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ABSTRACT 

Consideration of Rabbi Moses Sofer's remarks on the question 

of religious reform reveals that to a great extent, Sofer' s 

attitudes were typical of the rabbinic tradition of which he was 

part. Sofer's response represents a break from this tradition not 

so much because of the actual words which he wrote and spoke, but 

because of the ultimate power that he believed these words held. 

Sofer percei ved hlS own role as rabbi, and the rabbinate in 

general, in extremely broad termsi this perceptlon empowered his 

views with an enormity of significance and a range ot scope that 

had hitherto been unknown. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

Une considération des commentaires du rabbin Moses Sofer sur la 

question de la réforme religieuse révèle, qu'en grande mesure, 

les at ti tudes du rabbin Sofer étaient typiques de la tradition 

rabbinique dont il falsait partle. La position de Sofer 

représente une novelle dimension à l'inter ieur de cette 

tradition, non pas tellement à cause des paroles actuelles qu'il 

autilisees dans ses ecrits, mais plutot a cause de la façon dont 

il a percu son rôle de rabbln. Sofer a élargi l'étendue du 

rabbina t dans sa communauté et, dans une certa ine mesure, dans 

l'ensemble de l'Europe centrale, et lui a donné une signifiance 

énorme et une inf luence d'une portée inconnue auparavant. 
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Introduci: ~on 

Rabb~ Moses Sofer, the Hatal~ Soter, (1762-1839) served as 

the rabb~ of the renowned Pressburg yeshi va ln Hungary, (now the 

Slovak, or Czechoslovak c~ty of Bratislava) founded a large 

Rabbinic dynasty that lS st~ll ex~stant today in Israel and North 

America and left beh1.nd an enormous literary legacy. For sorne, 

Sofer represented dur~ng his Ilfetlme, and rema1ns 50 today, the 

ult~mate guard~an of Jewish trad~tlon, a man of tremendous faith 

and one 0 f l ts most courageous proponents. Others, however, ha ve 

v1ewed Sofer as an obscurantlst and an extremist, a powerful 

leader who sought to deny the progress of tlme and t1.relessly 

endeavoured to suppres<-, any slgn of change. The var .led and 

varlous blographlcal accounts about the Ilfe of th1S flgure are 

eV1dence of the alternate and often contradlctory ways in which 

Rabbl 50 f er ha s been, and cont 1. nues to be, perce 1 ved . In Hu t 

HaMeshu la sh, 50 fer 1 s most weIl known biography, wr i t ten by hi s 

grandson Rabbi Shlomo Soter, he was ~ortrayed as a hero1.c figure 

in the war aga~nst rellglous reforme He is quoted as having sald: 

From the time tpat there arose the dread 
plague 0 f lack of f ai th in which new arriva 15 
tossed out the anclent tradltions of Judaism 
in favour of something 1nvented by themselves, 
l arose to f 19ht for the Eterna 1 ......... . 
Like a warrior, l glrded myself for the battle, 
taking the Torah and wlsdom w1th WhlCh the Almighty 
has blessed me lnto my hands. But l shall not quarrel 
wlth those who have lost faith, for l would only be 
throwing out my own words inasmuch as those Jews who 
ha ve become heretlcs are hopeless. 1 

1 Shlomo Sofer, Hut HaMeshulash, quoted in The Hatam Sofer, 
Moses Burak, (Toronto: Beth Jacob Congregation, 1967), p. 371. 
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This view of Rabbi Sofer was carried on weIl into the twentieth 

cent!Jry. In the foreward to his 1978 biography Eliezer Katz 

portrayed Sofer as an "ideal leader of the new epoch, an outliner 

of paths, and the paver of many ways".2 

Historians of the nineteenth century had a very di f ferent 

perception of this figure. Isaac Hirsh Weiss, the Hungar ian 

historian, wrote in his autoblography ~ikhronotai (1895) that 

Sofer tried to haIt the progress of tlme, by denying the changes 

occuring during hlS llfetlme. l HeInrich Graetz had an even 

harsher view of Sofer in his work The History of the Jews. He 

wrote that: 

Moses Sofer was a fanatIcal zealot and an 
actlve heretlc hunter. He possessed courage 
and determlnatlon, knew no conslderatlons,and 
might have been a useful partIsan in action. But 
like hlS allIes, he was at too great a dIstance 
from the scene of the actlon, to be able to ald 
in the contest, or even to set up a standard. 
(They) had not the sllghtest conceptIon of the 
new tendency WhlCh the tlmes and the Jews had 
developed and were entlrely Ignorant of the 
importance of the cause WhlCh they represented. 
They dld not know the enemy who attacked them, 
or desplsed hlm too Much to fear any danger. If 
a serious questIon or crltlcal sltuatlon arose, 
they were at a 1055 what to do, anà only empIoyed 
their ru st y old weapons, and damaged their own 
cause by reveallng its weakness. 4 

2 Eliezer Katz, The Hatam Sofer (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Mosad 
Harav Kook, 1969), IntroductIon. 

3 Isaac Hirsh Weiss, Zikhronotal (Warsaw: Yakov HaCohen 
Ginsburg Publishers, 1895), ses pages 56,60, 20,27. 

4 He i n r i c h Gr a et z , H_I_' ...;..s..;;.t_o_r_y~ __ o_f __ t_h_e __ J;....e_w_s 
(Philadelphia: J .P.S., 1967), p.606. 
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These appraisals of Moses Sofer faU short, for they 

construct merely a one dimenslonal image of a figure who was 

enormous ln both lnf luence and complexl ty. 80th views are the 

product of a certaln genre of blography - the first being that of 

the Sofer family's "in house" approach, vl.rtually haglographical 

in nature, and the second belng the nineteenth cent ury approach, 

one that was very critical of tradltlonal society, and therefore, 

the figures who represented l t . 

In thlS paper, l wlll attempt to ascertain and evaluate 

Rabbl Moses Sofer' s approach toward the subject of rellgious 

reform. It lS hoped that through this consideraton, a more 

accura te understand lng 0 f thl s tremendous l y power fu l f 19ure will 

emerge. In the f lrst chapter, l w 111 es tabll s h the histor ica 1 

framework for this dlscussion, through a consideratlon of the 

radical changes Wl tnessed by the Jews of the Austro - Hungarlarl 

empire ln the nineteenth century. The second chapter will focus 

on the emergence 0 f re llg lOUS reforrn in Germany and S ubsequentJ y 

in Hungary. Chapter Three will attempt ta reconstruct the 

blography of Rabbl Sof~r, malnly but not exclusively through the 

use of his own work. FlnaJly, Chapt-.Pl Four will examlne Sofer 1 s 

words on the subJect of reform and w III make use of the words of 

some of his contemporarles as a basls of comparison. 

Though Sofer has of ten been pos thumous ly deemed respon S ible 

for establishing the foundatlons of the eventual religlous schism 

which developed ] n Hungary in the late part of the nineteenth 

century, this contention will not be dealt with in thls paper. It 

is my Intent here to evaluate Rabbi Sofer' s words solely in their 

own context, for 1 belJ.eve that an attempt ta analyse his work 
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vis a vis later developments would detract from an accurate 

understanding of his words as they were wr i tten and spoken during 

his lifetime. 
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Chapter One 

Rabbi Moses Sofer' 5 life spanned a period of radical and 

remarkable change ln the life of Western and Central European 

Jewry. For hundreds of years, the Jews had been subJected to 

discriminatory laws, and had been confined to the periphery of 

society. The late elghteenth and early nineteenth centur ies 

introduced the Jews to an unprecedented possibility - equality, 

in the form of emanclpatlOn. The Jews were not emancipated 

simaltaneously the Jews of France were granted equal 

Cl tizenshlp ln September 1791, whlle the Prussian Edict of 

Toleratlon was lSSUèd ln 1812. Neither among rulers nor among 

Jews was there a slngle vlsion, or unanlmous opinion, on the way 

in WhlCh the Je'" could fuI f ill his new ro le ln European soc let y . 

Al though the emanc Ipat lon of the Jews in the Austro - Hungar ian 

empire did not occur until 1867, there were many changes in 

Jewish lite dUflng the 

en lightened absolutisrn, 

relgn of Joseph 

speclfjcally as it 

II. His policy 

pertained to and 

affected the Jews ln the Habsburg empire, is the focus of this 

chapter. A br ief out llne of the structure of Hungar ian Jewry at 

this time serves as a valuable preface ta this discusslon. 

In 1699 , in the aftermath of the destruction and devastation 

left behind by the Thlrty Year' S War, Leopold l began ta rebuild 

his empire. Both he and his successor, Charles III, encouraged 

Jews ta immigrate from the west, in an attempt ta regenerate and 

rejuvenate the coun"':ry. By the ear ly part of the eighteenth 

century, there wer,:::- il 3ny Jewish immigrants here trom Germany and 

Austria. Many had beE:-n expelled by Leopold l from Vienna in 1670, 
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while others had moved eâst from Bohemia and Moravia after King 

Charles placed restrictions on Jewish marriages in 1710. Jews 

a Iso began to arrive in Hungary from Poland, in the second part 

of the eighteenth century. In 1735, according to the national 

census there were 11,600 Jews in the empire and only five 

percent of them were native born. Thls community of emigrants 

1~ ved mainly beside the Austr ~an, Moravian and Polish borders. 

The three maJor Jewish communities - Eisenstadt, Marchegg, and 

Mattersdorf, along wlth four smaller communlties were situated in 

the west central areas, on both sides of the Danube, on the 

pr l vate estates of Count Esterhazy. 5 

In the prlvate citles, the Jews had a secure legal position. 

They were allowed te participate in buslness and attend falrs 

under the protectlon of the ar lstocracy. In crown ci ties however, 

there was a constant struggle for the rights of domicile and 

trade. The burghers feared the competition of the Armenians, the 

Turks and the Greeks, and sought to defend thelr local trade 

against foreigners. In 1783, for example, the burghers in one 

town complained to Hungar lan author l ties that they wanted the 

authorities to forbid the Greek and Jewish merchants from selling 

raw hides or exporting them out of the country. 6 The weal thy Jews 

were invo l ved in the trade of fabr ics, hides, wool, wine, and the 

5 Erno Lazslo, "Hungarian Jewry: Settlement and Demography" 
in Hungarian Jewish Studies Volume 1, (New York: New York 
Federation of Hungar ian Jews, 1 966 ) pp. 61 1 10, and Erno 
Marton, "The Family Tree of Hungarian Jewry", in the same volume, 
pp. 20 - 45. Cf R. Gates, Jewish Social Studies 471984. 

6 Henry Marczall, Hungary in the Eighteenth Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1910), p.30 
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- export of copper and liquor. Others were ~hopkeepers, and dealers 

in old clothes and scrap irone Many of the poor were employed as 

artisans, servants, cooks, or peddlars. 

The Je\4{s' communal body, the kehilla, was very active in i ts 

regulation ana organization of Jewish life. Although it was under 

government supervision, and although i ts regulatlons had to be 

ratified by a city proprieter, the kehilla did exercise a great 

deal of control over the Jews. It was composed of seven optlmates 

- one leader, four associates, and two charity stewards. There 

were a few other members who looked after sanitation and tax 

collection. The system was a hierarchical one, for one could not 

become an optlmate unless one had prevlously he1d one of the 

1esser posltions. The community received revenues from taxes on 

liquor, beer, salt, mea t and wine; there was also an exc ise on 

commodities, and artisans fees and wages. 7 The Jews were bound to 

adhere to i ts declsions, for the kehi lIa possessed the power to 

punish those who did not adhere to its authori ty. The kehilla 

could also regulate the indi viduals' contact wi th the outside 

world. This however was not a difficult task, for at this time 

the average Jew was not that aware of nor interested in, non-

Jewish society. 

7 Raphael Mahler, A History of Modern Jewry (London: 
Valentjne and Mitchell Ltd., 1971), pp. 268 - 278 
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Observes Jacob Katz: 

The outside world did not overly occupy the 
Jewish mindi it was neither a field of social 
aspiration nor a source of aCüte spiritual 
dange.L. It was, however, a field for possible 
encounter in business dealings and contact with 
government authorities. 8 

This situation ",'as to change in a substantial and profound way, 

with the emergence of Joseph II and his policies of enlightened 

absolutism. Joseph II inhe~ited a vastly heterogenous empire from 

his mother Mar la 'l'heresâ upon her àeath in 1780. The national 

composition of the empire was extreme ly complex, and was made 

even more compllcated by the fact that not one single nôtlonallty 

composed a majorlty ln any area of the land. The Jews ~ere only 

one small componen~ of the e~ormous, multi - national and multi-

lingual entity known as the Habsburg empire. T~ere were 

approximately 400,000 Jews in the Empire ln 1780, over half of 

whom were ln Galicia. The:::-e were 68,794 Jews in Bohemia and 

Mora via, and in Hungary there were 75,089. ') Over s ixty percent 

of Hungarian Jewry llved in settlements in the countryside and 

at the most, fifteen peLcent lived in organized communlties of 

more than fi ve hundred people. 10 

8 Jacob Katz, Out of the Ghetto 
University Press 1978), p.26. 

(Cambridge: Harvard 

9 Raphael Mahler, A History of Modern Jewry p. 229. Michael 
Silber, in his article "The His~orical Experience of German Jewry 
and Its Impact on Haskala and Reform in Hungary", in Towald 
Modernity, edited by Jacob Katz, (Ne"vI York: Transaction 1987), 
p.108, has the figure at 80,000. 

10 Michael Silber, Ibid. 
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steeped in the philosophy of Voltaire and Roussseau, Joseph 

II did not share his rnother' 5 highly conservati ve out look . He 

envisioned a dominIon wi th a centralised poli ty, ruled on the 

principles of enlightened absolutisme He believed that the 

sovereign could transform philosuphical truths into life, and 

could create a single bureaucratie mach.lne working on uniform 

administrative principles. Throngh the concentration of 

government, with the help of administati ve organizations, those 

acti v i ties which benef 1 ted the state - the political unit of 

supreme value - could be pursued. Though a framework with classes 

and pr l vleges would stlll be maintained, the indi vidual classes 

would gradually be shorn of their autopomy.11 Not surprisingIy, 

Jcseph II viewpd cIericaIism and feudalism as the two maJor 

obstacles in his path. 

Joseph II sought to ellmlnate partlcularism in the empire, 

and to les sen the powers of the Catholic Church. He placed i t 

under imperlal control, dissolved almost seven hundred 

monasteries, and instituted marriage as a civil contract. In his 

Peasant Patent in 1781, Joseph II assured the serfs of their 

freedom to leave the iL holdings upon payment of their dues. They 

were then free to marry and to send their children for training 

in any trade. In his Patent of To Ieration of che same year, he 

gave the Protestants and the Greek Orthodox in his empire full 

freedorn of worshipi they were also given complete equality of 

civil and political rights, and were allowed admission to public 

office. Joseph II favoured a mercantilist system, and the 

" Oskar Jasz i, The Dissolution of the Habsburg Monarchy 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1929), pp.65-75. 
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limitation of the nobles' power. The nobles were placed under the 

jurisdiction of the government and court system; Joseph II curbp.d 

the autonomy of the nobles 1 estates, by placing these estates 

under strict administrative supervision. 

In Hungary, Joseph II saw corruption, exploitatlon, an 

impotent Latin administration, an unchecked latifundist system, 

and constantly fomenting national dissention. 12 He refused to be 

crowned in Hungary, and during his reign the crown of St. Stephen 

was kept in a Viennese museum. The Hungarian nobility, long 

accustomed to their position of pr l v il eg8 in the empire, was 

threatened and angered by Joseph the Second's retorms - general 

taxation, heavy tarlffs on Hungarlan exports to Austr ia, 

promotion of German as the language of admlnistratlon, and the 

( administration of the empire as one giant Gubernium. In the words 

of one contempora~y historlan of the period, the Hungarlan nation 

"seethed with discontent". '3 

In March of 1781, Joseph II outlined in an imperial writ to 

the court chancellor les ln Austria and Hungary hlS revised plan 

for the legal position of the Jews in the empire. In the same 

year, edicts concernlng the Jews were issued ln Bohemia, Silesia, 

and Trieste. In ear ly 1782, Joseph II' s Toleranzpatent was 

issued in Vien na and Moravia. One followed in Hungary in 1783, 

and in Galicia in 1789. This edict represented a turning point 

for the empire and the Jews alike. The state now viewed itself 

12 Ibid. 

13 C. A. Macartney, Hungary: A Short History (Chicago: Aldine 
Publishing Co., 1962), p.124. 
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~~ as a kind of educational institution, whose task it was to make, 

through wise legislation, national groups contribute to the 

common gond. In Joseph II' s words, the Jewish nation was to be 

made "rnore useful to, and useable by, the state, principally 

through the better instluctlon and enlightenment of its youth and 

i ts employment ln the sciences, arts and crafts". 14 

Compulsory secular education was introduced. The Jews were 

ordered to attend Chr istian schools or establish their own, in 

order to learn basic Skllls,(l.e. readlng, arithmetic and 

wri tlng). Secondary schools and universi ties were opened to the 

Jews. In consultatlon with the Jews, offensive material from 

secondary school textbooks would be removed and a new emphasis 

would be placed on phllosophy and morality. In March 1782, Joseph 

II allowed the Jews ta wrlte thelr own textbooks, whereln they 

might touch upon such moral prlnclples as 
bore a speclal relatlon to thelr religion, 
provided these were not in confllct with 
the princlples of unlversally ordalned tol­
erance and the cltizens' dut les toward each 
other and the s tate. I~ 

In 1783, the flrst gavernment Jewish school was opened, and in 

the next seven years, between twenty and thirty such schools 

opened in the emplre, despi te the opposition of the nobles. 16 In 

14 Quoted by Idexander Al tmann in his work, Moses 
Mendelssohn: A Bloararnlcal Study <Alabama: University of Alabama 
Press, 1973), p.47.J .. 

15 Ibid. 

~ ... , 16 Nathaniel K.::"_::r 'Jrg, in his artlcle "InternaI Changes in 
Hungarian Jewry lt, .:::; Flrst Half of the Nineteenth Century" 
(Hebrew) ln The Ba" =2~n Annual Vol. 2. (Jerusalem: Klryat Sepher 
1 964) p. 1 6 5 ha s t n '" nL_ ~ 1 ter a t t w e n t y t w o. Ma hIe r, p. 2 3 2 , as se r t s 
that there were "a Il t. ".le over thirty". As Katzburg points out in 
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{ 1786, an imper ial court decree stated that any Jew in the 

Austrian Empire who wanted ël marr~age licence had to possess a 

certificate of elementary school education. 

