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ISSUES IN JEWISH CONTEMPORARY
SOCIETY

INTRODUCTION
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Q: How does the life of the Jew in ‘contemporary’ society differ from that of the Jew in ‘non-contemporary’
society? Where are our sources?

( A ) AREAS WHERE NOTHING HAS CHANGED

* Bein Adam L’Makom - Ahavat Hashem, Yirat Hashem, Emuna issues
- Tzaddik V’ra Lo
- The meaning of life
- Classic paradoxes - transcendence/imminence, omniscience/free choice
- philosophy, theology

* Bein Adam Lechaveiro - Middot
- Klal Yisrael
- Pirkei Avot
* Bein Adam L’atzmo - Teshuva
- Tefilla

- Self-development

(B) AREAS WHERE THE ISSUES REMAIN THE SAME BUT THE APPLICATIONS HAVE CHANGED
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The Mishna in Bava Kamma discusses two potters walking down the street and colliding - apply the principles to two
cars on the road
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The Mishna in Bava Metzia discusses who is doing an issur Torah when someone lends on interest - the list includes the
scribe due to the issur of ‘lifnei iver’. Apply this to a modern context of professional advisors - lawyers, accountants,
management consultants etc. and their halachic liability for negligent advice
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The Gemara in Chullin is here discussing the issue of ‘geneivat da’at’ - misleading other people - and introduces the
concept that sometimes people are merely fooling themselves and we are not responsible for their mistakes. Apply this to
the modern world of advertising and marketing
Consider also: kashrut and berachot in the modern world of food technology.
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(C).AREAS WHERE THERE HAS BEEN A FUNDAMENTAL SHIFT IN CONTEXT FROM THE TIMES OF
CHAZAL
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The Mishna states that if a Jew damages a non-Jew the Jew is exempt from payment whereas if a non-Jew damages a Jew
he must pay. When dealing with how we look at the non-Jewish world today, has their been any shift in our attitude?
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The Meiri (France; late 1200s) writes that Chazal were referring only to non-Jews who lived without the rule of law but
non-Jews today are to be treated in such matters just like Jews
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When dealing with apikorsim and mumarim, Chazal took a hard line - best to get rid of them where possible. How are
we to relate today to Jews who are entirely non-observant and non-believing? Do we treat them as any other Jew (e.g.
regarding mitzvot bein adam lechaveiro, chillul shabbat to save life etc.) or are they to be classified as apikorsim?
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Chazal make the statement that ‘nashim da’atan kalot’. What does that mean and is it applicable today?
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The Mishna Berura paskens that a woman can make kiddush for her husband but not for a group of other men because -
‘zila milta’ - it cheapens the mitzva somehow. How is this to be seen in today’s society?
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In a number of places, Chazal make the statement - ‘tov lemeitiv tan du’ - a woman would prefer to be married (even
under difficult circumstances) than remain single. Is this a sociological observation of their times or halachic reality
independent of social context?

Consider also the issue of showering and smoking on Yom Tov and how changing social realities can lead to a change in
psak

(D) AREAS WHICH ARE ENTIRELY NEW
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The Gemara defines heating metal on Shabbat as bishul - ‘cooking’
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The Rambam also regards it as ‘hav’ara’ - burning. Either way, turning on a filament light bulb will clearly be an issur
Torah on Shabbat. But what about fluorescent bulbs and what about electricity generally?
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Tosafot gives examples of discussion of Chazal concerning situations which, in their time, seemed far-fetched or even
impossible - such as a calf fetus leaving one cow and entering a second cow and the effect of this on its status as a
bechor. This issue remained ‘latent’ for thousands of years but is now very important as a source on Surrogacy issues.
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The Gemara deals with cases where the genetic relationship between two people has been severed by the conversion
process yet they are deemed to be related because they were born of the same mother. Consider the issue of cloning -
where a cloned baby inside it’s clone mother will genetically be a sibling twin yet may halachically still be a child.
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The Talmud Yerushalmi deals with a creature who is part animal and part human and tries to clarify the parameters of
how to define what is human and what is not. Consider a cloned human who was not gestated in a human female - are
they human or animal?
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What is the status of a spotlessly clean modern toilet - regarding berachot, netilat yadayim, mezuza etc. - the Gemara
discusses the case of a ‘Persian toilet’ which had special leniencies in halacha due to the fact that the waste was
immediately removed from sight. Does this have any analogy to our modern toilets?

Consider what happens when modern science leads to a direct contradiction with Chazal - e.g. the case of killing lice on
Shabbat.
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Chazal paskened that killing lice on Shabbat was permissible since they understood that lice do not reproduce sexually
but are created by spontaneous generation. Science now understands this not to be the case. So can we still kill lice on
Shabbat?

How does Torah interface with modern science - evolution, age of the universe etc. Does it need to?




