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THE SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION AND THE ENCODING OF SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE:
MEDICINE, HALAKHAH, AND ALCHEMY IN HAMBURG-ALTONA, 1736

Maoz Kahana

Jewish law has many long-standing ways of relating to different types of scientific inquiry.
Yet what is the fate of this relationship when one of the systems medicine, in this case
undergoes a profound transformation in self-understanding? How would the other respond,
and how might this influence halakhah's self-perception? How would this transformation
impact the power dynamic between rabbi and physician? In this initial study of the specific
interaction between scientific inquiry and Jewish law, I describe three basic halakhic
responses to the medical branch of the scientific revolution in early modern Europe.
Analyzing these different approaches within the context of a stormy debate regarding a
halakhic question among three great rabbis: R. Yehezkel Katzenelbogen (1667-1749),
rabbi of the cities of Hamburg and Altona at the beginning of the eighteenth century,
R. Shimshon the Pious (d. 1737), head of a local kloyz, and R. Ja‘aqov Emden (1698-1776),
a formidable scholar and resident of the city. This analysis provides insight into different
approaches to the relationship between scientific knowledge, notions of progress and the
conception of law, and the correlations between social positions and halakhic jurisprudence.
Along the way, the study questions the way the terms ‘conservative’ and ‘innovative’ might
be used in the historical study of Jewish law.
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A SECOND GENIZA FRAGMENT OF THE BEGINNING OF
JosepH IBN SHIMEON’S NE UM TOVIYAHU BEN ZIDOIYAHU

Matti Huss

The article presents a second Geniza fragment of the beginning of Joseph Ibn Shimeon’s
Ne'um Toviyahu ben Zidgiyahu. The manuscript, kept in the Mosseri Collection VII 89.3,
was recently identified by Dr. Miriam Fraenkel and Mr. Oded Zinger. The newly discovered
fragment contains the ten lines copied in Ms. Cambridge, the University Library, T-S AS
117.69 which I recently published (Matti Huss, ‘The Beginning of Joseph Ibn Shimeon’s
“Ne’um Toviyahu ben Zidqiyahu™’, Tarbiz, LXXX [2012], pp. 241-260) and two additional
lines copied in Ms. London, British Library Or. 6197. The newly discovered manuscript
confirms the conclusions presented in my former article: the London manuscript is a direct
continuation of the Cambridge manuscript, and the two were copied by the same hand,
according to the two manuscripts and contrary to Joseph Yahalom’s hypothesis, Ne'um
Toviyahu was not prefaced by a prologue, and the beginning of the Magama was not narrated
to Toviahu by the protagonist. Rather the events were presented to the readers in the voice
of Toviahu, who witnessed them personally.

REGULATION, LAW AND EVERYTHING IN BETWEEN:
THE LAWS OF GITTIN AS A REFLECTION OF SOCIETY

Avraham (Rami) Reiner

Rabbenu Tam (1100-1171) dealt frequently with the laws of Jewish writs of divorce
(gittin) and matters pertaining to them. Particularly significant was his decree that forbids
questioning the validity of a get after it was given. The style and wording of this decree
are exceptionally harsh. Alongside this decree we possess a responsum by Rabbenu Tam
in which he overturned the Halakhic practice of his day which allowed the coercion of a
husband to divorce his wife if she claimed that he was intolerable to her. The present article
suggests that this revolutionary Halakhic ruling and the decree were both written to combat
a social phenomenon among the communities of northern France, where the Halakhah and
the rabbinic judicial system were abused and giftin granted in the past were discredited in
order to affect the social standing of certain individuals and families.
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THE M4sor4H AS AN ERROR CORRECTING CODE
Yosef Ofer and Alexander Lubotzky

Error Correcting Code (=ECC) is a mathematical technique for reliable transmission of
information over a ‘noisy’ communications channel which is liable to introduce errors. The
theory of error correcting codes is a subfield of information theory. Employing sophisticated
and efficient methods, it ensures a high probability that the messages will be read correctly
even if some errors occur during transmission.