Joseph TI urged hlS subJects and offlclals te respect the 

Jews'rights and forbade their compulsory conversion. He abolished 

thE:: humiliating Jewish badge, and changeà the army' s oath of 

allegiance to include references to the Messiah, in place of 

references to Jesus. By the end of 1788, the number oE Jews in 

the army had increased to 2, 500. 17 

In an effort to promote linguistic, and, eventually, 

national assllnllation among the Je-""'5, Joseph II decreed in his 

Letters Patent that aIl bus~ness and official documents had tu be 

in either German, Latin, or Hungarlè.n. Community records of 

( births and deaths kept by the rabbi also had to be in one of 

these languages. Any document written in Hebrew or jn YiddlSh was 

( 

invalid and Jews were ordered to adopt German last names from a 

selected 11st. In 1789, a Judenpatent was issued in Galjcla, and 

would have been extended to the other provinces if Joseph II had 

not died shortly a fterwards (1790). 18 

The emperor' s des~re to reform the Jews 1 in his domain is 

very clear in this document. Paragraph twelve read: 

his article, many of these schools were closed after the death of 
Joseph II, perhaps due to the fact that the nobles were not in 
favour of these schools. The dlscrepancy in the number of 
Josephlnlan schools may be due to the fact that these schools 
were so short lived. 

17 S.K. Padover, The Revolutlonary Emperor (Hamden, Conn.,: 
Archon Books, 1967), p.2St. 

18 Michael Silber, p.112. 
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No young person will be allowed 
to study Talmud unless he can 
produce a certificate fro~ the 
German school teacher that he 
has properly attended the German 
school and has profited from its 
instruction. 19 

The patent confirmed the existing exclusion of the Jews from 

certain ci ties and villages. Jews could rent estates only in 

areas where ~hey were already living, and they were still 

forbiddden to buy estates. These restrictions were probably 

maintained by Joseph II in an effort not to antagonize the 

burghers, many of whom lived in the same, western cltles of 

Hungary as the Jews. Motivated by the desire to improve and to 

extend the economlC base of the country, Joseph II granted the 

Jews almost full liberty in commerce - Grosshandlung. Important 

Jewish merchants could dress like nobl.::!s, and could even carry 

swords. They could learn guild crafts if a Christian was wllling 

to teach them, and were allowed to reside in the royal cities 

during a fair. The ban on Jewish trade in gunpowder and salt was 

removed, as was the special Leibmaut, (the polI tax), and the 

double court fees. However, other taxes were instituted, such as 

the special tax on kosher meat. 

Raphael Mahler has observed that through Joseph II'5 

legislation, the Jews now had aIl the duties of citizenship, but 

none of the concomitant rights. The patents, he remarks, were a 

"caricature of emancipation". Indeed, the Jews continued to be 

subjected to certain discrlminatory laws, and were thus still 

19 Silber, p.l11. 
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denied access to larger society. They were still regarded with 

suspicion and attempts to curtail their activi ty continued. (In 

1787, a report by statesman Joseph Urmenyi from the Nyitra 

district listed five reasons for the impoverishmen~ of the area. 

The Jewish innkeepers 1 supply of dr~nks to the local populace 

was listed as the third reason.)W 

The ed~ct c1id however provide the Jews with certain civil 

and social rights that had prev~ously been denied them. The real 

importance of the T0leranzpatent for the Jews was the tact that 

they were recognlzed by the emperor as having a part in his 

enlightened empire. Despite the fact that .3'::>seph III s a~m was 

ult~mately the complete reform of the Jews ln his domaln, through 

the acquisitIon of those Skllls and abilltles so as to render 

them useful to society, whlle similtaneously removing those 

aspects of Jewieh l~fe that were obstac les to thlS endeavour, 

they viewed his legislation with favour. Jacob Katz remarks, 

"that the Jews were remembered in general legislation waEi seen as 

impliclt recognlt~on of thelr legal incorporation into the 

Christlan state; the Jews were on their way to becoming de 

civitate, 50 ~o speak. This alone was sufficient cause for Jewish 

celebration" .21 The chIef rabbi of Prague, Yehezkel Landau, was 

one of these celebrants. He declared that the edict was a 

gracious act of the emperor "who has removed from us the stigma 

20 Henry Marczali, o~ci t., p. 30 

21 Jacob Katz, Jewish Emancipation and Sel f Emancipation 
(New York: Jewish Publication Society 1986), p.7? 
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vf\jIo of slavery" .22 

,",. 

The Jews' burgeoning loyalty was easily discernable from a 

nine article memorandum that they sent to the Landtag, the 

national assembly, in 1790. Aware of their continued 

disdbilities, they requested freedom and security in the cities, 

the right to buy houses, and the permission to employ Christians. 

They spoke of the~r des~re fo~ brotherhood and equality, and 

expressed thei:" feeling that "we have no other brothers, we have 

no other protection other than the laws of the state" .23 The 

requests were granted in 1792 by Joseph's short lived successor, 

Leopold II. 

Francis II shared none of his predecessor' s ideas, and had 

none of his imagination. Instead, he followed the path of 

monarchie absolutism. For much of his reign, Hungary was ne ver 

truly at peaee, and rarely was the eurrency stable. Wi th the 

counsel and aid of Count von Metternich, aIl instItutions were 

eentralized and controlled; censorship and repression were 

rampant. 

Francis, however, was unable to suppress the li terary and 

national rev~val that began durIng his reign. The Hungarian 

nobil i ty promoted the development of the Magyar language; books 

of poetry, literature, and novels flourished. The prominent 

linguist, Ferencz Kazinczy (1759 - 1831 l, organized and enriched 

the Magyar language, and trans lated the works of Shakespeare, 

22 Quoted by Jacob Katz, Out of the Ghetto (Cambr idge: 
Harvard Uni versi ty Press, 1978), p. 1 55, f rom Landau' s work Drush 
HaZeIa. 

23 Nathaniel Katzburg, "InternaI Changes", p.167. 
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Lessing and Goethe, among others. Moreover, toward the end of 

Francis' reign, ideas of social change were gaining momentum. 

Count Istvan Szechenyi (1791 1860) spoke out aga inst the 

nobility's privlege and the antlquated constitution in his works 

Hitel, (IICredit", 1830) and Vila5) ("Light", 1831), and Stadium 

( 1 833 ) .24 

Francis placed many restrlctions on the Jews within his 

borders. He allowed the Jews to maintain the kehillot, so as to 

insure efflcient tax collectlon, and stlpulated that aIl the 

eIders be able to speak and to wrlte German. He placed frequent 

and many restrlctlons on the Jews' right of domicile, and in his 

constant and desperate search for revenues, he placed special 

taxes on the Jewlsh community. The Jews sent a memorandum to the 

Landtag ln 1807, requestlng the freedom of religlon, legal 

status, and equallty. These were not voted on, due to the growlng 

reactlonism of the government. Wh en the Jews attempted to pay the 

toleration tax of 1811 ln installments, the emperor responded by 

doubling the tax. Compulsory milltary service by the Jews was 

introduced ln 1807, and severe restrlctlons on Jewlsh lmmigration 

into Hungary were insti tuted in 1806, and again in 1808. Anyone 

who sheltered an illegal immigrant was threatened with 

~ For an extensive discussion of the relgn of Francis see 
Macartney, ~ cit., pp. 123 -126, and his other work, The House 
of Austr ia, ( Edinburgh: Uni vers l ty Press 1978) pp. 27 49. 
Francis was xenophobic in the extreme. He was adamantly opposed 
to the introduction of the railway into hlS emplre, and 

( 
, exclaimed: "No, no, l will have nothing to do with it, lest the 

, revolution mlght come r 19ht lnto the country" . Quoted by 
Macartney, p.125. To what extent this reactlonism affected Moses 
Sofer's attitude toward reform will be dlscussed in Chapter Four. 
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deportation. 25 

Despi te his policy of "willed immobility", Francis was 

unable to erase Joseph the Second' s legacy from his empire. He 

did not revoke the Edict of Tolerance, and its clauses concerning 

the education of the Jews were put into effect. In 1797, Francis 

issued his own Judenpatent. Though it was directed to the Jews of 

Bohemia only, ~t indicated a crucial change for Jewish and non-

Jewish society alike, throughout the empire. Marriage and 

occupational restrIctions remained, yet the emperor declared that 

the patent's purpose was: 

to bring Bohemlan Jewry closer to their civic 
destinatlon for the benefit of the State and 
thernse l ve SIn accordance w l th the accepted 
principles of Tolerance 50 that leglslatlon may 
finally altogether abolish the dlfference that it 
has been compelled to malntain between Jewish and 
ChristIan subJe':"ts.~( 

In theIr attef11pts to dIvest classes of their own unique 

characterlstlcs and prlvlleges, in order to further the strength 

of the centralized state, the enlightened monarchs weakened the 

barriers arnong various groups, including the Jews. SocIal contact 

between the classes was still restricted, but the ideas of the 

Enlightenment were te be found in Hungarian society. It was, in 

fact, the rniddle noblllty ln Hungary who was the primary carriers 

of these ideas. The gentry, many of whorn were members of 

minori ties, was part lCU lar i ly fa vourable to ideas of rel igious 

toleration. Polltical and social thinkers at the tirne envisioned 

25 Katzburg, p. 1 C ~. 

U Quoted by Ja~~t Katz, in Out of the Ghetto p. 165. 
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a new society where aIl class and religious differences 

disappeared - a "neutral" society. These visions were described 

in var ious pamph lets. Between 1790 and 1791, approximately five 

hundred pamphlets were published, many of them dealing wi th 

precisely this topic. The Jews' role in this new society was also 

dealt with. (Others dlscussed the emanclpation of women, freedom 

for the serfs, and governmental reform). The pamphlet attributed 

to Janos Nagyvathy is an interesting one, for in it the writer 

expressed his deslre for the inclusion of the Jews as full 

members of society. He wrote: 

Since suppresslon stlll eXlsts (in Hungary) 
lt means that the Hungarlan natlon lS not yet 
a free natlon. If we dare ta found our faith 
upon the Jewlsh Blble, and lf we dare, and 
like, ta sing Jewlsh Psalms ln our churches, 
we have no reason ta exclude the Jewish people 
from Soclety on srounds of dlfferent customs, 
nor to collect from theffi taxes for toleratlon 
of their very eXlstence. And why (is this done)? 
Just because they existe Oh, Europe! When you 
behave like thlS, are you not acting against yourself? 27 

Principles of ratlonallsm and enlightenment were aiso 

beginning to be dlscernable amongst a certain segment of the 

Jewish population, the emergent Jewish bourgeoisie. Between the 

end of Joseph II' s reign and the mid nineteenth cent ury , 

Hungarian Jewry underwent significant changes, in demography and 

economics. In 1783 there were 115 Jewish communities in Hungary; 

between this year and 1840, 174 new communities were established. 

Al though Jews of P011Sh birth tended to remain on the border 

27 Quoted by Bela K. Kiraly, ln Hungary in the 
Eighteenth Century (New York: ColuMbia University Press, 
p.168. 

Late 
1969) , 
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areas until the middle of the nineteenth century, Hungarian Jews 

of Bohemian and Moravian des cent moved to the interior and to the 

economic group. 28 

This newly established economic category had international 

business connections, frequent contact with the larger world, and 

increased mobility. Many of the wealthiest among them moved to 

Vienna. They were involved in the export of raw wool and hides to 

Bohemia and Moravia, and were wholesalers of agricultual 

products, imported linens, and woolens. Sorne had partnerships 

with Moravian - Jewlsh trading firms, and were involved in the 

importation of wines and fabrics. During the Napoleonic wars, the 

Jews provlded the Habsburg army wlth supplies, and also extended 

thelr markets to the contlnent. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that a growing interest in the enlightenment can be found in this 

class. Nathaniel Katzburg observes that at the beginnlng of the 

nineteenth century " in this stratnm there was a comfortable 

backdrop in which to acculturate new ideas, and there was a 

tendency ta dismiss barriers between the Jews and their 

surroundings" .29 

This class began to sense a certain inconsistency - they 

were observant Jews, with set positions in the kehilla, yet they 

were increasingly being drawn into the company of wealthy 

converted Vienne se Jews, and wealthy non - Jewish buslnessmen. 

In Germany, a Jewish version of the enlightened society began to 

emerge - one that would allow these Jews to retain certain ties 

to non Jews, while at the same time, pursue a special social 

28 Katzburg, p.163. 

~ Katzburg, p.165 
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mission of enlightenment among their fellow Jews. These 

"maski lim" maintained their tradi tional bel iefs 1 yet were 

desirious of change among Jewish society. Moses Mendelssohn is 

the archetypal example of this new type of Jewlsh thinker - the 

maskil. Mendelssohn remalned commi tted to Jewish tradl tion 1 yet 

envisioned the amelioratior' of the Jews ' position in society 

through their acquisition of general know ledge in schools, and 

the broadening of their occupational base. Mendelssohn translated 

the Blblte? l.nto German, (the Biur), and wrote an accornpany ing 

commentary, Netivot Hashalom. 3o 

In Hungary, the dlssernination of the German haskalah was 

rapid, if not extensive. Though the Hungarlan maskil Peter Beer 

lived in a remote vi llage at the time of Mendelssohn' s 

( translation of the Blole, years later he was to descr ibe tne 

profound impression this publlcation made on hlm, statlng t.hat lia 

light dawned in me" ,2' As Michael Silber points out, the 

reception of German haska lah ln Hungary was qui te remarkable for 

two reasons - direct communicatlon between the two countries was 

rare, as trade between them was not extens ive, and second] y, as 

we have already seen, state censorshlp and restrictlons were 

rampant, thus enforcing the insularity of Hungarian Jewry. 

However, close family and business ties existed between Jews in 

Hungary and those in Vienna and Prague. Both these cities served 

as conduits of books prl.nted in Germany in the 17805 and early 

17905 and briefly, ln the mid 17905 as publlshing centres which 

( 30 Mendelssohn will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 
Two. 

31 Quoted by Sllber 1 p. 107. 
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reissued litera ture of the Ber lin haskalah. 32 

Despite the fact that the latter part of the eighteenth 

century saw in Hungary the development and growth of a socio-

economic class tnat was sympathetic to, and interested in, the 

haskalah, the strength of this class was still quite weak. Only 

fifteen percent ot Hungarian Jews lived in organized Jewish 

cornmuni ties com!;Josed of more th an fi ve hundred people, and only 

three communities were weIl off Pressburg, Alt Ofen and 

Eisenstadt. T 11eir wealth could in no way rival that of the Jews 

in Berlin; Hungary could not develop into a centre of patronage. 

Hungary' s very weal "':.hy Jews moved to Vlenna, as dld other Je" .. s 

who were attracted to the haskalah. Consequently, forelgn 

maskilim were rarely atcracted here. Furthermore, despite the 

interest in the pr inciples of enllghtenment and 1 ts support by 

sorne members of soclety, c.1ass dlvlslons were stlll too rigid to 

a llow for the Jews' social accept :ince. ~'hus, there was no society 

that the Jews could n~ally envision ]oining as full and equal 

participants. 

Although Joseph II had served to promote and realiz€ on~; of 

the central aims of the maskilim - education - the norma]schuJ.en ------ . 

that had been created in every sizeable communi ty 'N'eré prJducts 

of the state' s imag inat ion, and not that 0 f the maskl::'lm. For 

example, the Josephinian school system was primar J.ly concerned 

wi th elementary instruction, and only the basics at that. The 

system a Iso favored teaching rellgious studies first, dnd secul03.r 

subjects second. This WàS ln contrdst to the vlslon held by among 

others, Naphtali Herz Wessely, one of the most vocal proponents 

-----_. ----------------
32 Sllber, pp. 1 07 - 109 
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of educational reforma He favored higher education and teaching 

of secular subjects fj.rst. 33 

The rabbinate and the lay leadersr.ip was quite favourable ta 

the haskalah. Wealthy learned communal heads, of whom almost aIl 

were from rabbinic families, patronized the haskalah. Members of 

the Jei tteles and Landau families in Prague and the Rosenthal 

family in Moar and Pest are examples. Observes Michael Sllber: 

The haska lah was welc~med -without abandoning 
appreciat .lon for tradltional rabbinic culture 
- indeed, several ma skillm tr .Led thelr hand a t 
writing responsd and novellae. Critlclsm of the 
rabbinate in these areas was tempered with respect, 
in part prcbably because of the relative openness of 
rabbinic culture to extra talmudlc interests, a 
phenorr,enon tha t was certalnly apparent by the middle 
of the elqhteE:nth century. 31 

i The relatlve openness of raùbinic tigures in Hungary ta interests 
... 

outslde the sphere of talmudic study J.S clearly illustrated by 

both the dctlvities and the publications of varlOUS Hungarian 

rabbis a t tris time. Moses Munz, elected rabbi of Obuda ln 17[39, 

ga ve his approbat~on to the 1818 edi tion of Mende lssohn ' s 

transldtion of the Bible. Rabbi Israel Warhmann (1755 - 1826) 

rabbi of Pest since 1799, helped ta establish a communal school 

here, based on advice given to hirn by David Frankel of Germany, 

the edi tor of .êulami th.. Rabbi Azr j el Br i 11 (1778 - 1853) taught 

in a norrnalschul~ in Obuda. before he became a member of the 

rabbinical court in Pest. In 1821 he wrote a book on Hungarian 

geog.raphy enti tlEld Ein_ Ha' ~ret~, and in 1827 his historie essay 

33 Sj Iber makes thj s point, p. 108. 

34 p. 1 1 3 
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on the Second Temple, Hadrat Kodesh, was published. The 

activities of Rabbi Moses Kunitzer, rabbi of Buda and a member of 

the Pest rabbin ic court, c lear Iy revea l the uncertaln dl vision 

between traditional rabbInic interests and the haska la. Kunitzer 

composed the first Hebrew play, Beit Rabbi, published in Vienna 

in 1805. Its preface was a biography of Rabbl Judah Hannassi. In 

the same city in 1815, his defense of the trad i tiona l authorship 

of the Zohar was published. 

