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FOREWORD

RABBI IsAAc ELCHANAN SPEKTOR, the world-renowned
Gaon who served for more than thirty years as the Rabbi of
Kovno, was probably the Torah giant of his generation, who
exercised the most profound influence upon religious life of
Russian Jewry. In his later years his fame and authority were
spread and felt in almost every community where Jews resided.

His profound Talmudic scholarship was universally acknowl-
edged. Through his humaneness, indefatigable devotion to the
study of the Torah, and through his total dedication to the
welfare of Jewry throughout greater Russia, he literally became
a legendary figure. The early settlers in America, as well as
the enlightened orthodox community in Germany, searched
through letters and Responsa his opinion in matters pertaining
to religious rules of conduct. He ordained more rabbis than
any of his contemporaries; and whoever was ordained by him
was immediately accepted by Jewish communities as a master

of Rabbinic law.

True, a few of his contemporaries equalled, if not excelled
him, in their knowledge of Rabbinic law and lore. They
introduced an almost revolutionary approach to the study of
the Talmud, and a core of dedicated disciples transmitted their
ideas and methods in the Talmudic academies which flourished
in Russia in the latter part of the ninteenth century. But the
great Rabbinic scholars of his day accepted Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
as their recognized Posek.
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Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was fortunate to live in a period in
Jewish history when Jewry, particularly in Russia, was not yet
divided into political and religious parties. Neither election to a
great rabbinic office, nor the sponsoring of one religious move-
ment or another, was the decisive factor of authority. Once the
great Torah giants recognized a scholar as the leading authority
in rendering decisions in matters pertaining to questions of
practical problems of religious life, his decisions were almost
universally respected as well as accepted.

Among the lay members of the community he was idolized
because of his great compassion and concern not only with the
intellectual, but also with the material needs of the community.
Before he rendered a decision concerning an agunah, he often
shed many a tear, because he realized full well that his decision
would affect the future life of a poor forsaken woman.

His Responsa literature and his letters, written and published
in the Hebrew tongue, as well as the unpublished, in addition to
their great Talmudic scholarship, are the most authoritative
source for the better understanding of the religious life of
Russian Jewry of the second half of the nineteenth century.

Rabbi Ephraim Shimoff is therefore to be heartily congratu-
lated for writing the first and only comprehensive volume in the
English language on the life and works of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
Spektor. In this book Dr. Shimoff traces systematically the
parental and family influence upon this great sage and uses
expertly Rabbi Spektor’s Responsa literature as a means of
portraying the religious and social life of Russian Jewry. He uses
good scientific judgment in distinguishing carefully between the
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letters which were written by Rabbi Spektor in person and those
which are reported in his name.

The book is written in popular style and avoids the pitfall of
being involved in some of the extremely technical halakhic
discourses found in Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s work. The book will
undoubtedly serve as an excellent and comprehensive apprecia-
tion of the religious life of Russian Jewry and will give a deep
insight into the saintly life of Rabbi Spektor.

We at Yeshiva University are particularly proud of this book,
since the Yeshiva itself was named in memory of this great
sage — The Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary.

I highly recommend this book for every library.

SAMUEL BELKIN
President, Yeshiva University






PREFACE

I'r IS CUSTOMARY in the modern world to evaluate &
period by its progress in general civilization, by the quality of
its books, by the number of its universities, by the artistic accom-
plishments and by the scientific discoveries made therein. Some-
times history can be evaluated by different criteria, namely,
by how much refinement there is in the life of a people,
by how much spiritual substance there is in its everyday
existence. We gauge culture by the extent to which a people
strives for spiritual integrity. This can be measured by evaluat-
ing the great men of each generation.

Among the outstanding Talmudic scholars of the past
century, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Spektor occupies a unique posi-
tion. The city of Kovno became world famous in halakhic
circles primarily because of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, who was
its spiritual leader for more than three decades (1864-1896).
Although he did not speak nor understand Russian, the
Russian government recognized him as the spokesman of
religious Jewry whose authority was beyond question. World
Jewry saw in him the expounder of Rabbinic Law par
excellence. His activities, however, were not confined to the
“four cubits of halakha.” He was a communal leader and
true representative of his people. The life and labors of this
nineteenth century scholar comprise the subject of this study.

The author has made an exhaustive study of the life of
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and his influence upon the Jewish
community at large. He has used as the main sources of

13



14 PREFACE

information the literary works of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan; his
letters published in various books, newspapers, periodicals;
unpublished memoirs of his contemporaries and the biblio-
graphy listed at the end of this work. Since information
on the early years of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan is to be found
only in the works of R. Yaakob Lifschitz, who was his secretary
for twenty six years, the author has made use of it, although
it is admittedly biased and unscientific. R. Yaakob Lifschitz,
however, does state in his introduction that he tried to be
as objective as possible in the biography. Most of the stories
cited he heard from Rabbi Isaac Elchanan himself, and some
from his son R. Zevi Hirsh. Only a few came from other
reliable and authentic sources. In matters of accuracy the author
has tried, wherever possible, to escape the usual pitfalls. All
facts have been carefully checked in order to ascertain their
veracity.

This work was originally submitted as a doctoral dissertation
to the Faculty of the Bernard Revel Graduate School of Yeshiva
University. It is now offered in an enlarged form containing
original letters and documents, some of which have never been

published before.

From beginning to end this work requited direction and
guidance. For this, the author is very grateful to Professor
Samuel K. Mirsky, of Yeshiva University, for his wise counsel
and assistance. Prof. Mirsky read every chapter carefully and
made most profound and constructive criticism. The author
also expresses his thanks to Professor Joshua Finkle for reading
the manuscript and for his valuable aid.

Before this work reached its final form, careful typing and
frequent retyping was necessary. For this the author expresses
his thanks to his able and efficient secretary, Mrs. David
Zaslav.
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The author also acknowledges his profound appreciation and
debt of gratitude to the members of his Congregation, Beth-El
of Astoria, for their loyalty, friendship and generous cooperation
that made possible the publication of this volume.

Eliot and Barbara, the authot’s son and daughter, have been
most patient when their father was preoccupied with his
research. Many a weekend their father spent in the library
instead of being with them. He is, therefore, appreciative of
their understanding and prays that someday they, too, will
make “books their companions.”

