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Note from the Editor

Joseph H. Prouser

This issue of Masorti: The New Journal of Conservative Judaism is the sec-
ond prepared for publication since the October 7, 2023 attacks on Israel. I
write these reflections just one day after the heart-breaking funeral of Hersh
Goldberg-Polin, who was murdered together with five fellow hostages on
the cusp of their liberation. It is my sincere prayer that, by time these words
appear in print, all remaining hostages will be freed, and Israel’s war with
Hamas will have concluded with the Jewish state’s righteous victory.

Concern for the future of the Jewish state is reflected in several particular-
ly timely articles. Anat Katzir examines the prophetic role of Israel’s Supreme
Court. Miriam Berkowitz and Moti Kaplan review classical texts bearing on
the redemption of captives and the freeing of hostages. Yuval Katz explores
the history of antisemitism in rabbinic discourse. The continuing influence
of philosophical and spiritual luminaries Maimonides and Philo, the Baal
Shem Tov, and Rav Kook is also discussed herein.

A recurring theme in this issue is the historical tension between Jewish
religious and scholarly elites and those on the relative periphery of Jewish
communal life. This dynamic—the experience of “the common folk,” or
the ‘eirev rav, as our writers frame the issue—is of critical, practical, daily
concern to a great many of this journal’s readers.

I am particularly pleased to note that contributors to this issue include
those currently engaged in active rabbinic leadership and academic life,
together with emeriti and a rabbinical student!

Finally, continuing our practice of republishing important articles from
past issues of this journal’s predecessor, our Yashan Noshan section features
Professor Mayer I. Gruber’s 1980 article on the poetic liturgical passage,
Attah Qidashta. His brief article exemplifies how critical scholarship un-
covers the compelling and timeless truths our textual tradition offers us,
which is the very essence of this journal’s mission. His essay presciently
addresses itself to “an era plagued by an ecological crisis brought about by
humankind’s assumption that it is the crown of Creation.”

May all the ills that plague us be healed and resolved with dispatch.

Joseph H. Prouser is rabbi of Temple Emanuel of North Jersey in Franklin Lakes, New
Jersey, and editor of this journal.



These and These
Michael McCloskey

There is a tree

500 years long'

80 times ‘round the sun
Is nearly a % 'round its trunk
Poets, playwrights

Have vaulted its boughs
Sages and seers swooned
To its balsam scent
Mystics marked its paths
In hushed tones

Over candle-lit tomes.

But there is another tree®

So very close to it

Some say that they were entangled*

Like lovers in embrace

Winged lions cradling the vibrations of a holy event®
Until a mud-man,® meant to be so much more,’

Cut the cord,?

With a knife’s precision,’

! Genesis Rabbah 15:6. All texts cited here can be found at Sefaria.org.

2 Zohar, Introduction 12:109

3This is a reference to the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in Genesis 2:9.

See, e.g., Shaarei Orah: Fifth Gate, Sixth Sefirah, 251 and Radak on Genesis 2:9.

®Exodus 25:22

¢This word captures the link between adam (“human”) and adamah (“humus, rich soil”) in Genesis 2:7
and also refers to the creaiton of humankind by Prometheus.

7Humans are meant to be divine avatars on earth (see Genesis 1:27). Like the primordial light and the
Sabbath, humans are of this world, yet there is something of the unconditional, or the world beyond,
within them.

8 According to the mystical interpretations of Genesis, the primordial human, Adam, “cut the shoots”
(i.e., separated or severed the two trees from one another), thus disconnecting the foundation of life from
knowledge. Thereafter, the human being’s voracious appetite is for knowledge in order to wield it as
power, not necessarily for improving or protecting life. See Shaarei Orah: Fifth Gate, Sixth Sefirah 251.
°One might also understand this according to Richard L. Rubenstein, After Auschwitz: Radical
Theology and Contemporary Judaism (Bobbs-Merrill, 1966), who suggested that “the thread
uniting God and man, heaven and earth, has been broken” after the Shoah.



Michael McCloskey

And the dark spark,"

And the King’s Crown,"!
And the Queen'?

No longer

Could bathe

At will

In the primordial waters."

There is a people™

Who,

Holding the first tree,
Walking the central beam'
Bring Him nearer to

His Beloved.'

There is a stream"”

Who flows between These and These,'*
Living Waters'

And this stream turns this way and that®
Like an Egyptian prince

Who became a

Shepherd,

10Zohar Bereshit 1:15a

! The ideal flow of the divine organism is from Keter (Crown), the highest emanation of divinity,
which is totally without any forces or influence of judgements or severity, all the way to Shekhinah
(Immanent). When we cut off the tree of knowledge from life, we cut ourselves off from the full range
of divine effulgence.

12 Shekhinah/Malkhut

12 Shekhinah, which represents the “lower waters,” becomes dry when separated from her male source
in the “upper waters,” which are identified with the sefirah of Hesed (Lovingkindness) and flow to
Shekhinah from her mate, Tiferet (Beauty or Balance).

4°Am Yisra'el

15 Tiferet/The Holy Blessed One

16 Malkhut/Shekhinah

7 Masorti-Conservative Judaism

18 A reference both to “these and these are words of the living God” (eilu ve’eilu divrei elohim
hayyim hein, b. Eruvin 14b) and to the sefirot on the right and the left, taking from both and
providing a sense of balance, just as the Bat Qol noted that the words of both the academy of
Hillel and the academy of Shammai were vital.

¥ Jeremiah 2:13

2 Exodus 2:12



These and These

A prophet,

A God”

Yet in the end became a mother,”

Standing between the clefts of the rock?

As brother stood between the living and the dead**
Gathering us between his breasts*

Between the paths of fire and ice.”

There is a road

Called progress

And it is paved with good intentions
The diaries of dissidents

And bodies.

There is a serpent

And some say a bull

Biting its own tail*’
Ready-made by human will*®

You see, the earthling
They bite again and again
And as they masticate
And master

And machinate,

2 Exodus 4:16

2 Numbers 11:12; see also Isaiah 49.

»Exodus 33:22

**This is a reference to Aaron; see Numbers 17:13.

% Aaron and Moses are also compared in midrashic literature (see Song of Songs Rabbah 4:5:1)
to two breasts. The one “gathering us between his breasts” could be Moses or a reference to
the divine.

% See Tosefta Hagigah Lieberman 2:5 with regard to ascending and descending safely like Akiva
from holy encounters. The goal is not to be too overcome with one’s emotions or zeal and not
too distant or stoic, but moderate, attuned to and curious about all sides.

#This is a reference to the cosmic rending and separation from higher levels of divine flow that
happened both with the eating of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil and the
construction of the golden calf; See Zohar: Introduction 4:15. It also refers to the Ouroboros,
the serpentine symbol of eternal destruction and rebirth that we witness in the world of time.
#The calf is made by Aaron and according to the will of some of the Israelites. The snake, in
the garden of Eden, could very well be a projection of human desire for knowledge for mastery
and power.
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subjugate,
Each a Pharaonic despot
Entombed within their mediated experience.

Bearers of Sinai®
Know

That tree*® was never
Meant to be bitten,
Or taken

But woven

Her highest boughs only a shadow of the Supernal root,
The Tree,*

Or roof*

That Hillel

And Levinas,*

And Berlin,*

2“The people of Israel are the Merkavah,” i.e., a chariot for the divine throne and a moveable
Sinali, bringing the experience and memory of revelation with them; see Perush Ramban: In-
troduction to Exodus (Sefaria.org).

*This is a refefence to the tree of knowledge.

31 The tree of life is connected to “words of the living God” and “these and these”; i.e., it conveys
the idea of pluralism.

*2See b. Yoma 35b, where Hillel climbs to the roof in order to listen to words of the “living God,”
paralleling the tree of life.

* Levinas’s pluralism entails choosing moral courage and moving toward another in an act of
service rather than an act of violence, when they come into our sphere, potentially threatening
us by their “alterity,” by which he means their unique perspective, ethos, or needs. He calls this
response “The Face of God in the Person”; see Emanuel Levinas, Time and the Other, trans.
Richard A. Cohen (Duquesne University Press, 1987).

*Levinas and Isaiah Berlin were also champions of pluralism. Thus, we read the following in
Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” in Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford University Press,
1969), https://cactus.utahtech.edu/green/B_Readings/I_Berlin%20Two0%20Concpets%20
of%20Liberty.pdf: “Pluralism, with the measure of ‘negative’ liberty that it entails, seems to
me a truer and more humane ideal than the goals of those who seek in the great disciplined,
authoritarian structures the ideal of ‘positive’ self mastery by classes or peoples or the whole
of mankind. It is truer because it does, at least, recognize the fact that human goals are many,
not all of them commensurable, and in perpetual rivalry with one another. To assume that
all values can be graded on one scale so that it is a mere matter of inspection to determine
the highest seems to me to falsify our knowledge that men are free agents, to represent moral
decision as an operation which a slide rule could, in principle, perform. In the end, men
choose between ultimate values; they choose as they do, because their life and thought are
determined by fundamental moral categories and concepts that are, at any rate, over large
stretches of time and space, a part of their being and thought and sense of their own identity;
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Climbed.

Sometimes called Liberty*

Sometimes the Face®

At others “thirst for words of the living God™’

Words that dance like coals of fire*

Or sparks from the hammer’s blow,*

Like billions of cosmic seeds implanted within us that whisper “Where
are you” ?*

“Here I am™!

“GO”42

“I will go™®

Like fragile shattered tablets,*

Made firm by human hands,*

Propping up arms,*

Prevailing.

There is a hole in the world,

A widening gyre,*’

That knows only one tree,*
And feeds it birds that tweet
And a human clock that chimes
And tocks

part of what makes them human.”

*The balance of positive and negative liberties that Berlin describes enables a culture of plu-
ralism.

* This is a reference to Levinas’s “Face.” Note that the divine emanations or sefirot are also
sometimes grouped into partstufim or faces upon the tree of life.

¥ Psalm 42:3

*#Ezekiel 1:13. Fire is a symbol of the unconditional. One may revel in its radiance, its warmth,
but it is wild and resists control, the monolithic.

*b. Sanhedrin 34a

40 Genesis 3:9

41 Genesis 22:2, 7 and Exodus 3:4

2 Genesis 12:1

* Genesis 24:58

*Exodus 32:19

*The second set of tablets according to Exodus 34:27-28 are written by human hands, intimating
greater human agency and investment.

* Exodus 17:12

¥ See “The Second Coming” by William Butler Yeats.

*This is a reference to the tree of knowledge.
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And ticks

Built from shards of mirrors
And echoes,

And silos.

There is an ever-turning-fiery-sword*

Before the garden gate,

A firestone in our hands® and a knife in our hearts®
Burning wood upon our children’s backs.*

But I don’t know whether that sword*® was a blade or a plowshare,*
Or the winged lions were predating or embracing,”

If Israel was a lover or a wrestler>

Whether you are my brother or my enemy.

But I will balance on the central beam,””

On the knife’s edge

In the meeting of the Face for service and not violence,*®
In the movement of freedom from toward freedom to
In the nexus of right and left

Supernal and terrestrial

Give and take®

These and These

Mercy and Rigor

Yes and...

I will listen from trees

% Genesis 3:24

0 Genesis 22:6-7

*!'This is from Hayim Gouri’s poem “Yerusha/Heritage”

2 Genesis 22:6

% This is a reference to“the ever-turning fiery sword” guarding the way to the tree of life in
Genesis 4:24.

*4Isaiah 2:4

% Exodus 25:20 and b. Bava Batra 99a

% Genesis 32:25

7 Qav ha’emtsai, which can refer both to Tiferet, the “central beam” of Kabbalah (which is,
incidentally, associated with Jacob) and the shevil hazahav, or “golden mean,” of Maimonides.
* See “Levinas on the Face,” Philosophy Overload, YouTube.com, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=CdFL_odCVdI.

%'This is a reference to massa’ umatan, which is essential to the flow of rabbinic discourse.

10
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And rooftops

And through the voices of children,

And artists,

And teachers,

The great messy, glorious, and terrible, teeming mass of life
I take hold of the branches.

Will you join me?

Rabbi Cantor Michael McCloskey of Temple Emeth, Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts, is a pas-
sionate teacher of Torah in many contexts, including at the Academy for Jewish Religion in
New York and Hebrew College in Newton, Massachusetts. A pianist, composer, and poet, his
article, “Fathers, Mothers, Lovers, Monsters: The Golem in the Age of A.L was published in
the most recent issue of AJS Perspectives.

11



Maimonides Terms for “Common Folk’,
and Common Ground

Earl Schwartz

An anxious preoccupation with the intellectual traits of common folk is ev-
ident in many a work by a medieval Mediterranean thinker, including texts
ostensibly focused on metaphysics.! One need not go further than the intro-
duction to these works before coming across a reference to the “multitude.”
These thinkers were not the first to ponder an intellectual dimension to social
stratification. While Pericles had sought to broaden public participation in
government, Plato, writing a generation later under the cloud of the “demo-
cratic” execution of Socrates, bemoaned the beastly attitudes of the multitude.?
A continent away, Confucius likewise advocated social coherence through
hierarchy, unruffled by unmanageable women and contentious “little people.™
For such thinkers, how and what common folk might think was relevant only
to the extent that it was related to questions of social order, or could inform
the benevolence incumbent upon those who knew better. And, as Plato sug-
gested, if circulating a contrived myth of origin could further those ends, it
was simply prudent policy.*

But medieval Muslim, Christian, and Jewish thinkers found themselves in
quite a different position. They would have to account for a shared eccentric-
ity: the tendency of their scriptures to elevate common folk to uncommon
prominence, particularly as mediators of revelation. Unlike the more typi-
cal association of group identities with extraordinary figures and wondrous
quests, Tanakh, New Testament, and Quranic texts tell of a God intent upon
engaging all-too-human human beings, absent any indication of their having
sought such an encounter or having prepared for one. Tanakh in particular
emphasizes revelatory events experienced by large groups of women, men,

“Personal note: When my father used the Yiddish expression proste mensch, he intended it as a
compliment. It was only as an adult that I learned that the phrase was typically understood as
a slight. I dedicate this study to my father.

! Regarding the term “Mediterranean,” see S. Strousma, Maimonides in His World (Princeton
University Press, 2009), 3-6.

2Plato, Republic V1.492-93 and Letters VII.341-44.

Y. Pines, “Confucius’ Elitism: The Concepts of Junzi and Xiaoren Revisited,” in A Concise
Companion to Confucius, ed. P. Goldin (Wiley, 2017), 164.

*See, e.g., Plato, Republic 111.414.

12



Maimonides” Terms for “Common Folk”, and Common Ground

and children alike.” This legacy would press Jewish thinkers, as they spec-
ulated about the mind and its functions, to address the possibility that any
human being, for no other reason than that they are human, is equipped to
encounter and engage what is ultimately true.

Works by Mediterranean Jewish intellectuals are laden with these ten-
sions, reflected in the ways they employed terms associated with the undis-
tinguished masses. This article surveys Maimonides’ use of two such Arabic
terms, al-jumhur (y5302J) or MY APX) and al-awam (plg=dl or DXIYYX), along
with related forms.® To provide some literary context for Maimonides’ usage,
references by three other prominent medieval Mediterranean Jewish thinkers,
Saadia al-Fayumi (Gaon), Bahya ibn Paquda, and Yehuda Halevi are also
briefly discussed. All four thinkers wrote major works in Judeo-Arabic, which
facilitates comparison of terminology.’”

As philosophical orientations rooted in classical Greek sources moved
through medieval intellectual circles, Jewish thinkers, along with their Chris-
tian and Muslim counterparts, were challenged not only by the intellectual
import of the various systems, but also by their presumed social corollaries.
When and how they used particular terms may help us to better understand
their reactions to these challenges, beyond what they may have asserted ex-
plicitly about common folk. What their use of the terms denoted in particular
contexts warrants consideration, along with references that appear redundant
or otherwise unnecessary, and repeated associations and cumulative conno-
tations. In tracing a given thinker’s usage, it will also be important to consider
whether it suggests a gap between what he was in fact inclined to believe about
common folk and what he believed he was bound, or expected, to affirm.

Saadia al-Fayumi (Gaon) (882-942 CE)

In his Kitab al-Huruf, Saadia Gaon’s contemporary Abu Nasr al-Farabi offered
a descending scale of human acumen, concluding: “Religion, when adapted

*E.g., the ten plagues, the crossing of the Sea of Reeds, the revelation at Mount Sinai, and Elijah’s
vanquishing of the priests of Baal. Rabbinic shaping of the Passover celebration can also be
seen in this light, i.e., as an experiential recapitulation of the miracle of liberation of a whole
people, celebrated in homes, without need of religious functionaries or exceptional competence.

» < » <«

¢ The word jumhur suggests “multitude,” “masses,” “crowd,” while the word ‘awam inclines
toward “commonplace,” “general,” “the people”; cf. colloquial amkha in Yiddish.

7 Arabic manuscripts of the period were commonly written with Hebrew letters, but there is
some question regarding the original orthography of Saadia Gaon’s Al-mukhtar fi al-amanat
wa-al-‘atiqadat (Emunot vedeot) and Bahya ibn Paquda’s Al-hidayah ila fara’id al-qulub (Hovot

halivavot).

13



Earl Schwartz

to humanness, always comes after philosophy, since it aims simply to instruct
al-jumhur in theoretical and practical matters that stem from philosophy in
such a way as to enable them to understand them by persuasion or imagina-
tive presentation, or both.” Al-Farabi’s characterization of popular religion
as an accommodation to the intellectual inadequacies of the masses is rooted
in the classical Greek texts he championed. Although well acquainted with
the sources that inspired al-Farabi, Saadia would challenge these premises,
emphasizing instead the biblical focus on lived experience.

Saadia reached the highest echelons of Jewish institutional life, but unlike
many prominent medieval Jewish figures, he may have grown up in a village,
the child of working-class parents.” In combination with his reading of bibli-
cal sources, this background perhaps influenced his thinking about intellect
and hierarchies. In the introduction to his best-known work, N1317X2 7217
NXTXPAYRPXT NRIRARDX *D INTYINIX/MYT2Y, he notes that the awam who
dismiss philosophical inquiry as a high road to heresy are also purveyors
of absurd folk beliefs: “only those of the ‘awam see it this way...as is said of
some of the awam of our people (XINMAX, amtana), that they think the moon
is swallowed by some sort of sea creature, and that is its missing portion....”°
Given the derogatory overtones of ‘awam in Saadia’s day, such an aside could
well have preceded an intellectual scale of competence akin to al-Farabi’s.!!
Notably, however, Saadia goes on instead to assert that the Tanakh’s emphasis
on sensory experience in its accounts of revelation, witnessed by women,
men, and children, was not to be understood as a condescending literary de-
vice for the edification of the public at large. Rather, it conveyed the primacy
of “what has been seen by our eyes and heard by our ears™

8 Al-Huruf, 108, https://archive.org/details/KitabAlHurufBookOfLettersAlFarabi/page/n31/
mode/2up.

°Biblical sources are laced with misgivings about cities (the first city in the Tanakh is founded
by Cain), while rabbinic usage of ‘am ha’arets (“people of the country[side]”) to indicate people
unschooled in rabbinic ways reflects a more conventional urbanity, along with the Low Ger-
man etymology of “boor,” Old English origin of “churl,” Old Arabic usage of ‘a‘rab, Old French
“villian,” Old English “heathen,” and the Latin root of “pagan” and “peasant.” Regarding the
possibility that Saadia came from a working class family, see H. Malter, Saadia Gaon, His Life
and Works (Hermon, 1969), 25-28.

10y, Kafih, ed. and trans., Hanivhar be’emunot uvideot. Lerabeinu Saadia ben Yoseif Fayumi
(Dror, 1970), 23.

' Note the comments on the connotations of ox1y in Kafih, Hanivhar, 23. n. 80. Regarding oxy
XINRK, ‘awam amtana, Kafih notes that, while he translated the phrase as 12X *1m7, hamonei
umatenu, ibn Tibbon chose 1177yaw yax7 ny, ‘amei haarets shebi‘ireinu (n. 81).

14



Maimonides” Terms for “Common Folk”, and Common Ground

And even if we sufficiently extend our rational analysis to its
completion, it does not matter, and anyone who falls short
due to some obstacle is not left without religion (din). Even
women and children, and one who is not adept at analysis,
have a full and coherent religious faith, because all people
(OX398 93/kul al-nas) are equal when it comes to sensory
derived knowledge. Praise to the Wise Guide! And that
is why you will often find in the Torah that children and
women are included with the fathers when signs and proofs
are mentioned.'

Through the balance of the work Saadia affirms the clarifying role that ratio-
nal analysis can play in Jewish life and makes numerous references to ignorant
people (97N’3, jahil) in doing so, but never in connection with al-jumhur or
al-amah. In a metaphorical passage at the opening of section 5, TAXY?X,
al-ammah and *ARYSX, al-ammi refer to someone unskilled in a particular
craft, and in this sense indicative of all people when it comes to examining a
soul, a craft in which God alone is expert. Here, too, neither the metaphorical
usage nor its correlate comes with demeaning connotations."

This inclusive sensibility is also evidenced in Saadia’s Tafsir, a Judeo-Arabic
interpretive translation of the Tanakh. In general, the Tafsir reflects a prefer-
ence for Arabic words that sound similar to the original Hebrew.!* However,
‘awam is consistently avoided as a translation of the Hebrew am. Instead,
terms such as D2, gaum; 2YY, sha’b; and AKX, umma are employed.” It seems
likely that this avoidance of ‘awam was prompted by its condescending con-
notations. While al-awam is used specifically in Emunot vedeot in connection
with nonsensical folk beliefs, gaum and umma are the preferred terms in that

12Kafih, Hanivhar, 28. All translations are mine unless otherwise specified.

13 Kafih translates the terms into Hebrew using forms of ywn, hammon, while ibn Tibbon used
forms of *ny, peti, “simpleton.” Near the close of section 5, Henry Malter translates yx19x, al-
wadhi‘a (“lowly”) as “plebeian,” while in an earlier passage in the section on those who would
deny a foundational principle, Alexander Altmann translates 01p, gaum as “the multitude”; see
Malter, Saadia Gaon, 220, and Altmann’s translation of an abridged version of the Guide in
Three Jewish Philosophers (Atheneum, 1969), 132. Both translations are problematic. Malter
seems to overlook the fact that Saadia was referencing a talmudic comment about a dal (i.e., an
indigent person; see Kafih, 189 n. 18), while the Arabic gaum is better understood as referring
to a particular group of people.

4 Malter, Saadiah Gaon, 145.

> See Tafsir Exodus 1:9 and Deuteronomy 33:22 for gaum; Numbers 23:9, 24 for sha®b; and
Numbers 11:29 for umma.
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work as well. Saadia did resort to insulting language regarding individuals
with whom he clashed, but not in reference to broad swaths of the population.

It is commonly observed that Saadia Gaon was the first rabbinic figure
to achieve lasting prominence not only as a halakhist and exegete but also
in philology and philosophy. Often characterized as a Jewish “kalamist,” he
affirmed, in Alexander Altmann’s words, not a philosophical system of au-
tonomous reason “but an exercise in theology anchored in a religious tradi-
tion"—a method for corroborating revealed doctrine, and a tool for defending
Jewish thought and practice.’* Common folk might not be skilled in the use
of these tools, but that did not mean that their awareness of God’s presence
and purposes was thereby deficient. The covenant of Israel was rooted in
the whole people’s existential heritage. Philosophy, at best, refined the terms
of that heritage. If al-Farabi found a modicum of common ground in a de-
scending staircase of reason, Saadia countered with ascending emanations of
shared experience, the biblical narrative serving as a check on presumptions
about “the masses” characteristic of the philosophical sources that led to
medieval rationalism.

Bahya ibn Paquda (ca. 1050-ca. 1120 CE)

Almost nothing is now known of Bahya ibn Paquda’s life, although he com-
monly bears the title hadayan. The primary theme of his 113297 M2 (Duties
of the Heart), the development of deep personal piety, suggests Sufi influences.
The writings of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, whose renown would stem primarily
from his vociferous rejection at midlife of earlier philosophical inclinations,
appear to have been one source of this influence.”” However, al-Ghazali’s
daMa) célys, Tahafut al-falasifa (Incoherence of the Philosophers) begins with
an attack not on rationalist philosophy, but on elitist philosophers: “I have
seen a group who, seeing themselves as distinguished from their fellows by
their greater perceptiveness and intelligence...they hold themselves above
helping the masses (sl=d), al-jamahir, plural) and the common people
(slea W), ad-dahma).... When I perceived this vein of nonsense throbbing in
these fools, I took it upon myself to write this book.”*® But if al-Ghazali in-
fluenced ibn Paquda regarding the importance of not holding oneself “above

18 A. Altmann, Essays in Jewish Intellectual History (Brandeis University Press, 1981), 37.

1. Husik, A History of Mediaeval Jewish Philosophy (Atheneum, 1973), 80.

'8 Al-Ghazali, The Incoherence of the Philosophers/ Tahafut al-falasifah, A parallel English-Arabic
text translated, introduced, and annotated by Michael E. Marmura (Bringham Young University
Press, 2000) introduction. The translation here is by the author.
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helping al-jamahir;” it did not lead to a comparable disdain for arrogant phi-
losophers or philosophy. On the contrary, neither intellectuals nor common
folk are explicitly disparaged in Hovot halivavot. The book is amply laced
with philosophical passages, enlisted to buttress its devotional focus, along
with an al-Farabi-like treatment of biblical imagery as an accommodation for
the theologically unsophisticated, but references to al-jumhur and TARYOX,
al-ammah although sometimes ambiguous, never devolve into scorn."”
That the introduction closes with praise for Saadia (the only such accolade
in the introduction) is telling in this regard. Following a parable on varying
degrees of intellectual comprehension, he concludes: “be aided in your grasp
of [the Torah] by reading the books of the Gaon, Rabeinu Saadia—may re-
membering him be a blessing—for they enlighten the mind, and sharpen
understanding, and guide the simple-minded, and awaken the lethargic.”*
Ibn Paquda’s recommendation of Saadia’s writings suggests that he shared
Saadia’s understanding of a complementary relationship between revelatory
events and correct reasoning. In the first chapter of Hovot halivavot, in ref-
erence to the need to attune how one conveys “matters of the heart” to the
competencies of the learner, he employs the expression “the foolish ignora-
mous” (&) Jal=dl, al-jahl al-ghabi) but not al-jumhur or al-‘awam. When,
in connection with biblical metaphors, he references aljumhur in the follow-
ing paragraph, the context suggests relatively benign connotations. The uses
of such metaphors, he observes, are “in keeping with the understanding of
al-jumhur (ysgezd) pladl o, hasb afham al-jumhur) and in terms that alam-
mah use when speaking to one another.”! Between the two passages he inserts
an allegory in which the abundance of such metaphors is likened to ensuring
that farm animals receive sufficient feed. The imagery is condescending,
although it could be seen in light of the biblical association of shepherding
with benevolent leadership, which came with comparable connotations. In

1 Although manuscript evidence is lacking, Y. Kafih, trans. and ed., Torat hovot halivavot (Akiva
Yosef, 1973), 8, https://tablet.otzar.org/#/book/14197/p/-1/t/1/fs/0/start/0/end/0/c argued that
the original manuscript was undoubtedly composed in Hebrew lettering, which he employs in
the reconstructed Judeo-Arabic text accompanying his translation. Nonetheless, given that the
earliest extant manuscripts are in standard Arabic script, citations in this section are as well.
2 The Arabic text employed by A. S. Yahuda ‘I-hidaja ila fara’id al-qulib des Bachja ibn Josef
ibn Paquda, aus Andalusien (Brill, 1912) differs somewhat from the ibn Tibbon translation
cited here, but conveys the same appreciation of Saadia’s work. Kafih, Torat hovot halivavot 4:6
includes a passage from a liturgical bagashah composed by Saadia, although he is not identified
as the author; see Malter, Saadia Gaon, 154.

2 Kafih, Torat hovot halivavot, 1:10. The references to yggasd), al-jumhur and dolsl, al-
‘ammah are found in the Oxford manuscript of the text and are included in ibn Tibbon’s Hebrew
translation. Ibn Tibbon translates dols)l, al-‘ammah as benei adam (“people”).
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a later passage on levels at which the Torah can be engaged, from minimal
to most admirable, he concludes that the ten tiers, taken together, constitute
“the great majority of the people” (ae¥l y540= 5SI, akutr jumhur al-uma).? If
he had intended negative connotations for the accompanying reference to
“jumhur” or umah, one would expect the phrase to reference only the lower
levels rather than all ten. The description of the lowest category includes a
number of disparaging terms but no reference to al-jumhur. Such ambiguities
could be attributed simply to inconsistency or ambivalence. Alternatively,
assuming the book was intended for a relatively broad readership, ambiguous
terminology might reflect a measure of caution.” But it is equally plausible
that, for ibn Paquda, “those who cannot grasp what is ultimately true” was
not a definitive characteristic of “the jumhur” of his fellow Jews.

Yehuda Halevi (ca. 1080-ca. 1140 CE)

Yehuda Halevi’s?*279X 172X 783 B 9°979X1 1AN9X, al-hujja wal-dalil fi nasr
al-din al-thalil (Argument and Proof in Defense of the Despised Religion, or
Sefer haKuzari) would prove the most durable of medieval Jewish works
directed against a rationalist demotion of al-jumhur. Notwithstanding his
ample connections to elite social and intellectual circles, Halevi’s defense of
the “despised religion (din),” a refutation of the accusation that the Jewish
people had become an artifact of a bygone era, is concomitantly a defense
of the despised common folk among its adherents.?* The first reference to
al-jumhur occurs in the opening sentence of the introduction, in Halevi’s
own voice, prior to imagined exchanges between the king of Khazaria and a
“philosopher,” a Christian, a Muslim, and a Jew: “I've been asked about my
position regarding the charges and responses the philosophers have brought
against us, and by people of various doctrines, and those of the sectarians
[var. Karaites] who oppose al-jumhur”* Avraham Zifroni understood the last
words of the passage to mean “those who disagree with what is accepted by
the Jewish people as a whole (kelal Yisrael)”*® If so, the mention of al-jumhur,
although seemingly incidental, presages what follows. In offering the historical

2Kafih, Torat hovot halivavot 3:4.

» Regarding the general character of the work and its intended readership, see J. Guttmann,
Philosophies of Judaism (Schocken, 1973), 117-24.

**Traces of al-Ghazali’s influence have also been noted in Halevi’s writings; see Husik, History,
151-53 and Guttmann, Philosophies, 136-62.

% A. Zifroni, ed., Sefer haKuzari (Schocken, 1967), I:1.

26 Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari, 1:1, editor’s note.
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experience of the Jewish people as their “defense,” Halevi makes clear that he
is speaking of the whole people.

The term al-jumhur (or al-jamahir) appears an additional thirty-nine
times in Sefer haKuzari, and never derisively. The closest Halevi comes to
implying a negative connotation occurs in a passage in which the haver, the
Jewish representative, remarks that it might not be productive to explain all
biblical metaphors to al-jumhur (book 3, section 73), but the comment comes
without slight. On the contrary, it is clear from the balance of references that
being included in the jumhur of the Israelites and their Jewish descendants is
a sign of distinction. Before the appearance of the haver, both the Christian
and the Muslim emphasize the public nature of the wonders experienced by
the biblical Israelites, the Christian affirming: “{God] dwells among those
who please him, from among al-jamahir. And the general principle: What-
ever one finds in the Torah and books of Israel cannot be doubted, as they
have been published, and preserved and revealed among the mass multitudes
(DOXVYOR PARNAIY, al-jamahir al-idham)””” When the haver is summoned,
he need only reiterate what has proven so convincing to Christians, Muslims,
and Jews alike, concluding:

And so, He begins his words to the jumhur of Israel (71711232
9°X7OX *33, [jumhur benei Israel) with “I am the Eternal God
who took you out of the land of Egypt.” He doesn't say, “I
created the world, and I created you.” So too I began with
you, King of the Khazars, when you asked me about my
faith, and I responded in terms of what is incumbent upon
me and incumbent upon the whole people of Israel, as this
position was made clear to them with their own eyes, then
leading to an ongoing tradition which is the equivalent of
being an eyewitness.?®

In the one instance al-amah and al-jumhur are juxtaposed in the Kuzari, the

¥ Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari 1:4.

8 Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari 1:25. In his commentary on Exodus 20:1, Abraham ibn Ezra adds:
“Rabbi Yehuda Halevi asked me why it says ‘I am the Eternal One, Your God, who took you out
of the land of Egypt’ and does not say ‘I made the sky and the Earth, and I made you.” Similar
to the haver’s comment, Ibn Ezra observes that the signs leading to the liberation from slavery
and the revelation at Mount Sinai were equally accessible to “the wise and not wise, adults and
children” and thus a proper complement to a philosophical understanding of “I am haShem
your God”
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resulting expression indicates the “general public,” without any associated
deprecation.”

In part 4 of the Kuzari, the haver critiques displacement of the biblical
emphasis on the divine-human encounter by speculative analysis. Such an
approach, he argues, leads to a cold and ultimately ineffectual abstraction of
both God and human beings. Those truly faithful to Torah are comforted by
biblical texts despite their plain language and rugged similes, “not placing
their trust in philosophers, with their eloquence and fine treatises, and what
they conclude by way of proofs. Even so, al-jamahir do not follow them, in as
much as souls can, as it were, be inspired with the truth, as it is said, “Truths
are recognized.”* While Saadia contended that common folk tended to dis-
miss philosophical discourse as sophisticated apostacy, Halevi argues that
common Jews simply are not impressed by philosophers, as they can intuit in
a far more intimate way what lofty philosophical arguments can only suggest.