Other rabblnic flgures ln Hungary were interested in SClence 

and the promotion of i ts study amongst their students. Rabbi Wol f 

Boskowitz, the rabbl ln Pest from 1795 to 1796 and a much revered 

talmudic scholar, instructed sorne of his students at yeshivot ln 

both Hungary and Mora via ln na tura l sCIences. One 0 f hj c: 

students, Rabbl. Shimon Oppenheimer, who was later to become a 

member of the Pest rabblnlc court, wrote a book on astronomy 

enti tled Amud Hashahar. 

While it is posslble to point to such activities as further 

evidence of Hunganan rabbis' recepti veness to ideas of the 

haska lah, these actlvitles can also be understood as the 

contlnuatlon of the traditional rabbinic interest in science. 

David Fishman pOlnts out in his article "A Pollsh Rabbi Meets the 

Ber lin Haskala: The Ca se of Rabbi Barukh Sch lck" , that in the 

nineteenth century there existed a certaln type of traditionalist 

rabbi who combined sc lence and Torah pr lmarily as a demonstrative 

apologetic act, ln order to prove the wisdom and validi ty 0 f 

Judalsm. Schick, (17<J,; - 1808), who wrote a book on Ptolemalc 

astronomy entl t l e r'; 

entitled Tlfer~t l-/j2' 

_·-~od Olam, and a book on human anatomy 

( 1777) was the "paradlgm" for the type of 
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( rabbi who approached science from a highly traditionalist vantage 

point, divorced from theo logica l, cultural, and social 

concerns. 3S 

Whether Hungar ian rabbinJ..cal involvement in science is 

understood as simply part of a certain aspect of rabbinic 

tradition, or alternately, as an indication of growing interest 

in spheres more closely associated with the haskalah, it is clear 

that there was a certain receptive attitude or mood in Hungary 

during the late eighteenth century and the beginning of the 

nineteenth. Moderate in i ts tone, the Hungar ian haskalah did not 

initially threaten the rabbIs in Hungary. The haskalah's tone in 

Hungary was muted, and thus l t was not ini tlally percei ved as a 

threat to the tradltlonalists t beliefs and institutlons. As 

( Chapter Two will descnbe, i t was the emergence of religious 

reforms, which followed on the heels of the haskalah, that posed 

( 

this threat to the traditionalists. 

3S See David Fishman' 5 article (liA Polish Rabbi Meets the 
Ber lin Haskalah: The Case of RabbI Barukh Schick") in AJS Review 
Volume XII No.1 Spring 1987 pp. 95 121 for a-Complete 
discussion of the life and career of thlS figure. 
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Chapter Two 

The beginning of religlous reform in Germany and i ts 

subsequent dissemination ln Hungary is the focus of this chaptel. 

In order to discuss fully Rabbi Moses Sofer' 5 perceptIon of 

reform, it is essential to have an accurate picture of the nature 

of reform during his lifetime. My Intent here is ta touch upon 

the initial stages of the development of reform in Germany, and 

then move to a consideration of the movement' 5 development in 

Hungary, 50 as to provlde a backdrop for the dISCUSSIon WhlCh 

appears in Chapter Four.?' 

As Chapter One has shown, the emergence of the maskll was a 

t urning pOInt ln Jewi sh 11 f e. Cr l tica l of the con f ormj c:t 

attitudes which he found ln aIl aspects of JewIsh llfe and gUIded 

by the princlples of rationallsm and not traditionallsm, the 

maskil possessed new viSIons about the organization, leadership 

and education of Jewish society, and its relationship te the non 

Jewish world. Moses Mendelssohn (1729 - 1786) and Naphtalj Herz 

Wessely (1725 -1805) are examples l2.§.!. excellence of such men. 

Both remained observant Jews, yet as Paul Mendes-Flohr and Jehuda 

Reinharz observed in their history of the perIod, Mendelssohn and 

Wessely "envinced little hesitatlon ln appropnatlng the 

philosophical, aesthetic, educatlonal and polltlcaJ values of th~ 

en lightenment. They vIgorous ly mainta Ined that the Int egr i t Y 0 i 

• tradlbonal Judaism was not compromlsed by their adoption of the 

36 The confJnes of thlS paper do not allow for an extenSlVf;> 
treatment of the hlstory and early c'lévelopment of reform jn 
Germany. For an ln depth study see MIchael Meyer's new book, 
Res po n 5 e toM 0 cl e r nIt Y (N e w Y 0 r Y.: 0 X for d UnI ver S l t Y Pre s s, 1 98 8 ) . 
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neutral culture of the Enlightenment. "37 Hoses Mendelssohn 

identified Judaism with the essential principles af natural 

religion, so that it could continue to play a vital role in this 

"neutral culture". At the same time, he sought te saf2guard 

ritual observance by maintaining that this was incumbent upon aIl 

Jews. 

Written ln the sarne splrit, Wessely's book Divre Shalom 

Ve'Emet (1782), dlscllssed the shared values between Jews and non 

Jews, which he stated were aIl based on uni versaI know ledge. Like 

Mendelssohn, Wesseley malntalned that for the Jews there existed 

a signlficant, addi tlonal component. Wessely was very concerned 

with the broadenlng of the Jews' education; he stressed the 

importance of geography, lllstory and languages, and gave hlS 

preference to those sub]ects that he belleved had value to non 

Jewish socIety - i. e. the Old Testament and Hebrew grammar. 3e 

Sorne scholars have divided the development of referm Judaism 

into three stages, and have deemed both Mendelssohn and Wesseley 

integral participants in the first stage, "precursors" . 

W.G.Plaut, in his wark The Rise of Reform Judaisrn, sees the years 

1780 to 1817 as t,he f lrst stage, and both of these men as 

essential to i t. 39 However, i t i5 c lear f rom their work that 

neither Mendelssohn nor Wesseley saw themselves as precurSOl'S of 

37 Paul Mendes - Flohr and Jehuda Rcinharz, The Je"! ln the 
Modern World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), p.146. 

38 Jacob Katz, Tradi tian and Cr iS1S 
Books, 1971), p.270 -273. 

(New York: Schocken 

39 W. G. P laut, The Rlse of Reform Judaism (New York: Wor Id 
Union for ProgressivA Judaism, 1963), Introduction. 
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a new religious movement, and as recent scholarship has shown, 

nei ther did their contemporar ies . Moshe Samet ' s study 0 f the 

per iod indicates that the extent of the attacK on Mende l s sohn and 

on Wessely was exaggerated and inflated b~{ earl~er hlstOrlans. 

Many rabbis supposedly hostl.le to Mendelssohn showed him respect, 

and although the oppositIon to Wessely was much stronger, this 

too was later muted. 5amet identif ies the oppos i tion of such 

luminaries as Rabbi Landau and Rabbi Fleckless as "purely 

episodic" .411 Al though one may dlsagree wlth the perceptlon of the 

acti vi ties of Mende lssohn, Wesse ley and the eady masklllnl as the 

first stage ln the history of reform Judaism, It lS clear that 

their attempts to rationallze observance changed the way ln Whlch 

Judaism was understood. By applylng prlnclples of ratlonal1sm to 

Jewish law, the absolute valldl ty of thls law was lessened. ThH . 

enabled the maskillm to begin to questlon the role of Jewlsh law 

as the final author l ty ln Jewlsh lite, and thus the power of the 

rabbinca l author Hies lessened. 

The emergence and development of the reform movement in 

Germany was graduaI and dld not, as Robert Liberles dlscusses in 

h 1 S bo 0 k _5_0 c_l_a_: -=C--=o--=n~t~e.:..:x....:..':_.=o--=f:..-::..:R.=e..::l--=l=-g~l-=.O..::U..::s:....--=R--=e:..:f:.:o=-=-r..:..:.m occur qu 1ckly or 

uniformally. The emergence of thlS movemellt did not slgnity the 

40 Moshe Samet, "Mendelssohn, WelseJ and th~ Rabbis of TheJr 
Tlme", in Studv?s ln the Hlstory of the Je"llsh Peopl~' and th!· 
Land of Israel edlted by Gllboa r Mevorach, Rappaport and 
Shochat, (Tel AV1V: HaMercaz Pr'?ss, 1970), p.n7. RabbJ Yl?twzy"p1 
Landau, (1713 - 1793) YJdS b0rn ln Polanr:1, served as thf? dayan 01 

Brody, and served as thé head of th~ yec,hl';a HI PraCJllP frr)Tf1 17 r)<1 
until hlS death. He was som<?ha t fa'lourablF- tu r:('ltëlJrI Prlrly 
aspects of the haskala,noteably th!? openlnq r.Jf êl .TpWlc,h c,r~hw)l HI 

~,. Prague. He was not known as b'-.!ltlrJ tremendrjusly c,trl'}nuc'u', Hl hl', 
~. Interpretatlon of law, anrJ al10w<::-rj [nr}n trj '-,ha','· 'Ir> thr· 

i nt e rm e ch a r y d a y S 0 f ho l l d a ys. Rab b ] E l e a z a r FIe d: l e c, (1 7 f, 4 -
1826) succeeded Rabb1 Landau 3'- h~arJ 0 f th~ Yr'c,hJ '.'a 1 ri J-'I C](~U~ and 
also served on thlS COTflmUnlty'r~ r::Gurt Clf la ...... 

• 
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irnmediate beginning of the end of tradi tional Judaism in this 

country; the conquest of German Jewry by reform was painfully 

slow. The movement ùid indeeè pass through various stages and did 

not become more ad amant in its demands and more militant in its 

means until the later part of the 1830' s .41 

Immediately preceeding the beglnning of the movement, early 

Jewish journals appeared. Ha l'1e' assef ("The Gatherer") was put 

out in Koenigsberg between 1784 - 1786 by the Society of Friends 

of Hebrew Ll terature. It was dedlcated to promoting the Jewish 

enlightenment and was devoted malnly to studies of Blblical 

exegesis, the revival of Hebrew ln poetry and prose, and 

biographles of Jewish flgures of the past and present. The flrst 

Jewish per lodlcal in German, Su l ami t, was published in Leipz ig in 

1806. Its founders were two Jewlsh educators from Dessau, David 

Frankel and Joseph Wolf; Frankel, who had at an ear lier point 

been Mendelssohn's tutor ln Dessau, was to :emain "=ditor of this 

journal until 1848. Sulami t' s central theme was moderation, and 

its goal was to enlighten the Jewish nation gradually, from 

within, to eventually achl.eve the Jews' political, economic and 

social integratlon. 42 

41 Robert Liberles, Social Context of Rellgious Reform, 
(Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1985), p.17-25. Liberles discusses 
at length the var 10US negotia tions and dealings amongst the 
reform and the tradltional elements ln Berlin. In particular he 
describes the complicatlons that ensued over the ue of the 
synagogue in Berlin. From here, lt is clear thdt conflict between 
the two groups was nelther immedl tate nor constant. 

42 When it moved to Berlin ln 1781 its focus shifted to more 
universal themes such as politics and science, and the importance 
of secular educatlon. It was not pLlbllshed between 1790- 1 794, and 
when it was reissued ln 1794 it was under the editorshlp of Aaron 
Wolfssohn. It then pursued an openly agqressive stance ag31nst 
the orthodox community, and was forced out of publl.catlon ln 1797 
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This ear ly stage of reform saw the nucleus of the f irst 

reform temple emerge in 1815, at the home of Israel Jacobson 

( 1768 - 1828) ln Ber lin. (When hlS home became t 00 sma Il, the 

group moved ta the home of the very weal thy communl ty eIder, 

Jacob Hel: z Beer). The private prayer group met for two hours 

every Saturday, there was a sermon ir. German as weIl as the 

recitation of certain prayers in the vernacular, as weIl as organ 

music. 43 ThlS per iod also saw the formu lation and development of 

David Frledlander's (1750 -1834) Ideas about the nature of 

Judaism. In his letter to a certaln Pastor Teller in 1799, his 

Sendschrelben, he outlined hlS deistlc conception of rellgion. He 

rejected both Christian dogma and Jewlsh ritua1s, and as",erted 

that Jews and Protestants allke should unlte around the eternal 

truths of MosalC monothelsm. Though he saw hlmself as the genulne 

disc iple of Mende lssohn, 44 hi s theory, tha t a Il re 11g ions sha red 

the same pas i t l ve nuc leus , disc redl ted both Mende lssoh n' sand 

Wesseley's claims about the uniqueness of the Jewlsh religion. 

due ta the lack of subscribers. See Mlchael Meyer, The Orlgins of 
the Modern Jew (Detrolt: Wayne State UnlversIty Presc." 1967), 
p.116-118 for a full account of the hlstory of thes~ two early 
J0t.:.rna ls . Bot h are ment loned here because al t hough ne l t he r 
initia11y advocated reform, thelr appearance serves as an 
indication of the changlng Intell~ctua1 cllmate of thp tlme. 

43 Moses Samet has rnentloned ln hlS art.lr:lp "r>1pnr]ç:lssohn, 
\~eisel and the Rabbls of ThIer Tlm~" that the real impetus for 
the closure of the temple came from the Kalser hlmself, and not, 
as sorne scho1ars have belleved (I.e. Mlchael Meyer, The Orlg1nr 
of the Modern Jew, p.136) due to thç: complalnts issued by thp 
traditiona1 Jews to the authorltles. 

44 Michael Meyer, p. 94. 



30 

The modif ications in li turgy suggested and introduced by 

David Friedlander and Israel Jacobson were put into practice at 

the institution of the New Israelite Temple Association in 

Hamburg in December 1817. prayers were shortened, some were in 

German and there was choral and organ music. Sermons were 

delivered in German, in lieu of the traditional drasha. Emphasis 

was placed on the Sabbath as the day of prayer, to the exclusion 

of the other days of the week. 

The second period in the development of reform was 

characterized by the emergence of the Hamburg Prayer Book, in 

1819. The prayer book read from left to right, like the Roman 

alphabet, and translat~ons of the text appeared at the bottom of 

the page. The Hebrew was Sephardic, and there were omlSSlons and 

( modifications in the prayers WhlCh had referred to the Messiah 

and to the land of Israel. Jacobson solicit2d a Talmudic 

( 

authority to prepare a defense of these changes; Eliezer 

Liebermann 's work, Noga Zedek, appeared in 1818. 4S The work had 

the approbations of four rabbis, among them two from Hungary, 

Rabbi Moses Kurli. czer, and Rabbi Aaron Chor in of Arad, 0 f whom 

more will be said later. Liebermann claimed that the introduction 

of an organ, the use of prayers ln German, the modlfication of 

other prayers, and the emphasis on the Sabbath as the only day of 

4S Little is known of the mysterious Eliezer Liebermann. It 
is believed tha t he was the dayan (judge ) of the northern 
Hungarian community of Hummene at sorne point, and that at a later 
stage converted to Christianity. The responsa of Rabbl Sofer on 
the subJect of reform, as will be seen in Chapter Four, contalns 
numerous references to Liebermann's two works, Noga Zedek and Or 
~oga. Both works were publlshed in 1818 in Dessau. 
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prayer, could be substantia ted by tradi tiona l sources. 46 

In this same period, a temple in Vienna was established, 

under the direction 0 f Isaak Noah Mannheimer, (179 3 - 1886), the 

Viennese son of a Hungarian cantor. The reforms here closely 

resembled those introduced in Hamburg. In 1819, Leopo ld Zu n z 

(1794 - 1886) helped to establish the socIety for the sClentlfic 

and histor lC approach to Judaism, the Verein Fuer Cu 1 tur und 

Wissenschaft der Juden. In 1823, the sOcIety flrst publlshed 

Zei tschr i ft Fuer dIe Wissenscha f t des Judentums, the Journa l 

dedicated to approaching Judaism from the new vantage point of 

scientific inqulry. 

The stage ident). f ied as the "f lower Ing"47 of re form d Id not 

occur untll after RabbI Sofer's death. Temples contlnued to open, 

inc luding those in other countr les ln Europe (1. e. the West 

London Synagogue of Brltish Jews). In 1844, another pra) el' book 

was introduced by the ASSocIatIon for the Reform of Judalsm. Very 

little Hebrew was used, and the content of the praYPrf) was 

further modl f Ied. 'The cont rovers y bet ween the ch lef rabbI 0 f 

Breslau, Solomon TiktIn,( 1791 -1843) and Abraham (,plgpr, (1810-

1874) the "junior" rabbI who sought to Implement certain reforrns 

in the communlty, (and a scholar of Zunz's Wlssenschaft des 

Judentums) began during thlS perlod. The ten years of public 

debate that ensued ln prlnt are part of the hlstory of th~ reforrn 

46 Part 0 f Liebermann ' s text can be seen ln Leopo Id 
Gre e n w a Id' s w 0 r k, 0 neT h 0 ù san d Ye ars 0 f Je vn s h L l f e l ri H u n 9 a r YJ 
(Yiddish) ( Columbus, OhIO: f'arlsh Press, 1945), p.B3 Th"" 
appendlx to thlS work, Or Naga, appeared ln 1818. See M~ndes-

~ Flohr and Relnharz, p. 146 - 149, for part of thlS tfOxt. 

Plaut, IntroductIon. 
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( movement that has been described as "revolutionary, exci ting, 

grand in its sweep, immensely appealing in its surging optimism 

and breadth or its universalism".4B 

The pattern of development and growth of the Reform movement 

in Germany was not imitated in Hungary. Reform was not indigenous 

to Hungary, rather, it arrived eastward from Vienna. There were 

very few direct commercial relations between Hungary and Germany 

in the early part of the nineteenth century. Vienna, however, 

played a crucial role in the cultural and economic life of 

Hungary. 

The di f fusion of reform into Hungary was facilitated by bath 

famil~al and business t~es. The Brelsach family, for 

example, lived in Pressburg toward the end of the eighteenth 

( century. Later, they branched out to Vienna and ta Pest and by 

the 1820's, members of the fami ly had managed to acqui rt. 

important positions in these communi ties. Here, they became 

outspoken advocates of reform - Isaac Breisach (1758 1 835 ) 

arrived in Pest ~n 1795 and served as one of the heads of the 

communi ty here for more than twenty seven years. His son in law, 

Hermann B1E:dermann, (1774 - 1816) \-Tas acti ve on behal f of re form 

in Vienna, Pressburg, and Pest. Isaac' s son Wol f, (d. 1827) was 

head of the Pressburg cornmuni ty for at least seven years, dur ing 

which time he endeavoured ta have the yeshiva here closed. 