The author’s wife has been most encouraging. She has
always been a source of inspiration and true helpmate. An
educator by profession, she is imbued with a keen love of
knowledge and great reverence for Torah. She, with the help
of G-d, has made this work possible.

Elul, 5721.
September, 1961.






CHAPTER ONE

EARLY YEARS
OF RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN

His Parents

RABBI IsaAAc ELCHANAN was born in 1817,' twenty years
after the demise of Rabbi Eliyahu of Vilna,® who was probably
the highest representative of Talmudic learning of that era,
and who gave the impetus to the critical method of study.
He was born in Rosh, a small town in the gubernatorial
district of Grodno, Russia. His father, R. Israel Isser, was
the rabbi of the town and the first teacher of his gifted son.
R. Israel Isser was a well-known scholar with Hassidic inclina-
tions. He was highly respected by the people of his town
for both his knowledge and piety. He was an authority on
Jewish law and people from neighboring cities came to him
for the settlement of their disputes.®

Although, Isaac Elchanan,® even as a youngster, showed

1. Yaakob Lifschitz, Toledoth Yitzchak (Warsaw, 1897), p. 4.
Exact date of birth unknown.

2. The Gaon died October 9, 1797. Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. V,
p. 133.

3. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 4.

4. He was named after his maternal (Rachel b. Yitzhak) and
paternal (Israel Isser b. Elchanan) grandparents.

17



18 RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN

remarkable progress in his studies and everyone with whom
he came in contact marvelled at his ability, his name was
unknown outside of his immediate circle. Evidently, his father
must have been a very modest person who did not boast nor
even reveal the scholastic qualities of his prodigy son. The
genius of young Isaac Elchanan was discovered accidentally
by a merchant who came to Rosh on a business trip. The
casual discovery of Isaac Elchanan’s talents was made by a
certain R. Moshe of Kaidany,® an outstanding Talmudic scholar
who travelled annually in the vicinity of Wolkovisk for business
purposes. He came to Rosh and met the young scholar who,
according to Lifschitz,’ was only thirteen years of age. In the
“Voskhod”™ it is stated that Isaac Elchanan was then only
twelve years old.® He engaged the young boy in Talmudic
conversation and found him exceptionally well versed in the
Talmud and its commentaries. He then spoke of the scholastic
achievements of young Isaac Elchanan to R. Eliezer Yezersky
of Wolkovisk, whose daughter, Sarah Rayzel, Isaac Elchanan
married when he was only thirteen.® Isaac Elchanan then
left his native town and moved into the home of his in-laws
and settled in Wolkovisk.

5. R. Moshe of Kaidany was the author of Imray Moshe, a
commentary on the Book of Esther, and Toledoth Moshe, a com-
mentary on the Passover Hagadah.

6. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit.,, p. 6.
7. Voskhod was a Russo-Jewish monthly published in St. Peters-

burg from 1881 to 1906. A E. Landau was its editor from its in-
ception up to 1895. His successor was S. Gruzenberg.

8. See article on Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, Voskhod, August 1897,
p- 2.

9. Ben Zion Eisenshtadt, Dor Rabbanov v'Sofrov (Warsaw 1901)
Vol. III, p. 31.
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His Teachers

As already stated, Isaac Elchanan’s first teacher was his own
father. When he came to Wolkovisk, immediately after his
marriage, his father-in-law engaged R. Eliyahu Schick,' the
rabbi of Lida, to become the mentor of his new son-in-law. He
was under his guidance only for about half a year.

The rabbi of Wolkovisk at that time was the renowned
scholar, R. Benjamin Diskin, who later became the rabbi of
Grodno.” He was the father of R. Moshe Joshua Leib Diskin,"
who was rabbi in Brisk and immediate predecessor of Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan in Kovno. The young Isaac Elchanan found
favor in the eyes of the spiritual leader of the community.
The rabbi befriended him and invited him to participate in
the daily Talmudic sessions he held with his own son, R.
Moshe Joshua Leib. While in Wolkovisk, Isaac Elchanan was
thus privileged to be under the tutelage of R. Benjamin
Diskin, a most distinguished scholar of that period."

For the six years that he stayed with his in-laws in Wolkovisk

10. R. Eliyahu Schick (born 1809, died 1876) was the author of
Ayn Eliyabu a commentary on Jacob Habib’s Ayn Yaakob, pub-
lished with the Vilna edition of that work.

11. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. ¢it, p. 5. The writer has not been able
to ascertain the reason for this short period of study under Rabbi
Schick.

12. Grodno had a number of famous rabbis in the past, among
whom were Mordecai Jaffe (born in Prague 1530, died in Posen
1612) author of the Lebushim; Joshua ben Joseph (born in
Vilna 1578, died in Cracow 1648), author of Pnay Yehoshua and
R. Alexander Ziskind (date of birth unknown, died in Grodno 1794)
author of Yesod Veshoresh haAbodah.

13. Founder of an orphanage known as Beth Yethomim Diskina
and the Yeshivah Ohel Moshe in Jerusalem.

14. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 5.
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he studied most diligently. R. Yaakob Lifschitz relates the

following, which describes Isaac Elchanan’s diligence of study:
Every moment of the day and most hours of the night were
spent in study. When he left the Beth haMidrash (house of
study) for a while, he would leave the book open on the last
table near the door, so that he could resume the studies upon
his return without any long interruption. When he would come
home to eat, he would never wait for a meal to be served, for
time was of great essence. He would wash, partake of some
food quickly, and return to the Beth haMidrash. Once his
father came to visit him. Isaac Elchanan spent some time with
his father to fulfill the biblical command of ‘Honor thy

father and thy mother’ but after a while begged to be forgiven
and returned to his studies.!