Halevi’s emphasis on experience, like Saadias, aligned with biblical con-
notations of “knowing” as engaging not only the mind but also the person.
However, he went on to argue that not only were the experiences of biblical
Israelites unique, but the Jewish people were as well, as heirs to the “divine
thing” received by Abraham and inherited by “the jumhur of his descen-
dants”! Jews by descent were distinguished from other peoples by their singu-
lar lineage: “See how *IRPRPX WXDX, al-amr ilahi (“the divine thing”) lodged
in Abraham, and then in the jumhur of his chosen elect (;TMBX, tsafwata), and
in the holy land, leading the umma, step by step, as He watched over His seed
so that not a single one would be lost.*? Halevi repeatedly describes the Jewish
jumhur in terms of collective commonalities, but in this and related passages,
it is at the same time deemed a jumhur that embodies a distinguished status
not assigned to other peoples; a jumhur that is both inclusive, and elite.”?

2 Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari 3:63. Ibn Tibbon translates al-‘amah here as ‘am haarets.

0 Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari 4:17. For “truths are recognized,” see b. Sotah 9b.

3! Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari 4:3.

2Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari 2:50. Ibn Tibbon translates imsx 1n31, bejumhur tsafwata as behamon
segulato. See also Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari 1:27. For a Jewish exclusivist but non-racist reading
of the reference to “black and white” in the passage,” see D. Lobel, Between Mysticism and Phi-
losophy Sufi Language of Religious Experience (SUNY Press, 2000), 35-37. In his poetic tribute
to Natan ben Shmuel of Fustat, Halevi says that in a burst of renewed vitality, “I mixed in with
the mix [of people]” (vehit‘aravti et ha‘eirev). The reference comes with no associated slight.
* Micah Goodman, “Vehamaskilim yavinu. Keriah hadashah bisefer hakuzari,” Shalom Hart-
man Institute, https://heb.hartman.org.il/and-the-educated-will-understand-a-new-reading-
in-the-book-of-khazari/ references this issue in making a somewhat tenuous argument for not
presuming that the haver always expresses Halevi’s own perspective.
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Maimonides (1138-1204 CE)

Halevi’s insistence that the Jewish story was centered on the people as a whole
stood in stark contrast to Maimonides’ perspective a generation later. While
Halevi resolutely defended a unique vocation for the Jewish multitude, Mai-
monides would repeatedly discount the religious testimony of common folk.

Hierarchies figure prominently in Maimonides’ writings, although he clear-
ly did not conflate intellectual preeminence with social indifference.’* He
made this plain in a letter to Shmuel ibn Tibbon regarding his daily schedule,
and in the uncharacteristically passionate aside in his Mishneh Torah that “If
a poor person asks for something from you and you have nothing at hand
to give, then you comfort the person with words.... And woe to anyone who
would insult a poor person—woe to them!™> Nor did he laud, as did Plato and
Aristotle, the intellectual advantages of leisure (scholé) enjoyed by those who
could rely on the labor of others, or disparage working for a living,” though
in a letter to Yosef ben Yehuda (ibn Shimon), written in his fifties, he wove
together mention of the medical care he provided the lowly awam of Cairo
with regret that the time thus expended could otherwise be devoted to study.”

* See, e.g., the disturbing parable of the king in his palace and the four levels of human ful-
fillment at the close of Guide for the Perplexed, I11:51, 54. Also, his reading of the Passover
Haggadah’s instruction that one “show oneself” rather than the more familiar “see oneself” as
having been freed, along with the suggestion that someone currently in a servile position be
used to demonstrate to a child the significance of liberation, with the explanation “My child,
we were all slaves, like that servant woman or like that servant man, in Egypt, and on this
night the Holy One who is blessed rescued us and liberated us” (Mishneh Torah, Halakhah of
Hamets and Matsah 7:2).

3 Mishneh Torah, Halakhah of Giving to the Poor 10:5:17075 17 1n°% @173 J7°2 1°X1 Jan *3y7 oxw
12 71X — *3y7 X 0297w 1% "X ...0°71272. For the letter to ibn Tibbon, see (mAax1 o7anan mawn yap
1859 ,x°09%), https://www.daat.ac.il/daat/vl/rambamuvno/rambamuvno18.pdf, 9 (page 28 in
the printed text). See also D. Z. Baneth, Igrot haRambam (Magnes, 1985), 68-69. In the letter
to ibn Tibbon, Maimonides distinguishes between the “important” and “unimportant” among
his daily visitors.

*See Moritz Vermehren’s emendation of ooud] to axoAf] in Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics H.
Rackham, trans., (Loeb, 1975) Xvii.6-7, and Rackham’s parallel English note. The Greek axoA1
is the source of “school” and “scholar” in European languages.

*”See below, page 30. The comment comes shortly after reccommending (perhaps with a touch
of sarcasm) that his correspondent would do better to pursue a manual trade than become fi-
nancially dependent on the Ras al-Galut (see below, n. 71). Regarding the eclectic character of
the letter, Baneth (Igrot, 31-49) favored the argument that the extant versions contain passages
from several different letters. Regarding earning a living, in his Mishnah commentary Mai-
monides once again associates having a source of income with independence from patronage.
In commenting on Hillel’s “Don’t say ‘when I have the leisure I’ll study’—you may never have
the leisure” (m. Avot 2:2), which may allude to then-current attitudes about leisure befitting an
intellectual, he simply counsels that one set aside fixed times for study.
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Maimonides’ prioritizing of communal schools among essential Jewish
institutions also reflects a more complex understanding of the needs and
potential of society at large,* but it was, even so, inclusivity constricted by
common hierarchical prejudices, as he stopped short of including girls.** A
more equitable position was by no means unimaginable. His Cordoban con-
temporary Abu al-Walid ibn Rushd, whom he highly respected, contended
that it was a foolish waste of potential to exclude women from public life, but
nothing comparable appears in Maimonides’ writings.*

Isadore Twersky observed that the Mishneh Torah exhibits a “definite elitist
ethos,” keyed to intellect, but in noting Maimonides’ use of various demeaning
terms for nonintellectuals, he does not comment on the absence in the Mish-
neh Torah, unlike elsewhere in his writings, of insulting references specifically
linked to “hehamon*! In the introduction and conclusion of Sefer haMitsvot,
a kind of preface to the work, Maimonides does refer to hehamon in con-
nection with lack of learning, but the references are free of explicit disdain.
The resulting impression, as in his Shemonah peragim (the introduction to
tractate Avot in his Mishnah commentary), is of an intellectual hierarchy that
does not directly correspond to social coordinates. By contrast, the first of
many pointed comments regarding al-jumhur in his Guide for the Perplexed
(Moreh Nevukhim), written with a much narrower range of readers in mind,
occurs in the opening hundred words:

The primary subject of this work: to clarify subjects related
to terms appearing in the prophetic books. Among these
terms are homonyms. The simpletons take them as meaning
only some of the things to which the homonym refers. Also:
metaphors. Once again, they grasp them in light of their
most immediate inference. And this work is not intended
to explain them all to the multitude MIW39%), liljumhur),
nor to beginners in analysis, nor to those who have only
done analysis of Torah wisdom, i.e., talmudic study of it, for

3 Mishneh Torah, Halachah of Torah Study chapter 2 and Halachah of Prayer 11:14-15.

3 Mishneh Torah, Halachah of Torah Study 1. His justification for allowing girls and women
to go without a formal Jewish education rested on the assumption that female cognition was
“poor” and not suited for study.

“°N. Harhash, “Ibn Rushd’s Views on Women,” unpublished manuscript, https://www.academia.
edu/12102310/Ibn_Rushds_Views_on_Women.

1. Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides (Mishneh Torah) (Yale, 1980) 468-71. The
Mishneh Torah was written in Hebrew.
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the subject of this work is entirely of a particular sort: “true
knowledge of the Torah” (AP*PR2X *2¥ AY> WYX DY, ilm
al-sharia ‘ale al-hakikah).*

Maimonides was writing for an exceedingly limited readership that he could
presume did not see itself as among the jumhur to whom he refers, a jumhur
that included those whose learning was limited to classical Jewish sources.*
This being the case, he here indicates a much more pronounced gap between
the unlearned, the traditionally learned, and the truly knowledgeable than
he does in his Mishneh Torah. The reference, so early in the introduction to
the Guide, is striking, but the next uses of jumhur, a little further into the
introduction, are even more so. Beyond the concern Maimonides shared
with al-Farabi that foundational concepts be appropriately communicated
to those unequipped for philosophical analysis lay great uneasiness with
the possible effects of miscommunication, reflected in a mix of recommen-
dations for accommodating common folk, along with the need to simply
conceal some things from them. Speaking of the allusive and patchy struc-
ture of the Guide, he comments: “For my intention—that the truths shine
through and then disappear—so as to not go against the divine intent, with
which it is improper to differ, that these particular truths be inconceivable
to the masses of people (OXIPX W3, jumhur al-nas)”* Building on the
metaphor of lightning, a momentary bit of light for some but a near contin-
uous flashing for Moses, he concludes that when it comes to the common
crowd (TAXYOX I3, jumhur al-ammah) in the words of Psalm 83:5,
“They won’t know, they won’t understand, they will walk in darkness.™*
While juxtaposition of al-jumhur and al-‘amah in Halevi’s Kuzari came
with no accompanying deprecation, here the proximity of the terms would
appear to make what follows all the more explicit. It was not only prudent,
Maimonides suggests, to direct such people away from reasoning they could
not properly comprehend, but one conformed to divine intent in doing so,
evidenced by the deficient intellectual skills of the great majority of people.*

2 Guide, introduction, opening passage.

#See n. 57 below.

4 Guide, introduction.

* Guide, introduction. The reference to lightning is ironic, given the biblical insistence that all
the people experienced the sounds and the flaming flashes at Sinai (Exodus 20:15). Ibn Tibbon
translates IXY?R N2 as hamon ha‘am.

%Y. ibn Shmuel Kaufman, Sefer moreh nevukhim (Shvil, 1935) 14, rephrased the passage: “Inas-
much as God created various creatures who conceive of God from different perspectives and dif-
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This assertion, in turn, leads to a passage on biblical imagery and metaphors,
where his disdain is extended to those who misinterpret such references,
including “an ignoramous from among the common rabbis (117723 1 27X/3
T°IX219X, jahil min jumhur al-rabanin).” Jumhur would seem entirely su-
perfluous to the characterization of such figures, but it is in keeping with
Maimonides’ habitually negative use of the term.*” Similarly, near the close
of the introduction, he comments that among the reasons one might find
apparent inconsistencies in the text that followed is that discretion required
that he first approach a given issue on the basis of certain premises and
then, elsewhere in the text, on the basis of other, contradictory premises.
However, “it is necessary that aljumhur be prevented from sensing any bit
of contradiction, and that the author therefore devise a strategy to complete-
ly disguise the matter.”*® Here again, reference to al-jumhur, linked to the
need for deception, appears gratuitously demeaning, when a more specific
reference to readers unprepared to grapple with what was intended would
have sufficed.

While Saadia saw the providence of a “Wise Guide” at work in having
provided all people (kul alnas) sensory access to revelatory events, halfway
through part 1 of the Guide Maimonides returns to the theme of why it is
inappropriate to introduce some people to a philosophical understanding of
ultimate truths. In building his case, he references a Mishnah on personal
qualities necessary for study of “the Chariot,” which is commonly understood
as mystical lore but which he identified as metaphysics, and concludes: “This
being the case, how then could one involve the masses of people (71772273
DNIDX, jumhur al-nas), children, and women in these matters? ...For these
reasons, these matters are very appropriate for an elite individual, and not
for aljumhur, and should be kept from the beginner...as one would prevent
a little child from taking coarse foods and carrying weights”*

The second section of the Guide deals in similar terms with the prerequi-
site role of character and intellectual development in prophecy, contrary to

the opinion of the ignorant jumhur (FP2AR'X2R N3, jum-
hur aljahilia)—and some of the common folk (‘awam) of our

ferent levels of conceptualization, and even among human beings there are different conceptual
levels, we would argue that God’s intention was to not be conceived of by each and every one.”
4 Freidlander’s incorrect translation, “ill-informed theologian,” clearly reflects discomfort with
the implications of the phrase; see Moses Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, trans. M.
Friedlander, (Routledge, 1904), 5.

* Guide, concluding portion of the introduction.

¥ Guide, 1:34.
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Torah also believe it—that God, Who is blessed, selects any
person God wants from among the people, inspires him with
the spirit of prophecy, and sends the person off. It makes no
difference to them whether that person is wise or stupid, old
or young, provided he be somewhat good and of proper
moral character.”

Rather, he will argue, the biblical text, properly understood, indicates that
what other Israelites experienced at Mount Sinai as sensory phenomena,
Moses engaged intellectually, a paradigmatic illustration of the divide between
conventional thinking and “true knowledge of Torah.”' After reiterating that
the biblical text distinguishes between what passed “before the eyes of all
Israel” and what Moses perceived, he adds: “and so too Elijah on Mt. Car-
mel, in the presence of the ‘little people’ (OXI?X 1 713, nazr min al-nas)”>
A bit further on, commenting on the possibility that a person prepared and
qualified for prophecy might nevertheless seek to suppress prophetic inspi-
ration, he cites Amos 3:8 (“The Eternal One, God, spoke—how can one not
prophesy?”), but makes no mention of Amos’ insistence that he was not a
prophet but a common laborer seized by a calling (Amos 7:14).

Like ibn Sina, Maimonides maintained that, given the great range of intel-
lectual competence in populations, shared obligatory practices, even though
they were understood from differing perspectives, played an important role
in maintaining communal common ground, reinforced by the study of tradi-
tional sources. However, this common ground did not extend to philosophical
argumentation. One was even less equipped to think philosophically using
common intellect, he argued, than to practice medicine, his other field of
expertise.” Inasmuch as most people were not prepared to understand “true
knowledge of Torah,” he was untroubled by the need to compose the Guide

* Guide, 11:32 (S. Munk. ed., Le guide des egarés [Paris, 1856-66)]). Referencing both al-jum-
hur and “al-‘awam of our Torah” raises the possibility that at least some references to ma2x
be understood as referring to non-Jews as well. See also Strousma, Maimonides, 93 n. 44 on
Maimonides’ use of the expression “wa 1°9ax a9, jumhur al-jahilia” (“the ignorant masses”).
While noting that 7°5%/3%% has been read by some as pejorative, she does not comment on neg-
ative connotations extending to jumhur. By contrast, commenting on the collective purposes
of law as compared to the individual focus of medicine, Maimonides employs the expression
TINIROR MRYOR, al-ammah al-aktariya (“the majority of the ‘ammah”) rather than al-jumhur
in regard to the “common good”; see Guide, I11:34.

5t Guide, 11:33.

52 Guide, 11:35.

** Guide, 11:37.

5t Guide, 1:34.
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in such a way as to deflect all but a relative few, despite the personal conse-
quences:

I am the kind person who, when dealing with a difficult
subject and little leeway, and having a strategy for teaching
a truth that comes with a demonstration that is only appro-
priate for one outstanding person, rather than appropriate
for ten thousand ignoramuses, chooses to tell it directly to
that person, while remaining indifferent to the insults of
the majority of people (1’N37X PP39X, al-khalq al-katir).*

Already in his Mishnah commentary, composed in his early adult years, he
had taken the position that highly abstract formulations of foundational truths
must not be imposed on, or even offered to those not ready to understand
them: “just a tiny bit of it will be understood by al-jumhur, and when the
ignoramus hears these things it will undermine that person’s faith, as it will
seem that they contradict the truth, when in fact it is the truth.”** Indications
of this concern are pervasive in the Guide.

As has been noted, Maimonides also used al-jumhur in reference to those
with at least a modicum of Jewish learning, as he does, for example, in the
reference to “common rabbis” (]IX272X 773) in the introduction to the
Guide,” along with his clarification of T¥*W?X 21X M3, jumhur ahl al-
sharia in the parable of the “King in His Palace” near the close of section 3:
“I mean ‘amei haarets engaged in the mitsvot”*® Thus the Guide begins and
ends with demeaning references to al-jumhur—namely, the great majority of
Jews, including those “unlearned” beyond the study of Tanakh and traditional
rabbinic sources.

% Guide, introduction. See Strousma, Maimonides, 74-75.

% Mishnah commentary, Hagigah 2:1; cf. “Seventh Letter of Plato,” 341-344.

”Yehudah ibn Tibbon, translator of Emunot vedeot, Hovot halivavot, and Sefer haKuzari, and
his son Shmuel, translator of Moreh nevukhim, typically translated al-jumhur as hehamon. Eight
centuries later, connotations of hehamon still caused discomfort. In his translation of the Guide,
Yosef Kafih, ed. Rabeinu Mosheh ben Maimon (Mossad haRav Kook, 1977) translated =13
7°IX279X as tsibbur harabanim, commenting: “jumhur—a big group, a large community. And I
could not translate it as hamon lest it be taken, as is the widespread understanding of hamoni,
as someone who is not learned, while in this case our Rav [Maimonides] refers to those who
know the laws of sukkah and lulav, and perhaps the four bailees, ‘and they are both dimwitted
and foolish, as is well known.” The ironic and sarcastic concluding phrase comes from Jeremiah
10:8, referring there to the “the sages of the nations” and their vacuous teachings; see http://
www.daat.ac.il/daat/mahshevt/more/al-2.htm#2, section I, n. 60.

%8 Guide, II1:51.
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Maimonides’ B> N°MN B 1981 (Treatise on the Resurrection of the
Dead), written in his fifties, is also laced with disparaging references to al-jum-
hur, one of which includes an adjectival form of the word. Following a critique
of the notion held by the “ignorant” (9X739X, al-juhal) that created beings
such as angels are embodied, he derides those who hold such opinions:

And if it is not enough for such a fool to leave the matter in
doubt and not decide one way or the other, but holds instead
to his *M32X 1°X1-type of perspective, and belittles our
perspective and insults us for seeing the angels and those
of the world to come as separated from and devoid of the
material...”

Context suggests that his use of the adjective *%11'3, jumhuri connotes a
combination of social status and state of mind, somewhere between “popular”
and “vulgar” Deficient reasoning could be attributed to “some,” or “those,”
“the ignorant” or “unlearned,” but here as elsewhere Maimonides associates
the shortcoming with al-jumhur. This tone is also evident in a nearby pas-
sage in which he offers the assurance that there was nothing in the Treatise
not already stated in the Mishnah commentary and the Guide, although the
present work included stylistic accommodations for al-jumhur, along with
children (the Finkel text reads here “PX29X, al-juhal’) and women.* The
Treatise concludes with an apology and explanation to D2Y2X 97X, ahl al-
ilm (“knowledgeable people”) that its pedantic tendencies are, once again,
an accommodation to al-jumhur, who are its intended readership. How that
readership would not be offended by the inclusion of such references is un-
clear, unless it was assumed that the text would be editorially channeled
through such “knowledgeable people”

Along with ibn Sina, ibn Paquda, Halevi, and ibn Rushd, Maimonides
maintained that there was little to be gained from exposing the intellectually
unprepared to potentially alienating abstract interpretations of scriptural
passages.®’ But was he convinced that the socio-intellectual divide was irre-
versible? In his Mishnah commentary he links the lamentable intellectual
limitations of al-jumhur to a set of tenets, his thirteen “Fundamentals.” In
forging an intellectual connection to these principles, despite its deficien-

% Kafih, ed., Rabeinu Mosheh ben Maimon, 77.

% Kafih, Rabeinu, 81. In the next paragraph, nonox (“populace”) would appear to have more
neutral connotations.

©! See, e.g., ibn Rushd’s comments in his Al-Kashf ‘an Manahij al-Adilla fi ‘Aqaid al-Milla, 111:377.
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cies, one secured a “share in the world to come,” and they must therefore be
affirmed.® This recourse to formulations that emphasized the rewards gained
through fidelity to the principles they conveyed could be understood as sim-
ply one more expression of disdain, but nearby text includes an intriguing
twist. Preceding the Thirteen Fundamentals, Maimonides offers a sketch of
cognitive moral development that appears to be universal, like the modern
taxonomies to which his stages bear a striking similarity.*’ Juxtaposition of
an obligatory creed to a set of universal developmental stages, culminating
in rational acumen, although once again hierarchical, could be seen as in-
dicating that the intellectual deficiencies of the masses were largely a matter
of circumstance and condition, not inherent character, inasmuch as one can
grow and learn beyond immature forms of reasoning:

And so, that it might become a matter of faith, they allowed
that al-jumhur do the mitsvot in the hope of receiving a
reward, and shunning the transgressions out of fear of
punishment, and they encouraged them in this way, and
affirmed their intentions, until they might grasp what can
be grasped, and know the truth. What is the sure way in
this regard? It’s like how a child is treated when studying, as
I've noted metaphorically... al-jumhurlose nothing at all by
doing the mitsvot out of fear of punishment and hope of a
reward. Rather, they are simply not fully developed, and this
being the case, it is a good thing through the competence,
habit, and effort that it takes to fulfill the Torah that they are
inspired to know the truth.®*

Similarly, in the Guide, his endorsement of dogmatic formulations for al-jum-
hur is paired with the need to realize the potential of youth through education:

Rather, just as one must educate youth and simplify for
al-jumhur that God (Be Blessed!) is one and there is no

2 Abraham ben David’s interjection that Maimonides’ reference to minim (“schismatics”) in
connection with his tenet of divine formlessness fits a number of people who were in fact “greater
and better than him” (Hasagot haravad, Halakhah of Repentence 3:7) suggests his exasperation
with Maimonides the dogmatist as much as with the dogma.

® On medieval Jewish thinkers and a developmental approach to moral judgment, see E.
Schwartz, Moral Development: A Practical Guide for Jewish Teachers (Alternatives in Religious
Education, 1983), 8-15.

¢ Mishnah commentary, Sanhedrin 10:1.
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need to be in service to any other, so too one should pass
along to them as a matter of tradition that God is not a body
and is totally unlike any of His creations in any respect, and
that His existence is unlike their existence, and that “living”
in his case is unlike...and that His wisdom is unlike...and
that the distinction between Him and them is not only a
matter of degree.”

Such references to al-jumhur alongside maturing youth are intriguing, but
come up short of a complete analogy. In the passage above, for example,
dogmatics would appear to play an educational role with youth, but is said
to “simplify” truths for al-jumhur.

Sarah Strousma has suggested that proposing a catechetic set of tenets
was perhaps influenced by Almohad sponsorship of comparable dogmatic
statements and concludes that Maimonides would come to play in this regard
“the role assigned to the ruler according to the Platonic philosophical tradi-
tion: the role of the lawgiver who builds a virtuous city, the one who guides
his flock toward true beliefs”* If so, disparaging references to the unlearned
and not-learned-enough might reflect something of the on-the-job training
of an urbane philosopher king of proud and prominent lineage.*” But the fact
that comparable references appear in his Mishnah commentary, completed
before his first appointment as rais al-Yahud, suggests deeper roots.*® Nor is
his terminology inherently rabbinic. Rather, in keeping with Strousma’s met-
aphor, Maimonides’ references to al-jumhur and al-‘ammah would seem to
echo references to the polloi in the classical Greek sources he read in Arabic
translation.

Maimonides wrote occasionally of his need to contain an inclination to-
ward self-importance, although he framed the issue in terms of a personal
struggle with presumptuousness rather than unjustified assumptions about
“‘common folk”® However, even in such contexts, he could not help but note

 Guide, 1:35.

¢ Strousma, Maimonides, 76. See also M. Kellner, “Heresy and the Nature of Faith in Medieval
Jewish Philosophy,” Jewish Quarterly Review 77, no. 4 (1987), 299-318.

For a disparaging comment about villagers who cannot appreciate the advantages of city life,
see Guide, 1:31.

*Having served as rais al-Yahud, Maimonides counseled Yosef ben Yehudah not only that posi-
tions of public authority may expose one to violent, negative responses from the government but
also that attending to the preferences of the public and seeking their admiration was inevitably
corrupting; see Baneth, Igrot, 93-94.

®See, e.g., Baneth, Igrot, 88-89. Abdul Latif al-Baghdadi, after meeting Maimonides, noted both
exceptional qualities and elitist inclinations; see J. Kraemer, Maimonides: The Life and World
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their presence. Perhaps Strousma’s analogy pertains here as well. In a letter to
Yosef ben Yehudah, once again dealing with criticism of his work, he insisted
that he would respond to any slights with utmost humility, followed by the
aside that “he” (the critic, or perhaps “it,” the criticism) nevertheless was likely
to “do me [us] great damage among the hamon.””

This tendency is also evident in his description to Yosef ben Yehudah of

how his medical practice deprived him of time for study:

I want you to know that I've become very famous in the
field of medicine among the elites, e.g., the head kadis, the
emirs and the court of al-Fadl and others among the leaders
of the state, people from whom I receive nothing. As for the
common people (al-‘awam), I am way above them and they
have no way to reach me, so that’s how I always waste the
day in Cairo, visiting the sick.”!

It was unnecessary in this context to distinguish between the elites that
brought him renown and “plain folk” who simply brought him troubles that
ate away at his day, but such was his inclination. Yet, although he was put out
by the demands put on him by a needy al-awam, he nevertheless complied.

The rabbinic emphasis on acquired competencies has always come with the
risk of alienating those who see themselves, or are seen by others, as incom-
petent. The foundational distinction Maimonides drew between those who
could and those who could not properly understand “the true knowledge of
the Torah” amplified this risk.”> His inclination to characterize the people he
encountered in socially stratified terms reinforced this tendency, making the
last lines of Mishneh Torah, in reference to the reign of the messiah, all the
more noteworthy:

In those times there will be no famine or war there; no envy
or rivalry, for goodness will be prevalent, and comforts will
be as common as dust. And the whole world will be wholly
occupied with knowing God, And so the people Israel will

of One of Civilization’s Great Minds (Doubleday, 2008), 208-10.

70 Baneth, Igrot, 89. The letter was presumably written in Arabic, but there is no extant Arabic
text.

7! Baneth, Igrot, 69. A few lines earlier Baneth translates talaf as ibud, and here as mekhaleh.

> Guide, introduction, opening passage.
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be great hakhamim, knowing the obscure things, and com-
ing to a knowledge of their Creator, to the extent possible
for a person. As it is said, “for the Earth will be filled with

knowledge of God, as does water cover the sea.””

The assertion in the introduction to the Guide that God intends that certain
truths remain incomprehensible to al-jumhur notwithstanding, the close of
the Mishneh Torah could be taken, once again, to indicate that the inability
of the greater portion of humanity to flourish intellectually is largely a result
of human designs. It could be inferred that the resulting conditions will be
remedied only on the far side of a messianic divide, but the passage, which in-
cludes no references to upper and lower intellectual strata, only to the people
as a whole, can also be understood as asserting that pervasive “knowledge of
God” is possible whenever conditions conducive to human development are
realized. Guide 3:27, set among chapters replete with references to al-jumhur,
jumhur al-hakhamim, and al-jumhur al-ammah™ complements this position.
It begins by recommending, once again, that al-jumhur be provided suitable
tenets, constructed of a mixture of the explicit and the metaphorical, as it is
not in the nature of al-jumhur al-ammah to tolerate a straightforward render-
ing of such things. But this is followed by the assertion that if the intellectual
development of every member of the populace (7732 XY 93, kul wahad
minhum) is to proceed, a social order conducive to meeting their basic needs
must first be established.”

Saadia had been careful to speak of common folk in ways that did not
presume an associated inability to perceive and respond to God’s presence.
Ibn Paquda’s inclusion of all Jews in al-jumhur, from the most intellectually
adept to the least sophisticated, struck a similarly inclusive note, while Ha-
levi adamantly exalted the Jewish jumhur. Maimonides’ terminology stands
apart from these predecessors in this regard. This distinction is epitomized

7* Mishnah commentary on Sanhedrin 10:1 includes similar reflections.

7#In Guide, 111:26, YXRY22X1 MMa2X is translated by Shmuel ibn Tibbon as hehamon vehasegulot
“the multitude and the distinguished,” while Ibn Tibbon’s father, in keeping with the tone of
the Kuzari, translated nnox mnna (Zifroni, Sefer haKuzari 11:50) as hamon segulato (“his dis-
tinguished multitude”).

75Y. Lebowitz, Emunah, historiah, ve‘arakhim (Akademon, 2002) 95 comments on this strand
of Maimonides’ writings: “the messianic era is not a necessary condition for the complete real-
ization of human potential; ‘the exceptional individual’ having been formed having intelligence
and free choice, is able—with great effort—to arrive at this completeness on one’s own, under
existing conditions, but his realistic understanding led Rambam to recognize that this is not
currently possible for hehamon and so the redemption is required in order to make possible
collective tikkun for the people of Israel (and humanity)” (translation mine).
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in the fact that Halevi used al-jumhur to indicate the people as a whole, as
Zifroni suggests and references confirm, while Maimonides’ usage consis-
tently connoted a baser portion of the populace. Nevertheless, envisioning
the amelioration of social conditions that impede intellectual development
as a primary characteristic of the messianic era, in effect rendering his own
use of al-jumhur and al-ammah obsolete, suggests his awareness that their
negative connotations could not ultimately be reconciled with “true knowl-
edge of the Torah.”®

Conclusion

Commenting on the awkward intrusion of revelation on medieval philoso-
phy, Lev Shestov concludes: “And indeed, the Bible was brought to the world
by simple, ignorant people who were absolutely incapable of defending it
by the methods which learned people use to attack it.””” Plato and Aristotle
might have mentioned hoi polloi when discussing politics, but the thoughts
of medieval Mediterranean Jewish intellectuals turned to common folk not
only as a political concern, but also as they reflected on thinking, knowing,
experience, providence, and revelation.

The convergence of adjacent societies around the Mediterranean primed
intellectuals for the possibility that rationalism offered a precise, transcendent
language for communication across broad cultural divides about the most
important subjects. It was a powerful vision, but the language they labored to
articulate would prove an Esperanto-like dialect: a universal language, com-
prehensible to a few. Maimonides’ writings spiral around this conundrum.

In the ensuing centuries, resistance to “aristocratic religion” continued to
agitate traditions leading back to groups of Tvrim, rough-hewn Galileans, and
nomadic ‘a‘rab.”® Inequities born of class and caste, patronage, lineage, and
gender have repeatedly spawned tensions. Amidst these clashes, the ques-
tion “What can common folk possibly know about God and the world, and
how could they know it?” has persisted. In more recent times we hear it in

76 Spinoza’s comments on the vulgus in the introduction to the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus
are reminiscent of references to al-jumhur and al-‘ammah in the introduction to the Guide.
Spinoza was quite familiar with Maimonides’ writings, but his bitter disavowal of any residual
Jewish ties, followed by a life on the edge of other communities, offers an illuminating contrast
to Maimonides’ inability to simply write off the common folk to whom he remained bonded.
For Spinoza references, see L. Feuer, Spinoza and the Rise of Liberalism (Beacon, 1958), 80-88.
77 L. Sheshtov, Athens and Jersualem (Ohio University Press, 1966), 315.

78 For the expression “aristocratic religion,” see Y. Dan, Toledot sifrut haderush vehamusar (Keter,
1975), 61.
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John Calvin’s retort that, when it came to knowledge of God, those who
were otherwise most ingenious were “blinder than moles,” in Blaise Pascal’s
affirmation of “The God of Abraham Isaac and Jacob, not the God of the
philosophers or the scholars,” and in the disjunct between Karl Marx’s es-
chatological mission of the proletariat and Frederick Engels’s scrapping of
common sense for “science””® Such tensions have persisted among Jews as
well, evident in clashes between the worldly maskil and enthused hasid, in
the relatively recent popularization of kelal Yisra'el to indicate Jewish life as
defined by broad inclusivity, along with criticism of the term as a “battering
ram...to level down values and undermine all criteria of judgment,” and in
the ironic penname “Ahad Ha‘am.*

In the beginning, amid a bric-a-brac of divine hierarchies, the God of Abra-
ham stood apart, without family or noble companions, lone and alone, except
for human friends. Even the most prominent of these human companions
came without credentials. As medieval Jewish intellectuals pondered, “What
do we know about knowing?,” the question, “Why do our scriptures say that
God chose to be known by, and through such people?” was never far from
their thoughts. Neither the question, nor the people.

Earl Schwartz is retired from the Hamline University religion department, where he also di-
rected the social justice studies program. He is the author of Moral Development: A Practical
Guide for Jewish Teachers and Arc of the Covenant: Jewish Educational Success on the Upper
Mississippi, and co-author with Rabbi Barry Cytron of When Life is in the Balance and Who
Renews Creation.

7 See, respectively, Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2.2.18. The Pascal quote comes
from the note discovered at his death sewn into his coat; see B. Pascal, Oeuvres complétes (Seuil,
1960), 618; see also F. Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (Kerr, 1908), 80-81.

8 The irony is all the more apparent in light of Ahad Ha‘am’s tribute to Maimonides, Shilton
haSekhel; see Ahad Ha‘am, ‘Al parashat haderakhim, ed. Y. Frankel (Dvir, 1965), 2:195. See also
the comments on Ahad Ha‘am’s identification with Maimonides’ understanding of the relation-
ship between a “spiritual center” and “the average Jew” in S. J. Zipperstein, Elusive Prophet: Ahad
Ha-am and the Origins of Zionism (University of California Press, 1993), 253-57. On kelal Yis-
ra’el, see J. Krasner, The Benderly Boys and American Jewish Education (Brandeis, 2011), 325-26.
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The Baal Shem Tov's Methods
of Hasidic Spirituality
as Tools for the Work

of the Spiritual Care Provider

Einat Ramon

In memory of our late teacher and founder of spiritual care in Israel,
Rabbi Pessach Krauss z”I, may his memory be for a blessing.