The wealthy Vienne se merchant Michael Lazar Biedermann, 

(Hermann' s brother, not surprisingly) has been dubbed the "patron 

48 M~chae l Meyer, "The Re l ig ious 
Berlin Jewish Community 1814 -1823", 
Yearbook # 24 (London: Marin Secker 
Introduction. 

Reform Controversy in the 
~n The Leo Baeck Instl tute 
and Warbrug Ltd., 1979), 
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saint not only of Viennese Reform but also of Pressburg and 

perhaps Pest reforms" .49 He was primarily interested ln 

educational reforms, and was one of the most vocal proponents of 

the establishment of a modern school in Pressburg. 

It was Isaac Noah Mannheimer's Vlew of reform that filtered 

into Hungary. Mannheimer became the leader of the re form 

congregation of Vienna in 1824; he developed the "Vlennese rite" 

of reform, which was a more moderate version of the Hamburg 

precedent. Tnus, It was the Vlennese model of reform thdt was put 

into practice, through the work of Gabriel Ullman. Ullman was 

the dr i ving force behlnd the establIshment 0 f the temple here, 

and in 1827 he and other supporters opened the Hesed Ne' urim 

Vere in , the precursor to the Pest Chorschu le. Observed a 

l>1oravian traveJler about the Influence of Vlenna ln thlS temple: 

the local Temple here lS surely a ChIld 
of the Vjennesei the constant traff1C 
of loca l merchants W l th t.he Au s tr 1an 
capital has brought about the acceptance 
of the new mode of rellglous serV1ces by 
the 10 cal Je w r y . ",' 

Rabbi Moshe Kunltz (d. 1837) WdS the rabbl of Buda and 

later, the dayan or Judge, of Pest. He supported the lntroductlon 

of reforms in the synagogue serVIce, as is seen ln hlS responsum 

which appears in Noga Zedek, Whereln he permitted the use of an 

organ in the synagogue. A lthough hl? w rote t hree oth~r works, Be it 

Rabbi (Vienna 1805), Ben Yohal (1815) and the lwo volum~ HaMazrr:f 

49 MIchael Sllber, "The Hlstorlcal 
Jewry and l t s Impact on Has ka lah and 
Toward Modernlty, p.120 . 

~" Quoted by Sllber, p.123. 

Exper ience of German 
Reforrn in Hungary", ln 
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.( (Prague 1820 and Vienna 1857) these works were not concerned wi th 

religious reform. His efforts to introduce reform int.o Hungary 

were overshadowed by the activities of his peer, Aaron Chorin. 

Rabbi Aaron Chor .... n (1766 - 1844) has been described as an 

"indefatigable" supporter of reform; it was he who played the 

pioneering role in the dissemination of German Reform in Hungary. 

Born in Moravia ~n 1766, his early education and training were 

highly traditional. In his youth he studied for two years at the 

~shiva in Mattersdorf and later he went to study in Prague, 

under the tutelage of Rabbi Yehezkel Landau. SI Here he was 

exposed to the study of general philosophy, and acquired an 

interest in the kabbala. Considered by his contemporar ies to be a 

halachist of sorne ~mportance, he was appointed rabbl of the 

{ southern Hungarian community of Arad in 1789 and retalned this 

position until hlS death. 

c 

Chorin's book Emek HaShaveh was published in Prague in 1803. 

(Written in Hebrew, a German translation appeared in 1837 under 

the t~ tle "H~llel Il). In lt he attacked those customs which he 

thought were without basis in Judaism i. e. the placing of 

copies of the Psalms of Ascent near a woman in chi ldbirth, and 

the practice of kapparot (redemption of one' s s ins through the 

use of a live animal). The opening chapter of the book was 

entitled Rosh Arnanah (Principles of Faith). Here he discussed the 

51 It is interesting to note that both Chorin and Rabbi 
Moses Sofer studied wi th Rabbi Landau at approximately the same 
time (c. 180 a ). Though i t is possible that they did meet each 
other 1 Sofer' s references to Chorin in his responsa do not, as 
wlll be seen in Chapter Four, indicate a personal acquaintance 
with Chorin. Furthermore, none of the blographical accounts 
consulted indicates any such personal knowledge. 
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... need to reform the liturgy, 50 as to "restore it to jts pristine 

simplici ty", to say prayers l.n the "understa.ndable language of 

one' s country", and to make use of the organ dur lnç, the sery ice 

"so that harmony and order might be introduced".~; In 1811, a 

Hungar ian wr i ter reported the following about. Char i n and nis 

activities: 

In our land too, there are many Israelites 
who have a sense and feeling for good and for 
betterment and who can properly appreclate the 
institutions of the Westphallan Canslstory. A 
few weeks ago, for lnstance, R. Aaron Chur l ner, 
rabbi of Arad, performed the marrlage ceremony 
for an Israe Il te couple w l thln the synagogue 
after he had flrst held on the prevlou3 Sabbath 
a very appropriate publlc speech in which he 
flttingly explalned the beauty and the usefulness 
of the Conslstary's directIves. 53 

In his treatlse entitled "Kinat ha Emet" (Zeal for Truth, 

Dessau 1818) Charin supported Jacabson's reforms. RabbI Banet of 

N icholsburg (1753-1829) pressured the communlty 0 fArad to ban 

the treatise. Chorin was summoned to appear before the bel t din 

(Jewish court of law) and was told that his book would be burned, 

and that he had to recant in writing. He did 50 ln 1819, stating 

thôt " aIl my words are annulled and inva l id. Bes ides, l am not 

worthy to J udge and decide on thls subJect matter. Only the 

sages of Israel and their leaders of the time are )ustified in 

doing so". S4 

52 Excerpts from Chorin's work A Word in its Time can be 
found in Plaut's book, 22. cit. p.33-34. 

53 Quoted by MIchael Silber, p. 11 7. 

54 Quoted by Plaut, p.256. 
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Shortly afterward Chorin appealed to the government and the 

verdict of the beit din was revoked. In his work "Davar B'ito" ( ------

A \'lord in its Tirne) of the tollow:lng year, he urged his readers 

ta disregard hlS recantatjon. Char in aga ln outlined the need for 

prayer in the vernacular, the use of an organ, and lhe 

simplification of pr3yers. In hlS avn congregation, he abelished 

the RoI N~2.re prayer i approv8d the use of an organ on the 

Sabbath, allowed riding on the Sabbat:h, and permitted men to 

pray wi th their heads uncovered - the f lrst rabbi to do so. S5 In 

this work, intended to pro vide a rationale for reforrn, he spoke 

of the need to "strip off the unessential additions which often 

forced themsel ves upon our noble fai th as the spawn of obscure 

and dark ages". S6 In "Iggeret Elasaf" (1826), Chorln responded 

to the questions of the Jews from the Kalsruhe communi ty, and 

advocated further reforms. In 1828, he init:lated the construction 

of a new synagogue and school in the community. Towards the end 

of his life, he wrote three works - Avak Sofer (1828), which was 

his notes on certain parts of the Shulchan Aruch, and two on the 

subject of reform, Zir Ne'eman (1831) and Yeled Zekunim (1839). 

He also supported the resolutions of the Conference of Reform 

Rabbis in Brunswick, which teok place in 1844. In an es say that 

vas part of a collection enti tled Theologische Gutachten 

(Theological Opinions, 1842) i t is clear that until the end of 

his life, Chorin remained deeply committed to the ideas of 

55 Plaut, p. 33. 

56 Mendes - Flohr, 0.l?..:- cit. p.156. 



37 

religious reform. He stated: 

The genulne spirit of Jewish religiosity has 
integrity only when the soul is ever free of 
fetters and does not lmpose upon our conscience 
any oppressive restraint. ......... . 
Each communlty should keep ltS own temple order; 
none of them should strive to press its opinions 
upon any other. Each should arrange its temple 
in accordance wlth ItS own taste, should formulate 
the prayers to assuage its own conscience - and aIl 
should treat each other as comrades of one faith, 
coreligionlsts. 57 

When he died in 1844 Chorin had earned the title of "Aher" 

(li terally, "other") from tradi tional rabbis, an acronym of his 

name that was remlniscent of the famous first cent ury apostate 

Elisha ben Avuyah.~ 

Although the reform movement ln Hungary had Aaron Chorln as 

its champion, and despi te the report of the Hungarian 

correspondent that would suggest the opposite, the ma Jor i ty 0 f 

Hungarian Jews remained traditional during Moses Sofer's 

lifetime. One German Jew ln Hungary observed in 1845, a few years 

after the rabbl' s death that "there, culture had not yet reached 

the stage which has been at tained in Gerrrany. It is st i Il as 1 t 

was with us at the beginning of the century". 59 This quote does 

not imply that reform was not evident in Hungary. Rather, i t 

underscores the fact that society in general, and the rabbinate 

in particular, remalned highly conservati ve. Rabbis Kuni tz and 

57 see Plaut, p.39 - 40. 

SB Leopold Greenwald, A History of the Torah and Faith in 
Hungary (Hebrew) (Siget: A. Koyfman, 1910), p.41 - 44 

~ Silber, p.125. 
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Chorin were certainly the exception. 

Through the above consideration of the early beginnings and 

development of the reform movement in Germany, i t becomes c lear 

that Rabbi Sofer was never witness to Reform Judaism in its 

maturi ty, nei ther in his pldce of birth, nor in his adopted 

country. As a young man in Frankfurt, he was exposed to i ts 

infancy and initial expression, but by the time that the reform 

movement had begun to mature, Rabbi Sofer was living in 

Pressburg, in a country where the movemen~ had yet to develop to 

the same extent. His knowledge of the path and nature of 

religious reform were therefore secondhand at best. As his 

biography that constitutes Chapter Three will illustrate, this 

was a factor of great significance in the development of his own 

( approach and response to the subject of relig~ous reform. 

( 
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Chapter Three 

In the f irst two chapters, l concentrated on the broad, 

historical factors which were at play during RabbI Moses Sofer's 

lifetime. ln this chapter l will approach the Hatam Soter trom a 

much more narrow vantage point that of a blographer. The 

various events and inf luences WhlCh contributed to hlS 

development and shaped his character will be discussed. This 

chapter will make use of both secondary sources and primary 

sources in order to reconstruct a biography. A word about the use 

of these primary sources ln this chapter is essentlal. 

Although he dld not publish any of hlS work durlng his 

lifetime, Rabbi Moses Sofer left a volumlnous literary legacy 

that was publlshed posthumously by his chlldren. There are t wo 

very large volumes of hlS speeches, Drashot, another smaller book 

of speeches entitled Zlkhronot, two volumes of his personal will, 

Torat Moshe, a volume of personal letters entltled Igeret Sofrim, 

and commentarles on the Pentateuch and on the Talmud .',1' He also 

wrote a ser ies of works enti t led Hlddushe Hatarn Sofer.'1 An 

essential part of Rabbi Sofer's literary legacy is his responsa, 

60 On the Penta teuch they are Ha tam So f er a l Ha Torah 
-~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

~ereshit, Shemot, Vayikra, Bamldbar, and Devarlm, and on the 
Talmud they are Hatam Sofer al SUglot HaShas. 

61 This lS the tltle WhlCh encompasses elght books: Perek 
Lulav Ha-Gazul, Abodah Zdrnh, NedarIm, Shabbat, Baba Batra, Seder 
Nezikin, Al SUglot, and AI- Shulchan Arukh Yoreh De' ah. The name 
Hatam Sofer, WhlCh IS frequently used Instead of or ln 
con]Unctlon wlth Rabbl Sofpr's full nam'~,IS an acronym takr::n from 
the tltle of thlS serIes, th", "H" standInq for "Hlddushe", the 
"T" for "Torat" and the "t-1" fr::>r "Moshe". Tt wac; common practlC'e 
to name a rabblnlcal flgure aftf':'r cl partIcular work. that hr:, had 
written. 
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She'elot U-Teshuvot, of which there are between 1,200 and 

1 ,400. 62 They are organized and titled according to the volumes 

of the Shulchan Aruch: Yoreh De'ah, Or ah Haim, Eben HaEzer 1 and 

II, Hoshen Mishpot, Helek Shishi, and Helek SheVl1i. Though 

biographical lnformatlon can be found in a few of these works, 

(namely, Sofer's Drashot, Torat Moshe, Zlkhronot, and responsa) 1 

will make use of his responsa only, for the sheer volume of Rabbi 

Sofer' s work renders i t necessa:.:-y in a paper ·.)f this size to 

limit the use of primary sources. 

Moses Sofer was born into a prestigious family and 

community, on Tibhri 7, 5523 September 1762).63 His great 

grandfather Rabbi Joseph Samuel Krakauer had served as the chief 

rabbi of the Frankfort community between 1689 1703. His 

grandfather married the daughter of Rabbi Samuel Schotten, the 

head of the Frankfort yeshiva. HlS father Samuel Sofer carried on 

the line of rabbis ln the family, but was primarily engaged as a 

scribe. His uncle, Rabbi Moshe Frankforter, for whom he was 

named, was responslble for having the Talmud printed in 

Amsterdam. According to family tradi ton, Rabbi Shimon Yizchaki 

(Rashi) and the author of Yalkut Shimoni, Rabbi Simeon, were 

~ Yehudah Nahshoni, in his work Rabbenu Moshe Sofer 
(Jerusalem: Mashavlm Press 1981) has the figure at 1,377, p.143. 
Jacob Katz, however, ln his biographical article, "Contributions 
Toward a Biography of Rabbi Moses Sofer" ln Studies in Hysticism 
and Religlon Presented to Gershom Scholem (Jerusalem: Magnes 
Press 1967) states that the figure "is close to 1,200." p.118. 

63 Jacob Katz, "Contributions Toward a Biography of Rabbi 
Moses Sofer", p.118. 
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among his ancestors.~ 

The Jewish community of Frankfort into which Moses Sofer was 

born was known as an Ir V' Em _b'Y1.srael, a "mo ther city in 

Israel. 1165 1t was a city characterl.zed by Tor ah scho larship, and 

was home to many dynamic and powerful rabblnical fIgures. 

Students flom the surrounding communitles would come to Frankfort 

to study, undissuaded by the high taxes jmposed on them by the 

city council.~ RabbI Jacob Joshua Falk (1680-1756) headed Rabbi 

Schottsn's yeshiva, after the latter's death. He '1fas also the 

chief rabbi of the community, and was head of the bei~din, until 

he left the communi ty in the wake of the Eybeschuetz Emden 

controversy. He was replaced by RabbI Abraham Lissa, a fIgure who 

has been descrlbed as a "tlger" in areas of Jewlsh law. He 

himself was involved j n th\:? controversial case known as the 

"Cleves Di vorce" . 67 

Despi te the important role that Frankfort played in the 

world of Torah study, the CIty was by no means idyllic. In 1747, 

M Moses Shlmon Chones, The Chronology Book of Jewish 
Legalists, (Hebrew) (Warsaw: Baumrl tter, 1910), p. 264, and S. 
Ehrmann, "Moses 50 fer" J n Jewlsh Leaders ed I t ed by Leo Jung, 
(Jerusalem: Boys Town Publlshers, 1964), p.117. 

65 Quoted by Jose f Unna in "Nat han HaCohen Ad 1er" , in 
Guardians of our Her l tage, edl ted by Leo Jung, (New York: Bloch 
PubIishlng Co., 1958), p.165. 

66 A. Freimann and F. Kracauer ln Frankfort / (PhIladelphIa: 
Jewish Publication SocIety, 1929), p.151. 

67 This case lS dlscussed by RabbI Moses Burak, ln hl s book 
The Hatam Sofer, (Toronto: Beth Jacob Congregation, 1967), p.61. 
Burak emphaslzes that RabbI LIssa was alon~ ln his oplnlon that 
the divorce was not valld; aIl of the rabbIs of MannheIm and the 
much respected RabbI Landau belleved that It was valld. 
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shortly before Moses Sofer's birth, an anonymous writer described 

the condition of the Jewish ghetto thus: 

Picture te yourself a long street, 
more than hait a quarter of an hour long 
shut in by houses al least five or six 
stories high. Thlnk of these houses 
as having houses back of them with scarcely 
enough yard space to admit daylight, every 
nook up to the roof fuI) ot roorns and chambers 
in which are together are crowded 10,000 human beings 
who thlnk themselves fortunate when they 
leave their dens to be able to breathe the air 
on their dlrty, damp street ... There you have an 
approximate ide a of the Jews' quart8r.~ 

The sanitary conditlons were equally as grim; pipes were 

poor ly laid and in disrepair, and many houses dld not have 

toilets. There was neither a yard nor a clear area where children 

cou Id play; the spaces ln front of the houses were used as 

workplaces for the adults of the ghetto. Much of the reason for 

the poor conditon of the ghetto was the fact that within a period 

of ten years, it h~d tWlce been devastated by fire. In 1711, a 

fire that had begun in Rabbi Naphtall Cohen's home spread 

throughout the entire Jewish quarter, and destroyed aIl of the 

houses. And, ID 1721, a fire which began in Moses Elkan's house 

wreaked considerable, if not equal damage. 

The Jews were ernployed as moneylenders, bakers, butchers, 

tavernkeepers, and musicians. Sorne of the wemen were employed as 

servants, lace makers, and street vendors. A. Freimann and F. 

Kracauer, in their classic work on the city observe that "till 

weIl past the eighteenth century, the greater part of Frankfort 

68 Freirnann and Kracauer, Frankfort, p.148. 
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. .". Jewry was destitute, or had to struggle hard for their daily 

bread".~ Almost one quarter of the communlty was unable to pay 

its taxes, and/or had ~o live on charity. The Jews, through the 

twelve trustees (Baume.lster) who represented them to the 

government tr ied, to no aval 1 , to have the crown taxes and the 

special Qpferpfenn13 decreased. Only during the ten year period 

between 1759 - 1769, wh en the French held the city, did their 

taxes decrease. 

The Jews were confronted with frequent opposition trom the 

burghers, who felt threatened by their presence in the economy of 

the city. The burghers sent varlous, unsuccessful petltions to 

the Clty councll, ln an effort to have the Jews' activity 

restricted. However, the Jews remalned under imperlal protectlon. 