That intense desire to study and learn remained with him
throughout the years of his life. It became part of his per-
sonality. Even in his later years, when he was already advanced
in age and physically weak, he studied every night until the
early hours of the morning. The following story related by Rabbi
Zevi Hirsh Rabinowitz, his son, who succeeded him in the
rabbinate, may serve as an illustration. On one occasion when
Rabbi Zevi Hirsh Rabinowitz came to Kovno from Vilna, it
was already after midnight. He entered his father’s home and
found him, despite his weakness and advanced years, deeply en-
grossed in his studies. He pleaded with him to retire for the
night and take his well-deserved rest. The father reluctantly
agreed, began to recite the Shema (evening prayer before re-
tiring) and take leave of his studies. The son retired into an
adjacent room. About half an hour later, the son heard his
father rise from his bed, wash his hands, recite the appro-
priate blessings, and resume his studies. When the son
entered the father’s chamber and said to him: “Father, why

15. Ibid. pp. 26-27. It was reported to Lifschitz by a contemporary
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don’t you sleep? You are so tired and weary.” The father
replied: “The Korban Nethanel' disturbed me and did not
let me fall asleep.” He immediately went to his desk, fetched
his pen, ink and a sheet of paper and recorded a new inter-
pretation of that passage of the Korban Nethanel, which
was relevant to a current responsum. He thought of it while
lying in bed, and was anxious to make note of it immediately.'

Were his scholarly habits appreciated? They evidently were,
at least, by his father-in-law. It is told by R. Yaakob Lifschitz
that when Isaac Elchanan was married, he received three hundred
rubles as a dowry.’® The money was deposited with the richest
man in Wolkovisk, who later went into bankruptcy. When
Isaac Elchanan’s wife went to the man and pleaded for the
return of the money, he said: “I have had no dealings with
you. Let your husband come and I'll talk with him.” When
she returned home, she found her husband deeply absorbed in
study. With tears in her eyes she pleaded with him to go
and save the dowry. He paid no attention to her request, since
money was of little value to him. When her father came home,
she told him the story in an ecstasy of rage, to which he replied:
“One minute of his study is more precious to me than the
whole dowry.”” His study habits, he apparaently acquired
first from his talented father and later from his illustrious
teacher, R. Benjamin Diskin.

16. The Korban Nethanel is a commentary on Ascher ben Yechiel
(the Rosh), who lived in the thirteenth century. The Korban
Nethanel was written by Nethanel Weil, a Talmudist, born in
1687 and died 1769.

17. This story was personally related by Rabbi Zevi Hirsh Rabino-
witz, to Rabbi Hirsh Ferber of London, England, who communicated
the same to the writer in a letter dated November 11, 1956.

18. See also Voskhod, August 18, 1897, p. 5.

19. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 6.
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Isaac Elchanan was ordained at an early age by R. Benjamin
Diskin and R. Isaac Haber of Tiktin.*

His Family

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan had three brothers. The oldest was
Rabbi Moshe Joseph, about whom very little is known. The
second was R. Abraham Aaron, who enjoyed a most enviable
reputation in scholarship and piety. He died at an early age
without leaving any children.®® Rabbi Isaac Elchanan keenly
felt the loss and mourned his passing for many years. He
frequently spoke of his brother’s consecration to Torah and
his spiritual-mindedness. He wrote in an introduction to one
of his books:

...I pray to the Almighty to enable me to arrange and publish

the hidushim (novel interpretations) of my deceased brother,

the ingenious student who was so thoroughly acquainted in

Talmud and Jewish Law, R. Abraham Aaron of blessed memory,

so that he may have an everlasting memorial since he left no

issue and went to his eternal rest young in years.??

The youngest brother was R. Yaakob David who made his
home in Eretz Israel.

As has already been mentioned, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was
married at the age of thirteen to Sarah Rayzel Yezersky in
the year of 1830. Four children were born of that marriage;
three sons and one daughter. The oldest son, R. Hayyim, was
born in Sabelin, the first rabbinic post of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.
R. Hayyim emulated his father in many was, for he was his son’s
first teacher. After R. Hayyim was married, he also studied with

20. Ibid. R. Isaac Haber was the author of Binyan Olam (a
book of responsa). Tiktin was a town in Poland.

21. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit,, p. 4.

22. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak (Koenigsberg ed. 1858), end ot
Introduction.
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his father-in-law, R. Joseph Boemer of Slutzk, who was a disciple
of R. Hayyim of Volozhin.*®* In one of the responsa in the
Baer Yitzhak, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan mentioned R. Joseph
Boemer of Slutzk with great respect and admiration. He wrote,
“I have discussed the subject many times with my son’s
father-in-law and my dear friend, the great resourceful scholar,
R. Joseph, the rabbi of Slutzk.”** In another responsum in the
same book, he also gives honorable mention to his son, R. Hay-
yim, whose comment he approved. The responsum which was
written to the rabbi of Baresa, while Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was
in Novohrodak, ends: “and my son, R. Hayyim Aryeh® remark-
ed that there is no room for the argument against the RaMBaM
...and my son, may he live and be well, was right.”*®

R. Hayyim did not practice the rabbinite in his early years.
He had a store in Kovno. Later when his business venture
proved unsuccessful, he consented to take a rabbinic post and
thus became a Moreh Horaha (assistant rabbi. in charge of
questions pertaining to rituals), in Kovno. But, unfortunately,
his years in the rabbinate were too few in number. He took
sick and passed on to eternal life on May 2, 1874, when
he was only forty years of age.””

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan had only one daughter, named after
his mother, Rachel. She, too, was born in Sabelin. She was
a pious women, highly cultured in Hebrew, Russian and

23. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 49. R. Hayyim was an outstanding
Talmudist, founder of the Yeshivah in Volozhin, born in Volozhin
1749 and died in the same city 1821.

24. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Responsum 22, (Orah Hayyim).

25. This is the only place that he refers to his son as Hayyim
Aryeh. In other places only the name Hayyim is used.

26. Isaac Elchanan, op. cit,, Res. 19, (Orah Hayyim).

27. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 49.
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German. She was married to R. Zevi Hirsh Sultzovsky, who
succeeded R. Isaac Blazer as administrator of the Kolel.*® She
died July 9, 1876 in the prime of her life, leaving an only
child, Zlatta, whom Rabbi Isaac Elchanan took into his home,
reared her and later gave her in marriage to R. Eliyahu Raba-
levsky. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan also took care of his grandson,
Joseph Rabinowitz, who was orphaned by R. Hayyim’s death.
He studied with him until he became highly proficient in Tal-
mud and Jewish Codes.”.