Introduction

One of the two founders of the field of professional spiritual care in the
United States, Dr. Richard Clarke Cabot (1868-1939), was a physician from
Boston who lived in the first half of the twentieth century.' Toward the end
of his life, he also taught theology and philosophy at Harvard University. In
his book The Art of Ministering to the Sick (1957), he dedicates a chapter
to reviewing the professional tools available to the spiritual care provider.?
These tools are different from those available to other professionals in the
fields of mental and physical health. This article will attempt to address the
similarity between these professional tools and the practices for improving
physical and mental health discussed in Hasidic literature. Special attention
will be paid to the earlier works from the first-third generations of Hasi-
dism—those laid out by its founder, the Baal Shem Tov (Israel ben Eliezer,
1698-1760); by one of his two main disciples, Rabbi Yaakov Yosef Katz
from Polnea (1695-1781); and by the Baal Shem Tov’s grandson, Rabbi
Moshe Haim Ephraim of Sudilkov (1748-1800) and the Baal Shem Tov’s

'T would like to take the opportunity to thank the primary donors who helped the Marpeh
Academic Program for the Training of Spiritual Caregiving at the Schechter Institute, primarily
the UJA Federation of New York, the Jewish Federation of the Greater MetroWsest, New Jersey,
Cecillle and Rabbi Stanley Asekoff, and Dr. Joan Krauss, who has supported most of my schol-
arship and studies produced by the Marpeh program in memory of her late husband, Rabbi
Pessach Krauss z"l, a former chaplain and teacher at Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center.
Rabbi Krauss was one of the very first Jewish chaplains in the United States, and the first founder
and teacher of spiritual care in Israel following his aliyah by the end of the twentieth century.
2R. C. Cabot and R. L. Dicks, The Art of Ministering to the Sick (Macmillan, 1957), which was
one of the first professional works written in this field.
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great-grandson, Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav (1772-1810). All four founders
of the Hasidic spiritual movement were residents of Podolia, a district in
the southern part of the Ukraine. Many of their statements concerning their
teacher’s conceptual tools that support the soul—and, as a result, the state
of the human body—are collected in the Book of the Baal Shem Tov on the
Torah.? While the Baal Shem Tov did not leave many writings, Rabbi Yaakov
Yosef Katz was the first to explain the new Hasidic spiritual innovations of
his teacher, the Baal Shem Tov. These teachings were translated into a full
and rich theology, consisting of teachings and spiritual tools in the works
of many of his followers. However, as mentioned above, in this comparative
essay I will focus on three interpretations of a number of spiritual tools that
he mentions by his direct disciples, including his close student and his two
of his family members.*

A fundamental assumption upon which to base such a comparative study
is the conceptual infrastructure of both spiritual care theory from the twen-
tieth century and early Hasidic theology and customs from the eighteenth
century concerning the substantial but unpredictable connection between
the human body and psyche. This must be taken into account even though
we do not always understand it. In Cabot’s view as both a doctor and edu-
cator, every person is meant to grow regardless of the state of their health.®
The Baal Shem Tov states: “If he were to believe that this came to him from
God, he would not grow angry at all” Just as Cabot believed that any suf-
fering a patient experiences is a stimulus to growth, the Baal Shem Tov felt
that it is a person’s task to strengthen themselves for work, especially after

*Baal Shem Tov on the Torah, ed. Nathan Neta Hacohen and Shimon Menachem Mendel from
Gwatshau, 3 vols. (Nofet Tsoffim, 1997), 1:108, 386 (Hebrew).

*This comparative essay is not a historical or even a theological analysis of Hasidism but a
professional article that wishes to highlight Hasidic tools relevant to spiritual care. It is a par-
allel article to the ones that I highlighted in an essay on tools that could be available to Jewish
spiritual care providers and spiritual care recipients. For a discussion of various topics in the
study of Hasidism, see Einat Ramon, “Gratitude, Israeli Spiritual Care and Contemporary
Hassidic Teachers: The Theme of Thankfulness in the Works of Rabbis Brazofsky (the Netivot
Shalom), Rav Arush and Yemima Avital,” Alternative Spirituality and Religion Review 5, no.
1 (2014): 78-100. For further reading about the Baal Shem Tov and his immediate disciples,
including the ones mentioned in this article, see Moshe Rosman, Founder of Hasidism: A Quest
for the Historical Baal Shem Tov, Litman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2nd rev. ed. (2013);
Emanuael Etkes, The Besht: Magician. Mystic and Leader (Brandeis University Press, 2012);
Arthur Green, Tormented Master: The Life and Spiritual Quest of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav,
Jewish Lights Classic Reprint (1992); and Moshe Idel, Hasidism: Between Ecstacy and Magic
(SUNY Press, 1995).

5Cabot and Dicks, Art, 16.
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experiencing “some act of ugliness from a friend.”

According to Rabbi Moshe Haim Ephraim, speaking in his grandfather’s
name, the foundational idea of Hasidism is that “the Lord does not inflict
a person with suffering, unless he first visits them with melancholy”” The
idea that depression precedes illness (and other types of suffering) ties the
health of the body and the psyche closely together, emphasizing the move-
ment’s worldview. Nonetheless, Hasidism does not see faith as a kind of
magic formula that is guaranteed to prevent the factors that lead to suffering
or to cure illness. External occurrences, including those that cause human
pain, are also according to the result of divine commands or luck. This also
applies to the phenomena of bodily illness and suffering.®

The role of both the Hasid and the Tsaddik (the leader in Hasidism)
who helps him is to strengthen individuals in their efforts to deal with the
sufferings they are experiencing. The fundamental idea is that, unlike the
spiritual care provider, the Hasidic Tsaddik has the supernatural ability to
sweeten the divine decree. This is seen as an expansion and extension of
the talmudic dictum that “the Holy One, Blessed be He, decrees, and the
righteous man annuls the decree” (b. Mo’ed Qatan 16b).°

The intention of Hasidism is thus to prevent melancholy and to endow
happiness and humility—that is, the acceptance of one’s fate—as a way of
life, in order to sweeten the divine decrees with which people wrestle to the
best of their ability."” In a professional context, the fundamental assumption
of the relation between the body and the psyche neither supposes nor prom-
ises that spiritual care operates according to natural laws."' Both Hasidism as
a theological school of thought and theoreticians of spiritual care emphasize
that the spiritual care provider, or the Hasid or Tsaddik assisting him, can
help a sick person to deal more successfully with their situation and focus
their energies on using the crisis to grow spiritually.”” In both spiritual care

°See, respectively, Cabot and Dicks, Art, 17 and Baal Shem Tov, 1:108-9.

7In other words, “he takes from them their level of security” in their faith (Baal Shem Tov,
1:326).

8This is a paraphrase of of Degel Mahanei Ephraim by Rabbi Moshe Haim Ephraim from Sudi-
lkov, relating his grandfather’s perception of suffering (Baal Shem Tov, 1:326).

°Furthermore, “when his (a person’s) body (is sick), his soul is weakened as well; and he cannot
pray as he should even though he is free of sin. Hence a person must be very careful to preserve
his health” (Baal Shem Tov, 2:237).

0 Baal Shem Tov, 1:13.

' Although natural laws are not fully known to us (and may therefore surprise us), we should
point out that this is a further point of commonality between the two disciplines.

2 Cabot and Dicks, Art, 16-17.
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and Hasidism, then, there are methods for strengthening both the psyche
and the body.

Following the presentation of these ideas, this article will follow the form
of a comparative study between the two fields examining the writings of
early Hasidic school of thought through the lens of spiritual care as a pro-
fession that has taken its first steps in the State of Israel over the course of
the last two decades.

Practices of Spiritual Care

Cabot began his professional training in philosophy at Harvard as a stu-
dent of the American philosopher William James (1842-1910). He then
turned to medicine and published research in cardiology, hematology, and
pulmonology.”® Later in his life, he returned to teaching philosophy and
theology. As an exceptional polymath, Cabot was a pioneer in teaching
medicine by discussing patient cases as a means of medical instruction.
His method worked to integrate social workers within the hospital staff.
Later on he advocated for clergy to be trained and hired as spiritual care
providers in hospitals. Together with the Protestant minister Anton Boisen
(1876-1965), Cabot launched the first clinical-pastoral education training
course in the Boston hospital, and when their paths later diverged, Cabot
continued to bring in clergy to work with the patients in various wards."
When he returned to teach philosophy and religion at Harvard and at a
nearby Christian theological seminary, he undertook a study of social ethics.
His book on spiritual care for the sick was written and published in 1936,
three years bofore hs death.

Cabot’s book, one of the first to be written in the field, reflects the pop-
ulation of American patients that preceded the waves of immigration from
South America and Asia in the middle of the twentieth century. As men-
tioned, it recounts a wide variety of tools in the arsenal of the spiritual care
provider. It reflects not only the uniform character of the hospital and the
community at that time but also the close ties between them and the inno-
cence that American society lost over the course of the twentieth century.

13 C. S. Roberts, “The Case of Richard Cabot,” in Clinical Methods: The History, Physical, and
Laboratory Examinations, ed. H. K. Walker, W. D. Hall, and J. W. Hurst, 3rd ed. (Butterworths,
1990), https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK702/.

“Boisen suffered from mental illnesses that hampered his ability to work for long periods, and
he focused primarily on serving as a spiritual care provider in psychiatric wards.
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Even at a backward glance, however, the list of tools mentioned is a fas-
cinating one. Near the beginning of the book, Cabot addresses the various
aspects of spiritual growth, demonstrating that the spiritual care provider’s
attentiveness amounts to an expression of love that helps the sick person
to grow. Cabot emphasizes the value of theoretical instruction, aesthetic
appreciation, and integrating the patient with their environment so as to
communicate to them that they are crucial to their surroundings."” In de-
scribing the different aspects of spiritual growth, Cabot reflects the tools of
spiritual care that were, in his time, primarily the province of people of faith.
In fact, this is still an accepted stance today in the United States and Europe.

In contrast, there is currently a desire in Israel “to separate religion from
the spiritual care provider,” even though the numbers of religious or quasi
religious spiritual care providers has been on a constant rise. Such a sep-
aration is necessary, in my opinion, if we are to encourage the growth of
the professional field in Israeli society, where religious issues are the most
charged of all. Nonetheless, a variety of tools is available to the community
of spiritual care providers that derives from the traditional Jewish cultures.

At the end of his book, Cabot expands upon what he only alluded to at
first. He recommends that spiritual care providers equip themselves with
books so that they may lend them to patients. Furthermore, he guides them
in making the necessary matches between the suggested reading material
and the patients who require it by demonstrating the greatest possible sensi-
tivity toward the patients’ beliefs and opinions.'® He mentions a puppy that
delighted the patients on the ward, a small boy who visited and became a
source of cheerfulness and joy, and a variety of spiritual foods of growth
that the spiritual care provider is able to bestow.”

Counting teaching as an expression of spiritual growth, Cabot then clar-
ifies how to help patients derive benefit from books and reading in order
to improve both their spirits and their ability to cope. There are patients
to whom an intellectual challenge grants spiritual strength; others need
to keep occupied when faced with an extended hospitalization, and some
wish to read spiritual literature or prayers. The spiritual care provider who
is familiar with the spiritual care recipient’s world of beliefs and opinions
will know which book to recommend and how to conduct a discussion
about it that draws upon the provider’s familiarity with that particular text.

15 Cabot and Dicks, Art, 16-17.
6 Cabot and Dicks, Art, 162-164.
7 Cabot and Dicks, Art, 16-17.
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Encouraging patients to write is also one of the tools that Cabot and his
cowriter Russell Dicks recommended, anything from arranging lists that
document the patient’s activities to keeping a diary." In the end, Cabot
recommends keeping busy with occupational activities and art, fields that
now have come mostly under the professional supervision of occupational
and art therapists."”

A glance at the professional literature on spiritual care reveals that Cabot’s
readiness to directly address the care provider’s set of tools demonstrates a
certain innocence. The spiritual care books of our era lack practical, profes-
sional lists of the sort that Cabot and Dicks provided. This lack is due in part
to the growth of therapeutic professions like occupational therapy and, later,
arts, transpersonal therapy, other modalities that have taken responsibility
for some of the fields that the two men named as the professional domain
of the spiritual care provider. It was also influenced by the development of
spiritual care in the United States, which has been inspired by the minimalist
psychological methods of the school of Carl Rogers (1902-87). These factors
began to limit the role of the spiritual care provider to asking questions and
listening rather than directing the spiritual care recipient toward a world
of content defined by their own worldview and interest that is meant to
improve and expand their spiritual resources.”

E. Brooks Holifield, an American historian of this field, thus charac-
terized a central dimension in the thinking of spiritual care in the United
States after World War II as one that focuses on the value of individuals’
“self-realization. ...The good for which they aimed was ‘growth....This had
triggered the enthusiasm for Carl Rogers.””" In the context of this profession-
al viewpoint, the spiritual care provider’s toolset came to be marginalized. It
is therefore no wonder that the professional literature dealing with spiritual
care praxis in postmodern contexts lacks any reference to the wide vari-
ety of professional tools we find in the earliest professional literature. The
American spiritual care provider of our times is trained to listen carefully to
whatever the people whom they are attending are saying.”> The provider’s
reflexive focus upon the patient’s story and their subsequent processing and

18 Cabot and Dicks, Art, 16-17, 168-69.

1 Cabot and Dicks, Art, 169-70.

*E. Brooks Holifield, A History of Pastoral Care in America: From Salvation to Self Realization.
(Wipf and Stock, 1983), 295-306.

' Holifield, History, 288-89.

2 Carrie Dohering, The Practice of Pastoral Care: A Postmodern Approach. (Westminster John
Knox, 2006), 133.
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evaluation deserve more attention in this literature. If that were already the
case, providers would ask more questions about ways of coping and about
various support systems, including the family, the community, and especially
the patient’s world of beliefs and opinions.

From a picture of the multicultural North American population of the
twenty-first century, which includes diverse status levels and kinds of peo-
ple, it emerges that the professional tool of the spiritual care provider is
now defined, more than anything else, as an awareness of all aspects of the
patient’s social identity. The professional work program seeks to provide
the patients with a feeling of security in their relationship with the spiritual
care provider and of personal security in general, including the option to
grieve over their loss, and establish a new connection to life.”® According to
the professional literature written mainly by American Protestants, the main
tools spiritual care providers can use to help their patients are empathetic
listening and conversation.

However, a cursory glance at the work of spiritual care providers in Israel,
which has yet to be examined statistically, testifies to a search for additional
tools in pastoral care that go beyond what is now accepted in the United
States. We hear and are witnesses to the work that Israeli providers are doing
with various texts, including (but not limited to) reading Psalms or Hebrew
poetry and other texts, singing songs with the patients, painting with them,
using guided imagery or meditation, creating texts, writing life stories, do-
ing activities in nature, watching theater or writing and performing plays.
Some of these are being used during the care providers’ training. In the case
of the Marpeh academic spiritual care training program at the Schechter
Institute, the spiritual caregivers-in-training themselves often develop these
tools during their training.** This is the source of my interest in asking what
uniquely Jewish spiritual tools may help strengthen Israelis in a postsecular-
ized Zionist Jewish context. The term “postsecularized” means that Israelis
may, in times of distress, freely turn to diverse Jewish and Israeli practices
and texts as resources for spiritual support.

# Dohering, Practice, 100-110, 133-42.

2 For a selection of lectures in Hebrew on different methods that Marpeh students and graduates
have developed, see: https://marpeh.org.il/w712-17wy7/. See also Einat Ramon, Truth and Lov-
ingkindness: Sources on Spiritual Care in Midrash and in Modern Jewish Thought, ed. David
Golinkin (Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies, 2018) and Netta Bentur and Michael Schultz,
eds., Meeting in the Midst: Spiritual Care in Israel (JDC-Eshel, 2017).
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Spiritual Care Practices in the Teaching of the Baal Shem Tov

In light of my observations about the professional development of spiritual
care in the United States in the twentieth century, I will attempt to examine
the tools that early eighteenth-century Hasidism placed before us for devel-
oping the spiritual strength that this movement believes is helpful to both
the body and the mind. Most of the following statements that have been
taken from the Book of the Baal Shem Tov address spiritual techniques for
defeating “melancholy” This term is used in Hasidic literature to designate
depression, which, as mentioned above, also affects the body’s strength.* It
is therefore worth mentioning that the secondhand transmission of Hasidic
sayings through students or the students of students is, in fact, colored by
the authors’ worldviews. Nonetheless, we can discern here a systematic
Hasidic viewpoint and the spiritual tools for dealing with the sufterings and
spiritual/psychological crises that are characteristic of Hasidism from its
beginnings until the present day that offer a universal spiritual perspective
for dealing with this challenge.

The Cultivation of Humility: A Worldview that Accepts Reality

The most effective tool for relieving a sick or troubled person’s suffering,
even if it is the hardest to achieve, may well be developing a state of mind
that completely accepts reality. This is what Hasidic literature calls a position
of complete humility:

People do not deserve to arrive at the point of truth unless
they first acquire in their psyche a measure of humility and
degradation achieved in full, to the very end, to the point
that they seem in their own eyes to be nothing at all...the
truth is humility and degradation, while pride is the lie.”

According to the Baal Shem Tov, those who accept this position are in con-
tact with the unity that exists within the principle of the creation of the
world: “And when people accept their sufferings in love and happiness, the
unity is created; and they bring close, and connect with, and speak to...the

* For a discussion of various topics in the study of contemporary Hasidic or quasi-Hasidic
thought in Israel, see Ramon, “Gratitude.”
26 Baal Shem Tov, 1:49.
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soul that is joy and spiritual vitality, and the verdict is annulled and mercy
is shown”?” This viewpoint is subsumed within a broader Hasidic view of
the world, which this article does not have the space to explain.

At first glance, the instruction to obliterate oneself may lead a person to
asceticism and depression, precisely the opposite of what the spiritual work
of the Hasid is supposed to achieve. In this context, therefore, we may come
to understand the Hasidic work of joy that was meant to prevent the Hasid
from sinking into melancholy—a deep, existential, psychological crisis of
sadness and depression. In this context, the Baal Shem Tov clarifies the
next spiritual tool. It therefore emerges that the cultivation of a worldview
focusing on unity with God—on accepting reality as His will—is the best
way to relieve both physical and psychological human suffering. Neverthe-
less, this spiritual goal is difficult to achieve because of the enormous act
of self-negation it requires. Furthermore, as a fervent desire, it is a higher
spiritual goal than a basic level of humility, and one that a person continues
to seek throughout their life but may never fully achieve.

Coping with Sadness and Melancholy:
Eating, Drinking, Happiness and Balance

Hasidic literature acknowledges the struggle to achieve humility, which min-
imizes a person’s suffering by seeing reality through the lens of unity with
God. For this reason the Baal Shem Tov’s thought developed a strategy for
coping with melancholy and with the difficulty of achieving an awareness of
transcendence above and beyond one’s sufferings. He instructs his Hasidim:

There is the way that the wicked behave—eating, drinking,
joyfulness, laughter and so forth; and there is the way that
the righteous behave—fasting, weeping and crying, eu-
logies and so forth. But when the sickness of melancholy
takes hold through sadness, asceticism and so forth, he
needs to adopt the values of the wicked—eating, drinking,
and joyfulness—in order to take away the above-mentioned
sickness. And when, at times, he sees that the evil inclina-
tion is taking hold of him, let him dress in black and adopt
a sad demeanor; and all this he must do to balance the

27 Baal Shem Tov, 1:53.
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scales of his psyche. And this is what he said, though I do
not know which of them is desirable.”®

This instruction is a form of the expression “the lessened that strengthens
the increased,” coined by his great-grandson Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav. It
directs the individual toward activities that suit their disposition and asks
of them an inner attentiveness to the directions toward which their spirit is
being drawn. If they are drawn toward their lusts, this will lead to a decline
in their spiritual/psychological condition; Hasidism does not distinguish
between spirit and psyche in the way that modern thought does. In cases
of potential addiction, people should try to restrict their inclinations and
impose on themselves an “inclinationary limitation.” If there is a tendency
toward sadness and depression, however, the Baal Shem Tov directs his
students to behave in the way that “the wicked behave” in order to balance
themselves—that is, eating, drinking, play, and joyfulness. How is it possi-
ble to prevent an individual from lapsing into hedonism as a consequence
of this advice? The Baal Shem Tov explains that, as long as “the work of
prayer” is at the core of their various activities, it will guarantee that “the
wise person is able to eat good things and all the other delights...and to
deny himself in this way.*

This worldview, which sees in the Torah of Israel—the Torah of life—a
means of preventing suffering and its causes, has consequences for how we
view the reasons behind the commandments. While this is not the place to
examine this theory in depth, it is worth remembering that the Baal Shem
Tov’s ideas are rooted in a religious Jew’s way of life as a given and bound
up with defined kabbalistic understandings of the world that may not be
dissociated from the techniques that strengthen the spirit. From the kab-
balistic viewpoint, a life of fulfilling the commandments is one that leads
to healing and spiritual strength. This is the deeper meaning of the verse:
“I am the Lord who heals you” (Exodus 15:26).

While kabbalistic and Hasidic circles assume that the Torah heals, in
this article it is my purpose to examine the way in which the Hasid or the
Tsaddik is instructed to treat melancholy, because sorrow or self-flagellation,
even if it results from a failure to observe the commandments, “is a great
hindrance to the worship of the Holy One, Blessed be He.” The solution is

%8 Baal Shem Tov, 1:66, emphasis mine.
2 Baal Shem Tov, 1:68.
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that “he will be made sad by his transgressions and will return to rejoicing
in the Creator, blessed be his name,” the point closest to our own interest
here in spiritual care.*® The Baal Shem Tov spells out in these instructions a
way to aid the uplifting of the spirit by the material sustenance of the body
without lapsing into hedonism: “While he is eating, let his intention be to
draw out the vitality that is within it in order to lift it up in service to the
Creator, Blessed be He; and so in all his other activities, all his thoughts
should be directed toward actions that will bind him upward.”* In other
words, it is not enough for a person who has been seized by melancholy to
eat, drink, and rejoice. All these activities must be accompanied by aware-
ness, and by remembering that these actions connect him with his spirit,
with God. This is the root of happiness, since these activities are incapable,
in and of themselves, of making people happy.

Self-Care, Prayer and Suffering

The fundamental principle of Hasidism follows the insights of the sages of
Israel, who said long ago that “the decree of judgment is changed by prayer
from bad to good,” especially when “the person prays for himself.** Yet it
remains for us to ask: What evidence is there for a link between prayer
and an improvement in the state of the human spirit? What is the quality
of the spiritual process that takes place here? Furthermore, “a person will
know whether their prayer has been answered, if after they pray their heart
is joyous, and the opposite if it is saddened.”** In other words, the essential
criterion of the success or failure of personal prayer is the measure of hap-
piness that it elicits.

In the part of his essay called “The Column of Prayer,” which is attached
to his commentary on the parashah of Noah and deals with questions of
prayer in Hasidism, the Baal Shem Tov sharpens this point. He indicates
that the emotion that governs prayer affects both the individual’s state of
mind and the actions they take afterward, “because after the prayer that a
person offers, they need to take care in their actions since they are likely to
fall, God forbid, into anger or other inappropriate behaviors.* Thus the

3Baal Shem Tov, 1:127-28.
31 Baal Shem Tov, 1:281.
32Baal Shem Tov, 1:251.
*Baal Shem Tov, 1:259.
34Baal Shem Tov, 1:258.
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Baal Shem Tov’s book repeatedly mentions the value of joy in serving God.
Time and again he tells us that “prayer that is offered out of joy is certainly
better received before Him, may his name be blessed, than prayer offered
in sadness and tears.* And from an awareness of the spiritual danger that
lies in melancholy, the Baal Shem Tov warns that “there are those who pray
in sadness because of the melancholy that has overwhelmed them, and
they imagine that they are praying in great trepidation.” In fact, however,
“prayer of this sort is not the worship of God but a learned commandment
of human beings.”** Another way of coping with great distress or melancholy
is to comprehend that the distress is greater than the person themselves. In
Hasidic terminology this is called “the distress of God’s Presence,” and it is
inseparable from the imperfection of the world.

The “distress of God’s Presence” has a psychological aspect that relieves
a person of the weight of their distress. As a student of the Baal Shem Tov,
Rabbi Yaakov Yosef Katz states: “Because if, God forbid, a person is in some
great distress, and their prayer is on themselves..., and it would have made
better sense to pray on it...so long as they are unable to restrain themselves
when it comes to the distress itself” In such cases, they should direct their
prayers “towards the utility of God’s Presence.” So if a person’s suffering
is a consequence of the fact that they are feeling hatred, the Baal Shem Tov
recommends that his Hasidim pray about it and thereby disconnect from
the evil within them, “to correct them, to lift them up through the words
of the prayer”**

In his commentary on the name of Judah, the Baal Shem Tov explains
the moment when we generally relate to prayer as a request for ourselves
or for others. It is an alleviation of the distress embedded in this name
“whose character is one of thankfulness and praise to Him, may his name
be blessed...because every form of distress is contained within this name,
and when he brings to it thankfulness and praise as I mentioned above, the
distress is alleviated.”*” For, according to the Baal Shem Tov, at the moment
when we praise God, we receive everything—even our sufferings—in love.
In this way, the distress is alleviated.*

35Baal Shem Tov, 1:179.
3 Baal Shem Tov, 1:179.
37 Baal Shem Tov, 1:244.
38 Baal Shem Tov, 1:247.
*Baal Shem Tov, 1:361.
4 Baal Shem Tov, 1:361.
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One’s Relation to Sickness and the Illnesses of Others

According to Hasidism, “The Divine Presence relieves the sick person, as it
is said (Psalm 41) ‘God will relieve him on his sickbed, and in his mercy will
relieve me as well.”*' This worldview defines the role of a single individual’s
prayers for a sick person as follows:

During prayers for the sick and for any distress that may
befall a person, he should mention the sick person there
and make the Yichud in his Name, in order to sweeten the
judgment that is bound up with his Name...and one should
not go on at length about this to those who understand sci-
ence, because it is a great secret and should not be touched
upon in writing.*

Hasidism and Spiritual Care: Professional Thoughts

A glance at the quotations taken from the Baal Shem Tov and his disciples
about coping with sadness and melancholy testifies to the fact that the spiri-
tual training of Hasidism at the start of its development actually bears a great
similarity to the second wave of professional insights in spiritual care. Like
the influence of Carl Rogers, these teachings emphasize the direct training
of human consciousness. The Baal Shem Tov saw in melancholy and sad-
ness a danger to an individual’s spirit and body and to their influence on
their environment—that is, a danger to the world. He therefore instructed
his students to address this tendency, which takes hold of everyone at some
time, by finding the necessary balance. A person’s spiritual balance is also
upset when they are absorbed in their inclinations. If their frame of mind
leads them in this direction, then, for the sake of balance, they must limit
the degree to which these inclinations are expressed.

These ideas are reminiscent of Maimonides’s guidance of people toward
the golden mean. Yet early Hasidic teachings take a spiritual and psycho-
logical step beyond this, suggesting that those who are deep in melancholy
should behave as wicked people do—eating, drinking, and being joyful—so
long as they remember that God is the source of the food, the drink, and
the joyfulness. Maintaining this perspective, along with being aware of God

“Baal Shem Tov, 1:138.
4 Baal Shem Tov, 1:116.
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and negating oneself in His presence, forms the cognitive basis for improv-
ing an individual’s spiritual condition. In addition to these inner practices,
yearning for a state of humility (if nothing else) lightens the burden of their
troubles and sufferings.

The Baal Shem Tov recommends that people pray for themselves, for
the improvement of their enemies’ virtues (if the latter is the source of
their sufferings) and for the sick person at whose head lies God’s Presence.
However, he does not go into detail regarding the exact process that makes
such prayer psychologically possible.* It goes without saying that if we were
to trace the philosophical lines of thought behind these spiritual practices
in the writings of his successors—particularly Nahman of Bratslav, who
expressed (perhaps more than anyone else) his ideas about the problem of
sadness and melancholy—we would have access to a broader development
of the tools available to individuals as they struggle with this spiritual and
psychological problem.

A separate issue is our own professional question about today’s spiritual
care providers in Israel, who turn to Hasidism as both a spiritual source and
a magnet for professional spiritual practices. Given that all of Hasidism is
rooted in the world of Torah—the world of kabbalistic cosmology and the
keeping of the commandments—can these practices be helpful to members
of the secular or traditional community who are not part of this world of
kabbalistic beliefs, ideas, and customs? It seems that the secularization of
Hasidic practices is already taking place in the work of spiritual care pro-
viders in Israel, whether consciously or not. If there is within this article the
potential to enrich them, then that is a positive outcome.

The possibility of expanding the viewpoint of an individual who is suffer-
ing from physical, emotional, or spiritual pain may be couched in other ways
that do not necessarily involve phrases like “the distress of God’s Presence”
or “the unity of God.” We may ask a person who is seeking spiritual care
what sort of broad worldview may ease their mind. Prayer may also undergo
a process of secularization, if that is necessary in the context of spiritual
care, by means of guided imagery. Furthermore, we may assume that this is
why this particular tool of spiritual care is used so widely by Israeli spiritual
care providers. On the basis of the Baal Shem Tov’s instructions for prayer,
a person may imagine themselves in an improved situation, may picture

#This may also be due to the fact that all the statements appearing in his name are from his
many students, some of whom were only indirectly connected to him. They are therefore offered
as individual fragments.
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something that makes them happy, and so may emerge in good spirits from
the guided imagery which replaces traditional prayer for them.

Of course, at the highest level of spiritual care we may see how it is
possible to be thankful for each aspect of life, including the difficult ones.
Testimonies and stories about spiritual care do in fact describe these kinds
of situations; however, they are difficult to grasp and require a great deal of
motivation and psychological strength, and this is true in both the Hasidic
and the rationalistic contexts, whether religious or secular.

Be that as it may, examining the ways in which the Baal Shem Tov’s say-
ings address the problem of melancholy gives us a road map, one that leads
us to ask at every turn: Have we opened up a worldview broad enough to
allow people to rise above their personal suffering? Have we led ourselves
to imagine, to hope, to pray for something good? Have we been thankful
for what exists? If we have expressed our thoughts about all of these situa-
tions, then we have made use of the basic tools available to the spiritual care
provider, and Hasidism may serve in this context as a resource to that end.

Dr. Einat Ramon is a senior lecturer in Jewish thought at the Schechter Institute for Jewish
Studies. Her research specialty is the field of modern Jewish thought. She is the founder and
director of the Marpeh Academic Program for Training in Spiritual Care and one of the
founders of that professional field in Israel.
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Redemption of Captives/
Freeing of Hostages:

Classic Sources
and Their Contemporary Applications

Moti Kaplan and Miriam Berkowitz

The mass abduction by Hamas of 251 Israelis, along with their massacre
of 1,139 other civilians, soldiers and foreign nationals on October 7, 2023
brought the topic of kidnapping to the center of public discourse in Israel.!
People with varying political and social agendas have cited halakhic sources
to justify their claims, whether to facilitate the hostages’ release at any cost
or to refuse to release convicted terrorists in exchange for their freedom
and continue the war with Hamas even if it means the hostages are likely to
die. This article will examine the classic sources in their original contexts,
clarify the principles and assumptions that underpin their rulings, and ap-
ply them to today’s reality.” While we express our opinions, we attempt to
differentiate between sources and our hidushim. In the tradition of Beit
Hillel, we give voice to opposing views in order to give the reader a clearer
understanding of the topic.

There is No Greater Mitzvah than Redeeming Captives

Classic Jewish sources see pidyon shevuyyim, or the redeeming of captives,
as an essential responsibility of individuals and communities. Maimonides

!Kidnapping has also taken place in other lands, including medieval Europe and Egypt, whether
for economic motives, religious conversion, political pressure, or antisemitic motives. See, for
example, Minna Rozen, The Mediterranean in the Seventeenth Century: Captives, Pirates and Ran-
somers, Quaderni Mediterranea 32, http://minnarozen.co.il/documents/Quaderno_32.pdf and
https://dokumen.pub/the-jews-in-medieval-egypt-9781618117489.html.

2This article is based on traditional sources cited by Moti Kaplan, “Eit pidyon shevuyyim,”’
Yashar (October 16, 2023), https://www.yashar-magazine.co.il/post/o>2w-11"19-ny, written on
October 8th and later translated into English with significant changes in the structure and the
flow of the argument, as well as added and omitted sources, as “Time to Redeem the Captives,”’
Yashar, https://www.yashar-magazine.co.il/post/time-to-redeem-the-captives. All translations,
including of classical texts, are the authors’ unless otherwise noted.
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is most emphatic about including it in his halakhic discussion of the biblical
mitzvot. The only reason it is not listed as one of the 613 mitzvot is because
it encapsulates several biblical commandments. “There is no greater mitz-
vah than redeeming captives,” writes Maimonides (in the sense that it

Moti Kaplan and Miriam Berkowitz

includes many other mitzvot).

The main rabbinic discussion is found in the Babylonian Talmud, which

Redeeming captives takes precedence over feeding the poor
and clothing them, since the captive is included among
the hungry, thirsty, and naked and is in mortal danger.
And one who averts his eyes from redeeming them trans-
gresses “do not harden your heart or shut your hand,” and
“do not stand idly by the blood of your neighbor”..and
nullifies the commandments: “You shall surely revive your
brother”..“You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” and
many similar precepts (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Gifts
to the Poor 8:10).

interprets the words of the prophet Jeremiah:

“Thus says the Lord: He who is for the sword, to the sword;
he who is for famine, to the famine; and he who is for cap-
tivity, to captivity,” and Rabbi Yochanan said... The sword
is more severe than death... famine is more severe than
the sword... but captivity is more severe than all of them,
as they all are encompassed within it (b. Bava Batra 8b).