Communal life was dominated by a few wealthy familles - the 

Rothschi Ids, the Kanns, and the SChl f f s . The wea l t hy J ewc., Hl 

Frankfort were bankers, military contractors, and traders ln 

commodities (tea, sugar, coffee and brandy). Their living 

condi tlons were by no means comparable to the average Jew. The 

two stcry house of one Aaron Baer, a very wealthy merchant ln the 

city 1.5 descr ibed as ha ving seven bedrooms, eight other Il v ing 

rooms, Dutch art adornlng the wa 115, and exquis i te f urn l ture . 

These families, like their wealthy counterparts ln Hungary, were 

the first advocates of the enllghtenment and of religlous reforme 

By the end of the eighteenth cent ury , there were many Jews in 

Frankfort who Were influenced by the ideals of reform and 

69 IbId., p. 142. 
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enlightenment. 7o Moses Sofer, however, was exposed to influences 

of a very different kind. Moses Sofer began his studies under the 

guidance of his father, and at the age of seven is said to have 

been completely versed in the Pentateuch. 71 At sorne point between 

the ages of nine and twelve, he was sent to Rabbi Nathan Adler's 

yeshiva; it ",as here that he began one of the most if not the 

most, significant relationships of his lite. 

Rabbi Adler (1741-1800) was an illustrlous Torah scholar, 

and was thought to be an illui (child prodigy). His family had 

long been one of influence in the city and he, like his student, 

was believed to be a descendant of the author of the Yalkut 

Shimonl. Despite the unanimous appreciation of his scholarship, 

Rabbi Adler was regarded with a certaln amount of susplcion, and 

( thought perhaps to be a secret kabbalist. Sorne of his practices 

differed from that of hJS contemporaries - he used the Lurianic 

rite in prayer, and used the Sephardic, not the Ashkenazic 

pronunciation of Hebrew. Fürthermore, he recited the ancient 

blessing of the priests every day, not just on festivals, as was 

the accepted practice. He was very strict on matters pert3ining 

to the dietary laws, and was particularly strict about the way in 

which an animal was to be killed. There was a certain amount of 

friction between his followers and the community; sorne of the 

former claimed that they could work miracles, and that they had 

visionary dreams. In 1779, his followers were placed under a ban 

by members of the communi ty, he himself did not appear when 

70 Ibid., pp. 151 -160. 

71 Burak, p.65. 
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summoned. A resolut~on was passed in absentia that he could no 

longer conduct his own services, or he too would be placed under 

a ban. 72 

In the middle of the controversy with Rabbi Adler, Moses 

Sofer, at the age of ei ther thirteen or fourteen, wellt to 

Mayence, to study w~th Rabbi Tevele Schiff ld.1792). By the tlme 

he was around fifteen or sixteen years old, he had successfully 

completed the study of the entire Talmud and had also become well 

versed in math, astronomy, physics, anatomy, French and Latin. n 

When Moses Sofer returned to Frankfort, Rabbi Phineas 

Horowitz was the new chlef rabbi. He began to study wlth him, and 

also resumed hlS studies with RabbI Adler. Horowitz (1730-1805), 

a native of Po land, was appointed the ch le f rabbi in 1 771, and 

held the posIton until his death. He commanded much respect, and 

had a close relatlonshlp with RabbI Adler, despite the fact that 

he had been one of the slgnator ies of the proclamation against 

him. In his youth he had been a student of the hasldlc leader 

Rabbi Dov Baer of MezrIch, (d. 1772) as had hlS brothers, Nahum 

and Samuel Shmelke. The Influence of hasidic thought can be seen 

in RabbI Horow l t z 's phIlosophy; centra 1 to thought was the idea 

tha~ the Torah should be studied in its simplest form. He 

believed that ln thI c way, one could reach a spIrIt of communion 

with God. Rabbl Horawltz became Involved ln a controversy which 

surrounded the rullng of RabbI Yehezkcl Landau. Landau had 

72 Josef Unna, "!;cJthan 
a l s 0 J a cob Kat z "0 C ,- -_ l ': le, 
RabbI Moses Sa f eT" -

HaCohen Ad 1er" , pp. 167 
"Cont lbutions Toward a 

See Ehrmanr., "1:c.'.;t=-s Sofer", p.ll8. 

177. Sep 
Biography of 
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invalidated a bill of divorce given to a woman because it had 

been deli vered to her by a mess enger , against her will. Rabbi 

Horowitz insisted that the bill was valid.~ 

Rabbi Horowitz was adamant ly opposed to the haskalah. In a 

sermon in 1782, enti t led Tokhahat Musar ("ethical rebuke Il ), he 

spoke out against Mendelssohn' s Biur. He charged that i t was a 

"mockery of teachings of the sages, an undertaking of 

unprecedented wickedness in Israel". 75 However, he did gi ve an 

approbation to the German translatl0n of a festival prayer book 

by Wolf Heidenhelm.~ In 1795, he banned the new secular school 

in Frankfort, due to fear that it would diminish Torah study. He 

was forced to rescind thlS ban, under pressure from civic 

authoritles. Towards the end of his life, he witnessed the 

( emergence of German reading circles, a new, "model" school, and 

finally, the Jewlsh Philanthropin, in 1805. 

( 

Moses Sofer dld not wltness these events in Frankfort. 

Around 1781, he left the city, in order to follow Rabbi Adler to 

his new position in Boskowi tz, Moravia. The story surrounding 

this departure lS that Sofer walked for three days behind the 

rabbi's coach, until he eventually succeeded in getting the rabbi 

~ Jacob Katz, p.120-121. 

75 Freimann, p. 183. 

n Though this may seem contradlctory, sorne rabbis did give 
approbations to books in the vernacular if they thought such 
books were of educational value and would otherwise be 
inaccesible. Moses Sofer himself, although he dld not approve of 
the use of the vernacular in Torah study, gave an approbatlon ln 
1816 to a book written in Germany concernlng dietary, family and 
candlelighting laws. 
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"'", to take him. 77 

The importance of Frankfort in Moses Sofer' 5 psyche is 

evidenced by Sofer's own words. He noted hlS attachment to the 

city in Orah Haim. Here he discussed the fact that his sIgnature 

- Moshe HaKohen Sofer M' Frank fort D' Maim, is a test 1mony to the 

love he has for his Cl ty of birth. 78 In another let ter in Orah 

Haim, Rabbi Sofer ment10ned that he holds an annual feast on th~ 

twentieth of Adar in observance of the remembrance day of that 

communi ty. 79 

Frankfort was home ta a rabbinical tradition of def1nlte 

opinions and legallstlc debate. Rabbis Falk, Llssa, dnd Horowitz 

were aIl lnvolved ln sorne sort of dlspute regardlng Jewlsh law ot 

sorne pOlnt ln thelr careers. Moses Soter was raised ln a SOC let y 

where these men flgured prominently; although thlS does not 

necessarily mean that he grew up wlth a predIlectIon for 

controversy or confl1ct, lt does 1nd1cate that the expression of 

one' s own opin ions V1S ~ v lS Jew i sh law, even those unpopu la r or 

controversial, seemed ent1rely possible ta Moses Soter. 

The fact that Moses Sofer was born ln Frankfort, Germany, 

and grew to a young man there, and not in Hungary, is of 

considerable Importance. Unlike most of thp tradltional Jews oI 

77 Josef Unna recounts th1S event in Moses Soter 1 s li te, in 
hi s art icI e " Nat han Ha Co h e nAd 1er" p. 1 7 8. He 9 l VI? S t h P. r; 0 ure E~ (/ f 
this story - Sofer's Drashot, Part II. 

78 Moses Sofer, She'elot U-Teshuv~.!....L Ora'2 __ ~il_~~~. p.61 A. 
(Jerusalem: Hotza 'at Hod 1972). All further rr.~telE'r)r;PS tCl 
responsa are to thlS edltlon. 

'9 Sofer, Orah HaHn, letter '191, p.236 A an'j B. 
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{ Pressburg, Moses Soier had already witnessed the emergence of 

the Reform movement in his community. He was much more familiar 

with the early beginnings of the Reform Movement than were his 

Hungar ian contemporaries, due to his place of birth. His 

reactions to the emergence of reform must neccessariIy be 

understood in their lmmediate, Hungarian contexti hcwever, their 

German origins must also recognized and appreciated. 

Of Rabbi Horow l tz, Sofer remarked that he was the " rabbi of 

the entire Diaspora" . sri It is not known to what extent Sofer knew 

of Rabbi Horowitz' s efforts to repress reform in Frankfort, due 

to , . 
1115 departure from the city. Jacob Katz is thinks that the 

words of Rabbi Horowitz against Mendelssohn's work reached 

Prosnl t z, Dresni tz ( and Mat tersdorf, and thus, i t i5 reasonable 

( to believe that Sofer was aware of them. 81 It seems quite safe ta 

assume that Sofer bath condonE:.!d and approved of this activJ.ty, 

for if not, he would not have spoken of Rabbi Horowitz with such 

veneration. The hlgh esteem in which Sofer regarded hlS teacher 

is apparent in various responsa. In an responsum regarding 

]sashrut, Sofer stated that he learned this particular opinion 

from "the gaon Rabbi Horowitz".82 In another responsum, he stated 

that "[rom my holy fathers J learned the laws of trefut" .83 

80 Sofer, Ibidr. #15, p.23J1, 

81 Jacob Katz,"Ccntributions Toward a Biography", p.120. 

83 Sofer, Ibid, #50, p.16A. Although he did not refer to 
Rabbi Horowitz explicitly, it seems obvions that the reference 
here is to him and to Rabbi Adler, as other responsa indicate 
that he shared their \iews on this area of Jewjsh law. 
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Moses Sofer's dedication to Rabbi Adler is clear from the 

fact that he followed him to Moravia and later, to Vienna. Dur Ing 

his three years in Moravia, Sof er st udied and 5 erved an 

apprenticeship wi th RabbI Adler and Rabbi Yehezkel Landau. In 

Moravia, Rabbi Adler became invol ved in a dIspute with the 

householders of Boskowitz because of his strictness ln the area 

of ri tuaI slaughter. He left the CIty, and arr l ved w i th Moses 

Sofer in Vien na in the Spring of 1785. Rabbi Adler soon returned 

to Frank fort, whereupon Moses Sofer continued to "lrosn l t z. Rabbi 

Sofer' s respect and love for his teacher lS ev idenced by the 

remark; he made at hlS eulogy, in 1800. Here he said that he 

regret :.ed Il not standing at the graveside of this holy man, for 

then sorne 0 f his spir l t wou Id ha ve been con f erred. R4 The 

influence that this teacher had on Rabbi Sofer' s practice is 

revealed in hlS own words. In Or ah Halm, he spoke of Rabbl Adler 

wi th much love and respect and noted that he adopted Rabbi 

Adler's practice ln prJ.vate worshlp, the Nusach Arl (prayer 

accordirlg to the Lurianic ri te. )85 In another letter, ln Yoreh 

De' ah, he discussed the di f ferent standards vary ing commun l t ies 

have wi th respect to ritual slaughter. He stated that he prefers 

the standard observed by his teacher, Rabbi Adler. 8~ In a let ter 

84 Quoted by Un na , p.' 78. 

85 "91, p.236~ •. 

86 Sofer 1 in Yore De' ah, # 1 3, p. 6B and 7A stated that he 
accepts RabbI Adler' s str lctness ln these matters, and agreed 
that two experts must examIne the knife before it is used. 
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{ written to Rabbi Israel Margolit regarding the details of 

erecting the temple in Jerusalem, Sofer remarked that. he learned 

about th1S from "the mouth of the holy hasid Nathan Adler" .87 In 

yet another letter, in answer to a question posed to him on the 

way in which a Jewish decree of divorce is to be written, Sofer 

remarked that "and l heard this from my teacher the gaon, the 

hasid, Nathan Adler". 88 

In Prosnitz, Moses Sofer became engaged to Sara Jerwitz, the 

widowed daughter of the late Rabbi. Moses Jerw1 tz of Prosni tz .89 

The engagement perlOd is one of much speculation; although it is 

belleved that Sofer became engaged upon the suggestion of Rabb1 

Adler, i t lS al 50 thought that both he and Rabb1 Horow 1 tz d1d 

not approve 'Jf the match. There were d1sagreements between the 

( bride' s brother and Sofer over the terms of the dowry. Eventually 

the terms were settled and Sofer was promised a few years of room 

( 

and board sa that he could study. Sofer also eyperienced sorne 

dit f icul ties Wl th the civi 1 author ities regarding his lntended 

marr iage. A t the time, there was a certa in quota on the number 0 f 

marriages aJlowed in the Jewish communitYr the n1ederlaus. In 

order to marry, Sofer would have to leave the country. The 

"popular mythology" which snrrounds th1s per iod lS that Sofer 

wrote a letter to Rabbi Horowitz, in Frankfort, requesting a 

87 Ibid, #233, p.l00A. 

88 Sofer, Eben Ha Ezer Il, #46, p.18A and B. 

89 Al though they dld not have chlldren together, i t is 
believed that she hôd a few daughters from her fHst marrlage. In 
Yoreh De'ah #143, Sofer speaks of "our sons-in-law, takers of our 
daughters", p. 4 5A . 
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rabbinic ruling that would allow him to break off the engagement. 

However, the let ter was lost in the ma ll. Soter mist.ook Rabbl 

Horowltz's silence as refusal, and marned Sara Jerwltz ln 

Samnetz, Hungary on May 6, 1787. Rabbi Horowitz's letter wlth thp 

requested permlsSlon arrlved the followlng day. 90 

It 1S imposslble to determ1ne whether or not thls story 15 

true; it lS, however, very revea11ng. Sofer' s correspondence wi th 

his rabbi on 50 personal a matter emphasizes the close nature of 

their relationshlp. It also lndicates the type of personality 

that has been Ident l f ied by Jacob Katz as one that makes 

declslons based on \'alues and feellngs of personal lntegrlty, to 

the lesser conslderatlon of the final outcome of thesp 

declslons. g' It 15 clear from the existence of sush a story, 

whether based in fac~ or ln flct1on, that Sofer was less than 

enthusiast1c abollt h1E flance. However, he honoured hlS Inltl-31 

decislon ta marry her when he thought that thlS was requlrprj of 

him. 

Moses Sofer wa s s upported by hlS brother -ln-l aw for abou t 

five years. He did not make any plans to enter the rabbinate 

wh1le in Prosni tz, and lt lS thought that perhaps he cons1dered 

making a livlng ae. a tallor.~~ When hls brother ln law went 

bankrupt and wa s ne. 10nger able to support t hem, 50 t er and hl S 

wife moved to D!,<=r-; .. ~;-. In Dresn1tz, Soter was certlfled as a 

9n Thl.s stor:/ l' u,,'.:c;unted by Katz, pp.125 - 126, and by 
Burak, pp.77 -79. 

9' Ka t z, p. 1 :. - . 

9; Ka t z, p. 1 _ . 
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rabbi by Rabbi Banet (1753-1829), and was employed in this 

capacity. He did not have a yeshiva here, but within a few years 

he had attracted a small circle of students. Here Sofer wrote his 

first responsum; it was in this community that he began to be 

regarded as a rabbl of certain skill. Within a few years he had 

received an invitatlon from the community of Mattersdorf to 

serve as the chief rabbi of their community, and a sinlllar 

invitation from Prosnitz was extended shortly afterward. Though 

the Jewish communi ty of the latter was the larger and the more 

familiar communi ty, Sofer went to to Mattersdorf, because he had 

a lready comml t ted hlmsel f to this pOSl tlon. Here agaln Sofer' s 

tenacious lntegr l ty lS ev idenced. In a letter tha t he sent to the 

communlty ùf ProsnJ..tz, Sofer explalned that "1 have already told 

" '~ the communi ty of Mattersdorf that l would go there. And l wi Il 

( 

not, God forbld, foresake them. l will not resort to the 

customary excuses". 9' 

In 1802, a few years after he had arrived in Mattersdorf, he 

was invited by the community of Neustadt to serve as then head 

rabbi. He had already dellvered his final sermon in Mattersdorf 

when fire broke out in the city. It devastated the Jewish 

quarter, and the community was in a state of crisis. Reallzlng 

that the communi ty was in need of support, he dec l ined the 

opportunity to serve as the rabbi of Neustadt, though lt was the 

bigger and more prestigious community. 