R. Zevi Hirsh Rabinowitz,** the son who succeeded him as
rabbi of Kovno, was born in Nishvez. He was a true disciple
of his father, not only in scholarship, but also in communal

activities. His home in Vilna was not only an “Assembly
House for the Wise,” but a miniature welfare agency. He was
always eager to help the lonely and the forsaken. Like his
father, he was frequently occupied with desertion cases that
needed his attention.** In his early years he frequently ac-
companied his father to rabbinic conferences and became in-
timately acquainted with the Jewish problems of his genera-
tion. In later years, he was the central figure of such meetings.
In 1894 he was chosen to head a rabbinic delegation to St.
Petersburg of which he was the spokesman and counselor.®

28. See end of chapter IIL

29. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 49.

30. It is to be noted that the father’s family name was Spektor.
Changing one’s name was very common in Russia, being connected
with military draft exemptions and regulations. Rabbi Israel Salanter,
whose family name was Lipkin, left three sons, none of whom
carried his name. They are R. Aryeh Leib Horowitz, R. Isaac Horowitz,
R. Samuel Adler. See Dov Katz, T’nuath haMussar (Tel Aviv 1945),
Vol. 1, p. 216.

31. Zevi Hirsh Masliansky, Kitbay Masliansky (New York 1929),
Vol. III, p. 63.

32. Dov Katz, op. cit, Vol. II, p. 412.
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The scholarly achievements of R. Zevi Hirsh may be as-
certained from his responsa published in the first volume of his
tather’s work, Ayn Yitzhak, published in 1889. His father
also quoted him in many of his own responsa, and upheld
his opinions and views.*

In 1863, R. Zevi Hirsh married Hiena, the daughter of
R. Meir Saltz of Seletznik, in the province of Vilna. She
died in 1893 and a year later he married Hannah, the daughter
of R. Yehezkel Rottner of Grodno, who was a prominent
citizen of the community.®

R. Zevi Hirsh served as a rabbi in the city of Mittau and
later he occupied a rabbinic post in Vilna. During the time
that he was in Mittau he was invited to become the chief
rabbi of New York City. He was ready to accept the position,
but the disciples of R. Isaac Blazer worked against him.*® They
were probably angered at Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and his family
because their leader, R. Isaac Blazer, was dismissed from the
Kolel®® They might also have thought that the presence of
Rabbi Zevi Hirsh Rabinowitz as Chief Rabbi of New York
would be detrimental to their fund raising campaigns. They,
therefore, worked energetically against his election and succeeded
in electing Rabbi Jacob Joseph®® to that post.

33. Isaac Elchanan, Nahal Yitzhak, Vol. II, Res. 75, sec. 4. Also
responsum 82, sec. 7. See also Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. II, Res. 66, sec. 5
(Eben haFEzer), where Rabbi Isaac Elchanan wrote: “And my son,
Rabbi Zevi Hirsh remarked when he was still a youngster...”

34. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. ciz.,, p. 51.
35. Samuel Rosenfeld, R. Israel Salanter (Warsaw 1910), p. 64.
36. See end of chapter IIL

37. Rabbi Jacob Joseph who was known to many as R. Yankele
Harif was born in 1848, and died in New York City in 1902. He
was a disciple of R. Israel Salanter.
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Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s youngest son, R. Benjamin, was born
in Novohrodak. He was an unusual person, highly revered and
greatly respected for his many good qualities. In 1872 he
married Deborah, the daughter of R. Eliyahu Baer of Memmel.
R. Eliyahu was an affluent business man and great Talmudic
scholar. He was an admirer and the main supporter of R.
Israel Salanter when the latter was in Memmel. In 1868
when a committee was organized in that community to help
the famine victims of Russian Jewry, R. Eliyahu was one of
the most active participants. In the last two decades of his
life, he completely retired from his business activities, moved
to Kovno, the home of his daughter and son-in-law, and spent
the rest of his years in study and charitable work. R. Eliyahu
died in 1895.%

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan suffered the loss of his wife in 1882
and a year later married 2 woman named Hannah, the former
daughter-in-law of R. Hayyim Davidson, the rabbi of Warsaw.”
She took unusual care of her husband and was a source of
comfort to him in his old age.*

38. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 51.

39. Ibid.

40. This can be seen from the Last Will and Testiment of Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan, published in its entirety in Haszfirah 1896 No. 71.
(29 Nisan 5656).



CHAPTER TWO

RABBINIC POSTS
OF RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN

Sabelin, 1837.

RABBI IsAAC ELCKANAN spent six years at the home of
his in-laws in Wolkovisk.' It seems that when his family
responsibilities began to increase, he decided to enter the prac-
tical rabbinate. His first rabbinic post was in a small town
called Sabelin, near Wolkovisk. He came to that community
in 1837 when he was only twenty years old and was engaged
for the salary of seventy five kopeks per week.” It must have
been a meager salary even in those days, since his father-in-law
had to send him haloth and meat for every Sabbath and holi-
day.” Without that subsidy it would have been most difficult
for Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and his family to subsist. However,
the additional support did not last for long. The father-in
law suffered business reverses and could no longer extend
financial aid. The family of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was then
subjected to poverty and even hunger. Relating to his life
of that period, R. Yaakob Lifschitz states that Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan once remarked:

1. See chapter I.

2. Voskhod, article on “Rabbi Isaac Elchanan,” August 1897,
i D
i, 3. Yaakob Lifschitz, Toledoth Yitzhak, p. 6.
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When I was in dite need in Sabelin, when I literally experienced
hunger, and my wife and family complained about their lot;
when they came to me and asked for their simple needs and
I could not provide them, then I turned to the wall with
the Gemorah (tractate of the Talmud) in my hand, and with
all my thoughts I sank into the deep and holy sea of the
Talmud, and I studied many hours without a stop. And so I
studied for about twenty hours a day, without paying much
attention to anything else; and so I forgot my poverty and
privation.*

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan evidently had no alternative but to
look for a more lucrative position. He had made that decision.
But in order to do that, he had to become known among
scholars or at least make the acquaintance of an outstanding
rabbi so that when a rabbinic vacancy did occur, he would be
recommended. He, therefore, decided to travel to Karlin,® in
order to become acquainted with R. Yaakob, the rabbi of
Karlin, and author of Sheeloth #'Tshuvoth Mishknoth Yaakob.
Such a trip necessitated an expense beyond his reach. He
also needed suitable attire for the journey. He borrowed all
that from the more prosperous members of his community.