The Shulchan Arukh confirms:
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The redeeming of captives takes precedence to sustaining
the poor and clothing them. And there is no mitzvah as
great as redeeming captives. Therefore, if one has desig-
nated money for any [other] mitzvah, they can redirect it
to redeeming captives.... Every moment that one delays
in redeeming captives, when it is possible to expedite, it
is considered as if one has shed blood (Shulchan Arukh,
Yoreh De‘ah 252:1-3).
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Captives Are Not Redeemed for More than Their Value

While the sages’ overall commitment to the mitzvah is clear, there is dis-
cussion and debate around the cost the community should—or may—bear
to redeem captives.

The captives are not redeemed for more than their actual
monetary value, mipnei tigqun ha ‘olam [possibly translated
as “for the betterment of the world”]; and one may not aid
the captives in their attempt to escape from their captors
mipnei tigqun ha ‘olam [probably so that kidnappers will
not be more restrictive with their captives to prevent them
from escaping]. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: For the
betterment of the captives [presumably so that kidnappers
will not avenge the escape of the captives by treating other
captives with cruelty] (m. Gittin 4:6).

The sages are divided over the meaning of tigqun ha‘olam in this mishnah
(b. Gittin 45a; see also Rashi).

The Gemara discusses whether the Mishnah is concerned with burdening
the community with heavy financial obligations and implies that individuals
with sufficient funds are permitted to redeem themselves or others at any
cost. It also seeks to prevent giving rogues an incentive for future abduc-
tions and implies that paying a high price is not acceptable even when the
means are available.’

A dilemma was raised before the Sages: With regard to
this expression: For the betterment of the world, is it due
to the financial pressure of the community? Is the con-
cern that the increase in price will lead to the community
assuming financial pressures it will not be able to manage?
Or perhaps it is because the result of this will be that they
will not seize and bring additional captives, as they will
see that it is not worthwhile for them to take Jews captive?
The Gemara suggests: Come and hear an answer based on
the fact that Levi bar Darga redeemed his daughter who

® Maimonides adopts the second view: “We do not redeem captives for more than their value
mipnei tigqun ha‘olam, lest the enemies pursue them to capture them” (Mishneh Torah, Gifts
to the Poor 8:12).
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was taken captive with thirteen thousand gold dinars.

Abaye said: And who told us that he acted in accordance
with the wishes of the Sages? Perhaps he acted against the
wishes of the Sages, and this anecdote cannot serve as a
proof (b. Gittin 45a).*

The story seems to indicate that private citizens may pay excessive sums to
redeem a captive if they so choose. Therefore, it must be that the reason
for the ordinance was to avoid an excessive burden being placed upon the
community. On the other hand, if the ordinance was instituted to remove
the incentive for kidnappers to capture Jews, a private citizen would also
not be permitted to pay an excessive sum.

While the gemara is inconclusive in this sugya, several pages later it
introduces the concept of piquah nefesh: when life is in danger and, there
is room to argue, also even when hostages face physical danger that is not
life-threatening, loss of dignity, or emotional suffering, the community may
pay a higher price.

Risking the Lives of Captives

The sages are divided on the matter of ransoming captives whose lives are in
danger. Some argue that even in this situation it is inappropriate to redeem
captives for more than their value, since this would encourage the captors to
continue kidnapping, which would endanger the wider community. Others
contend that in the face of a threat to life it is proper to redeem captives at
any financial cost, even if this poses a risk to future lives. The Babylonian
Talmud illustrates the importance of piquah nefesh with the following story:

The sages taught: There was an incident with Rabbi Ye-
hoshua ben Hananiah who traveled to the city of Rome. He
was informed: There is a child’ in prison, very handsome,
with beautiful eyes, and his hair is arranged in braids.
Rabbi Yehoshua stood at the entrance to the prison and
asked, “Who caused Jacob to be despoiled and Israel to be
robbed?” (Isaiah 42:24). The child answered, “Was it not

+Koren-Steinsaltz William Davidson edition, Sefaria.org. The words in bold are the actual words
in the Gemara, and the other words are added in order to clarify its meaning.

*The Hebrew is tinoq. Translations of the Babylonian Talmud into modern Hebrew often misin-
terpret this word because they use its modern Hebrew meaning (“baby”), although the context
here makes clear that it means “child,” a common rabbinic use of the word.
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the Lord? We sinned against Him...and did not heed His
Torah” Rabbi Yehoshua said, “I trust that this child will
issue rulings to the people of Israel.” He swore an oath that
he would not leave there until he had redeemed him for
any amount the captors demanded. It was said: He did not
move from there until he ransomed him for a large sum”
(b. Gittin 58a).°

In the rabbinic context, the value of a captive was determined according to
what each person would be sold for as a slave on the market based on age,
health, and potential for work. It was a purely economic analysis and did
not take into account the impact of the captive’s loss to friends, family, and
the community.

One explanation is that Rabbi Yehoshua was trying to raise the value of
the boy by showing that he would be a future scholar and teacher of many
(gadol baTorah). This reading formally respects the rule but changes the
facts and assessment of the boy’s worth. Another possible understanding
is that the boy was in danger of sexual abuse. Why else would the Talmud
mention his beauty? It was widely known that Roman culture encouraged
pedophilia, and the atmosphere in a Roman prison was dangerous.’

The Tosafot on Gittin 58a hasten to explain what allowed Rabbi Yehoshua
to seemingly override the ruling of the sages not to ransom captives for a
large sum:

“for whatever amount of money that they demand.” He
was legally allowed to do this because where there is a
threat to life, we redeem the captives for more than their
value. This is like what we say in Chapter “Hasholeach”
(above, page 47a) about one who sells themselves and
their children to idol-worshippers, and this is true a forti-
ori here where there is a murderer. Alternatively, he was
allowed to redeem the child for more than his worth be-
cause he possessed great wisdom (Tosafot to Gittin 58a)®.

®Koren-Steinsaltz William Davidson edition, Sefaria.org. The words in bold are the actual words
in the Gemara, and the other words are added in order to clarify its meaning.

7See also the story of how Rabbi Meir went to great lengths, risking temptation and censure, to
rescue his sister in law from a Roman brothel, in b. Avodah Zarah 18a-b.

8 Sefaria Community Translation. The words in bold are the actual words in the Tosafot, and
the other words are added in order to clarify its meaning.
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Presumably the community agreed and followed Rabbi Yehoshua’s judgment.

In the situation involving hostages taken by Hamas, where rape, posthu-
mous rape, gang rape, and other unnamable offenses are daily occurrences,
this talmudic story is a powerful precedent for immediate and intensive
efforts to redeem all the captives, starting with teens, children, and women.

Piquah nefesh was so important to the sages that they introduced an
additional aspect of how to redeem captives. The Mishnah states: “and
one may not aid the captives in their attempt to escape, mipnei tigqun
ha‘olam?” In other words, we do not try to use heroic measures to rescue
the hostage. The details of this additional provision regarding facilitation
of escape deserve exploration in a separate article. Suffice it to say that we
have seen the danger to soldiers and hostages alike involved in heroic rescue
efforts in the current war. Success is far from guaranteed, and further loss
of life may occur. Negotiation is therefore the preferred method.

Redemption of Hostages as a Spiritual Imperative

To compete our survey of the classical sources, an incident involving Rabbi
Pinhas ben Ya’ir suggests that the redemption of captives is so important
that even the laws of nature should be overturned in order to accomplish it:

It is based on the incident where Rabbi Pinehas ben Ya’ir
was going to engage in the redemption of captives, and
he encountered the Ginai River. He said to the river:
Ginai, part your water for me and I will pass through
you. The river said to him: You are going to perform
the will of your Maker and I am going to perform
the will of my Maker, to flow in my path. With regard
to you, it is uncertain whether you will perform His will
successfully, and it is uncertain whether you will not
perform His will successfully. I will certainly perform
His will successfully. Rabbi Pinehas ben Ya'ir said to the
river: If you do not part, I will decree upon you that
water will never flow through you. The river parted for
him. There was a certain man who was carrying wheat
for the preparation of matza for Passover. Rabbi Pinehas
ben Ya'ir said to the river: Part your waters for that person
too, as he is engaged in the performance of a mitzva. The
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river parted for him. There was a certain Arab [taya a]
who was accompanying them. Rabbi Pinehas ben Ya'ir
said to the river: Part your waters for that person too, so
that he will not say: Is that what one does to a person
who accompanies him? The river parted for him. Rav
Yosef said: How great is this man, Rabbi Pinehas ben
Ya'ir, greater than Moses and the six hundred thousand
who left Egypt, as there, at the Red Sea, the waters parted
one time, and here the waters parted three times. The
Gemara asks: And perhaps here too, the waters parted
one time, and the river began to flow again only after all
three of them passed. Rather, this man was as great as
Moses and the six hundred thousand children of Israel
(b. Hullin 7a:10-11).

In splitting a river to save the life of one captive, Rabbi Pinhas ben Ya'ir is
compared to the greatest Jewish leader, who split the Red Sea and thereby
saved the entire Israelite people. This is a powerful statement of the impor-
tance of redeeming captives in rabbinic law and lore.

Then and Now: How Do the Sources Apply Today?

How can we apply precedents and principles in the traditional sources to the
ethical discussion concerning the 251 Israeli and foreign men, women, and
children kidnapped by Hamas on October 7, 2023, particularly the question
of how Israel should negotiate for the release of the ones who remain alive
and captive in Gaza? How should these precedents and principles influence
our thinking about Hamas’s proposed deal, which would likely mean Israel
agreeing both to release over one thousand Hamas supporters, many of
them convicted terrorists who will likely attempt to organize future attacks
against Israel and to stop the war in Gaza in return for releasing the hostages
who remain alive?

The rabbinic sources were written in a specific historical context. Cap-
tors were usually individuals or groups whose aim was financial gain. The
redeemer was an individual or generally a small Jewish community. And
the captives were usually individuals or small groups. Today’s reality is quite

Koren-Steinsaltz William Davidson edition, Sefaria.org. The words in bold are the actual words
in the Gemara, and the other words are added in order to clarify its meaning.
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different: The perpetrator is highly organized, has clear political and mil-
itary goals and the resources to achieve them, and is willing to use force,
psychological warfare, or violence for the sake of harming the captives and
their redeemers. The potential redeemer is the State of Israel, with its atten-
dant financial, military, social, and other resources to pay for captives and
protect its citizens in the future. The perpetrators kidnapped 251 people, a
large group of whom remain alive in Gaza, along with the bodies of others
who are deceased. Furthermore, the entire country is invested in the out-
come of the war.

These differences lead to important conclusions. In each section, we
will present the arguments of those who cite “we do not redeem captives
for more than their worth” either without regard to the differences in cir-
cumstance, or with the goal of relating to the circumstances from a different
perspective. After we present these arguments, we will make a case that
current circumstances do change the calculation of worth and warrant ex-
treme efforts to release the hostages. If our conclusion difters from legalistic
precedents, which, we will show, are often taken out of context, we see it
as an authentic expression of the spirit of the law and core Jewish values.

The deals on the table have involved two main parts: ending the war and
releasing between seven hundred and thousands of Palestinian prisoners,
mostly convicted terrorists, approximately ten prisoners for every one re-
maining hostage. The following sections pertain to today’s situation:

The Perpetrator is a Paranational Group with Military
and Political rather than Economic Motives

Those who prioritize continuing the war and do not want to pay a high price
to redeem the hostages are mostly on the right of the political spectrum. For
them, ending the war would be a tactical and strategic mistake; it would
allow Hamas to declare victory, regroup, retrain, remain in power, and plan
its next attack. It would mean that lives of all the soldiers killed so far will
have been lost in vain, and it would show Israel to be weak and easily ma-
nipulated. Those who adopt this line of thought also take into account the
future harm that released prisoners may cause, which in their view makes
the cost too high. Previous experience with terrorists released in the Gilad
Shalit exchange in 2011—in which 1,027 mostly political prisoners were
released in exchange for Shalit—as well as the testimony of Hamas activists
themselves tells us that they will seek to kidnap, kill, or otherwise harm
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many more Israelis in future.

Those who prioritize bringing the hostages home focus on what they
regard as an extremely significant fact, namely, that the captors are a mil-
itary organization whose charter calls for the elimination of Israel. This
adds to the weight and urgency of the piquah nefesh consideration. When
an abduction is driven by financial motives, the kidnapper might simply
abandon the person if their community does not pay the ransom. In this
context, a hostage’s life is not usually in danger. But that is not the situation
here. Hamas has kept the abducted captive for months, in underground
tunnels or in homes of terrorists in Gaza. News footage, testimony by the
few released captives, and eyewitness accounts by Israeli soldiers report
that the hostages suffer daily torment, suffering, and humiliation, including
being deprived of food, sleep, light, and fresh air; being told that no one
cares about them or is going to rescue them; and beating, rape, and oth-
er sexual abuse of both female and male hostages. Hamas would have no
qualms about killing hostages if they are no longer useful as deterrents to
IDF invasions. Indeed, they already have killed some hostages and nearly
1,500 other Israelis.

The impact on the hostages if they remain in captivity is thus certain.
Continuous torment and suffering await them, and many of them will not
survive. By contrast, the security implications of agreeing to the demands
for returning terrorists—paying ransom and delaying military action, which
may encourage the terrorists to attack us again—are only possibilities, even
if experience tells us that Hamas is likely to attempt them. If the Israeli
government and all who are committed to Israel’s security are wise enough
to stand guard and not to be complacent, then neither this great evil (the
suffering of the hostages) nor any other evil, such as repeated terror attacks,
will befall us.

In addition, like other groups whose goal is the destruction of Israel or
the harming of Jews worldwide, Hamas needs no encouragement. They will
seek every opportunity to attack us in myriad ways, if God forbid, we do
not stand our guard, whether or not we secure the release of these hostag-
es. As Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef wrote, possibly in the context of the Entebbe
kidnapping:

Most rabbinic authorities are of the opinion that in a situa-

tion of danger, we do redeem captives for “more than their
value,” and we have not found among the great rabbinic
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authorities anyone who says the opposite. It seems that
actually this is the course that we are compelled to take....
And even when the ransom exceeds their value, and there
is a concern that they will further raise the [ransom] fee,
despite this, when there is an immediate danger, we do not
take that into account, because in any case, they will do
everything in their power to kidnap, kill, and murder in
order to disrupt the ordinary course of life in the State of
Israel (Yabia Omer part 10, chapter 6, section 6).

The innovation in Rabbi Ovadiah’s statement applies in our current situa-
tion as well. These murderers need neither encouragement nor incentive;
rather, they do everything to sow death and destruction. If we show special
concern for our hostages, it makes no difference to their kidnappers. Nev-
ertheless, it must be acknowledged that this situation is not straightforward.
Ignoring the fact that yielding to the terrorists’ demands validates the ef-
fectiveness of kidnapping, it is presumable that Hamas followers would
perceive this as a national victory. It is hard to bear the fact that securing
the release of the hostages (essentially saving lives) involves political and
security considerations that have consequences for the general public. Yet
it is also hard to bear the possibility that the country might not redeem any
one of us, were we held hostage. Either way, the only means to prevent this
dilemma in the future are vigilance, fortitude, and continuous defensive and
proactive measures to protect our citizens. In cases of danger to life—or, one
might argue, even to human dignity—the principle of piquah nefesh tips the
balance in favor of redeeming the captives, even at a higher cost, and even
despite concern about the possible future security of soldiers and citizens.

Israel is a State

Those who prioritize continuing the war and do not want to pay a high
price to redeem the hostages argue that it would be foolish to accept Hamas’s
terms. The whole country’s morale would be harmed if we are perceived to
lose the negotiation. The national honor would also suffer. These consider-
ations must be added to the total cost, rendering the negotiation prohibitive.

By contrast, those who prioritize bringing the hostages home focus on
the fact that Israel is an independent state with financial resources, an army,
and extensive intelligence capabilities. These assets mean that we should
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be able to protect ourselves in the future. The argument that paying a high
price will encourage future kidnappings is therefore not enough to warrant
letting the hostages die in captivity.

In historic cases when it was only a matter of financial interest, the hos-
tage might have been able to negotiate directly with the captors or somehow
get word to the community via the captors that he was willing to participate
in the cost. But today, when the hostages are political pawns, stuck in tunnels
with no means of communication and usually no common language, and
when the captors want not money but political goals, the captives do not
have the power at their disposal to give the captors what they want, so it is
not a parallel situation, and the topic cannot be something that applies only
in the past. It only makes sense as part of the historical background. We
saw in b. Gittin that there may be room for a captive to pay a price exceed-
ing his objective value in order to redeem himself. Many legal authorities
believe that even when it concerns a demand for payment exceeding the
captive’s own value, abductees are authorized to pay from their private funds
in exchange for their release. This position is of significant consequence
concerning the obligation and capacity of the state to redeem hostages, as
Rabbi Shaul Israeli taught:

Since our soldiers went to war on a mission on behalf of the
state, for the defense of the people...there exists an implicit,
unwritten, but self-evident commitment, that any means at
the state’s disposal must be taken to redeem them if they fall
captive. Just as there is an obligation in the event of their
injury, God forbid, in war, there is no less an obligation
to take any action aimed at their release.... And since the
power invested in the state in this regard is by virtue of the
obligation it has undertaken in return for their service, it
is as if the hostages were redeeming themselves, in which
case no restriction exists, and the provision that “we do
not redeem the captives for more than their value” is not
relevant (Havat Binyamin, part 1, 16).

The fact that Israel is a state adds additional factors to the cost analysis.

Israel encouraged settlement of the borders and drafted the soldiers who
were exposed to danger in October.
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Individual Abduction versus Mass Abduction

Those who prioritize continuing the war and do not want to pay a high price
to redeem the hostages could potentially say it is not a large enough group to
warrant endangering the rest of the country. (We are not familiar with argu-
ments that use the large number of hostages as a reason to continue the war.)
By contrast, when those who prioritize bringing the hostages home discuss
the parameters of redeeming captives, they seem to focus on a single captive
or a few captives.'’ In the current situation, a large group—men, women,
and children, including some who are elderly, sick, injured, or wounded
and people who are in mortal danger—are at risk. This is not a matter of
private versus public interest, as might occur in the case of an individual
captive, where a private interest might clash with the economic well-being
or security of the general public. In our situation, two public interests are
competing with each other. The imperative to redeem captives seems even
stronger in this case, given that they are in serious danger and that they are
a large group of people. The hostages have become a national symbol of
mutual caring and interconnection. To continue our lives, going to cafés
and to work, while they languish in tunnels without sunshine or fresh air,
terrified of ongoing physical, emotional, and mental degradation and fear
that each day will be their last, is to harden our hearts. The sheer number
of hostages tips the scales even more toward compelling the government
to act—and act quickly.

Social Implications of Freeing the Hostages

If Israel does not place redeeming the hostages as the highest priority, and
especially if they die in captivity, it will impact the morale of the country,
including relatives and friends of hostages, soldiers, and other implicated
parties. These factors are hard to quantify but are significant and ought
to be taken into account as we calculate the value of the the hostages in
negotiation for a deal. They are already having negative effects, including
loss of faith in Israel to protect its citizens, loss of the willingness to serve,
and loss of interest in living near the borders. The cost is immeasurable,
and even though other groups in the country argue that, on the contrary,
morale would be damaged by ceding to Hamas and ending the war before

1A notable medieval exception was Don Yitzhak Abarbanel, who redeemed approximately two
hundred Jewish captives taken in the siege of Arzila, Morocco using personal funds and funds
collected from the Portuguese Jewish community.
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the job is finished, we consider it a moral imperative to save the hostages.
Furthermore, “the impact on the morale of the army could be significant.
Once a soldier knows that [the state] is not committed to doing everything
in its ability to free him—including being prepared to release murderers in
exchange for his freedom—his motivation to fight in the service of his coun-
try will be reduced” (Rabbi Yuval Sherlow, Jewish Ethics (25): Redeeming
Captives). We would also argue that the concept of value should include
future contributions that the hostages will make to the world if they are
saved, a in the story of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Hananiah and his rationale of
gadol baTorah to save the young boy from prison in Rome.

We can also take into account the cost to the families of this extended ag-
ony. They feel abandoned and in limbo. Some seem even to have died from
the pain and anxiety. Never in previous experience was there a situation in
which thousands of people—brothers sisters, parents, children, colleagues,
friends—experience daily dread that they might hear that their loved one
has been killed, and worry about his or her treatment at the hands of people
who do not respect basic human mores, much less international law. It is
a situation of tremendous ‘inui din, or delayed judgment. While this factor
was not taken into account in the past or not expressed because negotiations
were more immediate, we consider that the toll on the hostages” families
and circles of acquaintance ought to be taken in account when weighing
the total price worth paying.

Conclusion

In the Mishnah, the expression tigqun ha'olam refers to the smooth running
of society, discouraging highway robbery and roguish kidnappings and is
cited as a reason not to pay a high price to redeem captives. In our case,
tigqun ha‘olam would be served by the exact opposite action, by a supreme
effort to negotiate for the group of captives, in hope that the damage to their
physical and mental health is not irreparable, and in order to save them
from even one more day of suffering. While Jewish law encompasses mul-
tiple opinions, the view expressed here is a legitimate, authentic halakhic
opinion. The moral compass seems very clear. Every effort should be made
to negotiate the release of hostages without delay."! There is ample scope in
Jewish law, and in basic common sense, to pay a high price for returning

! Maimonides adopts the second view: “We do not redeem captives for more than their value
mipnei tigqun ha‘olam, lest the enemies pursue them to capture them” (Mishneh Torah, Gifts
to the Poor 8:12).
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the hostages, in order to save their lives; avoid future emotional, physical
and psychological abuse; and let other soldiers and civilians know that if
they are in danger, the country will do its utmost to save them, too, fulfill-
ing the biblical commandments of “loving your neighbor as yourself” and
“not standing idly by the blood of your fellow.” Halakhah, tradition, and
conscience all point to the same conclusion. In cases where the captives’
lives are in danger, the principle of piquah nefesh tips the balance in favor
of redeeming the captives even at a high cost and saving their loved ones
from an agonizing, drawn out state of uncertainty, dread and ‘inui din. We
recommend that this approach become the mainstream Jewish approach to
the question of redemption of political hostages in our times.
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“Gam ‘eirev rav ‘alah itam”:
Forsaking or Fostering Fellowship?

Daniel Z. Siegel

Much has been written about the ‘eirev rav, or “mixed multitude,” that ac-
companied Israel in its exodus from Egypt. For the eighteenth-century Ha-
sidic leader Jacob Joseph of Pollonoye, however, this is not solely a story of
the past but a lesson of significant pertinence for the present. The tale of
the ‘eirev rav, as presented in his seminal work, Sefer toledot Ya'aqov Yoseif
‘al haTorah, (henceforth Toledot) is a call to his contemporaries, as to all
would-be authentic Jewish communities, to engage in a process of self-reck-
oning and self-rectifying.

Jacob Joseph begins one of his primary discussions of the golden calf
incident with a nod to the prevailing notion regarding the principal trans-
gressors: “For it is known that the principal perpetrator of the calf trans-
gression is the ‘eirev rav (iqar het zeh shel ‘eigel yatsah mei'eirev rav). As is
noted in the Zohar, as well”! He then adds:

However, a small portion of Israel became psychological
partners with the ‘eirev rav (shenishtatfu qetsat Yisra'el be-
mahshavah)... And that which he (Simeon son of Yochai)
said: “Israel could not have conceivably committed such a
transgression (lo hayu Yisra'el reuyin le'oto het),* he means
to say that they (the Israelites) of themselves could not have
conceivably committed this transgression... For it was the
‘eirev rav who were the actual transgressors (befo'al) and the
fault (or blemish, pegam) adhered to Israel by virtue of their
being interconnected and of one source (or root, shoresh
‘ehad) with the ‘eirev rav; for Moses was their source (or
root), as the Ari had written...and, thus, he (had) wanted
to convert them.?

tZohar 11, 191a (Ki Tissa).

2The talmudic text reads velo Yisra’el re’uyin le’oto ma‘aseh (b. Avodah Zarah, 4b).

3 Cf. “For the ‘eirev rav (which Moses sought to convert) are of the sparks of Moses, in the secret
(sod) of ‘Go, descend, for your people has corrupted itself” (Exodus 32:7).” Hayyim Vital, Sefer
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But it was not that the Israelites of themselves could
have conceivably committed this transgression (causing
one) to say this transgression extended from them to the
‘eirev rav, as | have written regarding the verse “The pious
(hasid) are no more, the faithful (emunim) of humankind
have vanished” (Psalm 12:2)—that one can interpret (this
verse) from its beginning clause to its ending clause or from
its ending clause to its beginning clause...* But here it is
not (the case that the verse can be interpreted in “either
direction”).

For the Israelites could not have conceivably committed
this transgression except to instruct with regard to repen-
tance. I mean to say, in order that they don the garment
(yilbeshu levush) of the ‘eirev rav, and then, when these
few individuals, who in seeking the welfare of the faithful
of Israel (shelomei emunei Yisra'el) were (thereby) caught
somewhat in this transgression along with those realms,
repent, all the realms are raised with them... This is only
that they should learn to include themselves with all the
realms (levels, madreigot, of community) as Samuel the
prophet did...

And this is the essential purpose of the human being,
and from this may future generations, as well, learn the
great way in the service of the Lord (‘avodat Adonai). This
is what I remembered and received from my master (the
Baal Shem Tov), mouth to mouth, and it is not possible
to explain in a book, but consider this and understand
(Toledot, 476 [Naso]).

Jacob Joseph's remark regarding the interconnection and common root of
Israel and the ‘eirev rav, which lies at the center of this passage, serves both
a descriptive and prescriptive purpose. It is of descriptive import insofar
as it indicates that the Israelites have the “blemish” of the ‘eirev rav’s trans-

eits hayyim (Unterhandler, 1890), part 2, gate 32, chapter 2, 36a (page 71).

*The assumed textual basis for this reading is the introductory “because” (ki) appearing in both
segments of this verse. Instead of viewing hasid and ’emunim as equivalents within a parallel
construct, the midrashic reading treats them as separate parties—thus, “because the pious are
no more, the faithful of humankind have vanished” or “because the faithful of humankind have
vanished, the pious are no more.”

®Jacob Joseph, Sefer toledot Ya‘aqov Yoseif ‘al haTorah (Moznayim, 1973).
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gression adhering to them. In prescriptive terms, this common bond, as
he proceeds to explain, calls upon Israel to rectify the transgressing ‘eirev
rav. However, what is deemed the fuller significance of this prescription
is only suggested here by Jacob Joseph in his calling these few individuals,
who elect to take upon themselves this required action, the “seekers of the
welfare of the faithful”

The expression “seekers of the welfare of the faithful” is applied in 2
Samuel 20:19 to a “wise woman” who intervenes to avoid the division and/
or destruction of the Israelite nation upon the heels of a rebellion against
David and his kingdom. If there are “seekers of the welfare of the faithful,” as
there were among the few Israelites who took upon themselves rectification
of the golden calf transgressors, then the people might be preserved.

In addition, by reminding us of the rightful action of the “wise woman,”
this same expression, “seekers of the welfare of the faithful” (shelomei emunei
Yisra'el) echoes and further clarifies Jacob Joseph’s intent in citing the verse
“The pious (hasid) are no more, the faithful (emunim) of humankind have
vanished,” with his attendant observation that this verse can be interpreted
from its beginning clause to its ending clause or in reverse fashion. Indeed,
as Jacob Joseph’s following words indicate, while one may generally believe
that the pious perish because there are no faithful to support them, in truth,
the opposite might be the case:

I have heard from the deceased Rabbi Judah Leib Pistener,
an explanation of the verse...“The pious are no more, the
faithful of humankind have vanished” that (this means
that) the pious are no more inasmuch as the faithful of
humankind have vanished. For one has impact upon the
other due to their (common) unity. However, it was told to
him in a dream that perhaps the interpretation of the verse
is the reverse: “Since the pious are no more, the faithful of
humankind have vanished” (Toledot, 133 [Shemot]).

Thus, while the ‘eirev rav is initially presented as being “known” to be re-
sponsible for effecting Israel with its transgression, a closer examination that
takes into account Jacob Joseph’s observations suggests that Israel might be
responsible for the ‘eirev rav’s transgression and, thereby, their own impli-
cation in this transgression as well.®

®Perhaps, then, the beginning clause and ending clause that flank Jacob Joseph’s central statement
regarding Israel and the ‘eirev rav being of one source (common unity) can also be understood
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While Jacob Joseph contends that one cannot read the verse both ways
in the sense that it was the Israelites themselves who transgressed with the
golden calf, and their transgression “extended” to the ‘eirev rav, this does
not exclude our entertaining a dual reading of this verse in holding Israel
accountable for the transgression of the ‘eirev rav. As he makes clear, Israel
can and should be held responsible for not seeking the welfare of the ‘eirev
rav. Thus, in considering Tosafot’s commentary to Rabbi Ami’s statement
that “the red heifer (parah ‘adumah) effects atonement” (b. Mo‘ed Qatan
28a), Jacob Joseph writes:

And if you were to say, as Tosafot had written, that it (the
red heifer) was to atone for the incident (mauaseh) of the
calf, this is difficult (gasheh)—for (is it not the case that)
whoever transgressed in the presence of witnesses and
having received prior warning (hatra'ah) were killed by
the Levites, and (those who transgressed) without prior
warning were smitten by the plague, and (those who trans-
gressed) without the presence of witnesses were examined
(with the guilty being punished), as were the suspected
adulteresses.” And those who remained, of what need were
they of atonement for the calf by means of the (red) heifer?
...And it appears to me that (in essence) this question was
asked by (Rabbi Moses) Alshekh: “Why is Israel in need
of shegalim as an atonement (ransom) of the soul (kofer
nefesh) for the calf?” ... And he responds “(it is necessary)
for they did not protest (mihu) (their making of the calf)...
(which they should have done) inasmuch as they are fel-
lows (ki ‘areivim zeh bazeh, responsible for each other)®

in employing the “beginning to end” and “end to beginning” interpretive principle. Because
the ‘eirev rav has transgressed, as described in the beginning portion of this passage, Israel,
which is interconnected with them, is to assume the prescribed responsibility as presented in
the ending portion of this passage—namely, for rectifying its transgression. Or, inasmuch as
Israel did not assume its responsibility of concerning itself with the ‘eirev rav as prescribed in
the ending portion of this passage, it, being of one source with them, transgressed as described
in the beginning part of this passage.

7Cf. b. Yoma 66b; b. Avodah Zarah 44a; and Pesiqta Rabbati 10. This tripartite division, in
punishing the guilty parties, is based upon the three instances of punishment for the golden
calf transgression recorded in the biblical text: Exodus 32:27-28; 32:35; and 32:20 (cf. Numbers
5:12-31).

8 Cf. “Behold, it is written “They shall stumble upon one another’ (Leviticus 26:37), one upon
the iniquity (‘avon) of the other, teaching us that all Israel are fellows/responsible for one an-
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So, too, here, with regard to the (red) heifer, it comes to
atone for the calfincident, for they did not protest (or seek)
to prevent it by virtue of (or as required by) fellowship
(mitsad haareivut) (Toledot, 542 [Huqqat]).’

Jacob Joseph’s remark regarding Moses desiring to convert the ‘eirev rav,
which appears in the midst of his presenting Israel and the ‘eirev rav as being
“Interconnected” and “of one source,” is significant in that it simultaneously
indicates that both the leader and the people are connected to the eirev rav
and calls our attention to the critical and well-known midrash underlying
his opening statement that it is “known” that the ‘eirev rav is the “principal
perpetrator” of the golden calf transgression. The biblical text clearly por-
trays Israel as transgressing with the golden calf and makes no mention in
this regard of the ‘eirev rav. However, in alluding to this midrash by means
of this particular reference to Moses, and thereby having the ‘eirev rav rath-
er than Israel committing the calf transgression itself, Jacob Joseph, as we
shall see, effectively further exposes the unmet responsibility of Israel and
of Moses as well.

We now turn to the midrash explaining that it was the ‘eirev rav, whom
Moses sought to convert, that perpetrated the calf transgression:

“Go (lekh), descend (reid), for your people (‘amkha)
(whom you have brought up from the land of Egypt) has
corrupted (shiheit) itself” (Exodus 32:7). It is not written
here “the people” but “your people.” Moses said: “Master
of the Universe, whence are they my people (alone)?” The

other” (b. Shevu’ot, 39a).

°The rabbis consider the words “Each (Israelite) shall give a ransom for himself...a half-sheqel”
(Exodus 30:12-13) to indicate that the sheqel was to serve as atonement for the golden calf (y.
Sheqalim 2:3; cf. Tanhuma, Ki Tissa 10). Earlier, commenting on Ki Tissa itself, Jacob Joseph
writes:

Why half a coin and not a full one (shaleim)? Rabbi Shlomo Alkabets, as cited by the Alshekh,
explains the reason, and these are his words: “To teach Israel its relationship to unity; so that
it should not occur to anyone (bal ya ‘aleh ‘al halev) that he is separate from his companion
(haveiro)—for it is as if each individual is a half and in his interconnecting (behithabro) with
each member of Israel he becomes complete (shaleim) (Toledot, 242).