In Mattersdorf Rabbi Sofer adminlstered a large yeshiva, and 

9'1 Reprinted ln the or 19inal Hebrev by Yehudah Nahshoni, j n 
Rabenu Moshe Sofer (Jerusa lem: Mashabim Press, 1981), p. 54. 
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- wrote many responsa dealing with Jewish law. He took much 

..... 
personal interest in the lives of his students. He found out what 

they were dOJ.ng in the dnrmitories of the yeshiva, and woulu 

visi t their homes unannounced. He took an actl ve interest in 

whatever they did during their spare time and acccording to 

tradition, would even peek through theJ.r windows to find out what 

they were reading.~ 

In 1806, Rabbi Sofer became the chief rabbi of Pressburg. He 

was to hold this positJ.on for the next thirty three years, untJ.l 

his death. The Jewish communi ty of Pressburg, Hungary, had been 

wi thout a rabbJ. Slnce the death of Rabbi Meshullam Igra (1752-

1801) who had held the post Slnce 1793. The communily had been 

divlded on the selection of a replacement for RabbI Igra, and 

Rabbi Sofer was offered the positJ.on only after a vote among the 

community leaders had taken place. They sent him a letter full of 

praise and best wlshes upon his arrivaI in the city. Gr 

DespJ.te the eloquent letter of welcome which he received, 

the status of the role RabbJ. Sofer was to flll had been tarnlshed 

during the flve years that the community had been without a chief 

rabbi. Soon after hJ.s arrl. val in Pressburg, RabbI Soter was met 

by a group of householder s who presented h J.m w i t h a 11St 0 f 

innovations that they wlshed to enact. They wanted to shave 

dur ing intermed lary days 0 f Pas sover , and the per iod bet ween 

Passover and the Feast of the Tabernacles. They wanted to wear 

94 Bu r a k, p. 8 7 . 

9'] ThJ.5 letter can be fcund l.n lts enllrety ln Nahshonl'S 
blography, pp. 56 - 57. 
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regular clothing, and the women wanted permission to coyer their 

heads wi th wigs, instead of cloths. They pointed out to Rabbi 

Sofer that according to the custom of the communl ty, the :rabbl 

did not have the right to prevent the houseowners from effecting 

these changes. Furthermore, they informed him that his role in 

the communi ty was conf lned to the study of Torah, and the sphere 

of educatlon. 96 

During the first year that he was in the city, he was taken 

to the Hungarian courts, by a Jewish real estate manager who 

protested the Rabbi's opposition to his raising of the rents. In 

the same year, RabbI Sofer tried unsuccessfully to send a Torah 

to the nelghborlng Jewish communlty of St. GeorgIen after a fire 

here had destroyed their synagogue. Though the members were 

prepared to send money, they refused to agree to RabbI Sofer' s 

suggestIon to part WI th a Torah. 97 

Rabbl Sofer concentrated on the development of the yeshi va 

in Pressburg. In three years, the yeshlva grew from 23 to 150 

students. Qf The average length of stay was two to three years. He 

offered classes ln evenlngs and on the Sabbath for those who were 

working. Every Friday nlg~t he would dellver a drasha, or sermon, 

about the weekly Torah portion. He lmposed a rlgorous schedule on 

his studentsi there were weekly and final exams. His approach was 

that of a pashtan, or s impll f 1er 0 f texts, an approach that he 

96 This letter is quoted by Katz p. 137. 

97 Recounted by Burak, p. 90. 

98 Jacob Katz, p. 140. Chones, in The Chronology Book of 
Jewish Legalists, states that at one pOlnt during the RabbI' s 
lite, there were five hundred students, p.265. 
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l"t shared w~th his teacher RabbI Horowitz. He stated that the 

essence of study was to insure that generatlons of Jews would 

know what the Torah said, and he stressed the truth ln 

simplicity. In order to emphaslze thlS idea, re would present his 

students w i th two dit f erent interpretat 10n5 0 f the work 0 f RabbI 

Moses ben Maimon, one very complex and clever, and the other 

simple and true. Rabbl Sof er a 150 stressed the lmporta nce 0 f 

ethics. At the beginnlng of each seSSIon of study, he would 

reci te a passage from Luzzato's (1707-1746) ethlcal work, 

MeSlllat Yesharlm (Path of the Upright), and at the beginnIng of 

each term he would del.lver a lecture on an eth1cal theme.'l'l 

Rabb1 Soter close ly adhered t.o the lega l tradl t lon 0 f Rabhl 

Moses Isserles, (1530 - 1572) author of HaMappa, the Ashkenazlc 

g los s of the c lasslc work 0 f Jew l.sh l aw, the Shu lchan Aruch. 

Sofer defended hlS alleglance ta the Rema stat1ng on onE' occasion 

thdt "as to your statement that l am apparent ly at raId to step 

outslde, by even a halr breadth, beyond the wall erected by our 

Rabbl Isserle5, l say to you, that the WIse man 15 greater than 

the prophet. 111[1[1 RabbI Sofer was adamant ly opposed to readlng 

one' 5 own opInions Into Jew l sh law, and warned agal n 5 t do l ng 50. 

In a letter whereln he discussed the laws pprtainlng to a rHual 

bathhou5e, he stated that t.he Shulchan Aruer was bUllt on a 

series of precedents, and that If one does not understand the 

meanl ng 0 f a part Icular code. l t 15 neverthe less pr e f er abl e tü 

~q Sofer' s pedagog le methods are descr ibed by Nahshoni, 
p.78, and by Ehrmann, pp.128 - 134 . 

. '.' Ebe n Ha Eze rI, • 1 5 1, p. 83 P .. 
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{ rely on i t and not on one' s own interpretation. 101 Simi lar i ly, he 

stated that changes in Jewish law could only occur if a set 

procedure was followed. He recognized that such changes had taken 

place in the past, but stn~ssed the fact that only very learned 

rabbis, and not individuals, had evoked these changes. 102 

Sofer was also opposed to innovatIons in the direction of 

greater strictness. In a response to the letter of one who had 

demonstrated stringency in matters pertaining to the dletary 

laws, Sofer demanded to know "Where dId you get the r ight to add 

to trefot? And even if we do not have permission for thlS one 

from one of our great author i ties, as long as you cannot prove 

that It is prohibited, we shall not accept your rullng. IP ; This 

attItude was agaln expressed in a let ter to RabbI AkI va Eger 

( 1761 -1837 ). RabbI Eger had asked RabbI Sofer to prohlbi t men 

from comblng thelr ear locks. Sofer refused to ]Oln h1m Pl this 

prohibition, say 1ng tha t such a practice 15 a llowed by law, and 

that one should be C'autious not to misread the words of the 

fore f a thers . Ifl4 

Though Rabbi Sofer opposed f inding strIngencies within the 

law, his own interpretatlons of Jewish law were at times 

seemingly very harsh. When asked by the father of a sick child 

whether or not the ChI1d could be sent to live in an institution, 

101 Yoreh De'ah #216, p.91B, 92A. 

102 Orah Haim # 1 54, p. 189. 

{ 103 Yoreh De'ah #23, p.10A. 

104 Ibid., #139, p.51A and B. 
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-c'Io al though the food he wou Id recei ve there would not be kosher, 

Sofer replied "better for the boy to remain a fool all his lite, 

rather than to be a wicked man before the Almighty even for one 

hour".'05 In another case, he refused to perm~ t the Jew~sh 

communl t Y of Westpha lia to eat kit n iyot (peas and bea ns tha t 

SephardlC but not Ashkenazi were allowed to eat on Passover), 

despite the tact that there was a serious food shortage here due 

to the Napoieonic wars. 11'1 

In his artIcle, "Custom and Law in the Teaching of the Hatam 

Sofer", Moshe Samet observes that in many cases Sofer ruled in 

accordance wItt the eXlsting pract1ce, and that the custom of the 

communlty had a cent.ra l place ln his conslderat~ons and 

J udgement . l'l' Although Sofer's approach to Jewlsh 11fe may seem 

almost contrad1ctory at tlmes strict and at other tlmes 

lenient, lt 15 ln actud 11 t Y a SI ngu lar lly un l form approach wh lch 

allows for the centrallty of both the customs of the communlty 

and that of legal precedent. For Sofer, thlS was an attitude of 

preservatIon and conservatIon; for the observer thls may appeal 

to be an attItude of tenaclty and confln1ng conservatlsm. 

Irrr, Orah Halm #fij, p.99. 

lOf Orah Ha lm 11' r, r, p. 1 15. 

ln" Moshe San· ~ f rom proceed 1 ngs 0 f the NI nt h Wor Id 
Congress of Jewl<:_!: ___ ~~·.-'::lches (Jerusalem: World UnIon of Jewlsh 
Studles, 1986), r'.' i. There 15 a certaIn amount of dlsagreement 
surroundlng Soter" ~ ~~lng on the matter of shavlng durlng th'" 
Intermedlary dai'c !'asso':er. Nahshonl, ln hl''; bloqraphy, 
asserts that SaflO' :10wprj thlS prar:tlCI?, p.1G8. Thp que~~tll)n 

of sha'/lng 15 dF' t'y Soter ln O!:~~alrr~, # 154. Thp wordlTlg 
15 very complEo':>' :r.'Jc, a r"orr"?ct Interprr"tr1t)rn l', ';ery 
dlfflcult. 
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Al though the rational aspect of Rabbi Sofer' s personality 

was very clearly developed, it coexisted with an irrational 

element in his psyche. Rabbi Sofer believed in loirac les, 

portents, and prophetie dreams. In one let ter, he spoke of the 

miracle he witnessed at his own yeshiva, wh en a tiny study hall 

suddenly expanded to fit hundreds of students. 108 In another 

letter, Rabbi Sofer stated that when he received a query from 

Rabbi Akiva Eger about the laws of mourning, he knew that it was 

a sign from above that someone close to him would soon d~e. A few 

da ys later he learned that his mother had passed away. 109 In a 

similar ve~n, the story ~s told that one nlght Sofer had a dream 

in which a Torah scroll appaered completely wrapped in black. 

Shortly afterward, Rabb~ Adler d~ed. 11(1 

The irrational aspect of Rabbi Sofer's persona lit y is 

believed by at least one of his b~ographers to be responsible for 

his actions during the Napoleonic siege of Pressburg in 1809. 

Rabbi Sofer hast~ly departed from the city at the beginning of 

the bombardment, and went to the nelghbor ing communl ty of St. 

Georgien, where he remalned for one month. He unexpectedly 

returned to Pressburg wh~le the sIege continued, and subsequently 

became very involved in trying to help the community, by having 

messages of help sent to surrounding areas. His f light from the 

city was Cl i ticized by many of his detractors, as was his 

108 Yoreh De'ah #234 p.l01A. 

109 Yoreh De'ah #346 p.150A. 

110 Recounted by Burak, p.266, from Sofer's own account in 
Torat Moshe II part II. 



59 

departure from the yeshiva. III 

The city suffered extensIve damage; homes were destroyed and 

looted, and hundreds of people were ln]ured. The Jewlsh quarter 

was not an exception. By the tlme that Rabbi Sofer returned to 

the city, many of his yeshiva students had gone, having fled to 

neighboring areas ln search of safety. There was an acute houslng 

shortage; many people had no place to live and slept ln the 

surrounding flelds of the CIty. Peace was achieved on October 15, 

and a heavy fIne was Imposed on the city by Napoleon. ThIS 

resulted in maSSIve inflation, and the state declared itself 

bankrupt ln 1811, at WhlCh the pOInt the currency was devalued to 

one f If th of l ts pre-"lous worth. Parents were unable to cont l nue 

to pay teacher s, and as a resu l t, many ch lldren st opped recel '; l ng 

a JewIsh educatIon, and f ewer students were able to a t tend the 

yeshiva. Il? The desperate sltuatlon that many resldents of the 

city found themselves ln lS evidenced by a letter which lS found 

in Oyah Halm. Rabbl Sofer was asked whether one may a llow non-

Jew lsh bu llder 5 to work on the Sabba th. Aware 0 f the f act. t ha t 

the bUllders wou Id on ly accept a fu Il t Ime Job, and concer ned 

over the Jews 1 1055 of safety and potentially, hfe, Soter 

permitted the Jews to employ non- Jews on the Sabbath."' 

The communlty and thelr rabbI faced further difficulties in 

III Jacob Katz, p.120. He feels that hlS departure trom the 
city, hlS students, and hlS yeshlva, was based on an irratlonal 
aspect of his personallty that he hlmself was unable to ]ustify. 

Il? Ehrmann, p.122. 

111 Orah Halm .60, pp. 64 -66. 
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the next few years. In 1810, a fire destroyed much of the Jewish 

quarter tha t had 50 recently b~en rebui 1 t 1 and :i n the following 

year, Rabbi Sofer' s wlfe died. In a let ter to the head ot the 

rabbinical court of Verbnyeh, he reflected on her death, s't.ating 

that he did not repJy sooner to the rabbi' s query because of the 

death of his wife, and the rnourning period that followed. fie 

wrote of this perl.od wl.th mu .... :oh feeling, remar1c.ing thùt "1 have 

been much distressed H
• 114 In this 5ame year, an appeal was made 

to the governrnent by sorne of the JeW5 of Pressburg to open a 

school here that would combine secular and rel igious studies. 

Rabbi Soter was an extrprnely vocal opponellt of this i dea, 

believing that such a school .... :->1.lld detract from Torah study. He 

said that those who 'lrTished to open the school w~~re 2..9rqim, 

"licentious".IIS In October 1812, Rabbl. Soter married Saril 

Eger, the widowed daughter of Rabbi Akiva Eger, the chief Rabbi 

oi Posen. Wlth hl.S second wife, Rabbi Sofer had many children, 

arnong them: Rabbi Abraham Shrnuel Binyamin, the "Ktav Sefer", 

Rabbi Shimcm Sofer, the "Mihtav Sefer l1
, and Rabbi Yosef Yossfe 

Sofer. 116 

Despite the grO\ofth of Rabbi Sofer's yeshiva, early slgns of 

114 Yoreh De'ah, #153, p.51B. 

115 Quoted by Katz, p. 140. 

116 These men were 50 ca lIed a fter books that they had 
written. Yehuda Nahshoni states that Sofer had three boys and 
four girls l.f} total, two of whom died as children, p. 57. Burak 
shares the belief that not aIl 0 f Sof er 's ch ildren sur v 1 ved 
childhood, but he states that Sofer had eleven children .in total 
- four boys and seven g1r ls. See p. 1 1 3 for their names and order 
of birth. 
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... reform began to manifest themselves in Pressburg. In 1820, the 

issue of the establishment of a secular school was raised again. 

In Aprl1 a small secular school was opened, wjth ten students ln 

attendance. Until this point, studl.?nt.s had recel ved e~tra 

curricular education from tutors, uGua Il Y f rom Bohl.::!mia and 

Morav ia. The traditionalists were 13xtrel11ely upset by this 

development - the president of the community. Abrahal"l H.il"sch 

Lemberger obs~rved the :rites ot mournlng. 117 In 1825 f dnot. her 

secular oriented sch()oJ opened ln 'Pressburg. 'J'he presencE' of 

Rabbi Sofer's yeshlva \<fas vi ewed as a roadblock ta thE: 

advancemenL O! secular education ln the clty, and one of the 

rna:or proponellt s Ol reforills, Wolf Breisach, sllcceeded ln 

obtain.lng an irnp~rJal order to cJose thE'": y{~Shl'la in 1826. It 

remained c]osed for fourteen days, until two of t.he weëllthlt'!st 

men ai the communi t.y, W()J f Pappellhelln and )l1oses Beltelhelnl, paid 

20,000 florins ta have the edJ.ct revoked,!!<l 

In Marer: 1832, Rabbl Safaris second wlfe died. Calls for 

reforms cont l.nLled and gn?w lc)uder dur lng this tlme. In that same 

year, Rabbl Soier requestcd tram the Hungarlan government the 

r 19ht 'co prosec1lte Je .... 's who were proponents of reforms. The 

request was rene',reo in 1833, but 'lias no': an5 .... e1~ed. He was not 

weI] during this time, but contlnllE:d hIE dutles ab head of the 

yeshlva. [1'2 began to prepare his eldest son. Abraham Samuel 

117 Burak, p.! 21. 

,ie Michae] SJlber, ln hlS artIcle "The Hlstorlcal 
.... Exper ience 0 f Ger rna n Jewry and lts 1 mpact on Ha 5 ka la a nd Re [arm 
'.' ln Hungary" relates tt.!=; arnuslng set cf (.'lyr;UmF; '_onr;r-s that 

catapulteà these two flgllres froln fl'datlve obsclJr.1ty lnto fortune 
and inflùence ln Pressburg. Set:: page 1)0, n.57. 
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Ben jamin Sofer, to succeed him as chief rabbi and head of the 

yeshi va. In 1839, after the High Holy Days, Rabbi Sofer becùme 

seriously il1. The community engaged in prayer and dirges, until 

the day of his death, the 25th of Tishrel. The tradltional belief 

is that he dled amongst the con'}regation, while reciting the 

Sherna. He was buried lD Pressburg and his remains are still there 

today. On the tombstone, Rabbi Moses Sofer is described as " a 

man of Gad, a crowning glory in his generation, a jewel among 

rabbis and the father of wisdom. Il'1 

Rabbi Sofer transformed the rabbinate of Pressburg from an 

elected to an 1nheri ted position. In Orah Haim he stated that l t 

is worthwh lIe for one' s son to f 111 the pldC"? of one' s f ather , 

unless this lS completely re)ected by the maJority of the 

( communi ty. 120 In another let ter in the same co llect lon, Sofer 

explained the reason for thlS stance. He stated that the rabb1 

needs a lifetime position in order ta protect hlm from the whims 

of the communi ty, for a permanent contract wou Id free the rabbi 

from temporary preferences and indi vidua l desires. Thls measure 

would elevate and ameliorate the rabbi 's positlon ln the 

commun i ty; he wou Id 110 longer suf fer the same lack of secur i ty as 

a regular employee. 121 The rabbi's raIe would be further 

strengthened by Sofer's suggestion that other cornmunity officiaIs 

be elected on the condition that they agree to abide by the 

119 Quoted by Y. Nahshoni, p. 64. 

120 # 1 3, p. 17 A and B. 

1 
121 Orah Haim #206, p.252. 
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'" rabbi' 5 judgements. 122 Furthermore, Sofer stressed the importance 

of paying the rabbl a decent salary, thus alleviating his need to 

rely on gratulties and contributions. 123 

The Hatam Sofer sought to elevate the standards of the 

rabbinate. He lnslsted that "no community should ac.cept a rabbi 

if he does not have a diploma from a weIl known rabbinlc 

authori ty". He wrote \'at a community should refuse to accept a 

transient rabbl, and that if they are unable to acquire one 

through their own efforts, they shou Id appeal to a rabbi ln a 

nelghbor ing area to f ind them a capable leader. 124 

Whlle strengthenlng and improvlng the raIe of the rabblnate, 

RabbI Sa f er al 50 w ldened h l. 5 sphere 0 finE lu ence and act i vi ty. In 

one letter, he stated that the chief rabbI need be present at aIl 

clrcumciSlons ln hlS own community, 12~ and that he was ta 

superVlse aIl aspects of kashrut. l2t In the same spIrlt, ln a 

letter ta the rabbl of Tr1.este he stressed the rabbl's obllgatlon 

ta keep a close eye on the baking of matza, and on the quallty of 

Passover products ln general. 1Z - He stated that there was "great 

122 Yoreh De' ah # 5, p. 2A. 

123 Hoshen Mlshpat #21, p.128, 13A. 

124 0 r a h Hal m # 2 (1 t P . 2 5 2 A and 8. 

12:' Yoreh De'ah #1':;, fJ.68. 

lU Yoreh De'ah t:~8 p. 109B and "OA. 