According to the story told by R. Yaakob Lifschitz, Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan arrived in Karlin on Friday afternoon, almost
penniless. He reached the home of R. Yaakob, finding him
involved in a discussion of a difficult problem, with two other
scholars of the community. Since they were all preoccupied,
they did not notice his presence. He listened attentively for a
while, and then called their attention to a statement in the
Eben haEzer (a volume of the Jewish code of law) which
shed light on their debate. They were greatly impressed with

4. Ibid.
5. Small town near Pinsk, Poland, a center of a known Hassidic
dynasty.
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his citation and when he introduced himself as the rabbi of
Sabelin, R. Yaakob remembered that he had received a com-
munication from the Sabelin rabbi in reference to an important
responsum. When they engaged Rabbi Isaac Elchanan in a
Talmudic discussion, they found him to be most competent. R.
Yaakob invited him to spend the Sabbath in his home. A strong
bond of friendship between the two scholars developed very
rapidly and when a rabbinic vacancy occurred in Baresa, and
R. Yaakob’s advice was sought, he recommended Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan.®

Baresa, 1839.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan came to Baresa in 1839. Some mem-
bers of the community were not too happy with the choice,
since Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was so young in years,” but they
could not voice their opinion against the recommendation of
R. Yaakob of Karlin, whose decision on the matter was not
to be questioned. R. Joseph Leipziger, one of the more pro-
minent scholars of the city, had no confidence in the newly
selected rabbi. It was only after he learned to know him
and discussed Aalakhic problems with him that he became an
ardent admirer and devout disciple of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.®

It was in Baresa that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s popularity
actually gained momentum. A new road was then built in that
area. Many of the contractors, engaged in that enterprise, were
Talmudic scholars, who, after a day’s work would visit Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan and discuss his novel interpretations of Talmudic
passages. When those people returned periodically to their
respective communities, they spoke of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan

6. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 7.
7. He was then only twenty two years of age.
8. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. ciz.,, p. 8.
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with great reverence and thus his reputation began to grow.
Merchants of neighboring cities engaged him to settle business
disputes in accordance with the “Law of the Torah,” for which
he received extra compensation. His financial position had thus
greatly improved and he and his family were able to live more
comfortably.

An important occurance of that period which drew the at-
tention of the rabbinic world to the scholastic ability of Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan, was his responsum concerning the way of
writing the name of a woman in a bill of divorce. A divorce
was sent from Volhynia, where the husband had lived for
four years, to Rizenoy, a town in Lithuania. The name of
the divorcee was written as Esther “Dvosia,” conforming with
the pronunciation of the name in Volhynia. In the community
where the divorce was received, the woman was known as
Esther “Dvosha.” Since the woman was poor and could not
afford to travel to Volhynia to accept the divorce, the rabbi
of Volhynia, R. Ephraim Zalman, wrote to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan,
concerning the validity of said document.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan decided that the divorce was valid.
He supported his decision on the basis of a statement made by
a known authority,” that where there is a difference between
two communities in the pronunciation of a name, and the
name which appeared in a divorce, followed the pronunciation
or articulation of the community in which it was written, the
divorce is valid. In the case in question, even more so, since
the husband had made his home in Volhynia and ennunciated
his wife’s name, Esther “Dvosia.” He concludes, however, that
the authority mentioned, made it mandatory that the name
as pronounced in the community where the divorce was written

9. M'haRam ibn Habib, Get Pashut, Par. 21.
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must be known in the community where it was delivered. Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan, therefore, advised that thirty days before the
divorce was to be given to the woman, announcement be made
in all synagogues that the woman’s name in Volhynia was
pronounced Esther “Dvosia” and she be known by that name
during that period.’® Although he cited many authorities to
support his opinion and he seemed to be certain of his decision,
he sought the approval and consent of his contemporaries. In
concluding the long responsum, he stated that he would
authorize the validity of the document only if R. Ephraim
Zalman agreed with him and he would obtain the consent of
another contemporary authority."

At the end of the responsum, he notes with satisfaction, that
R. Ephraim Zalman accepted his decision and that the latter
showed the responsum to outstanding rabbis who also praised
it highly. R. Ephraim Zalman also advised Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
that he heard that a similar case happened in his community
when R. Yitzhak Isaac, author of Beth Yitzhak, was its
spiritual leader. He counselled Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to com
municate with R. Yitzhak Isaac. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, without
any procrastination, wrote to R. Yitzhak Isaac who was then
rabbi in Tiktin. The latter informed him that similar question
did arise while he was Rabbi in Rozenoy. The matter was
presented to R. Aryeh Leib,’* rabbi of Brisk; R. Abele,'* rabbi

10. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 8 (Eben haEzer).

11. At the end of responsum 16 in the above-cited volume, one
also finds the statement: “My opinion is to permit it, provided
another great rabbi will agree with me” A similar comment is
found in Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. I, Res. 22 and 42 (Eben haEzer).

12. R. Aryeh Leib b. Joseph Katzenellenbogen was rabbi in Brisk
for forty years. (1798-1837)

13. R. Abele was the “Ab Beth Din” of Vilna for many years.
Vilna had no official rabbi at that time.
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of Vilna; and R. Benjamin Diskin, ** rabbi of Grodno. The
decision rendered by those authorities was the same as the
one given by Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan thus
proudly concludes: “Thank G-d, that my opinion coincided with
the judgment of those outstanding rabbis and sages. The validity
of the divorce in question, therefore, has the support of all
above-mentioned elderly scholars.”*®

What gave Rabbi Isaac Elchanan even greater prestige and
prominence during his stay at Baresa was his controversy with
Rabbi Isaac of Shavel'® concerning the formula of a document
relating to a divorce. R. Nahum, a prominent citizen of
Kaltenan, province of Zamut, was engaged in road construction
in the Baresa area. He was a great Talmudic scholar and admirer
of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. He asked Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to
administer a divorce on behalf of his brother-in-law, whose
wife lived in Shavel. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, in administering
said divorce, followed the formula of the earlier authorities
on Jewish Law, although later authorities held dissenting
opinions. When Rabbi Isaac of Shavel received the divorce,
he remarked angrily: “That young rabbi takes upon himself
the responsibility of administering a bill of divorce according
to the earlier authorities, not knowing that later authorities
invalidate a divorce written according to that paricular for-
mula.”’” He immediately sent back the divorce to Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan, informing him that it was not done according to
the accepted standards. He also wrote to R. Nahum that the
rabbi of Baresa did not know the fundamental laws of divorce

14. R. Benjamin Diskin a teacher of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and
one of the two rabbis who ordained him. See ch. I

15. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 8 (Eben haEzer) end of
responsum.