After noting that the Alshekh proceeds to “flesh out” the “words” of Alkabets by adding that
the sheqel atones for the golden calf, inasmuch as Israel did not protest or seek to prevent this
transgression, Jacob Joseph concludes: “And, perhaps they would say ‘who renders us fellows
(‘areivim)’? Thus, the Blessed One indicates (rimeiz) to us, by means of the half-shegel, that each
individual, when together with his companion (haveiro) is one.”
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Holy One Blessed be He said to him: “Your people, they
are, for, when they were still in Egypt, I said to you (Exodus
7:4): ‘I will bring out My hosts, My people’ (the next words
being ‘the children of Israel’). I (thereby) told you not to
mix (leareiv) with them a mixed multitude (‘eirev rav).
(But), you being humble and noble (or fitting, kasher),
said to Me: {(One) always accepts the penitent (hashavim).
But, I, knowing what they would do, said ‘No. But I did
what you wanted, and it was these very ones, being idola-
ters, that created the calf. (Moreover), they, having created
it, caused My people (‘ami) to transgress.” Note, it is not
written here “This is our God (O Israel Who brought us up
from the land of Egypt)” but “This is your God (O Israel
Who brought you up from the land of Egypt)” For the
“proselytes” (gerim) who came up with Moses, they were
the ones who made it (the calf) and who said to Israel, “this
is your God.” Therefore, the Holy One Blessed be He said to
Moses: “Go, descend, for your people has corrupted itself”
(Exodus Rabbah 42:6).

The expression ‘eirev rav, which appears in the Bible on this one occa-
sion—“and a mixed multitude (‘eirev rav) went up with them” (Exodus
12:38)—hearkens back to the fourth plague, ‘arov (“mixture”). It is in this
plague, denoting mixture, that separation between the Israelites and Egyp-
tians, in terms of being plague victims, first occurs, thus implicitly encour-
aging the Egyptians to mix with the Israelites, or become converts.

Indeed, the words “your people” (‘amkha) and “My people” (ami), which
appear in the biblical verses cited by this midrash (“your people have cor-
rupted themselves” and “I will bring out...My people”), are reminiscent
of the verse constituting God’s warning prior to the onset of ‘arov: “For if
you will not send My people (‘ami) then I will send the ‘arov against your
people (amkha)” (Exodus 8:17). In the very separation of “My people” and
“your people,” as highlighted in the final words of the forewarning, “And I
will make a distinction (pedut) between My people (‘ami) and your people
(‘amkha)” (Exodus 8:19), is an invitation to the Egyptians to mix with the
Israelites, becoming converts in recognizing the Lord, as the immediately
preceding verse suggests: “And I will set apart (hifleiti)... So you will come
to know that I am the Lord” (Exodus 8:18).
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While the biblical narrative suggests that the ‘eirev rav was a positive
outcome of the Lord’s successful plan, this midrash (perhaps reflecting, to
some degree, the people’s experience with converts at the time of its com-
position) presents the ‘eirev rav as a “project” gone awry undertaken by an
accepting but short-sighted Moses. Not only did the Israelites (Moses) not
successfully convert the ‘eirev rav, but the ‘eirev rav was capitalizing on this
failure by converting the Israelites.

Still, considering Jacob Joseph’s comments regarding the Israelites failing
to meet the requirements of areivut (“fellowship”) in not protesting (or
seeking to prevent) the transgression of the ‘eirev rav, we must ask: Is it the
latter who was feigning fellowship with Israel? Or was the former engaging
in a false fellowship with the ‘eirev rav? Moreover, unlike the midrash that
presents the ‘eirev rav causing Israel to transgress with the golden calf, Jacob
Joseph, as we have seen, does not present the Israelites as parties to the trans-
gression itself. Indeed, those few individuals who did involve themselves
in the calf incident in order to rectify the ‘eirev rav whose “welfare” they
were seeking serve to implicate rather than exculpate the Israelites, most
of whom, according to Jacob Joseph, did not assume the responsibility of
areivut. Thus, we are being asked to carefully consider in whom lies the
fault of forsaking fellowship.

Even as a few Israelites stepped into the breach, one must ask, as did
the ‘eirev rav (per the midrashic reading, which Jacob Joseph here adopts),
where Moses was at this critical juncture: “When the people saw that Moses
was long in descending (laredet) from the mountain...they said (to Aar-
on)...Come make for us a God who will lead us, for that man Moses, who
brought us up (heelanu) (from the land of Egypt), we do not know what
has become of him’™” (Exodus 32:1).

Moses’s responsibility for the ‘eirev rav, as indicated by the midrash and
Jacob Joseph’s statement that he sought their conversion, is also expressed
in the latter’s following observation:

“(Jethro heard) all that God had done for Moses and for
Israel His people” (Exodus 18:1). It (the text) means to say
“his people”—belonging to Moses, that is, the eirev rav, as
it says “(Go, descend,) for your people (whom you have
brought up from the land of Egypt) has corrupted itself”
(Exodus 32:7) (Toledot, 179-80 [Yitro]).'

Tacob Joseph identifies Yisra’el ‘amo (“Israel, his people”) in the first part of Exodus 18:1, with
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Accordingly, it is not without suggestion that Jacob Joseph uses the verse
“The pious are no more, the faithful of humankind have vanished,” which he
explains can be interpreted to mean either that the people cause the leader to
fall or the reverse, when he expounds upon the verse “Go Descend!, for your
people (whom you have brought up from the land of Egypt), has corrupted
itself” (Toledot, 474 [Naso]). Indeed, the midrash presents a distraught Josh-
ua, contemplating what will become of the people in the absence of Moses,
crying and saying: “The pious are no more, the faithful of humankind have
vanished” (Deuteronomy Rabbah 11:10).

As the rabbinic tradition contends that the leader of the community (or
generation) who does not protest (or seek to prevent) the wrongdoings of
its members is “seized” for its transgression (nitpas beavon hador), so Jacob
Joseph recognizes the responsibility Moses needed to assume for the ‘eirev
rav and its actions." The intervention of those few Israelites who “donned
the garb of the ‘eirev rav” to “raise” them up, therefore, is generally ascribed
to God’s chosen, mediating representative, as can be seen in the following
parable Jacob Joseph was fond of citing:

The parable which I heard from my teachers that a minister
(sar) went out (from the presence of the king) to return the
prince (ben hamelekh) to the king after he had distanced
himself from him. And he had to don the clothes of the peo-
ple of the village (lehalbish bigdei anshei hakefar), where
the prince now was, so he would have some connection
(hithabrut) with the prince whereby he could enter into a
conversation with him and raise him up (‘alta lo) (Toledot,
397 [Emor]).

In assuming, if only for the sake of appearances, the corrupted character
(roa“ hamiddot) of the estranged prince, the loyal minister becomes what he
is not in order to rescue one who is not what he has become.> “The purpose

“your people whom you have brought up” (Exodus 32:7), thus rendering them the ‘eirev rav
(whom Moses brought up). The second part of Exodus 18:1, “(And) that the Lord brought Israel
out of Egypt” he presents as referring to Israel proper, which the Lord had taken out. Consider,
as well, his explication (in Toledot, 179-80) regarding the term Elohim, which appears in the
first part of Exodus 18:1, and its association with ‘eirev rav and the designation Adonai, which
appears in the second part of Exodus 18:1, and its connection with Israel.

1! Kallah rabbati, chapter 6; cf. b. Shabbat 54b: “Whoever is able to protest/seek to prevent
wrongdoings (limhot)...and does not protest/prevent (mihah)...is seized (nitpas).”

12Because the word middot signifies character traits and, at times, clothes in terms of the phys-
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of this,” Jacob Joseph concludes, is “to return him to the palace. And, this
going (halikhah) of the minister, whereby he goes and distances himself
from the royal manner (laws or customs, nimusei malkhut) is, at the same
time, a coming (biah), so that he can return the prince to the King, the King
of the Universe” (Toledot, 397 [Emor])."

The presentation of this parable and his accompanying comments regard-
ing halikhah and bi'ah further elucidates for us Jacob Joseph’s reading of the
midrash regarding Moses’s people. As halikhah for Jacob Joseph denotes
yeridah (“descending”), and bi'ah signifies ‘aliyah (“ascending”), the minis-
ter’s halikhah (“going”) from the King (or God) in yeridah (“descending”)
among the people in need of rectification culminates in the minister’s bi'ah
(“coming”) to the King/God in aliyah (“ascending”) and raising himself
and the rescued individual."*

When, then, God commands Moses to “Go (lekh), descend (reid), for
your people whom you have brought up (he‘eleita) from the land of Egypt
have corrupted themselves,” He is reminding him of that great contingent
in fellowship (‘eirev rav) with Israel which he succeeded in bringing up but
for which he must now descend yet again in order to raise up once more.
God’s words to Moses can thus be seen to reflect what the ‘eirev rav already
sensed, as presented in the biblical narrative: “When the people saw that
Moses was long in descending (laredet)...they said...Come make us a God...
for that man Moses who brought us up (he'elanu)...we do not know what
has become of him” (Exodus 32:1).

Jacob Joseph’s concluding remarks, that the purpose of the individuals
“donning the garment of the ‘eirev rav” is “to include themselves with all the

ical “measure of the man,” Jacob Joseph explains “What is the donning of the village clothes in
which the prince is ensconced? It appears to me it is the corrupted character which the minister
assumes” (Toledot, 397 [Emor]). Thus, the minister here is like the few intervening individuals
whom Jacob Joseph described as “psychological partners” with the ‘eirev rav.

3 Cf. Toledot, 380-81 (Emor). Consider, as well, the parable of the prince residing in the village
(kefar), and needing to return to the palace/king in the Zohar I, 245b (Vayyehi). The rabbis had
earlier distinguished between the villager (ben kefar), distant from the king, and the townsman
(ben kerakh) in the presence of the palace/king (b. Hagigah, 13b).

14 Cf. ““‘Go (lekh) to the people (and sanctify them)’ (Exodus 19:12) and it (the text) did not say
‘come (bo) to the people. .. .for it is for a higher purpose, to raise up (ha‘alot) the lower level
to the higher one. As is the secret meaning of ‘Through this (by first engaging in halikhah) can
Aaron (then) come (yavo) into the sanctified realm (haqodesh) (Leviticus 16:3). And in order
for him to be able to raise up (leha‘alot) he must first go down to that same (lower) level so
that he can raise it up (leha‘alotah) as we have mentioned in the parable of the minister who
changed his clothes. . . .to raise the prince to the king. (Toledot, 317 [Metsorah]; cf. Toldot, 87
[Vayyeitsei] and 200 [Yitro]). Sometimes, Jacob Joseph employs ratso vashov for halikhah/
yeridah and ‘aliyah/bi’ah, respectively (Toledot, 81 [Vayyeitsei]).
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levels, as Samuel the prophet did, and [that] this is the essential purpose of
the human being...and the great way in the service of the Lord,” recall the
intervention of Samuel on behalf of the people, as explained by the rabbis:
“And Samuel said: “We have transgressed. Rabbi Samuel the son of Rabbi
Isaac said: ‘Samuel donned the cloak (halukah) of all Israel”” (y. Taanit
2:7). While the biblical text says, “And they came together at Mizpah and
they said: “We have transgressed’™” (1 Samuel 7:6), inasmuch as the previ-
ous verse cites Samuel as saying “And I will pray on your behalf,” Rabbi
Samuel presents this prophet as taking upon and including himself in the
transgression of Israel.”” Jacob Joseph’s reference to Samuel now serves to
further our understanding of his presentation of Moses’s response to God.

And through this, the plea (ta‘anat) and phraseology (mel-
itsat) of Moses on behalf of (‘avur) Israel can be under-
stood: “Ana (generally denoting beseeching or bewailing),
this people have committed a great transgression” (Exodus
32:31)...And “I” is inclusive of all of them. For Moses is
the root of all of them. “(Thus), when I say the people have
committed a great transgression it is fitting (ra’uy) to im-
mediately forgive inasmuch as I confess (mitvadeh) in the
name of all of them, as did Samuel” (Toledot, 477 [ Naso]).'¢

As Samuel had admonished Israel for transgressing (1 Samuel 7:3) and then
said “I will pray on your behalf” (1 Samuel 7:5), thus leading the rabbis to
put the words “We have transgressed” into the mouth of Samuel in order
to indicate that he was assuming (responsibility for) their transgression, so
Moses, having said to the people “You have committed a great transgression
and now I will ascend (e‘eleh) to the Lord, perhaps I can make atonement
(akaprah) for your transgressions” (Exodus 32:30), is now, in Jacob Joseph’s
reading of the word ana, in the (Aramaic) sense of “I,” intervening and
assuming the transgression of Israel. Having thus descended in fellowship
with the people, it is only fitting that we now find God saying to Moses:
“Go (lekh), ascend (‘aleh) from here, you and the people you have brought

> This exegesis thus serves to address the formulation “He who answered Samuel at Mizpah,
may He answer you,” which appears in the fast day service discussed here in the talmudic text
(cf. b. Ta‘anit,15a).

16 The word ‘avur (“on behalf of ”) here reflects the ‘areivut (“fellowship”) that derives from or de-
mands one’s being an ‘areivon (“surety”) or me’areiv (“assuming a pledge”) on behalf of another.
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up from the land of Egypt” (Exodus 33:1)."7

For Jacob Joseph, a student of the Baal Shem Tov and a pioneer of the
Hasidic movement, the ‘eirev rav was a critical subject, as his above-cited
comments reflect. Indeed, the ‘eirev rav held personal import both for him,
as a Hasidic leader, and in terms of his contemporary community.

And we will seek to explain the calf episode, as written in
the Torah, as being eternal. For, it is difficult to say “what
was, was’.... For, indeed, it is recurring, as we see with
our own eyes...because Israel was divided (nivdalin) and
separated (mufrashin) from the ‘eirev rav in two ways: in
eating, for they did not eat the same food (Israel alone
eating the manna) and they did not mix but secluded
themselves (with God, in prayer and study), without the
‘eirev rav, in the clouds of Israel (the “clouds of glory” that
went before Israel). The calf was an outcome of this, with
the claim “let us be fully included with you™... And my own
eyes, not those of a stranger, have seen this battle waged
constantly against one who seeks to sanctify himself and
to be separate, to pray in a minyan of his own, inasmuch
as it is impossible to pray in a public community wherein
the people perform the commandments in a rote manner
(betsibbur she‘osin mitsvot anashim melumdah) and for
several other similar reasons. And, with regard to eating, I
will not declare my generation ritually fit (lo akhshir dori),*
for everyone slaughters, even those who are not expert in
the laws of slaughtering and are not God-fearing (Toledot,
459-60 [Naso]).

As Moses and Israel separated themselves from the ‘eirev rav, so did Jacob
Joseph and his community. However, like Moses, Jacob Joseph did not see
himself as abandoning the ‘eirev rav. The interpretation based upon Rab-

5. <

7While the “invitation” lekh, ‘aleih, which appears after Moses’s “atonement” for the people
and thus serves to counterbalance the command lekh, reid, which is issued before Moses ad-
dresses the transgressors, agrees in spirit with Jacob Joseph’s description of ascension born of
descension, it is not fully consonant with his coupling of halikhah and bia’ah with yeridah and
‘aliyah, respectively.

¥ An allusion to Rabbi Nahman’s comment (akhshur dari) regarding the mishnaic statement
“butchers are not trustworthy” (b. Hullin, 93b).
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bi Pistener’s dream, in which it is the leaders who are responsible for the
vanishing of the faithful, as explained in the following passage, reflects the
reality of his time as seen by Jacob Joseph:

And as Moses was the leader for his entire generation...
so in each and every generation the head, those who are
(truly) fit (hakesherim), are from the sparks (are the rein-
carnated souls) of Moses our master, as it is written: “What
was is what will be” (Ecclesiastes 1:9)." ...And as it was
in the generation of Moses, so it is in every generation,
for there is an ‘eirev rav in each and every generation...?
And, when the people (‘eirev rav) saw that Moses, who is
the fitting (kasher) rabbi in their city, “was long” in com-
ing to attend to their needs...they rose up with cunning
(beta‘aromet) and said: “Make for us a god who will go
before us” (Exodus 32:1).

As in our time, there was an informing (or denouncing,
mesirah) to the government saying: “We need a leader”
And they explained their words in saying “‘for this man
(zeh ha’ish) Moses we do not know what has become of
him’ (Exodus 32:1)...for we need a leader with whom we
can be included as one, in eating and in prayer.

And, thus, (does the golden calf episode) serve as an
intimation (remez) for generations that because a group
of individuals creates its own minyan and does not at all
eat with them, that this is reason for the ‘eirev rav to create
a golden calf...the golden calf, which refers to the “gods of
gold” (elohei zahav, Exodus 32:31) who were appointed by
the government for gold. And because of this, now many
are the rabbis in the city. And that which is written “[make
for us a god (of gold)] who will go (yelkhu, plural) before

Y Rejecting, as he had, “what was, was,” Jacob Jospeh, in citing the observation of Ecclesiastes
(“what was, will be”) regarding the leader of each generation being of the sparks of Moses, is
alluding to Zohar, Eqev, 273a, which comments that “in each and every generation, Moses will
be reincarnated” (cf. the Tsulam commentary on this passage and Isaac Luria, Sha‘ar hagilgulim
(Lipschitz, 1911), introduction 20 (20a).

*Jacob Joseph again echoes the Zohar (Eqev 273a), which reads “one generation goes another
comes” (Ecclesiastes 1:4) as “the generation which goes will be that which comes, again” (hador
sheholekh husheba).
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us” is because they desired many gods (of gold) (Toledot,
461 [Naso]).

Accordingly, Jacob Joseph’s discussion of the ‘eirev rav is, at least in part, a
message regarding the contemporary corrupt leaders and their rabbis, the
“gods of gold.” Jacob Joseph’s personal involvement in the events described,
which until this point is only intimated, is soon made explicit: “The above
recorded events, from beginning to end, happened to me, the writer, and
it is thereby indicated (merumaz) why precisely ‘this man’ (zeh ha’ish) or-
dered the making of a house of study/prayer (beit hamidrash) in Szarogrod”
(Toledot, 461 [Naso]).

Thus Jacob Joseph, seeing himself as the Tsaddik, the fitting (kasher)
leader of the generation, and following in the footsteps of Moses (of whom
he is the reincarnation, as indicated by the self-appellation zeh ha’ish, Exo-
dus 32:1), separates himself and his Hasidim from the ‘eirev rav in prayer,
study, and eating, as did Moses. As the biblical ‘eirev rav, because of the
separation, asked for a new leader and created the calf to replace Moses, so
the contemporary ‘eirev rav, because of the separation of Jacob Joseph and
his followers, proceed, together with their leaders, to reject and expel this
Tsaddik and his Hasidim (this separatist beit hamidrash perhaps serving as
the first such institution of its kind within the nascent Hasidic movement)
in favor of their golden calf rabbis. In the words of Jacob Joseph: “to chase
them (he and his adherents) from the city and to dissolve his minyan”
(Toledot, 471 [Naso]).

Jacob Joseph had been progressively demonstrating his sympathies to-
ward these “new Hasidim.” Thus it is related that, having been impressed by
Rabbi Aryeh Leib (the Rebuker/Mokhiah of Pollonoye), one of the Besht’s
disciples, whom he allowed to assemble a Shabbat minyan in his house,
Jacob Joseph proceeded to invite the Szarogrod community to a seudah
shelishit of these visiting Hasidim. “(This action) was startling to them (the
Szarogrod authorities) for they believed him not to be a Hasid, but when
his intentions became apparent, the city members began to fight with him.”*!
When, soon thereafter, he “ordered the making of a house of study/prayer”
and maintained his own minyan, Jacob Joseph made clear his allegiance.
Having entertained and engaged in what were deemed dangerous practices
of the emerging devotees of the Baal Shem Tov, with whom he was evidently

2l Avraham Rubenstein, ed. Shivhei haBesht (Rubin Mass, 2003), 100-101.
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aligning himself, Jacob Joseph was rejected and ousted by the established
authorities of Szarogrod.”

While more securely practicing Hasidism in Nemirov and then more
actively propagating it in Pollonoye, where he was appointed the “Rebuker
of Pollonoye” upon the death of Aryeh Leib, it was the appearance of his
Toledot in 1780, the first printed Hasidic work, that served to further formu-
late and give voice to this movement’s teachings. Its publication heightened
the polemic, placing Jacob Joseph at its center, and precipitated the ensuing
Vilna ban of 1781 calling for separation from these “Hashidim” (“suspected
ones”) and “their new book.”* In the words of one “defender of the faith™:

And regarding the matter of the book, that has reached
your land in the month of Menachem (Av), 1781, which
was authored by the rabbi of the community of Pollonoye,
Jacob Joseph. Its quality and character is one of moral in-
struction/admonition (musarim) and novel expositions
(hidushim), which are expounded based upon his particu-
lar path in understanding the Torah, at the seudah shelishit.
And it is a new way that he learned and received from their

22 Celebrating se‘udah shelishit in the particular manner they did, maintaining their own min-
yanim (with new and differing elements), and insisting on meticulously and correctly honed
slaughtering knives were but a few of the derided practices for which this “sect,” of which Jacob
Joseph was now considered a member, was being attacked. For further discussion of this subject,
see Mordecai Wilensky, “Hasidic-Mitnaggedic Polemics in the Jewish Communities of Eastern
Europe,” in Essential Papers on Hasidism, ed. Gershon Hundert (New York University Press,
1991), 248-66 as well as the source literature in Mordecai Wilensky, Hasidim umitnaggedim, 2
vols. (Mossad Bialik, 1990), 1:28-69 and 2:77, 165-66, 249-50.

# By exchanging the letter shin for sin, their opponents rendered these self-proclaimed “pious
ones” (Hasidim) as being of disrepute or suspect (hashidim) instead; see “The 1781 Vilna Ban,”
reproduced in Wilensky, Hasidim umitnaggedim, 1:102-5 and cf. Wilensky’s foreword [101]).
Although Jacob Joseph was the Besht’s chief disciple, it was Dov Baer of Miedzyrzecz, their
head from 1760 (upon the death of the Besht) until 1772, who transformed the Hasidim from
a small group to a movement. Relocating its center from Podolia to Volhynia, which was more
central to the Polish kingdom, and dispatching emissaries to White Russia, central Poland, and
Lithuania, the expanding movement incurred the ban of the Vilna community, headed by Rab
Elijah ben Solomon (the Vilna Gaon) in 1772. Following the ban, and after the Hasidim had
assumed a more defensive posture, tensions subsided until the publication of Jacob Joseph’s
Toledot. See Wilensky, “Hasidic-Minaggedic Polemics,” 244-245. Simon Dubnow, “The Maggid of
Miedzyrzecz,” in Essential Papers on Hasidism, ed. Gershon Hundert (New York University Press,
1991), 68-69 asserts that, indeed, it was this ban of 1772 that motivated Jacob Joseph to begin
“compiling” his Toledot in Polonnoye. Dubnow also provides here a more detailed discussion
of Jacob Joseph’s life after he left Szarogrod (ca. 1748) and until he arrived in Pollonoye (1770).
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teacher, who is called Israel Baal Shem Tov. And, its (or
his) aim is to entice and seduce all of Israel to walk in their
path and to no longer walk in the path of the holy Torah
and in the path of our predecessors, may their memory be
blessed.*

Particularly inciteful, then, for these established authorities and their rab-
bis, was the Toledot’s dubbing them as corrupting leaders of the ‘eirev rav.
Indeed, they believed, Jacob Joseph and his followers were not only seeking
to subvert the traditional ways but also presenting the true champions of the
faith, and not its dangerous detractors, as the ones seeking to mislead the
people.”” Not surprisingly, the Toledot was reportedly (repeatedly) burned.”

For Jacob Joseph, it was their preoccupation with Torah study that sep-
arated these ‘eirev rav rabbis from, and caused the dissolution of Torah
among, the people. Thus, he explains:

When he said “that he (the rabbinic scholar) should not
habituate himself to this,” (he meant that) he should not
be diligently engaged in his study (of Torah) all the time.
Rather, he should intermingle (or enter into fellowship,
yitarev) with the general populace, as well.... By this, he
will understand that the Holy One Blessed be He is to be
found among all levels (madreigot) of people, and he can
intermingle (or enter into fellowship, lehitarev) with all
human beings. Then he (the rabbinic scholar) will not be-
come arrogant (yagis da‘ato) but, on the contrary, he will
judge them (the general populace) meritoriously (Toledot,
88 [Vayyeitsei] ).

**David of Makow, “Shever posh‘im,” in Wilensky, Hasidim umitnaggedim, 2:145.
2 Cf. “They are the Hasidim who separate from the community of Israel...(and) rebel against
the Mosaic teaching (torat Mosheh)...and have a deleterious effect on the society of Israel yet, in
unison, they slanderously claim that it is we [italics mine] who are to be classified as the ‘eirev
rav” (Quntros Rabbi Aaron Auerbach, excerpted in Wilensky, Hasidim umitnaggedim, 2:102.
% Dan Ben-Amos and Jerome R. Mintz, trans. and ed., In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov (Shivhei
haBesht) (Indiana University Press, 1970), 260 and 343 n.
¥ Jacob Joseph’s words here are all the more scathing when considered in the context of the
talmudic narrative to which they are alluding:

When Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi Simeon, in returning from the house of his teacher, feeling
arrogant (da‘ato gasa ‘alav) because he had learned much Torah, said to a passer-by, who had
greeted him “useless one (reigah), how ugly you are, are all your fellow citizens as ugly as you?,”
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Seen neither as caring for the people nor as moral exemplars, these rabbinic
“leaders” were variously depicted by Toledot as “wise for wicked purpos-
es” (hakhamim lehara), “Jewish demons” (shidin yehuda’in), or “foxes de-
stroying the vineyards” (shu‘alim mehablim keramim).? Yet Toledot’s author
argued that he was seeking not to forsake these wayward leaders, and the
‘eirev rav, but to rectify them. Thus, for Jacob Joseph, the Toledot was not a
polemic to further a schism but a vehicle for returning the community to
wholeness. Indeed, it was not despite but by means of this harsh criticism
that the Toledot sought to achieve this end.”

As Moses, the fitting (kasher) leader of his generation, did not abandon
the biblical ‘eirev rav but, descending, “raised them up” once again, so the
Tsaddik Jacob Joseph, the reincarnated Moses of his time, was that fitting
individual who would not forsake but, likewise descending, restore the
‘eirev rav of his day.”® Jacob Joseph’s title, the “Rebuker of Pollonoye” reflects

the latter, upon arriving in his city, and hearing his fellow citizens greet Rabbi Elazar with the
appellation Rabi, commented: “If this is a Rabbi/scholar, may there not be any more like him
in Israel” When they prevailed upon him to forgive one so “great in Torah,” he responded: “As
long as he not habituate himself to this” (b. Ta‘anit 20a-b).

While the intent of these final words is that this scholar not again treat others in this manner
(cf. Derekh erets rabbah, chapter 4), Jacob Joseph is interpreting these words as a warning not
to continue in the isolationist preoccupation with Torah study, as it leads to assuming an elitist
attitude in relationship to others. Significantly, these comments are found in Toledot’s exposi-
tion of the word, or biblical portion of Vayyeitsei (“and he went out”), wherein Jacob Joseph
discusses Jacob’s emergence from being “buried” (nitman) for fourteen years in the Torah
academy of Shem and Ever (Genesis Rabbah 68:5) as well as the talmudic story (b. Shabbat
36b) of Simeon bar Yohai and his son who, for twelve years, studied Torah buried in the sand
of a secluded cave. In these instances, too, explains Jacob Joseph, being removed from the gen-
eral populace dedicated exclusively to Torah study proved injurious of the community, as both
Jacob and Simeon bar Yohai (and his son) subsequently learned. For further discussion of the
Hasidic challenge to the “religious supremacy” of Torah study/scholarship and the mitnaggedic
response, see Allan Nadler, The Faith of the Mithnagdim: Rabbinic Responses to Hasidic Rapture
(John Hopkins University Press, 1997), 50-61.

28 Cf. Toledot, 542-43 (Huqqat), 673 (Shoftim), and 163 (Bo). For a presentation of these rabbis
as an extension of an “oligarchical” and corrupt “kahal regime,” against which Jacob Joseph
was serving as a social critic, see Ben Zion Dinur, “The Origins of Hasidism and its Social and
Messianic Foundations,” in Essential Papers on Hasidism, ed. Gershon Hundert (New York
University Press, 1991), 95, 106-13, 128-29, 144-51.

» Cf. “All Yaaqov Yosef’s texts and comments were directed toward the goal of unity and harmony
between the people and the rabbis. All of his criticism against the rabbis revolved around one
point: that they had brought about an internal rupture in the Jewish people by neglecting the
common folk and by isolating themselves” (Dinur, “Origins,” 147-48).

* Employing the concept of “descent for the purpose of ascent” (yeridah letsorekh ‘aliyah), as
reflected in the previously presented parable of the king and his estranged son, wherein the
Tsaddik must descend into the sinful/evil realm to raise up those who are “entrapped” with-
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how, according to his Toledot, this “fitting individual” can best accomplish
the task of restoring the fallen ‘eirev rav. “There are,” Toledot explains, “two
types of fitting individuals (kesheirim)”: “One who isolates/focuses only
upon himself (mitboded bifnei atsmo) and one who seeks to benefit (lizkhot)
others” (Toledot, 288 [Tsav]).*! Identifying these individuals as the “Torah
scholar (talmid hakham) who rectifies (meiyasher) only himself” and the
“Torah scholar who rectifies (himself and) others, as well, by means of re-
buke (tokhahat musar),” respectively, Jacob Joseph, making reference to the
counsel “Better open rebuke than concealed love” (Proverbs 27:5), indicates
which of these two “fitting individuals” is to be preferred.

“Better open rebuke (tovah tokhahah megulah),” these are
(the individuals of ) the second category mentioned above,
who openly rebuke (megaleh tokhahat musar) to rectify
them (the transgressors). They are better (tovim yoteir)
than (the individuals of ) the other category, who (referring
to the second part of the verse: “than hidden love,” meiaha-
vah musteret) are beloved (ahuvim) inasmuch as they are
hidden (mustarim) and do not openly rebuke (Toledot, 288
[Tsav]).

Indeed, in proceeding to offer a more felicitous reading of this verse, Jacob
Joseph suggests that his very criticism of the contemporary ‘eirev rav and its
enablers constitutes an expression of his love for them. The biblical verse is
best understood as not presenting us with a disjunction of rebuke and love,
for silence (as maintained by the present-day rabbinic scholars) betrays a
lack of love, while rebuke (such as that offered by Toledot) is a sign of its

in—an idea which, for some, smacked of antinomian overtones—Jacob Joseph was sometimes
labeled a Sabbatian (and a Frankist) by his opponents. The notion that Jacob Joseph needed to
descend in order to rescue them certainly did not ingratiate him in the eyes of these ‘eirev rav
rabbis. On the assertion that Jacob Joseph himself was a Sabbatian, see the “plea” of Avigdor ben
Hayyim to the tsar in Wilensky, Hasidim umitnaggedim, 2:241; cf. Wilensky, “Hasidic-Mitnag-
gedic Polemics,” 259-61. For an expanded discussion on the Tsaddik and the “idea of descent”
in the Toledot, see Mendel Piekarz, Beyemai tsmihat haHasidut (Mossad Bialik, 1998), chapter
7. Piekarz agrees with Scholem’s conclusion that Jacob Joseph and the Maggid (Dov Baer) of
Miedzyrzecz “used these (Sabbatian) ideas” only in “giving them a constructive and positive
twist” and “by no stretch of the imagination can (they) be viewed as Sabbatians”; see Gershom
Scholem, “Tsaddik: The Righteous One,” in On The Mystical Shape of The Godhead, ed. ].
Chipman (Schocken, 1991 [repr.]), 126.

3LCf. Toledot, 511 (Shelah).
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very presence. Thus, Jacob Joseph adds: “Furthermore, one can interpret
the verse as ‘good is open rebuke when it flows (nimshakh) from hidden
love” Reading the prefix letter mem as a preposition (“from”) instead of
a conjunction (“than”), the ‘eirev rav and those who sanction them are to
understand that the rebuke of the Toledot emanates from the love of its
“fitting” author.

Pertinent to the point this “Rebuker of Pollonoye” is making when he
cites these words from Proverbs is his comment on the subsequent verse,
which appears elsewhere in Toledot.

And by means of this will be understood the talmudic
(passage in which) “Rabbi Samuel son of Nahmani said:
‘What is the meaning of the verse “faithful (neemanim) are
the wounds of a friend (oheiev), but the kisses of an enemy
are deceitful” (Proverbs 27:6)? Better the curse with which
Ahiyah the Shilonite cursed Israel than the blessing with
which Balaam (the evil one) blessed them.” For Ahiyah the
Shilonite was of the category of the “faithful” rebukers, but
Balaam the evil one was of the (category of the) dissemblers
(hatsevuim) (Toledot, 576 [Balaq].*?

Further insight as to the significance of this comment is afforded the reader
when he finds mentioned, in the same context, that Ahiyah is the “source”
(shoresh) of the “faithful rebukers,” who “received” his way (or teachings)
from Moses, served as a judge in King David’s court, and was the teach-
er of Elijah the prophet as well as the teacher of “my teacher” (the Baal
Shem Tov).

Like Ahiyah, who brooked no association with idolatrous worship, deal-
ing harshly with Jeraboam when he, as did the ‘eirev rav at Sinai, set up
golden calves and proclaimed, as did they, “Behold your God, O Israel, who
brought you up from the land of Egypt” (1 Kings 12:28), so Jacob Joseph, the
(intimated) inheritor of this fearless rebuker’s teachings, would not constrain
himself from criticizing the ‘eirev rav and golden calf rabbis of his own day.
Yet, as the curse of Ahiyah, the prophet whose harsh words inaugurated the
division of the Israelite kingdom (1 Kings 11:30-36), would ultimately serve
as a blessing, so Jacob Joseph’s admonishments, which widened the schism

*The talmudic passage cited here immediately precedes the narrative, discussed earlier, of the
arrogant Torah scholar who removed himself from the people.
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between his emerging movement and the established Jewish community,
in the end, would bring healing and unification.