127 Hoshen M1St.:L ______ # 196, p.74A, and in the same text, #22, 
p.13A. 
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( sin" on the rabbi who did not make and supervise the eruv 

(physical designation of an enclosed area 50 as to make this area 

a private domaln) in his own community, and that it was forbidden 

for the communl ty to do this on their own. 128 

Rabbi Sofer expanded and strengthened his own authority by 

wri ting frequent letters of recommendatlon to his nelghbor lng 

rabbis and helping his own students ob~ain positions of 

leadershlp. In such a way, Rabbl Sofer establlshed a network of 

rabbis who were bo"Ch personally loya land USUd lly in agreement 

wi th him on matters of Jew lsh law. A very cursory look at the 

beglnning of some of his letters indicate that he frequently 

addressed former students, mêlny of whom have now obtained thelr 

own post.Lons ot lmportance. He addressed one responsum ln Yoreh 

( !?.§~b., to "my beloved student, loved like my soul". 12
Q In the 

sarue volume ln the next let ter , Sofer addressed himself to "my 

beloved student, the esteemed Rabbi Lipman, head of the court of 

KaJdy".I?! 

Rabb1. Sot er was lnvol ved ln other acti v i ties ln Pressburg 

that were not traditlondlly in the rabbl's domain. He supervlsed 

the printing press, gave frequent approbations to books, and 

opened a trad':! school in Pressburg in 1820. Regardle5s of the 

activity, Rabbi Sofer malntalned an unyieldlng confidence that 

his own role was of supreme and outmost significance. He was 

128 This in response to a certain l.ndividual named "Aryeh 
Leib", found in Orah Haim *99, p.1 14. 

: 29 # 9 Op. 3 1 B . 

130 p. 3 3A. 

, 
, 
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remembered by Rabbi ShIomo Sofer as having said the following 

~, about the nature of his raIe: 

Know for yourself my son, that in every generation 
God appoints an lndividual as the head of the group 
that stands in flont of them .... I do not suspect that 
l will fall ln the eyes of God, eertalnly he would 
agree ta my instruction. 131 

The nature of thlS instructlon, on the specifie issue of reform, 

will be dlscussed in the followlng chapter. 

131 Quoted by Nahshonl, p.147. 
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Chapter Four 

Chapter Four will examine the words of Rabbi Moses Sofer in 

an attempt ta identify a general pattern of thought or uniformity 

of approach, vis a vis the subJect of reform. 132 Three of Sofer' s 

works will be consulted - hlS Ethical Wlll, two of his letters 

found in the collectlon of rabblnlcal responsa entitled Eleh 

Di vre HaBr i t, and sect lons of hlS She' elot U -Teshuvot, those 

being mainly but not excluslvely Helek Vay. The addltional 

conslderatlon of the opinions of Rabbl Aklva Eger and Rabbl 

Mordecal Banet on the same lssue, also found ln Eleh Olvre 

HaBrlt, W1II allow for conslderatlon of the questlon of to what 

extent, lf at aIl, Sofer's approach was unlque. The Chapter wlll 

begin wlth a discusslon of Sofer' 5 vleWs or. Mendelssohn' s Elur 

and wlll then move on ta a conslderatlon of aIl three rabbls' 

v lews on re form, l ts advocates and l ts adherents. Chapter Four 

will not attempt to assess Sofer' s words nor the words of hlS 

contemporarles in thelr much larger theological context, for such 

an endeavour would requlre an extensive familiarlty with an 

enormous body of legalistic material, and would be far too 

complex for the confines of this paper. 

Despite the fact that the haskalah and reform were slow to 

emerge in Hungary, by the early twentles of the nineteenth 

century, Mendelssohn's work had an extremely wlde circulation ln 

132 As wlth the preceedlng chapter, l will limlt this 
consideratlon to Sofer's responsa. Though Torat Moshe also 
contains references to the followers of reform, i. e "the saintly 
wlll go in the way of God, but the crlmlnals wlll fall" (quoted 
by Nahshonl, p.189), 1 have narrowed my focus so as ta deal wlth 
Sofer's responsa ln as thorough as possible a manner. 
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,,- Hungary. The Biur was met here ,dth respect; Zigmund Bettelheim, 

one of the heads of the Pressburg communi ty dur ing this time 

observed that durlng Sofer's lifetlme, "already ln the hauses of 

the communi ty leaders - Wolf Pappenheim, Moshe Bettelheim, and 

Shmuel Guttman, Mendelssohn's translatlon was viewed as an 

outstanding work of rellglous serVlce. ""3 Esteemed rabbis 

Mordecai Banet and Moshe Mlntz gave their approbatlons to the 

Vilna edltlon of the Elur, but Sofer's slgnature did not 

accompany them. In his Ethlcal WJ Il, (1836) Rabbl Sofer advlsed: 

In the books of t1endelssohn do not lnvolve 
yourselves, and your legs wlll not stumblei 
the Tanach and the commentarles and the Torah 
with the commentarles of Ramban should be 
learned and taught ta your chlldren. '34 

A story told by Rabbi Moses ShlCk, one of Safer's most respected 

students, emphaslzes thlS pOlnt. When Sofer once vlslted his 

student, he came across d copy of the Blur. He lnslsted that lt 

was eplkorsut (heresy), despite the fact that Rabbi ShlCk 

defended the work, stating that he had read through i t in i ts 

entirety and had found no evidence of thlS. 135 While Sofer' s 

contemporarles were able to make a dlstinctlon between the 

translation of traditlonal texts into the vernacular and the 

advent of religious reforms, Sofer was not. Though the rabbis in 

133 Silber, "The Hlstorical Experlence" p. 114. 

134 The work l s repr inted in i ts entirety in Eliezer Kat z ' s 
biography, BaHatam Sofer,(Hebrewl (Jerusalem: Mossad haRav Kook, 
1969), pp.131 -133. ThlS is from page 131. The Hebrew date on the 

y text is Kislev 15, 5597. 

1?5 Retold by Silber, p.20. 
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Hungary were initially recaptive to certain ideas of the 

haskalah, Sofer did not share the opinion held by many of his 

contemporaries in his adopted country. 

The Ethical Will was a very short work, comprising only 

three pages in Hebrew. Nonetheless, Sofer managed to convey his 

feelings about the Jews' potential assimIlation and rejection of 

tradi tional modes of worshlp very specIf ;_cally. In addi tian to 

warning his fellow Jew.s against the aoopt.lon of German names, 

speech, and clothlng, he clearly demanded that the Jews maintain 

their a lleg iance to and their bellef in Jewish tradItion. He 

exhorted: 

Never say 'TImes have changed. 'We have an old 
Father - pralsed be hlS name - who has never 
changed and wl11 never change .... The order of 
prayer and synagogue shall remaln forever as 
it had been up to now, and no one may ta presume 
to change anythlng of l t s struct ure. 13(' 

In 1819, Eleh Dl vre HaBr l t was publ.lshed in Al tona. The 

impetus for the work came from the three rabbinical )udges of 

Hamburg, RabbI Baruch of Prague, Rabbi Moshe Yaakov Yaffe of 

Ber lIn and Yehiel Michael SpeIer, who were dismayed that their 

authority was beIng challenged and their collectIve voice 

disobeyed. The rabbIS sent out letters ta rabbinic authorities in 

Central Europe, call1ng on them to support and thereby strengthen 

their admonition of the Hamburg Temple and the reforms assoclated 

wi th i t. They recei ved twenty two opInions, sl.gned by fort y 

I~ Sofer, quoted by E.Katz, p.132. 
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rabbis - Rabbis Sofer, Eger and Banet among them. 137 

The volume was prefaced by a statement from the members of 

the court that they have declded not to remain silent for silence 

would be misconstrued as consent, a concept found in Jew ish law 

known as shtika k 1 hoda 1 ah. Therefore, they have sought out the 

opinions of aIl of the learned men of Europe, so that their 

condemnation of the movement would be unanimous and completely 

clear. In this way, the errors of reform would be known to aIl, 

and the words of the tradltlonalists adhered to. Innovations were 

re)ected here too, on the basis that they represented a denial 

and an abrogatlon of Jewlsh law. The reformers were refered to as 

"several 19norant Indlvlduals unversed ln the Torah", men who 

"sank into sin", and thelr actlons deemed "practlces WhlCh are 

not in keeping wlth the Law of Moses and of Israel" .l'A 

The three "cardlnal Slns of reform" were outllned. They 

were, in the view of the rabbls of the period: change ln worship, 

from the Morning prayers to aIl aspects of traditlonal liturgy, 

prayer in languages other than Hebrew, and the use of musical 

instruments ln the synagogue, either on the Sabbath or on 

holidays, even if played by a non Jew. 139 The court had complete 

137 Michael 11eyer, in his work Response to Modernity 
outlines other Hebrew tracts WhlCh appeared at thlS tlme 
attacking reform, am:>ng them Kets haYamim (The End of Days) 
written by Rabbl Abraham Lowenstamm of Emden. See page 59. 

138 Eleh Dl \'rE:: HaBr l t, (Westmead: Gregg Internatlonal 
Publishers, 1969), Freface, p.III. 

139 For a comp>"- Engllsh translatlon of the transgressIons 
listed by thA Har, ~ _'~: court see Mendes FIor and Reinharz, 
pp.151-152. The ':~ l:':nal can be found in the preface to the 
collectlon, pages ~== and IV. 
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~ faith in the 1egitimacy and the foundation of its words, stating :! 

( 

that "our opin~on here corresponds to that which the learned men 

of our time, may their l~ght shine, have elaborated in the~r 

letters". Any one who does not share thlS belief "denies one of 

the fundamental tenets of our rel~gion. l' The members of the court 

were unwi11ing or unable to percelve the act~ons of the reform as 

anything other than disruptlve and destructlve; they are men who 

have chosen to do "evil", men who have "chosen to dlsobey the 

Holy One of Israel and to defy the holy sages of Blessed memory, 

the court of their c~ ty and the vast major~ ty of our communi ty 

who are God - fearlng and falthful and fulfill the commandments 

of God". 14[' 

There are two letters wrltten by Rabbi Sofer in Eleh Dlvre 

as we Il as a br le f Introduct lon to a let ter 0 f Rabbl 

Aaron Chorin. ln the first 1etter Sofer out1ined hlS obJections 

to reform in an extensive manner, from the posltion of a 

legalist. Thelr ideas were deemed "dev~ous schemes against the 

religion 0 f our fore f a thers", and their actions ident i f led thus: 

One of thelr Innovatlons lS that their house 
of prayer should be t~ghtly closed on weekdays 
and only open on the Sabbath. Wou1d that even its 
doors be closed, for they have altered the text of the 
prayers, WhlCh we have rece~ved from the men of the 
Great Assembly,the sages of the Talmud, and our 
hallowed fathers. They have added to and deleted from 
the praye7s, substltutlng texts of thelr own invention. 
For example, they have ellmlnated the Mcrnlng 
Benedictlons, WhlCh are exp1alned in Chapter Three of the 
tractate Berakhot, and they have also discarded the 
benedlction for the flourlsh~ng of the House of DavId, 
our Messlah, and the rebulldlng of the Holy Clty. 
Moreover, they have appointed a non - Jew to play a 
mus~cal Instumenl ln thelr presence on the holy Sabbath, 

31 Preface, p.V. 
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a matter which is forbidden to us, and significantly the 
ma jor i ty 0 f their prayers are in German. 141 

In the sa~e letter, Rabbi Sofer offered an extensive 

treatment of the history of the development of Jewish law, from 

the period of the sages of the Second Commonwealth. The thousands 

of students who llved during the periods of the Sanhedrin, the 

compilatlon of the Mishna and the Talmud were "discerning men, 

whose mlnds were full of knowledge and ldeas and who possessed a 

profound understandlng of aIl the sClences" .Over the centuries 

their words have been studied and clarified, and never has anyone 

"dared to open his mouth to protest against them". In his 

lifetime however, there are those who have rlsen up, 

"insignlflcant foxes", to destroy the fence. Rabbi Sofer pointed 

out that thlS 1S not possible, because according to Jewish law, a 

lower court cannot abollsh the ruling of a higher court, even lf 

the reason for the rullng is invalid. He had complete confidence 

in hlS opinion, and stated that "there is no doubt that aIl the 

learned men, the sages of our time, will concur with this 

prohibltion. They agree and l agree in forbldding every soul in 

Israel to change even one detail of aIl that 1s said above. "'42 

This does not mean that he was categorically opposed to any sort 

141 Moses Sofer, Eleh Divre HaBrit, pp.6-7. The date at the 
bottoll1 is the f lrst day of Rosh Hodesh Tevet, Hannukah, 5579. 
( 1819) This translation lS from Paul Mendes Flohr and Yehudah 
Reinharz, pp.153-154. 

142 Sofer, E~ pp. 8-9. 
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of change in Jewish law. He did in fact believe that this was 

possible, if the learned men of the perlod would meet and agree 

to a change. But, in the case of the reformers, everything they 

do is clearly prohlbited, because it was not done by the 

forefathers. 

Many of these ideas are repeated in Sofer's volume of 

responsa entitled Helek VaY. In one letter in particular, letter 

86, written to Rabbi Aklva Eger ln 1819 (this date is not 

surprising, since thlS was the year that the temple opened), the 

activites of ~he Hamburg Temple were discussed at length. Sofer 

unilaterally reJected the use of an organ, statlng that such an 

instrument belonged ln a church, and lS by definltlon idolatr0us, 

and pOlnted to a commentary of the great Bibllcal scholar Rashi, 

( who stated that TubaI CaIn, the father of idolatry, made this 

instrument for this purpose. The Jews, asserted Sofer, have no 

need for such musical Instruments, for "we have the water of 

f 

life" - the Torah is the source of aIl, and there lS no need for 

anything else. He also opposed choral singing accompanying the 

organ, for public singlng has been inappropriate since the 

destructIon of the Temple in Jerusalem. Furthermore, he stated 

that one is forbidden to employ a non Jew on the Sabbath in such 

an acti vi ty, for there are many legal problems surrounding the 

issue of non Jews working for Jews on the Cabbath. 143 

In the same letter, he dlscussed the Vlew that men do not 

need to pray three times a day. He stated that daily prayer is an 

ancient tradition, and that according to Maimonides' opin ion, 

143 p.27B. 
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• Aaron and his sons did 50 even :in the desert. Sofer emphasized 

the antiquity of th1S practice by observing that "Daniel kneeled 

upon h1S knees three t1mes a day and prayed, and gave thanks 

before his God, as he did aforetime" .144 Sofer also emphasized 

the po int tha t men need to assemble public ly for these times of 

prayer. If a synagogue 1S accessible, and one simply chooses not 

to attend, Sofer deems him a "bad presence". Rabbi Sofer took 

exception to the exclus10n of references to the Mess1ah, stating 

that such an actIon proved that the movement was one WhlCh was 

more concerned with the present than the future. 145 The tunes of 

11turgy can also not be changed, for this would confuse their 

meaning, 50 that there is neither the taste nor the smell of the 

Torah in them. Other nat ions may have other tunes, but only the 

Jews have the Torah. 14f 

Sofer stated that the changes instituted in Germany were 

1nvalid, for they had not been 1nstituted through the proper 

channels, namely, a conference of the most learned figures, in a 

model of the Sanhedr in. Such actions can only Iead to sch1sms, 

and Sofer pointed again to the words of Maimonides who said that 

even if an act10n is only a custom, two dIfferent cour~s should 

not gi ve two di f ferent answers, for Jews "do not make groups". 147 

Sofer asserted that "we cannot permit that which our fathers and 

144 Ibid. 

145 p. 2 BA. 

146 p. 27 B • 

147 p. 2 7B. 
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father's fathers were accustomed to forbidding~. Sofer had faith 

in the wisdom of his predecessors, and remarked that "we rely on 

the tradition of our fathers that they did not bequeath to us 

lies, God forbid". 148 

In another letter of the same volume, sent to Rabbi Baruch 

of Hamburg, Sofer warned of the dangers of instituting change. He 

said that changes can destroy the vineyard of Israel. Though the 

Jews rnay think that they are f lattering the non Jews wi th the 

notion that they are really aIl alike, they are in actuali ty 

increasing the non Jews' hatred of thern, and this will ultimately 

prepare the Jews for a terrible end .149 Sofer discussed the 

necessity of maintaining references to Zion and the Messiah, and 

also stressed the need for the use of Hebrew ln the liturgy. One 

( must use Hebrew because it is the royal language - God created 

the world in Hebrew. Sofer pointed to the etyrnological connectlon 

between the words Il Adam" , the name of the f irst man, and 

f 

"adamah", the Hebrew word for earth to prove tha t the wor Id was 

created wi th the Hebrew language. 150 

Like Rabbi Sofer, Rabbi Banet based his opposition to reform 

on ,Jewish law, and discussed i ts origins and development. He 

sirnilarily outlined the transgressions of the reform, and 

emphasized the need for the Jews to remain faithful to the Torah 

- "we must go in the path of our fathers, ta fear God and to have 

148rbid. 

149 # 84 p. 2 6A . 

150 #84 p.26A. 
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... still hearts, to follow everything in the Torah, and to live 

according to the Torah". 151 

Rabbi Eger also identified and rejected the innovations 

discussed by his contemporaries, those involving Sabbath 

observan::e and the li turgy. He stated that such actions 

represented the destructions of the essentials of the religion, 

and asserted that "he who is from Israel who does not believe in 

these things i5 an epicorous". He also stressed the importance of 

Hebrew, the Jews' language, and observed that aIl men who are God 

fearing will not go in the way of the innovators, and that aIl 

worthy men of intelligence will be careful to stay away from new 

things. 15Z 

Both Rabbis Sofer and Banet had much to say about the 

proponents of reform. Sofer introduced his second let ter in Eleh 

Divre HaBrlt with sorne extremely harsh words: "Herein l will make 

clear every decei tful word in the defected book Noga Zedek and 

~Noga aIl of which are lies and deceit - not a blessing but a 

blasphemy".IS3 The letter constituted an extensive and exhaustive 

attack on Liebermann's work. Every innovation condoned by 

Lieberman was condemned - among them the use of an organ, choral 

music and synagogue at tendance on the Sabbath only. In the same 

letter, Sofer refuted Lieberman's claim that in every generation 

the scholars of the tlme make decisions about what aspects of 

151 Banet, Letter One, Eleh, pp. 1 1-18. 

152 Eger, Eleh, p. 2 1 . 

153 Moses Sofer, Second Letter, p. 30. 
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Jewish law to be either strict ur lenient on. Sofer asserted that 

such decisions can only be made by a high court, and because such 

a body does not pl"esently ex~st, these changes can not be made. 