16. Name of a town near Kovno, Lithuania.

17. Yaakob Lifshitz, op. cit., p. 9.
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proceedings. R. Yaakob Lifschitz relates that when Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan’s wife heard about it, she was greatly disturbed.
She probably feared that her husband’s rabbinic position was
in jeopardy, since Rabbi Isaac of Shavel, a prominent rabbi,
invalidated the divorce and stated that its administrator did
not know the laws pertaining to divorces. Since it was before
Shebuoth, she did not want to disclose it to her husband, for
it would lessen his enjoyment of the holiday.”® Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan, however, did find out and wrote a learned
responsum to Rabbi Isaac of Shavel, clarifying his position
and justifying his action.’® Rabbi Isaac of Shavel responded
immediately with great respect, apologized for his actions, and
referred to the young rabbi of Baresa as Gaon (Talmudic
genius). The two scholars then became close friends. The older
rabbi of Shavel, whose reputation was already well established,
furthered the career of his younger colleague, whose scholastic
ability he greatly admired.*

These incidents were greatly responsibile for the growth
of his popularity and the development of his reputation while
at Baresa.

Nishvez, 1846.

R. Nahum, who evidently held Rabbi Isaac Elchanan in
high esteem until now, began to appreciate him even more. He
praised Rabbi Isaac Elchanan frequently and often remarked
to his associates; “There are not too many people in this world

18. Ibid.

19. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 14 (Eben haEzer).

20. Yaakob Lifshitz, op cst., p. 9. In Baer Yitzhak (Hoshen Mish-
pat, Res. 5) Rabbi Isaac of Shavel addressed an inquiry to Rabbi

Isaac Elchanan while the latter was in Nishvez. Evidently, Rabbi Isaac
of Shavel recognized the young Rabbi Isaac Elchanan as an authority.
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who can properly evaluate the greatness of this young rabbi.”*!

R. Nahum had travelled to Nishvez on many occasions for
business purposes. Over a period of years he had cultivated
the friendship of the leading citizens of the community, among
whom he made Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s qualities known. When,
in 1846, the rabbinic post of Nishvez became vacant, the people
of Nishvez were most anxious to engage Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
as their spiritual leader. The Jewish community of Baresa,
however, would not permit its rabbi to leave. It, therefore,
became necessary for Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to leave Baresa in
the middle of a cold winter night, when the town was fast
asleep.”

An interesting episode is related by R. Yaakob Lifschitz
about Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s journey from Baresa to Nishvez.
While on the road, the coachman decided to stop at an inn
for a short rest. Since Rabbi Isaac Elchanan left Baresa secretly
and in a hurry, he had not taken any books with him. When
he entered the inn, he asked the innkeeper for a tractate of
the Talmud, Bible or any other book that might be in his
possession. The innkeeper had nothing to offer but a Siddur
(prayer book) with the commentary of Derckh ha-Hayyim.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan opened the Siddur and turned to the
section dealing with the laws of Torah reading, which he
studied very dilligently. The next morning, when he came to
Nishvez, he went to the synagogue for services, where he
found the people discussing a question pertaining to Torah
reading. They turned to him for a decision and he decided as
explicitly stated in the Derekh ha-Hayyim. There were other
scholars in the group, who held different opinions. In order to
settle the dispute, one remarked: “Let’s bring the Siddur Derekh

21. Ibid. p. 8.
22. Ibid. p. 9
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haHayyim and find the answer.” They found the decision exactly
as stated by Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and were very impressed
with the scholarship of their newly chosen rabbi.** This story
may be only a legend. It is, however, indicative of the fact that
although he was young in years, legends and myths were being
woven around his personality.

While in Nishvez, his fame as a halakhic expert became
even more firmly established. He became recognized as an
authority on divorce documents. Well known rabbis sought
his opinion on halakhic questions pertaining to divorces. R.
Nahum Yaffe,®* described as rabbi of Grodno, sent to Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan the following question concerning a bill
of divorce, issued by force; A man married a woman without
the knowledge and permission of the civil authorities. When
the authorities learned about it, they compelled him to divorce
his wife. He came before the rabbinic court in order to carry
out the court’s edict. When questioned whether he wanted to
grant such a divorce of his own free will, he replied: “What can
I do? I must divorce her.” The decision of the court was that
the divorce could not be granted under such circumstances. The
man left, returned at a later date and stated that he was ready
to grant his wife a divorce of his own volition and took an
oath to that effect. The divorce was then administered and the
man departed. It was never ascertained whether coercion was
used by the government authorities in the interim between
the two visits. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was asked to decide whether
the divorce in question was to be considered a “Divorce issued
under pressure of alien (non-Jewish) authorities.”

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan maintained that the divorce in question
would fall within the catagory of “force used under owr Juris-

23. Ibid. p. 11.
24. Also known as R. Nahum Dyan.
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diction.” Since the government authorities do not permit him
to reside with his wife or fulfill his marital obligations, we
force him to divorce her.”® He also stated that even those au-
thorities who ordinarily would invalidate a divorce granted under
“alien coercion” would only do so, if the husband did not
later come before a Jewish tribunal. In the case under con-
sideration, however, when the husband did come to a Jewish
tribunal and stated that he wanted to grant the divorce of his
own free will, it is valid. He supported his arguments with a
quotation from a responsum of R. Bezalel Ashkenazi.*®

The afore-mentioned responsum was just another example in
which Rabbi Isaac Elchanan demonstrated his versatality in
halakbah.*

Nowvobrodak, 1851.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan stayed in Nishvez for five years. In
1851 he accepted a call to Novohrodak.*® Novohrodak was
known for its outstanding spiritual leaders. Its name is mentioned
in the Responsa of R. Solomon Luria (Maharshal).