Jacob Joseph’s opponents understood well the import of this “Rebuker of
Pollonoye” claiming legitimacy by presenting himself as heir to, and mav-
erick in the mold of, Ahiyah the prophet. Particularly telling, however, was
the insinuating message in the Toledot’s explanation of how Ahiyah’s curse
was, in truth, a blessing. Commenting upon this curse, (“And the Lord will
strike Israel as a reed is shaken in water;” 1 Kings 4:5) in light of the talmudic
exposition, Jacob Joseph explains that this onslaught will result in a new
stock replacing the old (giz'o mahalif) and lead to a further strengthening
of the roots (shorashav merubin) and attaining of new heights (madreigot
yoteir elyonot).*® Thus, there will be a future restoration and unification of
the people, but under the new leadership of the present-day “fitting” repre-
sentatives of the Mosaic tradition.**

Jacob Joseph’s message was clear. The words he uttered regarding his
expulsion from Szarogrod, lo akhshir dori, indeed, are to be understood as
“I will not declare my (corrupt) generation fit”! However, they also mean
“Will I not render my (corrupt) generation fit?” Like his biblical namesakes,
Jacob and Joseph, the hated younger brothers who were estranged from the
family only to return as rectifying forces in the lives of their older broth-
ers, the beleaguered Jacob Joseph, who was ousted from the community
because the authorities deemed him usurpacious, was now being called
upon to restore the true outsiders to the fold of the faithful. As the Moses
3 Toledot, 576 (Balaq).

** By means of a word play regarding his name, Jacob Joseph indicates in this context that it is
individuals such as himself, rather than the arrogant ‘eirev rav rabbis, who will endure and lead
the people into the future. Commenting upon the rabbinic dictum “One should be supple as a
reed and not unyielding as a cedar,” which serves as the concluding statement to the passage
regarding Ahiyah and the adjoining story concerning the arrogant rabbi, Jacob Joseph notes that
one who is humble as a reed (alluding to Ahiyah’s “curse”) and is thus open to rebuke or moral
instruction (musar) from the “healers of souls” (hakhamim rofei nefashot) will flourish, while
one who is arrogant (gasut ruah) as a cedar (used in Balaam’s blessing in Numbers 24:6) and
is thus closed off to growth will wither and die. Accordingly, the words “toldot Ya‘aqov Yoseif ”
(Genesis 37:2) tell us, says Jacob Joseph, that “one who is humble and lowly knows of himself
that he has not achieved perfection of the Torah and always strives to become more complete
(lehosif sheleimut). Thus, Ya‘aqov Yoseif (is one) who must increase (sheyosif) in perfection every
day” Being like the reed, the “descendants” (followers) of Jacob Joseph will continue to grow
(toledot Ya‘aqov Yoseif, albeit a grammatically wanting reading), while the cedar-like rabbinic
scholars, if not rectified, will vanish. Bearing in mind another biblical verse, the reader will
understand that despite his “brothers’ persistent “hatred” for him “because of his dreams and

his words” (vayyosifu seno oto ‘al halomotov ve'al devarav, Genesis 37:8), Jacob Joseph will
prevail (Toledot, 576 [Balaq] and 370 [Qedoshim]).

106



“Gam ‘eirev rav ‘alah itam”: Forsaking or Fostering Fellowship?

of his generation, however, Jacob Joseph might have seen himself playing
a unique role beyond that of the leader engaged in the recurring pattern of
descending to help the ‘eirev rav of his time ascend.

While noting that the verse “what was will be” (Ecclesiastes 1:9) indicates
“as it was in the generation of Moses, so it is in every generation, for there is
an ‘eirev rav in each and every generation,* Jacob Joseph might have seen
his leadership as part of the final redemptive stage in which dor holekh vedor
ba would cease to mean “the generation that goes will be the one that comes
again” and no longer signify the recurring generational cycle of needing to
rectify the ‘eirev rav and its enabling leadership. The golden calf episode,
observes Jacob Joseph, “occurs throughout time, until the coming of our
Messiah (meshiheinu).”*¢ Not long thereafter, referring to his generation’s
eirev rav and corrupting forces that had forced him out of Szarogrod, Jacob
Joseph writes: ““They banded together against the Lord and His messiah
(or, anointed one, meshiho) (Psalm 2:2), immediately devising counsel
against the Lord regarding prohibited foods, removing good butchers and
appointing bad ones...as my eyes have seen and (devising counsel) against
His messiah (or, anointed one)...how to expel them from the city and to
dissolve his minyan” (Toledot, 471 [Naso]).*”” Thus dor holekh vedor ba (or
hador sheholekh hu sheba) may now come to mark the end of the cycle, the
messianic period in which the generation that descended (holekh) will now
permanently ascend (ba).*®

For Jacob Joseph, as for Moses, the task with regard to the ‘eirev rav was,
therefore, a formidable and critical one. The early separation from the ‘eirev
rav by Moses and Jacob Joseph, together with their communities, was only
temporary, necessitated by the formative period of the nation (or move-
ment).”” As the “fitting” leaders of their generations, however, they could

% Toledot, 461 (Naso).

3 Toledot, 460 (Naso).

¥ Jacob Joseph is sufficiently vague here, presenting mashiah as a collective noun (“they are the
teachers who occupy themselves with Torah study and worship”), while at the same time, per-
haps, using this term in reference to himself. Similarly, while mashiah properly means “anointed
one,” the context and the reference to ending the recurring cycle with the coming of the mashiah
might be of more than passing significance.

* As the advent of Elijah, Ahiyah’s former student, signalled the coming of the end of days,
expressed by the words “and he will reconcile parents with children and children with parents”
(Malachi 3:23-24), so Jacob Joseph, who approvingly cites the words of Rabbi Haninah (“the
(messiah) son of David will not come until the arrogant (gasei haruah) will cease from Israel”),
was seeking to effect this messianic promise of reconciling the parents (which he interprets to
mean Torah scholars) and children (which he interprets to mean the people Israel) in rebuking
these arrogant rabbinic “leaders” (Toledot, 370, 489 [Qedoshim]).

3 Accordingly, Toledot presents three stages for the Torah scholar (talmid hakham), which
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not abandon the ‘eirev rav. Indeed, the rebuke being offered by Toledot, by
means of which he sought to raise the ‘eirev rav of his day, was aimed, like
that of Moses, at reconciliation rather than rejection. Thus, in the passage
wherein he equates his Szarogrod experience with that of Moses, Jacob Jo-
seph writes: “The tablets (of the ten utterances) were broken...(and later)
God returned and sent Moses who ground the calf into sand...and they
returned and accepted him as the Rabbi (larav)” (Toledot, 471 [Naso]).
Jacob Joseph’s hope lay, then, in ultimately fostering rather than forsaking
tellowship, so that after “descending” with the new tablets (Exodus 34:29),
the ‘eirev rav would join the new way of this Tsaddik and his Hasidim and
it could again (and, perhaps, for the last time) be said: “and the ‘eirev rav
too ascended with them” (Exodus 12:38).

Rabbi Daniel Z. Siegel has served as head of Jewish studies and Jewish life programs in Aus-
tralia, Canada, and the United States. He is a lifelong educator, teacher, and student of our
Jewish textual tradition. His recently published book is Jewish Journeying: A Textual Trek.

appear to parallel his own life story. First, at the start of forging the “correct” path, he breaks
away/isolates himself from the transgressing community. Having established himself in this
“correct” path, he may “walk among” the members of the larger community, although “not on
their level” Finally, in his later years (which is when Toledot was brought forth), he is to offer
rebuke. See Toledot, 278-88 (Tsav).
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El silencio como antesala de la violencia
Marcelo Polakoff

No es tan dificil hablar de didlogo. Es mas, retratar sus bonanzas es casi
como un ejercicio cotidiano para quienes estamos inmersos en lo interreli-
gioso desde hace tantos afos, desde el mismisimo tuétano.

Por eso, tendemos a pasar de largo aquellos articulos o reflexiones que
acarician lo dialogal como practica, ya que sabemos de antemano qué es lo
que se nos va a relatar. Pero no los salteamos por indiferentes, en absoluto.
Lo hacemos en virtud de lo obvio, o tal vez por ese poder de anticipacién
que esta bendita experiencia nos brinda.

Siendo asi, encuentro mas desafiante plantearnos el fenémeno desde una
perspectiva diferente, ya no haciendo hincapié en lo necesario del didlogo,
sino buscando captar cémo justamente su ausencia es directamente pro-
porcional al impiadoso despliegue de lo violento. Vale decir -y me animo a
formularlo casi a manera de ley natural- que a medida que se exaspera el si-
lencio, las infulas de lo delictuoso van cobrando mayor cantidad de victimas.

Es hora de evidencias, y las mismas serdn aportadas gracias a un texto
divino: la Tora.

El primer genocida

Se cargd a un cuarto de la humanidad, literalmente, y este atroz (y prim-
er) genocidio estd precedido tan sélo por el silencio.

Abran el texto biblico en el cuarto capitulo del Génesis. Busquen el octavo
versiculo y léanlo en voz alta. En hebreo es clarisimo, pero muchas traduc-
ciones no son fieles al original, y mds en este caso, ya que una traduccién
precisa pareceria mal hecha. Bien leido, dice asi: “Y le dijo Cain a Abel su
hermano...y cuando estaban en el campo se levanté Cain hacia Abel y lo
matd”. Los puntos suspensivos probablemente sean lo mds importante del
versiculo. Lo que no esta escrito, que es precisamente aquello que dijo Cain
antes de asesinarlo.

;Qué dijo? Aunque el Midrash' lo imagine, no lo sabemos. La Tor4, tal
vez a proposito, nos dice que no dijo nada. Y entonces, lo que si intuimos
es que ante la matanza no hay palabras. Ni antes ni después. Nada hay que
explique cabalmente, y menos atin que justifique, todo asesinato.

! Ver especialmente Bereshit Rabbah 22:7 en adelante
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Ese silencio, esa falta de comunicacion entre los hermanos es la que
conduce al golpe. Lo que no se dice, lo que no encuentra lugar ni eco en las
palabras -por mas fuertes que sean- se convierte en acto, y en el acto, mata.

Lo que también esta a las claras después de este relato fundante es que
-en ultima instancia-todo homicidio es un fratricidio.

;Y Adan y Eva? Se me aparecen tan responsables de la masacre como el
propio Cain. Este tltimo desde los hechos, y aquellos desde la ausencia,
desde la omision.

Otra leccién no menos primordial. Ya que no alcanza con el verdugo
para llevar a cabo la sentencia. Casi siempre se precisa de otro u otros que
la apafien. Porque para que el mal se apersone, alcanza con que la “buena
gente” no haga nada.

Una molesta y precisa ecuacion, aplicable incluso a la mds horrorosa
magquinaria de destrucciéon que ideara el ser humano: la del nazismo.

Ya lo decia el rabino Abraham Joshua Heschel, el mismo que marchaba
con el pastor Martin Luther King y del que el Papa Juan XXIII se consider-
aba discipulo: “La neutralidad es una ilusion. Al cabo de sus dias el hombre
siempre emerge como un sacerdote 0 como un pirata™.

El sepulcral silencio entre Cain y Abel es la primera garantia que certifica
con holgura la penosa ecuacién que diera origen a estas notas: el silencio
es la puerta de la violencia.

Vayamos por la segunda de las evidencias.

Genocida por omision

“La paloma volvié a ¢l al atardecer, y he aqui que traia una rama de olivo
en el pico. Asi entendié Noé que las aguas habian disminuido sobre la tierra.
Esper6 aun otros siete dias y envié la paloma, la cual no volvié mas a élI”
(Génesis 8:11-12).

Lo digo sin tapujos: me disgusta profundamente el simbolo de la paloma
con la ramita de olivo como simbolo de la paz. Y Noé tiene la culpa.

Este personaje biblico, paraddjico, por cierto, da origen a un segundo
proyecto de humanidad. Es que el primero no habia resultado muy alen-
tador que digamos. Las 10 generaciones que separaban a Adan de Noé,
comenzando por Cain, no hicieron més que llenar la tierra de violencia y
corrupcion. El escenario para su destruccién ya estaba montado. Si Dios
no decidia el diluvio, seguramente los seres “in-humanos” lo habrian traido

? Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux 1955) p. 382
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igual. Y quizd no hubiera quedado nadie vivo para recomenzar la historia.

Lo cierto es que Noé es elegido por ser “justo e integro en su generacion”
Los sabios talmudicos, siempre atentos a cualquier resquicio hermenéutico
del texto, se preguntan si el hecho de que sea especificado que era justo e
integro “en su generacién” implica un piropo elocuente o una critica sutil®.
No es una pregunta menor. Porque se puede sostener que ser justo e integro
entre una banda de forajidos es tarea facil para una persona promedio, y que
por ende, puesto Noé en una sociedad relativamente normal, no se habria
destacado en absoluto. Aunque también es dable pensar que, si pudo per-
manecer asi de justo y de integro en medio de un ambiente de tanto terror,
era porque sus cualidades morales excedian las del comun de los mortales.

Tiendo a apoyar la primera mocién. Y aporto las pruebas.

En primera instancia, Noé es practicamente mudo. En todo el texto bi-
blico tan sélo pronuncia unas pocas palabras dedicadas a sus tres hijos®,
demasiado tiempo después del diluvio. Fijense: se le anuncia que todo el
planeta va a ser destruido y que sélo se salvard su familia, y él... en silencio.
No le avisa a nadie. No intenta modificar la conducta de nadie. No busca
soluciones alternativas para nadie. Pareciera como si no le interesara nadie,
mas alld de su esposa, sus tres hijos y sus tres nueras. Noé calla, y otorga.

iQué diferencia con Abraham, que va a estar dispuesto a pelearse con
el mismisimo Dios para rescatar a los justos que podrian estar habitando
Sodoma y Gomorra!

El segundo genocidio de la humanidad se produce, en gran parte, a mer-
ced del silencio complice del egoista duefio de un solo arca.

Segunda evidencia. ;Saben qué hizo Noé al salir del arca? Planté una
vifia y se emborrach4’, quedando desnudo a la vista de su familia. Triste
imagen para el hombre que habia sido designado para salvar el mundo. Tan
triste como honesta. Demasiada carga para soportar. O un remordimiento
enorme por no haber intentado otra cosa. El lenguaje de la Tora es magis-
tral: evidentemente quedd desnudo. Carente de humanidad, despojado de
la responsabilidad por los otros. Vacio de compromiso. Pasivo.

Vayamos ahora por la paloma.

Fue la prueba cabal que tuvo Noé de que las aguas habian bajado. Y de
alli en mas, con su ramita de olivo, el icono practicamente universal de la

3 Ver Sanhedrin 108a
* Génesis 9:25-27
5 Génesis 9:21
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paz’. ;Qué paz?, me pregunto.

Simds alld de lo sucedido o de lo no sucedido antes del diluvio gracias a
la inaccién de Noé, es precisamente cuando bajan las aguas que quedan al
descubierto la mayoria de los desastres. Aparecen las epidemias, la podre-
dumbre, las pestes, la desolacién mas amarga.

Pobre raza humana. Hemos elegido mal una y otra vez. Y creo que hemos
errado hasta en el simbolo. Porque la paz de la paloma de Noé es la de un
arca muy chiquita, con lugar para muy pocos. La misma paz que todavia
creen tener quienes viven en islas de armonia, rodeados de la ignominia
mas penosa, sin darse cuenta de que mads tarde o mas temprano las mismas
aguas turbias nos sumergiran a todos.

Si queremos paz, pues entonces no nos sentemos a mirar por la ventana
cémo van cayendo las primeras gotas, ni tampoco esperemos tranquilos
que bajen las aguas si ya ha llovido demasiado.

Ala paz no se la mira ni se la espera. La paz se persigue. Se construye. Se
amasa y hasta se lucha por ella.

La paz es enemiga de la pasividad. La paz no se proclama. Se ejerce. Se
contagia, y también se defiende.

Y casi nunca esta sola. Porque si la paz es Paz con mayuscula, suele estar
acompafiada por la libertad, la justicia y la verdad. Tal vez sea por eso que
la palabra “shalom” provenga de una raiz hebrea que significa “integridad,
completitud” Porque la paz que es parcial, tampoco es paz.

Noé no lo entendid. La paloma, afirma la Biblia, nunca més volvié a éI’.

La escucha como antidoto para el desastre

Conozco muy bien el refran que dice “ver para creer”. Pero no coincido
con él.

Tiendo a priorizar més la escucha que la vision. Y no es por casualidad,
sino mas bien, por origen.

Es claro que vivimos en una cultura visual. En términos del genial
politélogo y ensayista italiano, Giovanni Sartori, pasamos a formar parte
de una nueva categoria en la cadena de la evolucién humana, la del “homo
videns”®. Aunque esto, en realidad, no es nada nuevo.

Proviene de la antiquisima cultura griega, de la que tanto abrevamos. Tal
vez lo novedoso esté en la tecnologia que ha multiplicado hasta el infinito

¢ Génesis 8:11
7 Génesis 8:12
8 Giovanni Sartori, Homo Videns: La sociedad teledirigida (México, Taurus, 1998)

112



El silencio como antesala de la violencia

la capacidad de lo visible. Nuestros pobres ojos no dan abasto como para
procesar semejante cantidad de estimulos visuales a los que somos pasiva
e inexorablemente sometidos.

Sin embargo, tamafia mirada no es una mirada gratuita. La estética por
si sola tiene sus costos. Ya desde épocas del Partendn y la Iliada se asociaba
el ver con el conocer. Tan hondo era ese parentesco que la semantica ro-
tundamente lo revela: palabras tales como “reflexion’, “enfoque”, “vision”,
“evidencia” o “perspectiva’ se suman a tantas otras que demuestran que el
sentido de la vista era el sentido preferido del conocimiento.

Y nos quedamos solamente con ello. Una lastima, porque conocer es vir-
tuoso de por si. Pero suponer que por ver se comprende es un pensamiento
de poca monta. Y en estas épocas de mostrar y de mostrarse, el tan prego-
nado “condcete a ti mismo” ha exacerbado tanto el sentido de la vista, que
pareciera haber contribuido a cerrar en una mirada egélatra aquello que
en un principio estaba mas destinado hacia la apreciacién de la belleza que
se hallaba disponible en el exterior.

Pensémoslo como recurso metaférico de nuestros dias. La imagen no
discute, decreta. Es al mismo tiempo, juicio y sentencia. La pantalla, la de la
television por antonomasia, simplemente no tiene interlocutores. En tanto
que la asimilacién de una palabra requiere del conocimiento de un lenguaje
y de una lengua, la imagen -por su parte- se procesa automdticamente: se
ve, y con eso es suficiente.

El arte de la vision no requiere de un otro. Es, en cierta forma, autosus-
tentable.

Por eso, sin abandonar la vista, prefiero la escucha. O mejor, “escuchar
para creer”.

Es que el nicleo de la fe judia, la expresion mas cabal de nuestro credo,
y ala vez la frase por excelencia con la que los piadosos dejan este mundo,
es la que reza: “Shemd Israel...”, “Escucha, Israel, el Sefior es nuestro Dios,
el Sefior es tinico™.

Mas alld de la declaracion del monoteismo que encierra este texto deu-
teronomista, la clave que despliega su sentido se concentra en el verbo “es-
cuchar”.

Entramos aqui en otro plano. En otra dimension. Porque es lo auditivo
lo que caracteriza al pueblo hebreo, un pueblo que no puede ver a Dios,
pero si puede escucharlo.

° Deuteronomio 6:4
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Escuchar es prestar atencion a lo que se oye. Es dar de mi atencién al otro,
otro con minuscula u Otro con mayuscula. Porque para que la escucha sea
cabal y comprensiva se precisa de un otro que se exprese.

Escuchar, por ende, es hacerse presente en la existencia de un tercero, es
acercarse e involucrarse en un didlogo que requiere al menos dos.

En la escucha se personifica un mandato, se vislumbra una demanda
ética: hay alguien mas a tu lado que necesita tu distincién. Porque a dif-
erencia de la vision, que es masiva por definicion, la escucha debe ser en
esencia selectiva. Y aunque el mensaje sea compartido, escuchar se conjuga
en singular.

“Ozen” es “0ido” en hebreo, y de igual raiz es “izin” que significa “equi-
librio”. Este varias veces milenario par dialéctico de la lengua hebrea ha sido
corroborado no hace mucho por la ciencia médica, que ha descubierto que
en el oido interno yace gran parte del sentido del equilibrio.

sNo es acaso maravilloso saber que en ultima instancia todo nuestro
equilibrio depende de nuestra capacidad de escucha?

sNo es acaso evidente que el silencio -o la sordera reciproca- desequili-
bran al ser humano tornandolo en violento?

Por eso, hay que tener sumo cuidado con los silencios. Porque aunque a
primera vista no se note, son muchas las victimas de sus embrujos.

Rabbi Marcelo Polakoff, ordained by Schechter Rabbinical Seminary in Jerusalem, has served
as the rabbi of Centro Union Israelita de Cérdoba, Argentina, since 2002. He was twice elected
President of the Latin American Rabbinical Assembly (2010-2014) and has been the Latin
American Commissioner for Interreligious Dialogue for the World Jewish Congress since 2004.
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Philo and Rav Kook

On the Harmony of Creation
and the Creation of Harmony

Shawn A. Weiss

Creation takes place in movement.
—Philo, On the Creation of the World

Somewhere in the long middle section of his treatise On the Account of the
World’s Creation Given by Moses, Philo describes the life-cycle of shrubs and
plants. “Now in the original creation of all things,” he says, “God caused all
shrubs and plants to spring out of the earth perfect, having fruits not unripe
but in their prime” (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 33)." Not only were
these fruits nourishment for animals and humans, but they also, and just as
importantly, served “for the perpetual reproduction of their kind, containing
within them the seed-substances” (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 33).
These seed-substances contain within them the hidden and imperceptible
“principles or nuclei of all things” (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 33).
By causing the shrubs and plants to spring out of the earth perfect—which
is to say, producing fruit—God created a golden, self-perpetuating cycle:
the seed creates the plant that creates the fruit that produces the seed that
creates the plant, and so on into infinity. “For God willed that Nature should
run a course that brings it back to its starting-point, endowing the species
with immortality, and making them sharers of eternal existence” (Philo, On
the Creation of the World, 33). This matters not just for nature itself, but also
because Philo uses the image of the self-perpetuating seed-substance not only
with regard to plants and shrubs in particular and nature in general, but also
with regard to the creation and perpetual reproduction of humankind, as
well as the creation of the cosmos itself, each aspect of creation mirroring
and amplifying every other aspect. “For the sake of this He both led on the
beginning speedily towards the end,” Philo says of God, “and made the end
to retrace its way to the beginning” (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 33).

Philo begins his essay on Moses’s account of creation with a discussion

! All citations of Philo are from Philo, Volume 1, trans. F. H. Colson and G. H. Whitaker, Loeb
Classical Library (Harvard University Press, 1929).
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about lawgivers and the various methods used to articulate and commu-
nicate those laws. While “some have nakedly and without embellishment
drawn up a code of the things held to be right among their people,” others,
“dressing up their ideas in much irrelevant and cumbersome matter, have
befogged the masses and hidden their truth under their fictions” (Philo, On
the Creation of the World, 7). One method, Philo suggests, is too austere to
be effective, the other too ostentatious. Moses, on the other hand, disdained
both methods and “introduced his laws with an admirable and most im-
pressive exordium” (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 7). Moses, we are
to understand, got the laws just right:

He [Moses] refrained, on the one hand, from stating
abruptly what should be practiced or avoided, and on the
other hand, in face of the necessity of preparing the minds
of those who were to live under the laws for their reception,
he refrained from inventing myths himself or acquiescing
in those composed by others (Philo, On the Creation of
the World, 7).

What I find most striking in this description is that Moses refrained from
inventing myths himself. Given that Philo refers to Moses as the human au-
thor who composed the five books of the Torah, his suggestion that Moses
refrained from inventing his own myths is especially noteworthy. Philo
is not saying that the laws and narratives contained in the Torah are not
myths (perhaps just the opposite); he is merely suggesting that, even though
Moses, an author and philosopher—a real human being who existed his-
torically in the world every bit as much as Plato—somehow composed the
myths of the Torah but did not invent them. This begs the question: How
do you compose something, in writing, without inventing it? Dictation
seems to be one way. But whom or what was Moses dictating? Philo would
say “God.” After all, he says of Moses that “he had attained the very summit
of philosophy” and “had been divinely instructed in the greater and most
essential part of Nature’s lore” (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 9). For
humans, it does not get much more authoritative than that. One might be
forgiven for imagining Moses’s role vis-a-vis God to be anything less than a
divine scribe, the chosen human vessel through which God’s Word coursed.
In light of this, “dictation” seems too technical a term. The terms “divine
inspiration” or “creative inspiration” more accurately describe how Moses
came to articulate the myths surrounding not only the creation of the Law,
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but, Philo suggests, the Law’s necessary antecedent, creation itself.

Unlike other lawgivers, who flatly state the laws or go too far out of their
way to make their laws seem compelling, Moses “excites our admiration in
the highest degree” (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 7). He does this by
prefacing the laws with an account of the creation of the world. According
to Philo, this juxtaposition implies that

the world is in harmony with the Law, and the Law with the
world, and that the man who observes the law is constituted
thereby a loyal citizen of the world, regulating his doings by
the purpose and will of Nature, in accordance with which
the entire world itself is also administered (Philo, On the
Creation of the World, 7).

Philo’s assertion is unambiguous. The Law cannot exist without the world
and the world cannot exist without the Law. They are inseparable. This is
reminiscent of the fruit that cannot exist without the plant that cannot exist
without the seed, ad infinitum. The process of generation and regeneration
is one movement, a single gesture. Philo says of the world and the Law that
they are in harmony together, and the person who observes the Law be-
comes a loyal citizen of the world. I am tempted to go even further and say
that the person who observes the law will enter into the preexisting harmony
between the world and the Law, becoming in the process something like
a harmonious being. I believe this is what Philo is pointing us to. But still,
where does the world come from? Where does the Law come from? And
where does the seed-substance, the starting point of all generative-regener-
ative cycles, originate?

It is important to remember that this is all a prelude to Philo’s account
of the creation of the world as told by Moses. Philo has not yet approached
the subject of creation directly. He must clear his throat one more time. And
what a throat-clearing it is! “Now it is true that no writer in verse or prose
could possibly do justice to the beauty of the ideas embodied in this account
of the creation of the kosmos. For they transcend our capacity of speech and
hearing” Nevertheless, Philo adds—and this “nevertheless” happens to be the
birth, or seed-substance, of Jewish exegetical literature—“they must not on
this account be passed over in silence. Nay, for the sake of the God-beloved
author we must be venturesome even beyond our power” (Philo, On the
Creation of the World, 9).
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As Philo approaches Moses’s account of creation, he acknowledges his,
and our, inadequacy in the face of such perfect and perfectly rendered
knowledge. To simply respond to such knowledge with silence would be
tantamount to desecrating not only Moses, “the God-beloved author” (Phi-
lo, On the Creation of the World, 9), as Philo calls him, and the perfect
knowledge he communicates, but also God Godself. Silence is therefore not
an option. So, for the sake of God, for the sake of Moses, and for the sake
of the Law, for which the myths and the narratives of Scripture, according
to Philo, are its subject, we must be venturesome even beyond our power.

For those within the tradition who find Philo to be too much the Hellenist
and insufficiently Hebraic, I would respectfully point to this moment as
Exhibit A of, among other things, Philo’s fully-formed first century chutz-
pah, which forged a path for future acts of chutzpah—in other words, for
philosophically-minded, Scripture-loving Jews to maintain a certain leeway
or latitude toward the text that would allow them to take imaginative and
philosophical and revelatory license with regards to God’s Word. I imagine
this is what Philo meant when he said that we must be venturesome beyond
our power. He seems to be speaking directly to us. But what does it mean
to approach the holy texts with a combination of imagination, reason, and
faith? What does it mean when we think we have something to say? And
even more pointed: What does it mean when we believe we are obligated
to have something to say?

This urgency to speak, to articulate in the face of the divine, I recognize
as distinctly Jewish. It is based on the assumption that, when we do speak
toward God, our words will somehow be heard, that our cries will regis-
ter somewhere beyond ourselves and our earthly predicament. It is based,
above all, on the belief that there is only one God, one ultimate source to
which all existence owes its due. But still: How exactly are we supposed to
do this?

Regarding our distinctive philosophical-exegetical approach to Scrip-
ture, Philo advises: “We shall take nothing from our own store, but, with a
great array of points before us, we shall mention only a few, such as we may
believe to be within reach of the human mind when possessed by love and
longing for wisdom” (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 9). Pure invention,
Philo suggests, is not the way. The point is not to invent something new
out of nothing; rather, our job as scriptural philosophers is to select from
the profound insights already arrayed before us.> In this sense, we are not

>The term “scriptural philosophy” is used by Harry Wolfson, “The Philonic God of Revelation
and His Latter-Day Deniers,” Religious Philosophy: A Group of Essays (Atheneum, 1965), 1, to
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so much artificers or inventors as we are choosers and arrangers of divine
wisdom, free beings capable of infinite interpretation. But even this is not
the most important consideration, Philo seems to say. The key of all keys is
to approach God’s word when possessed by love and longing for wisdom. For
it is only in this state that we may experience something like harmonious
being, the necessary prerequisite for being in harmony with God.

But before we get too far ahead of ourselves, Philo needs to draw our at-
tention, as he says, “to a matter which ought not be passed over in silence”
(Philo, On the Creation of the World, 9). Regarding this, he writes:

There are some people who, having the world in admira-
tion rather than the Maker of the world, pronounce it to
be without beginning and everlasting, while with impious
falsehood they postulate in God a vast inactivity; whereas
we ought on the contrary to be astonied at His powers as
Maker and Father, and not to assign to the world a dispro-
portionate majesty (Philo, On the Creation of the World, 9).

If we had any question about Philo’s conception of God and the world, and
the relationship between God and the world, this vital statement begins
to fill in some of the gaps. If we hold the material world to be on equal or
superior footing to God, we are already lost to confusion. In order to make
this blunder, Philo says, we need to believe two things: that the world is
without beginning and without end, and that God is inactive, unchanging
substance. While Philo would agree that the world is, indeed, without end,
to posit that the world had no beginning would make the world coequal
with God—a nonstarter for many Jews. This would mean that God could
not have created the world, since the world was always already created. And
if God did not create the world, God would not have the same fundamen-
tally beneficent relationship with the world. For, Philo writes, “it stands to
reason that what has been brought into existence should be cared for by
its Father and Maker;” because “it is a father’s aim in regard of his offspring
and an artificer’s in regard of his handiwork to preserve them, and by every
means to fend off from them aught that may entail loss or harm” (Philo,
On the Creation of the World, 11). God, in other words, as the creator of the
universe, is by necessity interested in the growth and well-being of God’s

describe Philo’s innovation, which is, vitally, “in contradistinction to pagan Greek philosophy.”
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creation. Take away God'’s role as creator, and you take away the underlying
thrust of goodness permeating the cosmos.

Philo is equally bothered with the second, interrelated claim that God is
a vast inactivity. If God were a vast inactivity, then God is mere matter. And
if God is mere matter, even preexistent matter, then God is just one more
thing amidst a vast cosmos of things. According to Harry Wolfson, in Studies
in the History of Philosophy and Religion, Philo “could not accept the view
commonly held by contemporary students of Plato that the pre-existent
matter out of which, in the Timaeus, the world was created was eternal.”
But given that Philo was a great appreciator of Plato, says Wolfson, he did
not want to reject Plato outright and instead “solved the difficulty by the
method of harmonization.™ He did this by postulating that there is such a
thing as preexistent matter, but that preexistent matter was itself created.

“There were thus to him two creations,” Wolfson says of Philo, “the cre-
ation of the pre-existent matter out of nothing and the creation of the world
out of that pre-existent matter.”® While this distinction, too, is reminiscent
of some of Plato’s writings, the final and perhaps most important distinction
between Philo and Plato with regard to the creation of the world and God’s
relationship to creation is summed up by Wolfson thus: Whereas, for Plato,
God’s creation of the world could not have been otherwise, Philo’s God,
the God of Scripture, was and is “an all-powerful free-agent,” who “could
have either not created the world or created another kind of world.” In
other words, the world was not fated to exist. The world—this world, our
world—was created on purpose because God chose to create it. To put it
even more simply: Philo’s God possesses free will, and Plato’s God does not.
For Philo, God is not created, God is the creator of all creation, and all that
is created is a creation of God’s free will.

This is not to say that God created everything exactly how it is! God may be
the creator of all creation, but He is not the micromanager of all microman-
agement. God’s mind may be the seed-substance from which all creation
first grew, as Philo suggests elsewhere in his essay, but once the plant starts
growing, once it starts flowering and producing fruit and thus the seed-sub-
stance from which it will regenerate, it is on its own. The self-regenerating

*Harry A. Wolfson, “Philo Judaeus,” Studies in the History of Philosophy and Religion, ed. Isidore
Twersky and George H. Williams (Harvard University Press, 1973), 61.

4“Wolfson, “Philo Judaeus,” 61.

SWolfson, “Philo Judaeus,” 61.

SWolfson, “Philo Judaeus,” 62.

