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Abstract

This study examines Rabbi Ovadia Yosef’s response to contemporary reality in his
halakhic writings. As attested to in his writings, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef is well aware of
the significant changes Jewish society has undergone in the modern era. Yosef responds
to these changes in a broad range of halakhic rulings. The present study critically
examines selected halakhic writings by Yosef utilizing the methodologies of social

sciences, hermeneutics and cultural criticism.

Chapter One introduces some of the influences of modernism in Jewish life in various
communities. [ then turn to the specifically Sefaradic trend in Rabbi Yosef’s rulings
and to his project of “restoring the crown to its former splendor.” The latter project is

central to understanding many of Rabbi Yosef’s rulings, as well as his political activity.

This first chapter also discusses varying approaches to rabbinic literature used in Jewish
studies, and the contribution of methods from other fields of research, such as the social
sciences, hermeneutics and cultural criticism. The introduction ends with a review of
existing studies on Rabbi Yosef and his rulings, as well as a brief biography that
illuminates the context of his life and surroundings, and how they influenced his

rabbinical work.

Part | of this work analyzes some of the important phenomena of modern Jewish life,
including secularization, the emergence of the Reform Movement and the decline of
rabbinical authority. Rabbi Yosef employs various strategies to counter these trends
including the policy of inclusiveness. This strategy aims to include within the religious
community a wide range of traditionalist Jews who do not fully observe the mitzvot. We
find an expression of this in some of Rabbi Yosef’s mottoes, such as “leniency is

superior to stringency”, ’favoring the lesser evil” and the policy of “turning a blind

eye.” These concerns are the subject of Chapter Two.

The policy of exclusiveness, that alienates secular ideology and the attempts to amend
the halakha by adapting it to the spirit of modernity. This is the subject of the third
chapter, which examines different aspects of secularization, Rabbi Yosef’s policy on

conversion, and the distinction, as understood from his writings, between changes in
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religious practice that do not reflect the ideology of Reform Judaism and those which
do.

The subject of the fourth chapter relates to Rabbi Yosef’s desire to bolster rabbinic
authority. Also, the aim to unite all Sefaradi communities under the Halakhic authority
of Rabbi Yosef Karo. In this framework, Rabbi Yosef disregards a variety of local

customs that exists among Sefaradic Jews.

Part II (chapters Five and Six) of this work deals with Rabbi Yosef ‘s attitude towards
Zionism, the State of Israel, and its legal system. His attitude is an ambivalent one. On
the one hand, he appreciates the achievements of the Zionist movement but on the other
hand, he is a sharp critic of Israeli secularism, which is part of the Zionist ideology.
Rabbi Yosef leads the struggle against the hegemony of Western Israeli culture. Thus
we find some of his harshest criticism aimed at Israel’s court system. In his rulings, he
describes these tribunals as “courts of the gentiles.” An appendix to this chapter deals
with Rabbi Yosef’s views on Western Israeli culture in light of multicultural liberalism

and legal pluralism.

Part 111 of this work deals with Rabbi Yosef's response to sexual permissiveness which
is an important aspect of Modernity. The insights of Michel Foucault about the

construction of human sexuality are utilized in understanding Rabbi Yosef’s positions.

Chapter Seven is dedicated to Rabbi Yosef's rulings on the laws of niddah. The
anthropological aspects of menstruation and the feminist criticism on this topic
constitute the introduction to this chapter. Rabbi Yosef is lenient in his rulings on the
laws of niddah due to his understanding of the difficulty of keeping these laws in
modern society. In his responsa he objects to mystical and magical views of
menstruation and attempts to unify the halakhic rulings in this filed by opposing certain
women’s customs. In an indirect way we can hear in this text the voice of Jewish

women on the topic.

Finally, Chapter Eight presents Rabbi Yosef’s rulings in light of changes in women’s
dress code. On this topic as well we see the importance of cultural aspects of costume

which emphasize the role of a dress code as a symbol of social identity and as a tool of
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discipline. The Rulings by Rabbi Yosef on this topic, contrary to the rulings of other
rabbis, reinforce the difference between the halakhic dress code and Western fashion.

The concluding section describes the power of Rabbi Yosef as one who succeeded to a
great extent in unifying the Sefaradic community, while at the same time emphasizing
the differences between Sefaradic and Ashkenazic culture, and between Religious

Judaism and Secular Israeli culture.