While in Novohrodak, he published his first book of responsa,
Baer Yitzbak (1858). He also wrote many responsa during
his thirteen years stay in that community. There is one responsum
in particular, written during that period, which shows his firm-
ness of decision and his anxiety to be lenient in time of need.

25. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 10 (Eben haEzer).

26. R. Bezalel Ashkenazi lived in the sixtheenth century and was
the author of the Shitah Mekuberzeth.

27. In the Baer Yitzhak there is another responsum (Res. 1, Eben
haEzer) addressed to R. Nahum Yaffe of Grodno, while Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan was already in Novohrodak. Hence it shows that the rabbi
of Grodno accepted him as an authority.

28. This city was also known as Novogrodek.
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A rabbi administered a divorce for a woman whose name
was “Hasha” Yehudith. The rabbi had the scribe write “Hasya”
Yehudith. The divorce was given to the woman and she re-
married. The discrepency was discovered two years later. The
rabbi, who administered the divorce, communicated with Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan asking him whether the woman must be divorced
from her second husband.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan replied that since the name of the hus-
band and his father appeared correctly, and there is no woman
by the name of “Hasya” Yehudith in the community, it is
self-evident that the woman in question is the divorcee. Hence,
the divorce is kosher, according to biblical law. But rabbinic
law would require that the woman be divorced from her
second husband. In the conclusion of the responsum, however,
he states:

But, since in the case under consideration, such an act would

- cause great suffering and distress to the woman and her family.
Furthermore, it was not her fault. She accepted the divorce in
good faith, It was the rabbi’s error...I, therefore, see fit to
follow a more lenient practice, although it is against the view
of the Abronim (later authorities).2?

His decision was that the woman was to remain married to
her second husband.

Another interesting responsum that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
wrote while at Novohrodak appears in the Baer Yitzhak.™
Although completely on a different subject, it still reveals his
tendency to be lenient in decisions. He wrote:

29. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yirzhak, Vol. II, Res. 19 (Eben haEzer).
In order to reach a lenient decision, he frequently sought to turn
sfeka deOrasta to sfeka deRabbanan. See also Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1, Res.
32:

30. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 19 (Yoreh Deah).
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I was asked by a great rabbi concerning a group that began to
write a Sefer Torah. They prepated a festive meal for the
occasion, for all their members. The question was whether that
meal was in the nature of a Sewdath Mitzvah (festive meal
commemorating a religious event) and is entitled to exemption
from the meat levy.3!

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan cited many Abrobim, who are in
doubt whether individuals who organize a partnership to have
a Torah written for them, fulfill the biblical command of “And
now write for you this song [the Torahl and teach it to the
children of Israel.”** Some are of the opinion that “for you”
means that the Torah is to be written for an individual
person and not for two or more partners. The same principle
would apply for the use of an ethrog during the Succoth festival.
There, too, the biblical command is “And ye shall take for
you.”®

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, however, maintains that partners do
fulfill that command. Just as two or more people who purchase
an ethrog in partnership fulfill the biblical command, because
for the duration of the ritual, each one surrenders his share
to his partner, in order to enable him to fulfill the command in
accordance with the Law, so it is with the writing of a Torah.
Each partner relinquishes his share to the other, in order to
make it possible for him to comply with the command “And
now write for you.” The celebration of the Hathhalath haSefer
(beginning of writing a Torah) may, therefore, be considered
as a Sewdath Mitzvah.

31. The community had a tax on all meats, the proceeds of which
was used for communal needs. Meat bought for a Sewdath Mitzvah
was exempt from the tax.

32. Deutoronomy 31:19.

33. Leviticus 23:40.
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It seems that the years that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan spent in
Novohrodak were very creative and fruitful in terms of scholastic
achievement. Since it was a small community, he was not
burdened with too many communal problems and was able
to devote most of his time to study. R. Yehiel Michael Epstein,*
his successor to the rabbinic post of Novohrodak, once stated
that years later, when Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was already well
established in Kovno, he yearned for the quietude of Novohrodak
and his uninterrupted study in that community.*® From Novoh-
rodak Rabbi Isaac Elchanan went to Kovno.

34. R. Yehiel Michael Epstein is the author of the Arukb bha-
Shulban and served as rabbi of Novohrodak for thirty four years.
He died in 1908.

35. Baruch Epstein, Mekor Baruch, Vol. III, p. 1651.






CHAPTER THREE

RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN
IN KOVNO

R ABBI IsAAC ELCHANAN became the rabbi of Kovno,
a large Jewish community situated at the junction of Viliya and
the Niemen, in 1864. To understand the type of community
to which Rabbi Isaac Elchanan came, and which he served for
more than three decades, a description of the organizational
structure of the community is essential.

The Jewish Community of Kovno.

There is documentary evidence that Jews lived and traded in
Kovno toward the end of the fifteenth century.' The first
Jewish settlers of that city were composed of shoemakers, tailors
fishermen, cigarette-makers, bakers and common laborers. They
were all religious Jews, who in order to satisfy their spiritual
needs organized the Hebra Magidey Tebilim about 1790, which
was in existence when Rabbi Isaac Elchanan came to Kovno.
There were undoubtedly, Jewish organizations in Kovno prior
to that date, but such records have not as yet been found by
the writer. The members of the Hebra assembled in the syna-
gogue every Saturday at two o'clock in the afternoon and
recited Tehilim in unison. During the winter season, when
days are short, they met three hours before dawn. All members

1. D. M. Lipman, LeToldoth haYehudim beKovno u'Slobodka,
(Keidany 1933), pp. 85-93.

41
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paid weekly dues. Among other rules and regulations of the
Hebra were:

1. On the second day of Shebuoth, after morning services, the
gabbai was to serve liquor and cake to all the members of the
Hebra, especially those who recited Tehilim all night in honor
of King David, may he rest in peace.