The Masorah seems to carry out exactly the same function in relation to the biblical
text: it appends additional data to the original text, in different forms (Masorah Magna
and Masorah Parva), facilitating ‘transmission’ of the original text from generation to
generation along with a mechanism for correcting errors that occur in the process of copying
manuscripts. In this article we consider the Masorah from the point of view of modern
information theory, trying to get some insights into its successes and failures by considering
it as an ECC. There are clear differences between the two: while ECC usually applies to
channels in which the errors occur randomly and content-blind, scribal errors are content-
dependent, and the Masorah particularly focuses on protection against errors of this sort.

Our study offers insights into the mechanism of the Masorah, highlighting its advantages
and disadvantages. A comparison is presented between a protective mechanism which
achieved great success Maimonides’ codification of the tradition concerning ‘open’ and
‘closed’ portions in the Pentateuch and less successful mechanisms, such as the ancient
traditions about the total number of verses in the Bible and Maimonides’ codification of
the graphic form in which two songs of the Pentateuch appear. The article also discusses
structural aspects of the Masorah which aided the mass dissemination of the biblical text set
down by the Masoretes, overcoming the problem of scribal errors, and prevailing over other
textual traditions which competed with the Masoretic text.

‘AMEN, IN OUR DAY...”: THE DEVELOPMENT OF A NEW PARAGRAPH
WITHIN THE GRACE AFTER MEALS

Uri Ehrlich and Avi Shmidman

In reciting the Grace after Meals one answers ‘Amen’ at the conclusion of the Benediction
for Jerusalem, in both private and public settings. This custom was practiced as early as the
Talmudic era, in both Eretz-Israel and Babylonia. In the Cairo-Genizah fragments we find
that various appendages some as long as a full paragraph were attached after this ‘Amen’,
between the Benediction for Jerusalem and the Benediction of ha-Tov veha-Metiv. This
unusual development reflects, on the one hand, intense longing on the part of the Jewish
communities for the redemption of Jerusalem, while at the same time it shows that the
Benediction of Jerusalem was to some extent perceived as the end of the Grace after Meals,
after which additional requests could be added. While rabbinic authorities objected to
the expansion of the Benediction, the custom of adding prayers after the Benediction of
Jerusalem persisted in many Jewish prayer rites.
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METATRON, GOD, AND THE ‘Two POWERS’:
THE DYNAMICS OF TRADITION, EXEGESIS, AND POLEMIC

Menahem Kister

This article discusses two stories in the Babylonian Talmud, which are of great importance
for understanding the religious world of the Sages and the polemic against the view that the
Sages call shte rashuyot, ‘Two Powers’.

1. The first story, in BT Hagigah 15a, is about Elisha Ben Abuya, who saw the angel
Metatron sitting in heaven and concluded: ‘there are two powers’ (i.e., two gods, or godly
figures). According to the story, Metatron was allowed to sit in order to write down the merits
of Israel. According to a parallel source, the Hekhalot work known as 3 Enoch, Elisha saw
Metatron on his royal throne in heaven. According to both passages, upon seeing Metatron
seated, Elisha was led to the mistaken conclusion that there are ‘two powers’. This article
shows that this tradition, with its two attestations (in the Tal/mud and in 3 Enoch), combines
two basic assumptions, each of which is known from ancient times: (1) figures who are
worthy of it angels and human beings are permitted to sit on high. Among these figures
is Metatron the Great Prince (according to 3 Enoch) or the Heavenly Scribe (according to
the Talmud); the two descriptions of this figure, the Great Prince and the Heavenly Scribe
reflect a duality about Enoch in the traditions from Second Temple times. (2) According to
an opposing basic assumption, only God Himself sits on high. This discussion is connected
to the ‘thrones’ in Daniel 7:9. According to the interpretations of several Church Fathers,
the plurality of ‘thrones’ proves that there is another divine figure, equal to God the Father,
because in Daniel it is said explicitly that the angels stand; the two thrones for sitting must
therefore be for the two persons of God, the Father and the Son. This argument, known
from the Church Fathers, is precisely the reason for Elisha’s error according to the story
under discussion. These two opposite basic assumptions do not in themselves derive from
theological conceptions; theological importance, however, is attached to them in Christian
and Jewish sources. This accounts for the tradition of Elisha’s heresy. This part of the
article also contains a discussion of the controversy over the interpretation of Daniel 7:9
in Talmudic literature. There is also an analysis of a fragment of Hekhalot literature. The
article shows that the key to understanding the story is first of all scrutinizing the underlying
tradition and its metamorphoses.