120



Philo and Rav Kook

cycle is the God-given piece; how or if any one particular plant survives is
up to the plant and the habitat in which it exists. The same goes for us. Our
species may be divinely created, and we may be endowed with free-will,
consciousness, and two opposable thumbs, but how (or whether) we sur-
vive, thrive, or somehow manage to make our way back to the beginning—to
God—is almost entirely dependent on us and how we choose to exercise
our free will. It behooves us, therefore, to understand our place in creation
as outlined by Philo, in which God is in harmony with the world, the world
is in harmony with the Law, and the Law is in harmony with God. Where
we exist, it seems to me, is somewhere in the middle of that generative-re-
generative cycle, somewhere in the beginning, always speeding toward the
end so that it, and we, may begin again. We find ourselves, right now, in the
midst of creation. We are not above or beyond creation. Creation was not
a one-time event, and we do not live in long aftermath of creation. We are
creation. And, as a creation of God’s free will, we are co-creators even now.
This seems as fitting an entrance as any for Rav Kook, who, a mere nineteen
hundred years after Philo, declared somewhat counterintuitively that “the
love of all creation comes first.”

The love of all creation comes first? This simple, benign-seeming affirmation
is more complex than it first appears. Should it not be the love of God comes
first? After all, God is the seed-substance from which all creation first grew.
Why does Rav Kook privilege God’s creation over God? That is exactly what
Philo, via Moses, warned us against—that we should not hold the world
in admiration rather than the Maker of the world. What I think Rav Kook
means is that we cannot go from nonbelief to loving God in one easy step.
That would be like skipping all particularities in order to go directly to the
universal. And while it may be a good idea in theory to head straight for,
and to live only in, the universal, the problem is that none of us lives in the
universal. Each of us lives deeply embedded in particularity. Regarding this
inconvenient truth, Rav Kook writes:

Great souls cannot dissociate themselves from the most
universal concerns. All they desire and aspire for is the
universal good, universal in its comprehensiveness, uni-
versal in its full width, height and depth. But the whole is

7 Abraham Isaac Kook, “Moral Principles,” 135. All citations of Rav Kook’s work are from Abra-
ham Isaac Kook, trans. Ben Zion Bokser (Paulist, 1978).
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constituted of numberless particulars, particular individu-
als and particular communities. The whole cannot achieve
its highest fulfillment except through the perfection of its
particular individuals, and the particular communities,
whether small or large, of which it is constituted.®

I understand this as an order of operations, so to speak, regarding our ma-
terial and spiritual life on earth. Start close in, Rav Kook seems to say. Begin
where you are. Only then move outward, step by particular step. Rav Kook
reminds us that we are creations, created by God, living in creation, which is
to say that the particular dimensions and details of our lives matter urgently
not only to the meaning of our lives, but also to the overall condition and
thrust of the whole, of which we are also always a part. One of the common-
alities among people I have known over the course of my life—including,
first and foremost, myself—is that we are guilty of dismissing ourselves
and our lives as mundane, inauthentic, unreal. This is more than a simple
categorical error. It is a complete misunderstanding of the creation of the
cosmos, the meaning of existence, and our place in it—not to mention the
meaning of history, the nature of knowledge, and the presence of God in
the world, among other not-so-minor considerations.

By holding Rav Kook’s directionality in mind, moving from the particu-
larities of creation toward the universality of God, it becomes evident why
he would suggest to us that the love of all creation comes first. If you can-
not first love the particularities of creation as you experience it, how could
you possibly love God? After all, creation exists because of God. More than
that, God’s presence emanates throughout all of creation. Loving creation is
loving God. “The higher unification,” says Rav Kook, “in which everything
finds its completion, rests on the influence of the knowledge of God and the
love of God from which it necessarily derives.” In other words, knowledge of
God is the worldly precondition for resting in the love of God, from which
(and from whom) we originate. To put it another way, knowledge of God is
our ticket to universality, to the whole, which always already exists within us.

This notion is reminiscent of Philo when he says that the key when ap-
proaching the word of God is to be possessed by love and longing for wis-
dom. In order to become a harmonious being who lives in harmony with
God, one must approach God with love and longing for wisdom. I suspect

8 Abraham Isaac Kook, “Lights of Holiness,” 226.
°Kook, “Lights,” 226.
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that approaching God with love and longing for wisdom is not something
we could try to do. If we tried to live with love and longing for wisdom, we
would not be living in love and longing for wisdom, we would be trying to
live in love and longing for wisdom. Think of the difference between loving
your children and trying to love your children. The difference is palpable.
How we come to unselfconsciously live in love and longing for wisdom,
Rav Kook suggests, is through the particularities of our worldly lives. This
is because

when love descends from the spiritual realm to the created
order, it descends by fragmentation into many particulars,
to opposition and contradiction. It faces the necessity of
confining the scope of the love bestowed to one individual
for the sake of another, to many individuals for the sake of
many other individuals, and to individuals in general for
the sake of the all-embracing collective.'

This is perhaps the hardest of all the hard truths Rav Kook places before
us. As human beings created by God, we are necessarily manifested into
the world in opposition, contradiction, and fragmentation. These are not
indications that something is wrong. This is the way it is supposed to be. We
are born into opposition, contradiction, and fragmentation in order that
we may grow our souls, expand our inner horizons, and finally, one hopes,
come into love and knowledge of God, thus coming to the end that is also
a beginning, so the cycle (and we) may begin again. This may explain how
Rav Kook could embrace the secular Zionists all around him when he made
aliyah to British Mandate Palestine in 1904. It seems counterintuitive that
an Orthodox rabbi from Eastern Europe would, on a certain level, embrace
not just secularism and atheism among Jews but the particular brand of
Zionism those Jews produced and passionately advocated. Even though Rav
Kook disagreed with the Zionist movement of his time spiritually, socially,
and politically, he was able to recognize them as an authentic and necessary
piece of the larger whole. Even still, when writing about those same Zionists,
Rav Kook does not hold back:

The visible developments taking place before us here are
set in a humble format, replete with material and spiritual

1*Kook, “Lights,” 226-27.
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poverty. Eretz Yisrael is returning to life through modest ef-
forts, directed by confused thinking, notions shot through
with ignorance and despair, soiled with religious nihilism
and an inclination to evil. In all of these there is hiding the
presence of the living God. “How great are Your works, O
Lord, Your thoughts are very deep” (Psalm 92:6)."

What I find so remarkable is that Rav Kook is able to articulate a deeply
critical response to his fellow Jews, describing their spirituality as impov-
erished, their thinking as confused, their notions ignorant and despairing,
soiled with religious nihilism, even going so far as to describe them as having
an inclination to evil—yet, even still Rav Kook discerns beneath all of those
less-than-savory Jewish behaviors and characteristics the presence of the
living God. This is radically counterintuitive to how we usually think about
the world. We usually think in dialectical, binary terms: good or evil, light or
dark, friend or foe. We seldom think about our adversary as also, on another
level, our ally. Yet this is precisely how Rav Kook challenges us to think. He
is suggesting neither that we agree with people with whom we disagree, nor
that we abandon our particular worldly perspectives, the very perspectives
that give our individual lives meaning. What he is challenging us to do is
to look beyond our subjective perspectives, to integrate into our thinking
and doing a living awareness of divinity in creation. In other words, he is
asking us to recognize the fact that we are all creations—atheists, secularists,
Zionists, you name it—all of us created by God, living together in creation,
as creation. The problem with denying humanity, integrity, or authenticity to
people or groups with whom we disagree is that, by doing so, we denigrate
not just those people or groups but creation itself, and, by extension, God
and ultimately ourselves—sowing disharmony all the way.

Still, how do we get from the fragmentation and chaos of creation to the uni-
versal harmony of God? Compared to the harmony of creation as outlined
by Philo, the creation of harmony as suggested by Rav Kook seems far more
complicated. But maybe this is just an illusion. Maybe the creation of har-
mony is exactly as complex or as simple as the harmony of creation. Which
is to say, maybe it is the same movement, a single gesture. Far be it from me
to suggest how anyone could or should get from chaos to harmony; some
days I can barely manage my own household affairs. Yet I can point to the

1 Abraham Isaac Kook, “Works of Creation,” 260.

124



Philo and Rav Kook

fact that Philo and Rav Kook agree that the Law specifically exists in order
to lead the observant Jew from the chaos of creation fo the harmony of God.

I did not know that Philo and Rav Kook shared this vision when I decided
to write about them. What initially drew me to this seemingly odd couple
of Jewish thinkers, separated by one continent and two millennia, is their
shared proclivity for digressive, personal, nonsystematic writing. As far as
I know, we have no evidence to suggest that Rav Kook ever read Philo, and
I am quite certain Philo never read Rav Kook.'? Yet these two unclassifiable
Jewish philosophers share much in common, not least of which is the abid-
ing centrality of Moses within Jewish life. While Philo locates the laws, as
articulated by Moses, as a necessary partner to harmony and creation, my
first assumption regarding Rav Kook was that he did not hold the laws in
quite the same esteem. Needless to say, my first assumption proved incorrect.

In his essay “The Sage is More Important Than the Prophet,” Rav Kook
weighs the relative merits of the Jewish prophet against those of the Jewish
sage, finding that the prophet, while better able to “describe the evils of
life and to protest against them vigorously,” is less capable than the sage
of probing the “particular conditions that preserve life and safeguard it
from even the most minor defects that are due to generate very destructive
consequences.””* Among these destructive consequences include the “slow
negligence” of the performance of the commandments, leading to a “pro-
cess of erosion, destroying the vessels in which is stored the exalted spirit.”**
Notice the key role of the performance of the commandments. When we fail
to observe the laws, we erode our capacity for spirit. While Rav Kook does
not come right out and say it, I imagine he would agree that our capacity
to live as harmonious beings, in harmony with God, would be severely di-
minished as a result.

The prophet Moses, however, “discerned simultaneously the claims of
general principles as well as of the exacting demands of the particulars”*
This is because, as Rav Kook and Philo both point out, God revealed this
perception to Moses “from mouth to mouth” (Numbers 12:8). Moses was
prophet and sage, sage and prophet. But, as we know, there was never an-

12We do know that Rav Kook’s student Rabbi David Cohen, the Nazir of Jerusalem, quotes
Philo extensively in his work Qol hanevu’ah. It seems highly likely, therefore, that Kook knew
of Philo, even if he never read him.

13 Abraham Isaac Kook, “The Sage is More Important Than the Prophet,” 253.

Kook, “Sage,” 253.

15 Kook, “Sage,” 254.
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other like Moses. Moses was a singular occurrence. It is not given to even
the most learned sages or visionary prophets to know the full details of
both the particular and the universal simultaneously. Regarding our built-
in limitations, Rav Kook leaves us with a tantalizing, if inscrutable, prov-
ocation: “At the end of the present epoch, when the light of prophecy will
begin to have its revival, as we are promised, ‘I shall pour out My spirit on
all flesh’ (Joel 3:1), there will develop a reaction, a pronounced disdain for
the particulars”*¢ This will continue, Rav Kook says, “until the radiance of
prophecy will reemerge from its hiding and reveal itself not as an unripe
fruit, but as the first fruits full of vitality and life,” thus bringing us back to
the image of the self-regenerating seed that creates the plant that creates the
fruit that produces the seed, forever and ever, Amen. “This transcending of
one-sidedness,” says Rav Kook, “will vindicate the vision of unity expressed
by the psalmist: ‘Mercy and truth have met, justice and peace have kissed,
truth will rise out of the earth and mercy will show itself from heaven; the
Lord will also bestow what is good and our earth will bring forth its bounty’
(Psalm 85:11).” Rav Kook concludes his essay with these words: “The soul
of Moses will then reappear in the world”"” In the margins of my text, I
scribbled: What does this mean? How would we know? I do not know what
this means, and I do not know how we would know. But if Philo can imagine
Moses to have been a real person, alive in the world, and if Rav Kook can see
secularism and atheism as necessary pieces in the larger movement toward
God, then we can imagine the reappearance of Moses’ soul, generating and
regenerating itself, through us, within us, again and again.

Shawn A. Weiss is a rabbinical student at the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies.

18 Kook, “Sage,” 254.
7Kook, “Sage,” 255.
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From the Archives of Conservative Judaism

Attah Kiddashta:
A Poetic Midrash on Genesis 2:1-31

Conservative Judaism 34:1, September/October 1980

Mayer I. Gruber

First attested in the eleventh century Mahzor Vitry, the following poem
appears in most subsequent versions of the fourth benediction of the Sab-
bath amidah:*

attdh kidddshta et-yom-ha-shevi’i lishmékha
takhlit maaséh shamdyim va-dretz
uverakhté mikkdl hayyamim

vekiddashto mikkol hazzemanim

vekhén katiiv betoratékha’

The poem consists of five lines, the first two of which contain four stresses
each, and the last three of which contain three stresses each, as indicated by
the accent marks in our transliteration. The metric pattern attested here is
well-known from the Book of Jeremiah.* Nevertheless, current prayerbooks
print the five lines as though they were prose.’

The poem should be translated as follows:

You hallowed the seventh day for Yourself,

The end of the Creation of the heavens and the earth.
And You blessed it more than all the days,

And You hallowed it more than all the festivals.®

And so it is written in Your Torah.

As an introduction to the recitation of Genesis 2:1-3, this poem is a most
ingenious interpretation of those verses. The biblical verses read as follows:
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There were ended [the labors of making] the heavens and
the earth and all their array.

God ended on the seventh day His work, which He had
done, and He desisted on the seventh day from all His work
which He had done.

God blessed the seventh day, and He hallowed it, for there-
on He desisted from all His work which God created for
doing.

The point of this passage is that the end, i.e., the culmination and the pur-
pose of Creation, was the blessing and hallowing of the Sabbath, which took
place on the seventh day. The centrality of the Sabbath in the Creation story
found in Gen. 1:1-2:3 is obscured by those who emend Gen. 2:2 to read
“God ended on the sixth day His work which He had done..”” The emended
text suggests that the crowning act of Creation was not the blessing and
hallowing of the Sabbath but the creation of humankind on the sixth day.

The key word in the poem Attah Kiddashta is the Hebrew word takhlit,
“end,” which, like the English word “end,” means both “completion” and
“purpose.”® This noun is derived from the same root as that of the verb forms
vayekhullu, “there were ended,” and vayekhal, “He ended,” in Gen. 2:1-2.
By asserting that the Sabbath was “The end (takhlit) of the Creation of the
heavens and the earth” in a poem used to introduce Gen. 2:1-3, the poet
indicates that he interprets vayekhullu, “there were ended” in Gen. 2:1, to
mean “They found their fulfillment.” He likewise indicates that he interprets
vayekhal, “He ended” in Gen. 2:2, to mean “He brought to fulfillment,” and
he suggests thereby that the vav in vayyishbot, “And He desisted,” be tak-
en as a subordinate conjunction rather than as a coordinate conjunction.’
Thus Gen. 2:2 is taken to mean “God brought to fulfillment on the seventh
day His work which He had done when He sabbathed on the seventh day
from all His work which He had done.” The final line of the poem, “And
so it is written in Your Torah,” reminds us that the poet believes that he is
paraphrasing Gen. 2:1-3.

Now the verb vayekhal in Gen. 2:1-2 may be taken as a pluperfect mean-
ing “He had completed” or as a declarative verb meaning “He declared His
work completed.” In any case the verb, which the author of Attah Kiddashta
took to mean “He brought to fulfillment,” must refer to God’s inauguration
of the Sabbath unless “on the seventh day” is emended to “on the sixth
day”"® This emendation is to be rejected for two reasons: (1) lectio difficilior
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praestat; and (2) Gen. 1:1-2:3 seeks to inform us that the seven day week
culminating in the Sabbath is part of the primordial scheme." The alterna-
tive adopted by The Torah, (second ed., Philadelphia: Jewish Publication
Society, 1967), “On the seventh day God finished the work which He had
been doing, and He ceased on the seventh day from all the work which He
had done,” clearly implies that interrupting an uncompleted task for the
sake of the Sabbath is not a divine virtue! Hence this translation is at odds
with the ideology of Gen. 1:1-2:3.

In an era plagued by an ecological crisis brought about by humankind’s
assumption that it is the crown of Creation, it is helpful to have the poem
Attah Kiddashta remind us that Gen. 1:1-2:3 contradicts that assumption.

The biblical passage, as rightly interpreted by the poem, insists that the
Sabbath, rather than humankind, is the crown of Creation."

NOTES
T am grateful to my teacher, Prof. Robert Gordis, for his having read an earlier version of this
article and for his having made some very valuable suggestions for its improvement. I alone
am responsible for whatever faults remain.
2 A.Z. ldelsohn, Jewish Liturgy and Its Development (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston,
1932), p. 132; see Simhah ben Samuel of Vitry, Mahzor Vitry, S. Hurwitz, ed. (Nuremberg: S.
Bulka, 1923), p. 143. Philip Birnbaum, Daily Prayer Book (New York: Hebrew Publishing Co.,
1949), p. 267 errs when he says that this poem “appears in the ninth century Siddur of Amram
Gaon... “ While the poem is found in the Bodleian Library MS. of Seder Rav Amram, completed
at Rhodes January 3, 1426, it is not found in the more reliable MSS. of Seder Rav Amram. The
appearance of our poem in that MS. of Seder Rav Amram is one of the many instances where
that MS reflects the influence of the French rite. See Tryggve Kronholm, Seder R. Amram Gaon,
Part II: The Order of Sabbath Prayer (Lund, Sweden: CWK Gleerup, 1974), pp. xi-xii; 22-23.
* For the Hebrew text in Hebrew characters see Philip Birnbaum, Daily Prayer Book, p. 267;
Morris Silverman, ed., Sabbath and Festival Prayerbook (New York: Rabbinical Assembly of
America and United Synagogue of America, 1946), p. 22; David de Sola Pool, ed. and trans.,
The Traditional Prayer Book for Sabbath and Festivals (New York: Behrman House, 1960), p.
65; Chaim Stern, ed., Gates of Prayer (New York: Central Conference of American Rabbis,
1975), p. 136.
* See John Bright, Jeremiah, Anchor Bible, Vol. 21 (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co.,
1965), pp. cxxxii-cxxxviii.
* See the prayerbooks cited in n. 2 above.
¢ The author of this poem adopts the view that “blessed” and “hallowed” in Gen. 2:3 are
synonyms. For this view see A.B. Ehrlich, Mikra ki-Pheshuto, 3 vols. (Berlin: H. Itzkowski,
1899-1903), 1:4 (in Hebrew). Hence the poet is able to create two parallel clauses “And You
blessed it more than all the days (of the week)// And You hallowed it more than all the festi-
vals (of the year).” The basis for determining that “days” here means “days of the week” is the
fact that throughout Gen. 1:1-2:3, which is the inspiration for our poet, “day” means “day of
the week” The basis for determining that zemanim “times” means “festivals” is the use of the
term zemanim in other liturgical compositions such as the fourth benediction of the festival
amidah and the festival kiddush.
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7+ So, Septuagint, Samaritan Version, Peshitta, 1111d New English Bible. Good News Bible: The
Bible in Today’s English Version (New York: American Bible Society, 1976) renders “by the
seventh day,” which amounts to the same thing as emending the number.

8 Chaim Stern, Gates of Prayer, p. 136, appropriately renders “goal”

 For numerous examples of biblical Hebrew vav interpreted as a subordinate conjunction see
Harry M. Orlinsky, Notes on the New Translation of the Torah (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication
Society, 1969), index, s. v., waw. Construing vayekhal as the predicate of a subordinate clause
and vayyishbot as the predicate of the main clause in Gen. 2:2, Bruce Vawter, On Genesis: A
New Reading (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1977), p. 61, renders “Since on the
seventh day God was finished with the work he had been doing, he rested on the seventh day
from all the work he had undertaken.”

10- Cf. E.A. Speiser, Genesis, Anchor Bible, Vol. I (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co.,
1964), p. 7; Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: a Commentary, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Westminister
Press, 1972), p. 62; Vawter, p. 61.

- See commentary of Samuel b. Meir (c. 1085-1174), ad loc. in the Rabbinic Bible, and see
now Vawter, p. 61.

12+ Contrast Mark 2:27: “The Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath” The
latter is distinct from the idea attributed to R. Jonathan b. Joseph in Babylonian Talmud, Yoma
85b: “It [the Sabbath] is handed over to you, but you are not handed over to it” The New
Testament assertion in its context challenges the Pharisaic view that the whim of humankind
should be subordinated to the Sabbath. The talmudic assertion in its context means only that
the saving of human life takes precedence over the Sabbath.

Mayer 1. Gruber is Professor Emeritus in the Department of Bible Archaeology and Ancient
Near East of Ben-Gurion University of the Negev.
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Weeping with All the Letters
of the Alphabet: The Book of

Lamentations in Acrostic Translation
Joseph H. Prouser

“I weep for you with all the letters of the alphabet.”
— Chaim Grade, Yiddish novelist, mourning the 1952 murder of
twenty-four Jewish Russian intellectuals, which was ordered by Stalin

Chapter 1

1 Alas! How can this be? Jerusalem, the once great and populous city, the
crown jewel among city states, now sits alone, like a widow: forlorn, bereft,
servile!

2 Bitterly she weeps through the night, tears running down her cheeks.
There is no one to tender her loving comfort. All her presumed friends have
betrayed her. They are now her enemies.

3 Consumed by misery and overwhelmed by abject servitude, Judah is con-
signed to exile, with no prospect of rest or respite. All the forces of persecu-
tion have placed her in dire straits.

4 Desolate of holiday pilgrims, the very streets of Zion mourn. Her gates
are all deserted. Her priests sigh in despair. Her young daughters anguish.
She is bitter and despondent.

5 Enemies of Zion are ascendant! Her detractors are serene and sated. God
has chastened Jerusalem for her many transgressions. She sees her infant
young led into captivity by the enemy.

6 Fair Zion is deprived of all her glory. Her princely leaders now roam about

like deer: in desperate search of pasture, powerless as they flee before the
predator.
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7 Gone is all she cherished in former times. Now suffering pain and deg-
radation, Jerusalem has no one to support her. Her people have fallen into
the hands of an enemy who derides her undoing.

8 How grievous must be Jerusalem’s sin! She is an outcast. Those who once
esteemed her now hold her in contempt, for they have seen her debased
and dishonored. She herself gasps and recoils.

9 Impurity sullies her! She can give no thought to the future. She has fallen
so terribly low; she is disconsolate. See, Lord, how the enemy has com-
pounded my anguish!

10 Jerusalem’s enemies have laid hands upon her and all she holds dear. She
has beheld foreigners—debarred by Your command from even entering Your
covenantal community—invading her very Sanctuary.

11 Keeping themselves alive by trading prized possessions for food, her
groaning populace searches for bread. Look, Lord! See my wretchedness!

12 Look about, all you passersby, and see. Is there any pain like that which I
have suffered? That which I have borne? That which the Lord, in His righ-
teous wrath, has inflicted upon me? May you never know the like!

13 My very bones burn with the fire God dispatched from on high; I am
beset, ensnared in the net God Himself spread for me. He has left me des-
olate in an age of misery.

14 Neck bowed by the heavy yoke of my transgressions, I bear a burden
imposed on me by God’s own hand. My strength is gone. The Lord has
reduced me to so lowly a state, I shall never rise again.

15 Our God has repudiated all the men of stature in my midst. He has des-
ignated this season for the predation of our youth. He has trampled, as in
a wine press, virginal Fair Judea.

16 Plaintively I bewail these losses, my eyes filled with tears. Any measure

of comfort, of spiritual recovery, is but a distant hope. My children, too, are
inconsolable. The enemy is triumphant.

132



Weeping with All the Letters of the Alphabet

17 Quite without anyone to comfort her, Zion extends her hands in vain
supplication. At God’s command, Jacob is beset, surrounded by his enemies.
Jerusalem is a befouled outcast in their midst.

18 Right the Lord is, for I have violated His word. Hear me, fellow nations;
behold my anguish: my young sons and daughters have been taken into
captivity.

19 So I call out to those who have professed their love for me, but they have
deceitfully turned against me. My priests and my elders have perished in the
city, as they searched for food in their desperate effort to survive.

20 Take note of my distress, Lord: my innermost soul is in torment! My heart
is broken within me, for I know how wrong, how faithless I have been. The
sword may threaten outside, but it is my inner recesses where I sense death.

21 Upon hearing my sighs, none came to comfort me. All my enemies heard
of my misfortune and rejoiced that You have brought about the recompense
You threatened. May they suffer the same fate!

22 View their Wickedness, and eXecute justice upon them, just as You have
penaliZed me for my many transgressions. My sighing is endless; I am sick
at heart.

Chapter 2

1 Alas! How can this be? The Lord in His anger has utterly rejected Fair
Zion. From the very heavens, He has cast majestic Israel down to Earth,
sparing, in His day of wrath, not even the Sanctuary that was His footstool.

2 Broken and battered are the dwelling places of Jacob. Mercilessly, the Lord
has, in His anger, razed to the very ground the fortress strongholds of Fair
Judea. The kingdom and its nobles are profaned.

3 Cut down is the pride of Israel! In His anger, God has withdrawn His

protective right hand in the very presence of the foe! He has loosed a raging,
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all-consuming fire upon Jacob.

4 Deploying His bow like a sworn enemy, taking aim like a bitter foe, God
has slain all He formerly looked upon with such favor and delight. He has
poured out His wrath like fire upon Fair Zion’s shrine.

5 Executing His onslaught like a foe, God has laid waste to Israel, laid waste
her fortifications, destroyed her fortress strongholds. He has multiplied
weeping and wailing, keening and crying in Fair Judea.

6 Felling His own Tabernacle like a crop ripe for harvest, the Lord has
destroyed His cultic center. Zion’s festivals and Sabbaths are consigned to
oblivion. In His fierce anger, God has renounced king and priest.

7 God has rejected His altar. He has spurned His Temple and ceded to the
enemy the walls of our sacred citadel. It is now they who raise a commotion
in the House of the Lord, as on a Festival day.

8 He determined to destroy, to dispatch the walls of Fair Zion. The Lord was
calculating in His resolve and did not withdraw His hand from the destruc-
tive plan. He brought grief to every wall and rampart; they anguish together.

9 In ruins lie her gates; her beams and buttresses are broken. Her king and
her nobles have been exiled. Torah is no more. Her prophets are granted
no further vision from the Lord.

10 Jerusalem’s elders sit low on the ground, wrapped in sackcloth, placing
dust upon their heads in mourning for Fair Zion. The young daughters of
Jerusalem are bowed in abject grief.

11 Keening and weeping at such length that my eyes have no more tears,
I am aggrieved to my very core. I spew bitter bile on the ground at the
downfall of my beautiful nation, at the sight of children and suckling infants
sheltering in the streets of a once renowned city.

12 Languishing like those mortally wounded, asking for their mothers:

“Where is the grain and wine?” Their tender lives expire in the street,
clutched to their mothers’ bosoms.
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13 My beloved Jerusalem, how can I do you justice in describing your beau-
ty? With what images can I console you, innocent Fair Zion? Your tragedy
is as profound as the sea. Who will bring you healing?

14 Negligent prophets spoke only of trivial, unimportant matters. They did
not address your corruption so as to restore you to your proper course. Their
prophecies dwelt on superficial trivialities.

15 Onlookers wave dismissively at the very sight of you. They hiss and shake
their heads at Fair Jerusalem, the city once celebrated for its consummate
beauty, a joy to all the Earth.

16 Petulant enemies jeer at you, hissing and gnashing their teeth. They
say: “We have destroyed her! How we have waited for this day; now it has
finally come about!”

17 Quashing His own inclination to mercy, the Lord has made good His
threatened course. He has carried out the devastating sentence He pre-
scribed in ages past. Now your prideful enemies, your bitter foes can rejoice
over You.

18 Rest not your eyes! Grant yourself no respite! The walls of Fair Zion cry
their hearts out; let your tears flow like a mighty stream, day and night.

19 Stand ready! Call out in the night, at the earliest of watches. Pour out
your heart like water in the very presence of the Lord. Extend your hands
to Him in prayerful intercession for the lives of starving infants, expiring
at every street corner!

20 Take note, Lord! Behold the victims You have dealt with so heartlessly!
Mothers consuming their own fruit: helpless newborn babies! Priest and
prophet: slain, Lord, in Your own Temple!

21 Underfoot, young and old alike lie in the street. Our young daughters
and our sons, felled by the sword. It is You who killed them on Your day of

anger. You butchered them. You showed no mercy.

22 Vindictive foes have done away with children I struggled to raise and to
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nurture. On the Lord’s day of Wrath, none survived eXtermination, none
whom You called to account escaped Your blaZing fury.

Chapter 3

1 Affliction has been my constant lot, subject to the rod of God’s own wrath.
2 Absolute darkness drives my destiny, impels me to my fate.

3 Again and again, throughout the day, His hand has struck at me.

4 Beaten until my flesh and skin are worn away, He has broken my bones.
5 Buffeted by misfortune, I am immured in my own misery.

6 Benighted as those long dead, I dwell in gloom and obscurity.

7 Confined as I am, I cannot escape. My chains weigh heavily upon me.

8 Cry and plead as I may, my prayers go unheeded.

9 Confounding my path with great obstacles, He has left me nowhere to turn.
10 Doom portends from the Lord; He is a bear on the hunt, a prowling lion.
11 Disrupting my life’s course, He has left me in a wretched state.

12 Deploying His bow against me, He takes aim and looses His arrows.

13 Eviscerated am I by the lethal cache within his quiver.

14 Enduring the mockery of the nations, I am made a laughingstock.

15 Enduring a full portion of bitterness, I have had my fill of gall.

16 Flinging me down into the dust, He has ground my teeth with gravel.
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17 Forget contentment! My soul is bereft of peace.

18 Forsaking all hope of recovery, I acknowledge before God: “I am lost”
19 Gall and poison recall my affliction, they mirror my misery.

20 Grieved by recurring memories, my spirit is brought so very low.

21 Grasping for hope, I take this truth to heart:

22 Heavenly grace is not entirely ended; God’s mercy is never exhausted.
23 How abundant is Your faithfulness, renewed with every morning.

24 He is my portion, my soul insists. I therefore maintain hope in Him.
25 It is good to trust in the Lord, to seek Him and so gain His favor.

26 It is good to nurture silent hope, to await the Lord’s salvation.

27 It is good to shoulder this task beginning in one’s youth.

28 Just wait in lonely silence, for this is the moral load imposed by God.
29 Judicious abasement is our course; there may still be hope.

30 Just or not, forbear, welcome the humiliating blows of your attackers.
31 Know that the Lord does not reject in perpetuity.

32 Kindness abounding, God shows mercy after His corrective measures.
33 Key to His justice: God does not inflict gratuitous suffering.

34 Lowly prisoners trampled underfoot?

35 Lawful rights shamelessly denied?
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36 Laxity in defense of justice? These the Lord will not abide.

37 Man’s plans will come to naught, unless the Lord ordains it.

38 Misfortune and success alike emanate from the divine will.

39 Misguided are our grievances. Let us regret only our own sins.

40 Note well and thoughtfully our ways. Let us turn back to the Lord.

41 Not our hands but our hearts we must lift up to God in Heaven.

42 Noxious sins we have committed, and You have not forgiven us.

43 Openly pursuing us and cloaked in anger, You have slain without mercy.
44 Obscuring Yourself as in a cloud, You remain impervious to our pleas.
45 Objects of disgust and revulsion have You made us among the nations.
46 Perpetually our enemies decry us.

47 Panic and peril are our lot, insecurity and instability.

48 Pools of water issue from my eyes at the downfall of my beautiful people.
49 Quailing and crying without end, I find no relief.

50 Quietude eludes me. May God in Heaven look upon my plight.

51 Quaking with grief, I see all that has befallen the daughters of my people.
52 Relentlessly my foes hunt me, as those who stalk a game bird.

53 Relegating my life to the pit, they hurled rocks at me.

54 Rising waters engulfed me; I was sure I was finished.
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55 Sinking to the darkest depths, I called upon Your name, O Lord!

56 Shut not Your ears; hear my voice, my plea, my entreaty!

57 Salvation was forthcoming as I called upon You. You said: “Have no fear!”
58 Taking up my cause, Lord, You redeemed my life.

59 Think of the wrongs my enemies have inflicted. Divine Judge, bring me
justice!

60 Their vindictive plots against me surely do not escape Your attention.
61 Ugly invective and unsavory scheming against me, You have heard it all.
62 Uttering threats, my enemies plot against me all day long.

63 Unstinting, my foes’ every movement is orchestrated to harm me.

64 Vengeance Will be Yours, Lord. VeX them as befits their crimes.

65 Vouchsafe for them only heartache. Your curse be upon them!

66 Vanquish them! In Your Zealous wrath, root them out from under the
very heavens of God!

Chapter 4
1 Alas! How can this be? That which was golden has grown tarnished. Once
lustrous gold is dull and debased. Precious gems lie discarded in the gutter.
2 Beloved children of Zion—gold in their own right—Alas! They are now
discounted as earthen shards, the leavings of some unknown artisan. How

can this be?

3 Could jackals deny their young? Refuse to suckle their pups? Yet my once
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beautiful nation has descended into just such cruelty, like scavenger birds
abandoning their nestlings in the desert.

4 Desperate and destitute, suckling infants thrust out their tongues in thirst;
young children ask for bread, but not a slice is to be had.

5 Elites who once feasted on delicacies expire in the streets; those raised in
luxury are glad to eat from garbage heaps.

6 Forsooth, the punishment of my beloved nation exceeds even that imposed
upon Sodom, which was destroyed in but a passing moment, with no such
protracted suffering.

7 Gentlemen once purer than the driven snow, as wholesome and hale as
milk, their radiant complexions ruddier than rubies,

8 Have grown ashen and sickly, unrecognizable as they roam the streets,
their skin hanging on bones now brittle as kindling wood.

9 It is better to die by the sword than to fall victim to hunger, succumbing
to stabbing hunger pangs, without even weeds or wild plants to sustain you.