He ended this letter with a vision of the future when "aIl will 

know God, from the small to the large, the land will be f~lled 

with knowledge of God, they will search God, and David theIr 

king; our eyes wIll see beautiful and serene Zion, and a palace 

will be bUll t through his judgement". 154 

Other sources emphasIze Sofer's personal attitude toward the 

advocates of reform. He wrote of the men who, devoid of respect 

for the Torah got together and enJoined others to build a 

plat forrn (blmah) for themsel ves. 1:,: These men are identif ied as 

Llebermann and Cho.un, and bath of their names are followed by 

the exclamatIon "Woe is me! ,,'St- In other sources, Lleberrnann was 

refered to as one who "tried ta seduce many" 1::;- "the enemy in 

our mIdst", and "t he thorn in the v ineyard" . 150 

50 fer was no less harsh in his treatment of Chor in. He 

stated that "everything wri tten by Aaron Choriner, Rabbi of Arad, 

154 p. 45 • 

155 The word bimah lS not a neutral one. As the podium on 
which the rabbI stands, its use conjures up images of authority 
and power. 

156 Helek Vav, Letter # 90, p. 3 OA. 

157 #85, p.26B. 

158 #85 p.26B. 
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is a denial of truth" 159. In the same letter, sent to Rabbi Moshe 

of Mintz, Sofer demanded te know of Chorin "what is he?", and 

stated tha t he was unable te comment on Chor in 1 s work Rosh Emunah 

becaus e "i t is not in my house, in my border s, and there is 

probably not one in the city, and if there is one, l t is hidden 

from me". He added that he has hated Chorln since his days ln 

Mattersdorf. 160 In another letter te Rabbi Eger he instructed him 

to burn hlS \lTorks of "magic" and to publ icize this action in 

Berlin, for such texts are "an embarassment". 161 

Rabbi Banet did net view Chorin with much fa vour ei ther. He 

stated that "of Chorln, Rabbi of Arad, God forbld that one would 

take words from hlS meuth in any matter, because thlS man does 

not have any 

rI J.S second 

groundlng ln the Gemar a or 

letter WhlCh appeared ln 

the sages a t aIl". Il 

Eleh Dl.vre HaBrit was 

dlrected agalnst two lndl viduals, Rabbi Shem Tov and Rabbl Yaakov 

Cha i, men who gave their approbatlons to Noga Zedec, a book whose 

words are "words of distortions that place Ilght ln dark and dark 

in light ".1(' 

Both Rabbl Sofer and Rabbl 8anet commented on these whe 

adhered ta reform. Sofer advocated complete separation between 

1~9 Ibid. 

160 Ibid. 

161 #96 p.31A. 

162 Banet, Let ter One, E~ p. 16. 

163 Banet, p. 18 . 
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traditional and reform minded Jews, and indicated in more that 

one place that they are to be viewed as sectarians. In one source 

he stated that "we will not let our daugh cers marry thelr sons 

and our sons their daughters, and their group will be as the 

group of the Sadducees". 164 Sofer's firm bellef in the need for 

separatlon was illustrated in hlS parable about a klng and his 

sick daughter. Once, a klng had a slck daughter whom he wlshed 

very desperately to cure. He summoned a speclal.lst to his 

kingdom, in arder to restore his daughter' s health. The doctor 

arrived carrying a sword, whereupon the shocked king asked, 

, Didn 1 t l send for you to cure my da ughter? 1 The doctor rep lled 

that he had hoped to cure her, but that there was no remedy 

a vailable. The doctor lnformed the klng that his dauqhter' s 

slckness posed a serions threat to the kingdom, and that it wauld 

therefore be necessary to kill the daughter, l.n order to save 

everyone else. 16<; 

In the same letter to Rabbi Moshe Mintz mentioned above, 

50 fer spoke 0 f the "doers of ev il" and commented that "there is 

no vineyard w i thout thorns". He was adamant about the need to 

f ight agalnst those "thorns", stating that "while we are sitt ing 

here in peace we could be fighting the war of God, for we are 

Ib4 # 8 9, p. 30A. The Sadducees were one of severa l groups 
existant durlng the time of the second Temple; they were 
considered to be deviant from normat i ve Judaism, represented by 
the Phar isees , 

165 The story lS retold by Burak, The Hatam Sofer pp. 370-
371. It is found in Hut HaMeshulash p. 126, but an origlnal source 
is not noted. Although one cannot be sure that it originated ln 
Sofer 1 s responsa, i t serves to further illustrate the theme of 
separation found in the above mentioned response. 
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fighting God' s fight ... from the customs of Israel we will not 

move". He then remarked that al though he has always shied away 

from con f lict - "though l have tr ied very hard not to f ~ght w l th 

any indi vldual and not one has ever been mentioned in My 

letters", he now fee l s tha t this is necessary, tor "i t is wri tten 

that the truth f 19hts with Iles". 166 

Like Rabbi Soter, Rabb~ Banet made reference to other groups 

in history that have altered the practlce of Jewish law - the 

Sadducees and the Karaltes among them. He po~nted out that they 

are practically forgotten now, but that i t is essential to 

dif ferentlate between them and the rest of the Jews. He ~nformed 

his readers that based on a response of Ma~monldes and of RabbI 

Besalel (the "Maharal Mi Prag", 1525-1609) It was was declded 

that marrlage wlth a member of one of these ?roups was 

proh Ibl ted, because they lacked the know ledge 0 f the laws 0 f 

mar r lage, dl vorce and the entire area of prOhlbJ ted 

relatlonships. Rabbi Banet stated these groups "p'2rvert and 

weaken the masses", and that they were "not to be listened to at 

aIl" .167 It is clear that he was drawing a comparison between 

these groups and the inno'va tors 0 f hlS l ifet ~me. Yet, un l ike hi s 

contemporary Rabbi Sofer, he stopped short of making an explicit 

equation between such groups and members of the reform movement. 

Furthermore, Banet, unlike Sofer, dld stress the inherent uni ty 

of aIl Jews, stating that "we are aIl together equals, of the 

166 Let ter # 8 5, p. 2 6B. 

167 Banet, Letter One, pp. 13 - 15. 
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same pure creator, wi th the same tasks and commandments". 168 

From the above consideration, it becomes clear that Rabbi 

Sofer' s approach to reform both adhered to and dlffered from, the 

approach of hlS contemporar les. H1S unlque stance VlS a V1S 

Mendelssohn' s work is probably closely llnked to the fact that 

Rabbl Horowl tz had publicly denounced Mendel ssohn' s work. It lS 

not surprislng that Sofer maintalned the same attltude toward 

Mendelssohn as dld one of hls mentors. Furthermore, Rabbl Sofer 

poss~ssed a certaln added awareness of the currents of reform ln 

Hungary that hls contemporar ies lacked, for he had br ief ly 

encountered them ln Germany. Though the Hungarlan rabbls may have 

been able to regard Mendelssohn solely as a rellglous f 19ure 

whose translatlon of the Blble would lncrease ltS clrculatlon and 

understandlng among Jews, Sofer vlewed Mendelssohn' s work with 

SUSplC ion; for hlm, lt slgnified the beginnlng of religlous 

reforms in Judalsm. 

From Eleh Dl vre HaBr i t, one sees a consensus of opinlon 

among Rabbl Sofer and his contemporarles about the innovatlons 

introduced by the reform movement. AlI of them reJected the 

reforms on the basis that they represented an abrogatlon of 

Jewish law and thus threatened the continued uni ty 0 f the Jews. 

From a purely legallstlc stance, there is llttle difference among 

the words of Rabbls Soter, Eger, and Banet, and the Jewish Court 

of Hamburg. However, an evaluation of Rabbi Sofer's approach to 

those indi viduals who adhere to and support reform illustrates a 

significant difference. 

1 

168 Letter Two, p.20. 
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In the two letters of the volume, Rabbi Sofer made use of 

much harsher terms and much more directly combative statements 

than dld his fellow rabbls. Indeed, Rabbi Banet refered to Rabbi 

Chorin ln unflattering terms, and expressed serious doubt on the 

extent of Chor ln' s erudi t lon. Furthermore, Rabbi Eger did state 

emphatically that one who does not believe ln the words of the 

Torah 1S an eplcorous. However, these remarks refered to specifie 

indivIduals, and dld not cast a general blanket of condemnatlon 

over a collectlve group. RabbI Banet refered to dlssentIng groups 

in the past, as a warning, or as a les son to be learnedi he made 

use of history to reaffIrm the Jews' shared destlny and 

unlforml ty of purpose. Rabbi Sofer, by contrast, made use of 

history ln order to fInd an approprlate place for members of the 

reform movement, and thus they were relegated to a marginal 

eXlstence amongst the sectarlan movements of the Jews' past, and 

denied any part of the Jewlsh present. 

It is di f f ICU l t to determlne the rationale behind Sofer' s 

acute antagonlsm; there are undoubtedly a variety of factors 

which compelled Moses Sofer to approach the issue w1th such 

hostility, and not one sIngle reason. Firstly, it lS essential to 

be aware of the fact that Moses Sofer possessed a very speCl f ic 

and individualistlc wrltIng style. In much of hlS responsa, one 

finds many terse, abrupt statements. For instance, when replying 

to the question of whether or not a man r.ad to wear a head 

covering, he simply replied "any man who does not cover his head 

is a criminal (')!J<;:h12'a)".16
Q It seems implausible that Rabbi 

169 Quoted by Nc:.l,c honl, Our Rabbi Moses Sofer, p. 160. From 
Sofer's work H_:_dduSli':_ Nedarim. 
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( Sofer really meant to convey the ide a that such a man was guilty 

of a crime. It_ is far more possible thc3.t this statement meant ta 

indicate the importance of fulf llllng thIS precept. Al though one 

might be prepared to admIt that his words seem somewhat harsher 

than he hlmself intended, allowances for RabbI Soier 's writlng 

st Y le seem valld only untII a certain pOInt. It WOU Id be far tao 

simplistlc ta attribute the dlfferences between his words and 

those of hlS contemporaries to hlS personali ty - deeming Rabbis 

Eger and Banet as somehow more tolerant, or possessed of a more 

pleasant tone, than RabbI Sa f er. 

One mlght be able to flnd the source for Sofer's attitude ln 

sorne of the biographlcal Informatlon presented in Chapter Three. 

Here i t was shown tha t Sof er came from a background that a llowed 

( for disagreement, even lf such dIsagreement created confllct 

within the communlty. Furthermore, his biography lndIcated that 

fil/' 

Sofer belleved very strongly ln the Integrlty of his words 1 while 

at times not belng completely aware of theIr implicatlons. Though 

this mlght serve ta explaln the volume of hlS words and ta a 

certaln extent, thelr tone, Sofer nanetheless would have been 

able ta make hlS Vlews known wIthout resortlng ta personal 

invectIve; the words of Rabbis Eger and Banet make i t clear that 

this was possible. 

It is tempting to understand Sofer' s views on reform as part 

of the larger climate of reactianism that existed in the Austro­

Hungarian empire during Sofer's Iifetime. As the first two 

chapters indicated, Sofer li ved dur ing a period of repression and 

1 rigidi ty; Francis' rule was characterized by extreme immobili ty 

and reluctance to change. It is eVIdent from his responsa that 
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Sofer did accept and respect the concept of monarchical ru le; 

thus i t is possible that the attitude of the rul ing monarch did 

have a certain, if only minimal, affect on Sofer. 17n However, 

Francis was o~posed to any ind~cation of change, Including the 

introduction of technology, and such was not the case w~ th Soter. 

Though not discu5sed to any discernable degree ~n his responsa, 

sorne other sources do Ind~cate that Sofer d~d not oppose certain 

aspects of modern society, i. e. trade, industry, and commerce. 

Though he thought that it was wrong for people to place too much 

value on money and ~ ts acquisi t~on, for i t took away from the 

purSUI t of greater values, and he vlewed particIpation ln i t as 

havIng less merIt and status than agriculture, for agriculture 

was the basis of soc let y , he was not opposed ta these aetl VIt les 

on pr Ine Iple. JO 1 

Thus, Sofer may have been Inf l uenced to a llmlted degree by the 

polltlcal cllmate of his lifetlme, but he dld not adopt aIl of 

the monarch 15 views. It would be lnaecurate, therefore, to v iew 

Soter 1 S attItudes as a simple refleetlon of those belonglng to 

Francis. One can only conclude that there was somethlng about the 

iss ue of reform ""ha t Rabbi Sof er fel t necess ltated this type ot 

response - a resp0nse that his eontemporaries clear ly did not see 

the need for. 

170 # 8 6, p. 2 8 8 . 

171 Eliezer Katz discusses Soter 1 s attitudes towards such 
iss ues in his book The Hatam Sa f er, pp. 120-122. The sources gi ven 
for discussIon of these ~ssues are Torat Moshe and Drashot. 
Sofer had very strong views on the subJects of emancipatlon and 
the way that this would affect Jew ish li f e. (see Torat Moshe 
volume two, Parshat Balak, p.45A-50A.) 
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As noted ear lier, the members of the Hamburg Court stated 

that they felt the need to respond to Liebermann's work, because 

they feared that their sIlence could be mlsconstrued as consent. 

Thus, thelr words were pr imarily almed at the advocates of 

reform, making lt completely clear to them that they did not 

condone their actions. Though part of thlS same volume, and 

sharing the obJectIve, Rabbl Sofer '5 letters here may have been 

composed wlth an added obJectIve, and may have been primarily 

dlrected at a dlfferent audlence of readers. Sofer's approach to 

the adherents of reform was a conSIstent one, and dld not vary 

from Helek Va v to Eleh Dl vre HaBr l t. (As seen above, his "Wi Il'' 

dld address the Issue of reform but dld not discuss its 

followers ). Tha t the words 0 f He lek Va v were directed toward a 

traditlonal readershlp goes wlthout saying, for such is the very 

nature of responsa. That the cholce of words, concepts, and 

ultimately, approach to the subJect 15 the same in Eleh Divre 

HaBrit seems to lnGlcate that 50 is its intentlOnj Sofer's words 

were aimed at the same audIence - the traditlonalists. 

As dlscusssed in Chapter Three, Sofer saw his role as a 

broad one, and Wl thin l t was his self perception that he was the 

defender of the existant, of the status qUo, in his own 

community. Thus, his words can be viewed as defensive in nature, 

not offenslve - the insults and attacks heaped on the reform were 

about them, but not directed primarily to them. Rather, they were 

as part of the protecti ve fortress which Rabbi Sofer hoped to 

erect during his lifetime. It seems logical to beli€ve that Rabbi 

f Sofer directed his let ters toward the Jews in his own communi ty 

50 as to lnstill fear ln those who have remained traoltional. 
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'; Like his contemporar ies, he was fully aware of the actions and 

the extent of the reform in Germany. Unlike his contemporaries, 

he retained a consIderable amount of control in a communlty where 

the maJority of the Jews w~re still observant. His letters may be 

addressed to these Jews - the Jews he knows he can stIll reach. 

They are not really meant for the Jews who have already altered 

their rellgious practIce - for of what practIcal good can come of 

RabbI Sofer' s remarks to them that they are not longer part of 

the body of Judaism? 

Though l believe that much of Sofer 's words were directed 

toward a traditlonal audience, there can be no denying that the 

words he expressed represented the development of a new concept 

in Jewish lite. He advocated dIstance and the limitation of 

contact with that which he belleved was devlant and threatenlng 

to the body of Judaism; these Instructions to limit contact wIth 

other Jews go far beyond the tradltlonal exclUSIon of certain 

unwanted indivIduals through a ban or herem. Sofer' s ide a was a 

far more radical one - that within one community, one body of 

Jews has the power to determine the sUItability of another body 

of fellow Jews. In thlS case, the limitation of contact and the 

excl usion of certain members stemmed f rom the author i ty of one 

single indIvidual - Rabbi Moses Sofer. Sofer's words, in effect, 

served as the source for the establishment 0 f a sma 11er, sel f 

contained community, that had little or no contact with the other 

body. 

It is essential to 

Integral part of his own 

appreciate Sofer's response as an 

perceptIon of his role as rabbi and 

leader of the Jewish community. In Sofer's view, he was not just 
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another rabbi voicing his disapproval, simply slandering those 

with whom he did not agree. As Chapter Three revealed, Sofer 

widened the significance of his role and the importance of his 

function in Jewish life and attempted to define the singular way 

in which his fellow Jews were to lead their lives. His words were 

not merely words of a halachic authorlty - they were the words of 

an individual who set hirnself up as organizer, arbiter, and 

ul tirnately, defender of Jewish life as he believed i t was to be 

lived. Though in his lifetirne his very presence made such a role 

possible, hlS death denied the possibility that this role could 

be filled by anyone else, for lt was 50 closely intertwlned with 

Sofer's own identity. Thus, Rabbi Moses Sofer le ft behind an 

agenda that he himself had set ln motlon, but that no one else 

could follow 
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Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to identify Rabbi Sofer' s at ti tude 

toward religious reforme It has pointed to the various changes in 

nineteenth century Jewish life that Iead to i ts emergence, and 

has discussed ItS development and extension into Hungary. Through 

this consideration, it has become clear that the threat of which 

Rabbi Sofer spoke was Indeed a Iegitimate one, and one that as a 

tradItlonal fIgure with a large followlng among his peers and 

students, Sofer naturally addressed. What has emerged from this 

consideration is that Sofer's obJections to the activities of the 

advocates of reform on legal grounds were similar, if not 

identical, to hIS contemporar les. Regarding thlS issue Sofer' s 

opinIons were indistInguishable from those of Rabbis Banet and 

Eger. Thus, the charge tha t 50 fer was extreml st in hIS 

Interpretation of Jewish law seems unfounded. 

Sofer perceived the function of his role as rabbi in a way 

in which his contemporarles dld not, and his response to reform 

must be understood wlthin the context of hlS own self perception. 

Sofer broadened the sphere of Inf luence of the rabbinate, and 

among other thlngs, gave it the authority to evaluate and 

delineate members of JewIsh society in terms of their conformity 

to a certain standard. 

Sofer was an undenlably power fuI, complex and charismatic 

figure, and th us it lS not surprising that he was, and continues 

to be, percel ved as a r ighteous guardlan of the f ai th, and 

alternately, as an unylelding traditionallst unwllling and unable 

to accept change. It seems certain that both of these seemlngly 
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contradictory views will cont.inue to co-exist for a long time, 

for both contain a certain element of truth. 
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