriously the definition of death as 

“the cessation of ‘vital motion,” and that his 

presentation is sometimes misleading and 

inconsistent with biomedical knowledge. Stadlan 

contends that Shabtai’s book, analyses and 

conclusions should be best understood as a partisan 

argument for cardiac death and if readers want a 

balanced analysis of the medical and halakhic issues 

relating to the definition of death, they will need to 

augment Shabtai’s the book with other works on 

the topic. 

 

Rose Waldman, a new contributor to Meorot, 

reviews Yoel Finkelman’s book, Strictly Kosher 

Reading: Popular Literature and the Condition of 

Contemporary Orthodoxy. The book is important as the 

first analysis of the popular literary culture of the 

Haredi community. As such, it offers a window into 

both the mindset of Haredi laity and the power 

dynamics between the laity and the community’s 

rabbinic authorities. 
 

Unlike scholarly analyses of the community’s official 

rabbinic literature that portrays a lofty ideal, 

Finkelman’s analysis of the more mundane literature 

reflects the reality of Haredi life—and it is here that, 

despite professions of that life a mere “medieval 

tradition transplanted into the present,” deep 

acculturation to Western life is evident in areas such 

as courtship, married life, and the acceptance of 
self-help and psychological strategies. How do 

Haredi authors—often women—justify this change? 

In three ways, claims Finkelman: denial, 

acknowledgement, and admitting the superiority of 

secular approaches. 
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Importantly, the fact that this popular non-Torah 

literature is permitted by communal authorities 

indicates that while Haredi luminaries claim 

unilateral authoritarian power, their rabbinic 

authority is in fact dependent upon how much 

power as the laity allows them.  

In another review, Chaya Halberstam examines 

Sorrow and Distress in the Talmud by Shulamit Valler. 

Because law and emotion have long been seen as 

opposites in Western legal tradition and because of 

the male orientation of Talmud, the presence and 

influence of emotion in talmudic literature have 
been overlooked. To address this lacuna, Valler’s 

book is devoted to revealing the emotional world 

that lurks beneath Hazal’s Torah study and halakhic 

decision-making. The book is a rich compendium of 

talmudic stories about sadness experienced 

primarily by the talmudic sages, and Valler’s 

perception of spiritual shortcomings in the rabbinic 

academy.  

 

Valler paints pictures of the causes of the Sages’ 

sorrow and the trying social and professional 

situations in which they struggled. She asks 

poignantly, “Can the meanings of talmudic texts be 

revealed without regard to the people who wrote it, 

edited it, and read it?” The study and practice of 

halakhah, even in talmudic times, is never indifferent 

or pristinely cerebral. Valler describes her 

methodology as “a critical reading approach whose 

purpose was to understand the harmony of content 

and form,” and maintains that “the sacred nature of 

Torah study did not exempt its practitioners from 

egocentric concerns and competitive, even 

aggressive behaviors.” 

 
Halberstam questions why Valler does not draw on 

the vast scholarship available in the theory of 

emotion or the history of late antique Babylonian 

Judaism. Is the book an attempt—however 

benevolent—to “feminize” the Talmud and its 

actors?  It is only late in the book that Valler lays 

bare the feminist project implicit from the 

beginning in the work: that most of the depictions 

of the Sages’ anguish result from hyper-

masculinized competitive values and that we do well 

to remember that these valorized male sages often 

felt sorrow and distress and wept openly wept. 

Ultimately Valler and Haberstam agree that it is 

people who determine halakhah, not an impersonal 

and emotionless system. 
 

I hope you will enjoy the variety and depth of the 

articles in this edition of Meorot, and invite you to 

share your responses to the edition by emailing us at 

meorotjournal@yctorah.org. 

This is the last edition for me as editor of Meorot. 
After thirteen years of steering the ship of The Edah 

Journal and Meorot, I have decided that it is time to 

give over the helm to the capable leadership of a 

new generation.  

Since we initiated The Edah Journal in 2000, we have 

been privileged to bring stimulating ideas to the 

Modern Orthodox community. We encouraged 

penetrating discussions of war, pluralism, Jewish-

gentile relations, Israel, Jewish education, and the 

relationship of halakhah to ethical values. Yet by far 

the most important contribution our journals have 

made to Orthodox communal and intellectual life 

has been to re-examine the status and participation 

of women in our community. From our 2001 

publication of Mendel Shapiro’s groundbreaking 

essay on the possibility of women’s Torah reading 

and aliyyot (Edah Journal 1:2), probing the halakhic 

boundaries for a dignified place for women in the 

Orthodox community has been a burning objective. 
 

I have been truly blessed to have participated in 

these stimulating debates, to have helped open the 

minds of Jews committed to Torah and halakhah, 

and to have helped broaden the horizons of 

religious life over the past thirteen years. 

 

Meorot is now in the visionary hands of Yeshivat 

Chovevei Torah, particularly its leaders Rabbis Avi 

Weiss, Asher Lopatin, Dov Linzer and Nathaniel 

Helfgot. I am certain that Meorot will continue to 

enlighten and sensitize us. May it go from strength 

to strength and continue “lehagdil Torah 

u’leha’adirah,”—to promote Torah and glorify it. 

 

 

B’verakhah, 

 

 

mailto:meorotjournal@yctorah.org