10 Judean women, renowned for their compassion, have been reduced to
cannibalizing their own children, just to survive amid the destruction of a

once beautiful nation.

11 Kindling a fire in Zion which razed it to its very foundations, the Lord
has loosed His full measure of fury, pouring out His blazing wrath.

12 Landed nobles, kings and their peoples will hardly believe that such vile
enemies could penetrate the gates of Jerusalem.

13 Measured was this punishment for the sins of her prophets, the iniquity
of her priests, who tolerated the shedding of innocent blood in her midst.

14 None could so much as touch their garments in veneration, so soiled were
they with blood, as they wandered aimlessly through the streets.
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15 “Off with you! You carriers of defilement!” they would cry at their ap-
proach. “Off with you! Stay away! Do not touch us!” So they just roamed
and rambled about endlessly. Even other nations said “You may no longer
dwell among us”

16 Providence has expelled them. God will countenance them no more,
just as they no longer show deference to their priests, nor are they gracious
toward their elders.

17 Quietly we have waited; expectantly we wait still, but the nation is pow-
erless to act. Even now it is in vain; our search for assistance only strains
our eyes.

18 Routed and driven from the very streets, our end is at hand. Our days
are done; the end has come.

19 Swifter than eagles in flight were those who pursued us. They drove us
into the mountains; in the wilderness they lay in wait for us.

20 The Lord’s anointed king, our salvation, our very life’s breath, was caught
up in their snares, he whose protection afforded us the opportunity to live

as a nation among others.

21 Unto you, Fair Edom—dwelling in the Land of Uz—this bitter cup will
pass in due course. In your drunkenness, you will reveal your shame.

22 Visiting fitting punishment upon you, Fair Edom, God will expose your

sinfulness. But He Will eXile You no further, Fair Zion; your punishment
is complete.

Chapter 5
1 Remember what has become of us, Lord. Just look and see our deplorable

condition.

2 Our rightful inheritance has been usurped by strangers. Our homes have
gone to outsiders.
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3 We have been orphaned, bereft of a father. Our mothers are as widows.

4 We must pay to drink our own water. Every scrap of firewood comes at
a price.

5 Our pursuers are breathing down our very necks. Though exhausted, we
have no prospect of rest.

6 We have turned to Egypt, imploring them for relief, and to Assyria to
provide us with bread.

7 Our fathers sinned and are no more, and we suffer the consequences of
their transgressions.

8 Slaves rule over us and there is no one to free us from their clutches.
9 We obtain bread at the risk of our very lives; mortal danger is everywhere.
10 Our skin burns like an oven; our hunger has left us feverish.

11 They have ravished women in Zion, our young daughters in the towns
of Judah.

12 They have hanged our princely leaders with their own hands, sparing
not even the elderly.

13 Young men are forced to carry millstones; young boys stumble under the
weight of firewood.

14 The men of experience and wisdom no longer convene to ofter counsel;
young men have desisted from their music.

15 Our very capacity for joy is extinguished; our jubilation has turned into
mourning.

16 The crown has fallen from our head. Oh! Woe! All because of our sins.

17 Our hearts are sick over this! Our eyes are beclouded,
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18 Because of Mount Zion, reduced to ruins, now the haunt of foxes.

19 Though You, Lord, will reign forever. Your throne is secure for all gen-
erations.

20 How could You so thoroughly forsake us, abandoning us for so very long?

21 Allow us to return to You, Lord, and we will return in sincere contrition;
renew us as in days long ago!

22 Or have You absolutely rejected us? Are You that thoroughly infuriated
with us?

Allow us to return to You, Lord, and we will return in sincere contrition;
renew us as in days long ago!

Notes on Translation

The goals of this translation are threefold. The first is to render the meaning
of the Hebrew with reasonable accuracy, remaining faithful to the original,
and the second is to replicate the pattern and effect of acrostics without
unduly altering the content. It is the defining assumption of this translation
that the acrostic form is critical to the message of the book, its ritual func-
tion, and its literary artistry. Finally, the third goal is to provide an accessible
and felicitous English version that will serve the academic demands of the
student and the standards of the scholar but no less so the spiritual and
liturgical needs of the individual worshipper and congregation.

The English alphabet, at twenty-six letters, is longer than the Hebrew
aleph-bet with its twenty-two letters. The final verse (or, in chapter 3, verses)
of each acrostic chapter thus begins with the letter V: for example, “View
their wickedness....” To maximize the acrostic eftect of the translation in
English, each V verse also includes the letters W, X, Y, and Z, which are high-
lighted, even though they are not necessarily at the beginning of words: for
example, “He Will eXile You no further, Fair Zion” The anomalous change
in the order of the peh and ayin verses in chapters 2—4 is not reflected in
this translation.

For a study of the function of acrostic in biblical literature generally and
the book of Lamentations specifically, see Joseph H. Prouser, “Darkness on
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the Face of the Deep: Lamentations as Midrash on Creation,” Conservative
Judaism 56, no. 4 (2004), 37-42. For a discussion of constrained writing in
biblical translation, see Joseph H. Prouser, Initial Instructions: A Translation
Celebrating the Book of Genesis in Lipogram (Ben Yehuda, 2016), xi—xvii,
97-102. The title of this translation and its epigraph are taken from Chaim
Grade, “Elegy for the Murdered Yiddish Writers” (Ikh veyn af aykh mit ale
oysyes fun dem alef-beys). The victims of Stalin’s purge were members of
the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee.

1:1 How can this be? On the interrogatory nature of the term eikhah,
see Kenneth Brander, “Between ‘Eicha-Lamentations’ and ‘Ayeka—Where
Are You?,” Times of Israel (blog), July 20, 2018, https://blogs.timesofisrael.
com/between-eicha-lamentations-ayeka-where-are-you/, who writes: “Ei-
cha, God; how? How did we get to the point that there is such a rift between
Your ‘chosen people’ and Yourself ?” See also Marita Anderson, “Eicha: The
Most Difficult of Questions,” Atlanta Jewish Times, August 12, 2016, and
commentary below on 4:2 and 5:22.

forlorn, bereft, servile While these adjectives are not attested explicitly in
the Hebrew, they dramatize and clarify the force of the “widow” imagery:
the social displacement, emotional isolation, and material desperation of
the widow in the biblical world.

1:2 presumed friends Compare NJPS: “allies.”

1:3 Judah This form of the exonym is used for the national designation
Yehudah. When used in its more poetic, combined, metaphorical form (bat
Yehudah, betulat bat Yehudah), “Judea” is used. See, e.g., 1:15; 2:2, 5.

rest or respite This translation reflects the alliteration of [lo] matsa Manoah.
dire straits About the concluding words of this verse, bein hametsarim,
NJPS notes “meaning of Hebrew uncertain.” For a brief discussion of the
term, see Joseph H. Prouser, “Say Little, Do Much: The Three Weeks,” Cres-
cent City Jewish News, July 14, 2023.

1:12 May you never know the like! The phrase lo’ aleikhem is moved

from the beginning of the verse for clarity.
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1:16  Any measure of comfort, of spiritual recovery, is but a distant
hope. Compare NJPS: “Far from me is any comforter / Who might revive
my spirit.”

1:21  May they suffer the same fate! In direct contradiction to the senti-
ment in 1:12, “May you never know the like.” This dramatic contrast evinces
the disorientation and conflicted emotional state of the bereft mourner.

2:1 utterly rejected This translation identifies ya‘iv as derived from
to‘eivah, which is often rendered “abomination”

2:5 weeping and wailing, keening and crying This reflects the asso-
nance of taaniyyah va’aniyyah.

2:8 determined to destroy, to dispatch The threefold alliteration re-
flects the assonance in hashav... lehashhit homat. The repetition of the
guttural het onomatopoetically suggests a choking death rattle, hence, “to
dispatch.” Compare Genesis 22: vayyiqah et hama’akhelet lishhot et beno.

2:9 beams and buttresses are broken This reflects the threefold asso-
nance in ibbad veshibbar beriheha.

2:10  Jerusalem’s elders sit low on the ground...mourning for Fair
Zion. This translation avoids the unsolicitous, because historically charged,
“Elders of Zion.” See NJPS.

2:12  like those mortally wounded, asking for their mothers Treating
halal (“mortally wounded”) as the subject of leimotam yo'mru (“asking
for their mothers”) is based on the tragic, if well-documented history of
battlefield wounded calling out for their mothers. See, for example, ““Moth-
er!” The Cry of War’s Wounded; Mrs. Philip Snowden, Here, Calls Their
Appeal the Most Terrible Feature of Battle,” New York Times, June 27, 1915.
Viscount Snowden was a member of Parliament and the first Labour Party
Chancellor of the Exchequer. See also “When Soldiers Cried for Morphine,
Their Mothers,” Morning Call, May 27, 2002.

2:14  trivial, unimportant matters This is a translation of shav’ vetafeil.
As William Bennett observed, “If we are surrounded by the trivial and the
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vicious, it is all too easy to make our peace with it,” quoted in John Hood,
“What Bill Bennett Used to Understand,” National Review, August 25, 2016.

2:19  Stand ready! The Hebrew word here is commonly translated,
“arise,” “rise,” or “get up.” As suggested by the statement of Urban League
president Marc Morial: “We stand ready to work together, where possible,
in helping rebuild not only homes and businesses, but most importantly,

lives of those who so desperately need our help.”

2:20  heartlessly. ... helpless The translation captures a symmetry
reflecting the ironic etymological connection of ‘olalta and ‘olalei: God
toys cruelly with the People of Israel, while loving mothers dandle their
infants.

3:5 immured This is a translation of banah ‘alay vayyiqaf. To immure
is literally “to enclose within walls,” here, in biting contrast to the demolition
of Jerusalem’s city walls; see, e.g., 2:7, 8, 18. Immurement was a particularly
cruel (and slow) form of execution, mentioned by Thucydides in his History
of the Peloponnesian Wars: “there was no length to which violence did not
go; sons were killed by their fathers, and suppliants dragged from the altar
or slain upon it; while some were even walled up in the temple of Dionysus
and died there.” See also Sir Walter Scott’s notes to his epic poem “Marm-
ion™ “among the ruins of the abbey of Coldingham were some years ago
discovered the remains of a female skeleton which, from the shape of the
niche, and the position of the figure seemed to be that of an immured nun.”
Apt parallels to the subject matter of Lamentations, both of these sources
describe desecrations in places of worship.

3:6 Benighted as those long dead, I dwell in gloom and obscuri-
ty. “Benighted” (bemahshakim) as in John Milton’s “He that has light within
his own clear breast May sit in the centre, and enjoy bright day: But he that
hides a dark soul and foul thoughts Benighted walks under the mid-day
sun; Himself his own dungeon.”

3:23  How abundant is Your faithfulness, renewed with every morn-
ing. Both the liturgical timing and the specific language of Modeh Ani were
inspired by this verse. It is intriguing that our first prescribed words of
prayer each day, taught to the youngest of children, are drawn from Lamen-
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tations. For additional liturgical references to Lamentations, see also 3:66;
4:11; 5:21.

3:28  moralload See discussion of this term in Laura Frances Callahan,
“Motherhood and the Moral Load,” Think 20, no. 58 (2021), 55-68.

3:40  let us turn back to the Lord Just past the mid-point of the book
(3:34), this verse anticipates the contrition and penitence prescribed in the
penultimate 5:21 (“Allow us to return to You”), providing internal symmetry
to an already exceedingly structured book.

3:47  Panic and peril...insecurity and instability. The alliteration is
based on pahad vafahat... hasheit vehashaver.

3:48  beautiful people This translation reflects the image of the nation
personified repeatedly in Lamentations as an innocent young girl: bat ‘ami.

3:50  Quietude eludes me. This translation is inspired by Maya Angelou:
“In silence we listen to ourselves, and in the quietude, we may even hear the
voice of God”

3:59  Divine Judge, bring me justice! Here I am approximating poetic
repetition of the Hebrew verb root in shaftah mishpati. Compare Abraham’s
plea in Genesis 18:25: “Will the Judge (shofet) of all the Earth not do justice
(mishpat)?” The image is enshrined in the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence (“Appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world”).

3:61  ugly...unsavory This translation reflects the assonance of herpat-
am...mashevotam.

3:63  orchestrated to harm me This plays on the musical nuance of
manginatam (verb root nun-gimel-nun).

3:66  Vanquish them! In Your zealous wrath, root them out from under
the very heavens of God! See commentary on 4:11; the conclusion of the

Haggadah passage, shefokh hamatkha.

4:2 How can this be? This is the only use of the word eichah outside
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the opening words of chapters 1, 2, and 4. Its reprise here is unexpected and
jarring. To capture this effect, the question (“How can this be?”) is displaced,
separated from the interjection “Alas!”

4.7 wholesome and hale This translation suggests the assonance in
zaku nezireha.

4:10  cannibalizing their own children, just to survive The horror here
suggested—arguably the most disturbing in an already unsettling book—
may well be hyperbolic stock imagery of disaster. See the responsum of
Rabbi Ephraim Oshry, Responsa from the Holocaust, ed. B. Goldman; trans.
Y. Leiman (Judaica Press, 2001), #112, “Cannibalism™ “One cannot imagine,
let alone describe, the hunger that raged in the concentration camps and
the ghettoes among the Jews. Even so, the Jewish people did not descend
from their level of sanctity; they never ate human flesh”

beautiful nation See comment on 3:48 above.

4:11  pouring out His blazing wrath This verse is the basis of the bitter
expression in the Passover Haggadah: shefokh hamatkha (“Pour out Your
wrath”).

4:13  who tolerated the shedding of innocent blood The prophets and
priests did not personally shed blood. Compare b. Sotah 46b, which com-
ments on the expiatory ritual of the heifer killed in response to an unsolved
murder (Deuteronomy 21:1-6).

4:15  roamed and rambled This translation reflects the alliteration of ki
natsu gam-na‘u.

4:16  countenance This word reflects penei Adonai... penei kohanim.

4:17  Quietly we have waited; expectantly we wait still This translation
captures the double formulation of betsipiyyateinu tsipinu. The cadence and
rhetorical effect intended here are modeled on Abraham Lincoln’s second
inaugural address, which is famously replete with biblical imagery and al-
lusion: “Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, (that this mighty scourge
of war may speedily pass away).”
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4:18  Our days are done This phrase is incorporated into the poetry
of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (“The Day is Done”) and the music of
Peter Yarrow (“Day is Done”), as well as the lyrics popularly (although not
officially) associated with the military bugle call “Taps” (“Day is done; gone
the sun”).

4:20  salvation This word evokes the theologically charged messianic
nuance of meshiah Adonai.

4:21  Land of Uz 1t is not clear whether the biblical land of Uz is a real
location or a fictional one. Utz may carry the meaning of “counsel,” which
would be especially fitting in the context of Job. This verse might accordingly
be rendered “Unto you, Fair Edlom—heed my counsel—this bitter cup will
pass in due course. In your drunkenness, you will reveal your shame.”

5:5 breathing down our very necks That is, ‘al tsavvareinu nirdafnu.
Compare NJPS: “We are hotly pursued.”

5:15  our jubilation has turned into mourning Alternatively: “The
Sabbath, the source of our joy and jubilation, has turned into a time for
mourning.”

5:16  Oh!Woe! This translation evokes the formality of oy na’.

5:18  haunt of foxes See “Fox Spotted along Walls of Temple Mount
Sparks Talk of Prophecy;” Jerusalem Post, July 27, 2023 (Tishah bAv 5783).

5:20  How could You This translation evinces indignant incredulity, as
in Henrik Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler: “How could you do such a thing! To that
harmless old soul!” The rhetorical question here introduces the interrogative
voice with which the book concludes; see 5:22.

5:21  Allow us to return to You This expression is in the prayer recited at
the conclusion of the weekday, Sabbath, and holiday Torah service liturgies.

5:22  have You...Are You...? The final verse is rendered in the

interrogative, which befits the devastated bewilderment of a nation stripped
of its land, sovereignty, and religious cult. It also reflects the pained and
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perplexed refrain of Lamentations, the only book of the Hebrew Bible whose
very name is a question: Eikhah?! “How can this be? How could this possibly
have befallen us?” So, too, the incredulous “Are You that thoroughly infuri-
ated with us?” Understanding this verse as a question places Lamentations
in the rarified scriptural company of Jonah and Nahum, both of which
conclude with questions. Furthermore, ending a book with a question in
order to dramatize the tragic nature, dystopian vision, or social criticism
of the work is a well-established literary pattern. Examples include Ralph
Ellison’s Invisible Man (“And it is this which frightens me: Who knows but
that, on the lower frequencies, I speak for you?”), Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale (“Are there any questions?”) and Ernest Hemingway’s
biblically allusive The Sun Also Rises (““Yes, I said. ‘Isn’t it pretty to think
s0?7”).

5:21 [reprise] Allow us to return to You In the liturgical chanting of Lam-
entations on Tishah bAv, the entire verse is customarily repeated in unison
following 5:22 in order to conclude the reading. This avoids concluding
with the more discouraging strains of 5:21.

Joseph H. Prouser is rabbi of Temple Emanuel of North Jersey in Franklin Lakes, New Jersey,
and editor of this journal.
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Joel Roth, Hakol kol Ya‘akov. The
Institute of Applied Halakhah

at the Schechter Institute of
Jewish Studies and The Jewish
Theological Seminary, 2023.

David Golinkin, ‘Aseh lekha rav,
volume 2. The Institute of Applied
Halakhah at the Schechter
Institute of Jewish Studies and
The Jewish Theological Seminary,
2024.

Reviewed by
Michael Pitkowsky

The two volumes being reviewed are
recent publications of The Institute
of Applied Halakhah at The Schech-
ter Institute of Jewish Studies in Jeru-
salem. The first volume, Hakol kol
Ya‘akov, is a collection of halakhic
essays and responsa by Rabbi Joel
Roth spanning a number of decades,
while the latter, ‘Aseh lekha rav, vol-
ume 2, is a collection of more recent
responsa by Rabbi David Golinkin.
These two figures have been cen-
tral to the development of halakhah
within the Conservative and Masorti
movements for many years through
their writings, the many students
whom they have taught, and their
public speaking. On the one hand,
I approach writing this review with
the hesitation of putting my head
between two large mountains (t.
Yevamot 1:10), but there is also no

beit midrash without something new
(b. Hagigah 3a). The following are
a few thoughts that came to mind
when reading these two important
volumes; these thoughts are less
about specific halakhic opinions
and more about process, method,
and the place of halakhah within
our communities. I will begin with
Roth’s volume and then Golinkin’s.

In his responsum “May a Minor
Read from the Torah,” Roth demon-
strated conclusively that until the
Magen Avraham, a seventeeth-cen-
tury commentary on the Shulchan
Arukh by Avraham Gumbiner, the
overwhelming majority of halakhic
opinion was that it was permitted for
minors to read from the Torah. “All
the primary sources allow a minor
to read from the Torah. The com-
mentators on those primary sources,
though occasionally adding minor
restrictions, clearly accept the ruling
found in those sources.” Roth then
continues:

Therefore, in the absence of any
better explanation of the reason-
ing of the Magen Avraham, ex-
cept for the possibility that he felt
that minors, by definition, do not
know lemi mevarekhim (a conten-
tion we find difficult, to say the
least), we must follow the clear
and unambiguous ruling found
in the primary sources, support-
ed by many of the commentators
(Roth, 104).
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I am less concerned with the topic
itself than with the claim that “we
must follow the clear and unambig-
uous ruling found in the primary
sources” (emphasis mine). This
statement is somewhat tempered
toward the end of the responsum,
where he writes that “[it] therefore
seems that, given the halachic sourc-
es discussed and the conditions of
our synagogues, children under 13
years of age may be allowed to read
from the Torah” (Roth, 105, em-
phasis mine). Halakhic discourse
is often the result of the tension be-
tween what we understand to be a
clear halakhic opinion found in lit-
erary sources and the behavior and
expectations of our communities, as
well as our desire to bridge the gap
between these factors. The halakhic
sources may unequivocally permit a
certain behavior, but that does not
mean that we must adopt that be-
havior when it goes against accepted
communal traditions.

The second issue that I want to
address is the role of a centralized
law committee in our movement,
whether it be the Committee on
Jewish Law and Standards (CJLS)
or the Vaad halakhah in Israel. In
his responsum “Kashrut of Cheese:
A New Issue,” Roth addresses the
possible implications of new in-
formation about the production
of cheeses manufactured without
rabbinic supervision and whether
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certain ingredients have the status
of davar hadash, an ingredient of
non-kosher origin that has gone
through so much change that it is
no longer considered non-kosher.
After examining the halakhic sourc-
es and modern cheese production,
Roth offers a number of possible op-
tions that the CJLS could take, and
I want to bring the following quote
from the option that Roth supports.

The fourth option, the one I rec-
ommend, is for the Law Commit-
tee to disseminate this paper to the
membership of the RA in order to
present the facts before them, and
suffice with that action alone. The
advantage of this course of action
is that it fulfills our responsibil-
ity to let our membership know
that there is some new informa-
tion about the kashrut of cheeses
that they ought, at least, to, be
aware of. This paper will provide
them with the relevant data and
allow them to act responsibly as
marei de-atra [halakhic author-
ities for their communities]. In
this instance, I do not think we
will be remiss in our obligation
to provide guidance to the mem-
bership of the RA by taking this
action. Individual rabbis may be
less qualified than the CJLS to
determine whether something is
halakhically davar hadash, and
they may be unaware of certain
decisions of the Law Committee
that are based upon a psycholog-
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ical premise. Once provided with
that information, however, indi-
vidual rabbis are not less qualified
than the CJLS to determine for
themselves whether the psycho-
logical factors still apply and to
take whatever actions they deem
appropriate (Roth, 129-30). [The
psychological factors are how
people would relate to a davar
hadash of pig origin.]

The status and role of law commit-
tees within our movement has been
discussed on more than one occa-
sion, and here Roth sees the CJLS as
a vehicle for empowering individual
rabbis to make their own decisions
and not just defer to a decision of the
Law Committee. I would even go so
far as seeing its role as empowering
all individuals, not only rabbis, to
make their own informed halakhic
decisions.

These examples and others in
this volume show Roth’s sensitivity
to the place and role of the halakh-
ic process within our communities
and institutions, whether someone
is a rabbinic leader, a Ramah camp-
er, or a member of a Conservative
synagogue.

Golinkin’s Aseh lekha rav, vol-
ume 2 (ALR) consists of responsa
that were previously published in
his Responsa in a Moment, volume
5 (RIM) along with some addition-
al material. I would like to bring a
few examples from Golinkin's ALR

to illustrate how critical scholarship
and historical inquiry have a role to
play in the halakhic decision-making
process.

The first is an example that Go-
linkin himself brings in his intro-
duction, where he briefly discusses
his methodology of writing respon-
sa; it is a source that is brought in
a responsum addressing mourn-
ing practices during the COVID
pandemic. Golinkin corrects the
text of a responsum of the Maharil
that is brought by Moses Isserles in
his commentary on the Shulchan
Arukh. On the basis of the corrupted
text, it seems that the Maharil was of
the opinion that “one does not need
to mourn in time of plague” (RIM,
24; ALR, 15). Golinkin shows that
the corrected text actually addresses
only one mourning practice, that of
sitting on the ground.

The importance of Golinkin’s
thorough examination of the sourc-
es becomes clear when you com-
pare his discussion with that of
the respected Orthodox halakhic
authority Asher Weiss. In his vol-
ume of responsa on the COVID
pandemic, Minhat Asher: Mageifat
hakorona, Weiss devotes a number
of responsa to mourning practices
during a pandemic, and in each of
them he has to address the Maharil’s
opinion (see responsa nos. 145-47).
Weiss, whose responsa demonstrate
a far-reaching command of halakhic

153



Book Reviews

literature, offers numerous explana-
tions as to why this opinion was not
and should not be accepted as hal-
akhah, but that it is a corrupted text
is not one of them.

A second instance of how textual
scholarship might influence halakh-
ic decision-making relates to food
cooked by a non-Jew. The common
term to describe this area of hal-
akhah is Bishul ‘akum, which liter-
ally means food cooked by an idol
worshiper. As Golinkin shows, clari-
tying the correct reading of halakhic
sources is essential when addressing
this issue. Akum is an abbreviation
of ‘ovdei kokhavim umazalot—
namely, idol worshippers, a term
that was introduced into the Talmud
and halakhic literature by Christian
censorship. Therefore we need to
stress at the outset that the correct
term for food cooked by non-Jews
is bishulei goyim and not bishulei
‘akum. The reading goyim (non-
Jews) appears in the uncensored
editions of m. Avodah Zarah 2:6,
Rambam, Laws of Forbidden Foods,
17:91t., and Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh
De‘ah 113. The change has halakh-
ic significance. If the Mishnah was
referring to food cooked by ‘akum
or idol-worshippers, it would be
possible to permit these foods today
because Muslims, according to all
posqim, and Christians, according to
many, are not idol worshippers. But
the original reading is goyim and not
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‘akum. (RIM, 245-46; ALR,137-38)

These are but two of the many
examples in which Golinkin weaves
into his responsa the fruits of textual
and historical scholarship, showing
how different disciplines can help
enrich the halakhic decision-mak-
ing process.

Both Joel Roth and David Go-
linkin have been indefatigable and
inspiring sources for us and helped
create what I would call a “usable
halakhic past” to help guide our
lives and communities. These two
volumes are worthy representations
of their scholarly output, and we
can only hope to continue to benefit
from their work.

Rabbi Michael Pitkowsky, Ph.D., is the Senior
Salesforce Administrator at the Kaplen JCC
on the Palisades and book review editor of
this journal.

Gila Fine, The Madwoman in
the Rabbi’s Attic: Rereading the
Women of the Talmud. Maggid,
2024.

Reviewed by
Rabbi Abby Sosland

For Gila Fine, author of The Mad-
woman in the Rabbi’s Attic, a reader’s
relationship with the stories of the
Talmud reflects a person’s relation-
ships with any Other. Fine offers
four of the most common responses
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to complicated talmudic texts, which
parallel how humans deal with diffi-
cult Others. The first is all-out rejec-
tion, an assumption that a text is too
difficult and will never speak to the
reader. “This relationship can nev-
er be” A second possible response
is accommodation, where the text
stays unchallenged, and readers
“sacrifice their identity” to make the
relationship work. A third response
is subjection, where the reader re-
defines the text and forces it to meet
the modern era. “The text loses its
integrity so that the readers may
maintain theirs”

Fine chooses a fourth approach
for her book, one built on negoti-
ation. Instead of pushing her own
reading onto the text, she under-
stands her role as one part of a mu-
tual connection.

We must bring our whole selves to
the encounter with the talmudic
text, as we must allow the Talmud
to bring its full self to its encoun-
ter with us.... It is only when we
are who we are, and accept the
Talmud for what it is, that a true
relationship, a real act of read-
ing—where we learn and evolve
and grow—can occur. (xv-xvi)

For those of us who love Talmud but
wonder if it loves us back, this book
offers us a powerful tool for breaking
down any form of dysfunction.
Fine understands “revision” in

Adrienne Rich’s sense of the word,
as a re-visioning, a “seeing with fresh
eyes” that involves a new way of
looking at some of the most famous
stories of women in the Talmud.
For each one, she unpacks a classic
female archetype by exploring the
cultural and literary history that
created it. Using a literary perspec-
tive, Fine analyzes the language, the
cultural context, and the locations
where each story takes place, ulti-
mately breaking down each arche-
type to reflect a “complex, extraor-
dinary woman, as misunderstood by
her own world as by generations of
readers” (xiii).

As one example, Fine associates
Beruria with the archetype of over-
reacher (or, as Fine calls her, The
Overreacherix) in the tradition of
Prometheus, Sisyphus, and Icarus.
While these mythic figures reach
for the sky or the heavens, Beruria’s
overreach involves stepping over to
a manss side of the world, “engaging
in a typical masculine pursuit...an
act of hubris” Looking through the
lens of the rabbis, this is flying too
close to the sun. Is this their critique
of Beruria or simply a recognition
of the state of the world? Fine sug-
gests the latter, offering a perhaps
overly generous reading, as she un-
derstands the rabbis to be critiquing
rather than creating these gender
norms. “It is through their stories
that the rabbis articulated their eth-
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ics of otherness.” Is this enough to
let the rabbis off the hook? Or is it
a wishful reading? By playing with
this otherness, are they not also ce-
menting it into reality? Fine’s ar-
guments open up a whole series of
fascinating questions, begging for
a hevrutah (or book group, for that
matter) to unpack and discuss.

In addition to the feminist re-
readings, Fine’s book is replete with
amazing new ideas about Talmud
in general, including a surprisingly
original read of tannur shel Akhnai,
among other classics, and articulat-
ing the life lessons in passages that
we may know well. For instance, in
the rabbinic story of the destruction
of the Temple, the Talmud suggests
that the humility of Rabbi Zekharia
ben Avkulas is what brought it about.
Fine brings home the core teaching
embodied in that suggestion:

For this, precisely, is when hu-
mility goes wrong. When it un-
dermines our confidence. When
it paralyzes. When the fear of
making a mistake prevents us
from doing anything—which is
often the greatest mistake of all.
So humble are the rabbis, so lack-
ing in conviction and a sense of
their own authority, they dare not
take a stand where one is urgently
needed (72).

The breadth of Fine’s research is as-
tounding, as she calls on the work
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of scholars, philosophers, and in-
fluencers from across the ages and
makes her footnotes almost as inter-
esting as the body of the book. It is
in the rereadings that she sometimes
seems to push her faith in the rabbis
too far. Did they really “see women
as fully fledged human beings who
ought to be regarded as such?” Did
they really “wish for all Others to
be treated this way?” It feels like an
overly optimistic fantasy to imagine
that the rabbis saw women in this
generous light, but even when the
reader might be unconvinced, the
book lifts up these stories and brings
fresh eyes to our reading. This is a
powerful addition to the study of
aggadah, allowing readers a way in,
a path to bringing our own voices
to the text with integrity. It is good
therapy for those of us who want an
open, honest relationship with the
Talmud, and, just as important, it is
a loving, joyful read.

Rabbi Abby Sosland is the Morah Ruchanit
(Spiritual Advisor) and Talmud chair at the
Leffell School in Westchester, New York.
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Recent books from Ben Yebuda Press

Seeking the Hiding God: A Personal Theological Essay by Arnold Eisen. “This
generation’s preeminent scholar of contemporary Jewry, Arnold Eisen has devoted

his career to studying the spiritual strivings within the Jewish soul. In Seeking the
Hiding God, Eisen provides a personal window into his own theological vision. Eisen’s
explorations will inspire readers to ask today’s urgent questions of meaning and faith.”
— Rabbi Dr. Elliot Cosgrove, author of For Such a Time as This: On Being Jewish Today.

Turning the Pages: Conversations through Time with Rabbi Isador Signery edited by
Aliza Arzt. “Rabbi Singer was a very erudite rabbi, fully at home in the Bible, the Talmud,
the poetry of Ibn Gabirol, and the contemporary thought of Bertrand Russell. Through
his sermons on a wide range of topics, we learn what bothered him and his congregants
as Jewish Americans ca. 1925-1950.” —Rabbi Dr. David Golinkin, president of The
Schechter Institutes, Jerusalem.

The Way of Torah and the Path of Dharma: Intersections between Judaism and

the Religions of India by Rabbi Daniel Polish. “A whirlwind religious tourist visit to the
diversity of Indian religions: Sikh, Jain, Buddhist, and Hindu, led by an experienced
congregational rabbi with much experience in interfaith and in teaching world religions.”
—Rabbi Alan Brill, author of Rabbi on the Ganges: A Jewish Hindu-Encounter.

Duets on Psalms: Drawing New Meaning from Ancient Words by Rabbis Elie

Spitz & Jack Riemer. “Two of Judaism’s most inspirational teachers offer a lifetime
of insights on the Bible’s most inspired book.” — Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, author of
Jewish Literacy. “This illuminating work is a literary journey filled with faith, wisdom,
hope, healing, meaning and inspiration.” —Rabbi Naomi Levy, author of Einstein and
the Rabbi.

Weaving Prayer: An Analytical and Spiritual Commentary on the Jewish Prayer
Book by Rabbi Jeffrey Hoffman.“This engaging and erudite volume transforms the
prayer experience. Not only is it of considerable intellectual interest to learn the
history of prayers—how, when, and why they were composed—but this new knowledge
will significantly help a person pray with intention (kavanah). | plan to keep this
volume right next to my siddur.” —Rabbi Judith Hauptman, author of Rereading the
Rabbis: A Woman'’s Voice.

Renew Our Hearts: A Siddur for Shabbat Day edited by Rabbi Rachel Barenblat.
From the creator of The Velveteen Rabbi’s Haggadah, a new siddur for the day of
Shabbat. Renew Our Hearts balances tradition with innovation, featuring liturgy for
morning (Shacharit and a renewing approach to Musaf), the afternoon (Mincha),
and evening (Ma’ariv and Havdalah), along with curated works of poetry, art and
new liturgies from across the breadth of Jewish spiritual life. Every word of Hebrew is
paired with transliteration and with clear, pray-able English translation.

Put Your Money Where Your Soul Is: Jewish Wisdom to Transform Your Investments
for Good by Rabbi Jacob Siegel. “An intellectual delight. It offers a cornucopia of good
ideas, institutions, and advisers. These can ease the transition for institutions and
individuals from pure profit nature investing to deploying one’s capital to repair the
world, lift up the poor, and aid the needy and vulnerable. The sources alone—ranging
from the Bible, Talmud, and codes to contemporary economics and sophisticated
financial reporting—are worth the price of admission.” —Rabbi Irving “Yitz” Greenberg.






