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INTRODUCTION

The last two centuries have brought radical changes to our
understanding of the world. The physical and social sciences
have provided us with new insights. Philosophical systems, very
different from those of earlier ages have been developed. This
has had a major effect on our view of Judaism and its traditions.

Judaism was partially shielded from the earlier changes
brought about by the Renaissance. The medieval world of
scholasticism in which religion contained the absolute and all
encompassing truth had given way to the critical spirit. As few
Jews were in contact with the intellectual world of that period,
Judaism, for the most part, could continue as before. The mode
of reasoning as displayed in the commentaries on the Talmud or
in the responsa literature remained very much the same. There
were changes in both of these areas, but they had nothing to do
with the intellectual climate of the surrounding world.

The eighteenth-century rumblings that eventually led to the
Emancipation changed all of this. For most Jews of Central
Europe, the change came in a single generation. The rabbis, the
traditional leaders, were not prepared for the new intellectual
world and sought to stop its influence, but such efforts were
destined to fail. New views had to be developed. The process
occurred first in the Reform movement, but eventually spread to
all other groups within Judaism. They affected the rituals of the
synagogue, the relationship of Jews to non-Jews, the halakhah,
and much else.

Changes and adjustments in the practical application of the
halakhah were relatively easy, but the foundations also needed
attention and that came more slowly. The guiding principles on
which decisions were based and which thereby guided all of
Jewish life, had to be reviewed. The hermeneutics that served
through the ages needed a critical view. Were they still valid?
Could they be adjusted to a different world?
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It was also important to understand the outside influences
that played a role in the development of contemporary halakhah
and to understand how the halakhah, in the new, freer world,
could exercise some influence on other systems of law.

Equally important from the very beginning of the new age
was self-criticism. The scholarly dialogue through the last two
centuries has been highly critical. This has been helpful as ven-
eration of the past, its leaders, and their decisions has often stood

in the way of open discussion.

This volume is intended to take us onto the road of investi-
gating the essentials of modern halakhah. It is done with an
appreciation of earlier traditions, but with an open mind and a
willingness to explore many different avenues. Other volumes
that will treat the foundations of Liberal halakhah are planned.
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