2. The second story, in BT Sanhedrin 38b, describes a dispute between Rav Idi and a
heretic. A scrutiny of the traditions underlying this story is helpful in this case as well. An
analysis of Rav Idi’s argument clarifies the use it makes of exegetical traditions (some of
them ancient), adapting them to the needs of polemic against the assumption of a plurality
within the Divinity. It appears that this polemic was directed against arguments similar to
the Christian arguments of Justin Martyr in his Dialogue with Trypho. In this context the
article also discusses a parallel passage from Shi ‘ur Qomah and two Genizah fragments
from the Hekhalot literature. On the one hand, the similarity between Justin’s perceptions
and arguments to those attributed by the rabbis to the heresy of ‘Two Powers’ is evident; on
the other hand, there is a striking affinity of the arguments in the Hekhalot fragment to those
of Rav Idi, all of them making the point that even the highest heavenly power is not part of
the Divinity.
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DECREE OF KING (GEZERAT MELEKH) AND DECREE OF SCRIPTURE
(GEzERAT HA-KaTUV) IN TALMUDIC LITERATURE

Yair Lorberbaum

Gezerat Melekh (‘decree of king’) and Gezerat ha-Katuv (‘decree of scripture’) are key
terms in the halakhic tradition. This is so because of the theological and meta-halakhic
significance associated with them. Gezerat Melekh/ha-Katuv constitutes a kind of crux,
where basic philosophical and jurisprudential concepts and issues meet. Hence, examination
of its meaning and purpose may well reveal patterns of theological thinking and legal-
philosophy underlying the halakhah.

The central goal of the present article is to analyze the meaning and manner of functioning
of the terms Gezerat Melekh and Gezerat ha-Katuv in Talmudic literature. Underlying the
interpretation is a distinction between two basic senses of Gezerat Melekh/ha-Katuv: the
theological sense and the jurisprudential-halakhic sense. In its theological sense, Gezerat
Melekh/ha-Katuv indicates a mitzvah or halakhah for which there is no rationale or whose
rationale is unknown. The jurisprudential-halakhic meaning of the term is rooted in the basic
lexical or philological meaning of the term, i.e., the commanding and coercive power of
God the lawgiver (Melekh) or ‘Scripture’ (ha-Katuv). Typically, in the jurisprudential sense,
Gezerat Melekh/ha-Katuv does have a reason. The characterization of a given commandment
(or halakhah) as Gezerat Melekh/ha-Katuv in this sense is concerned with stating that the
mitzvah is imperative; it is rooted in His authority and power to impose obligations and
prohibitions.

A secondary jurisprudential sense of Gezerat Melekh/ha-Katuv, which is derived from
some aspects of political-jurisprudential authority and its manner of operation, is a version
of legal formalism involving the demand for a ‘mechanical’-literal reading of the language
of Scripture, as against interpretation based upon the rationale of the commandment or
halakhah and its purpose and/or context. In the article I analyze most of the appearances of
Gezerat Melekh/ha-Katuv in Talmudic literature and show that almost all of them hold this
secondary jurisprudential sense.
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