2. When a member passes on to his eternal rest, a group from
the Hebra is to assemble in the home of the deceased and recite
Tehilim until the funeral service takes place. The gabbai is to
take eighteen coins and also eighteen groschen (small silver
coin, worth about two cents) from the home of the deceased
and distribute same to charity, when they carry out the remains
from the home, to fulfill the verse ‘Righteousness sall go before
him” If the gabbai is poor and cannot afford it, the gabbai
should take the eighteen groschen from the charity fund of the
Hebra and contribute to charity for the soul of the deceased.

In 1807 the Bikkur Holim (an organization for visiting
the sick) was established. This modest institution was the fore-
runner of the large “Hospital of Kovno,” the first of its kind
in that entire province. Although it was a Jewish hospital,
maintained and supported by the Jewish community, it was
staffed by non-Jewish doctors, since there was no Jewish phy-
sician in the entire area.’

In 1823, the Hebra Lomdey Shass* (Talmud Study Group)
was organized. This group met every day after morning services
for the study of Talmud. The regulations provided for the
study of Talmud to follow the daily study of Mishnah in the
Beth haMidrash. There evidently existed a Mishnah study group

2. Ibid. p. 209. Author quotes from the original Pinkas.

3. Ibid. p. 152.

4. D. M. Lipman quotes the inscription on the first page of the
Pinkus: “This is the gate of the L-rd; the righteous may enter through
it. Pinkas of Hebra Lomdey Shass deKovno.” p. 210.
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from before. Their fund raising to meet their usual expenses
was done in a unique manner.

1. Every member who bought a garment had to pay to the
Hebra Lomdey Shass one kopek (a Russian copper coin worth
about a half cent) for every ruble paid for the garment.

2. If a member failed to attend that study group for two
consecutive sessions, he had to pay a fine of four groschen.
3. There was an initiation fee of nine rubles and everyone
had to pay it, with the exception of an outstanding scholar,
who could not afford to pay the stipulated sum. Then, a
lesser fee was acceptable.?

In 1832, an organization named Hebra Lomdey Torah (Bible
Study Group) was established. Its members assembled in the
Beth haMidrash every day between Minha (late afternoon set-
vice) and Maarib (evening setvice) to study the weekly biblical
portion and Haye Adam.® They paid weekly dues which was
used for the purchase of the necessary books and for the com-
pensation of an instructor or rabbi. Although this organization
might have flourished at the beginning, it did not fare too
well later on. Attendance seemed to have dropped considerably.
The following excerpt from their Pinkas (official record of the
community) will serve as adequate testimony.

Our Hebra was organized for the study of Torah, so that our
people may not wander like sheep without a shepherd.” For
that purpose we engaged a rabbi to teach us and deliver regular
lectures every day between Minka and Maarib and on Saturday
afternoons. Now, however, we note that the rabbi sits and
learns between Minha and Maarib, but no one of our group

5. Ibid. pp. 212-214.

6. Book of Jewish Codes intended primarily for the cultured laymen
and not the officiating rabbi. Published by Abraham Danzig in
Vilna in 1810. Reprinted later in many editions.

7. It is an allusion to Numbers., 27:17.
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comes to listen. The rabbi sits and learns by himself... We,
therefore, unanimously decided to draw lots so that everyday
one-fifth of our membership should attend the rabbi’s lectures
between Minbha and Maarib. An individual whose name is
drawn and cannot come because of another engagement must
pay a fine of three gilden. In case of emergency, he does not
have to pay the fine®
Among the charitable institutions of Kovno during the nine-
teenth century may be mentioned the Somekh Nofelim (organi-
zation for the help of the poor) and the Gemilath Hessed (free
loan association) societies. The former was founded in 1862,
about two years before Rabbi Isaac Elchanan accepted the
rabbinic call to that city. The founders were Zevi Shafir and
Isaac Zev. The latter was the father of R. Joseph Baer,” rabbi
of Brest-Litvosk."

Communal Activities of the Rabbi.

The position of the Jew in Russia during the first half
of the nineteenth century under the reign of Tzar Nicholas I
(1825-1855) was precarious. The Jew lived in continuous
fear of legal persecution and anti-semitic legislation. As a
matter of fact, when the Russian government called the first
rabbinic conference in the summer of 1842, to learn about
certain aspects of Judaism, Rabbi Isaac of Volozhin, one of
the participants, took with him his heavy winter overcoat, so
that if he did not succeed in his mission and be sent to
Siberia, he should have warm clothes."!

8. D. M. Lipman, op. cit., p. 216.

9. The famous Rabbi Joseph Baer Soloveitchik, born in 1820, and
died in 1892. He was regarded as one of the keenest Talmudic
scholars of his time. He was the author of Beth Halevi (three
parts, Vilna 1865; Warsaw 1874; Warsaw 1884).

10. Samuel 1. Finn, Knesseth Israel (Warsaw 1886), Vol. II, p. 163.

11. Yaakob Lifschitz, Zikhron Yaakoh (Kovno 1924), Vol. I,
p. 100.
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When Rabbi Isaac of Volozhin returned and was asked
about the accomplishments of the conference, he replied, "I
have nothing to relate. Our burden will not be alleviated. I
only hope that no new edicts will be issued. A cold wind is
blowing and we must pray for mercy.”** He was right. In 1843
the following law was passed:

All Jews living within fifty verst zone along the Prussian and
Austrian frontier are to be transferred into the interior govern-
ments. Those possessing their own houses are to be granted
a term of two years within which to sell them. To be carried
out without any excuses.!®

In 1844 the “Expulsion of Jews from Villages” was enacted.
It affected about one-fifth of the Russian Jewish population,
who lived in small villages and hamlets. They were pre-
dominently poor people, and the move brought even greater
economic depression. They could not find work in the cities
and the community hostelries were filled with those victims.

This new catastrophe affecting thousands of families, par-
ticulalry in the gubernatorial district of Kovno, caused a cty
of horror. Public opinion in western Europe was high with
indignation. French, German and English newspapers criticized
the “New Spain.” In 1846 Moses Montefiore came directly from
London to intercede on behalf of his people. He was concerned
with all the evil decrees, but more so with the “Fifty verst
Law” which accused Jews as smugglers. His intervention, how-

12. Ibid. p. 201.

13. Simon Dubnow, History of the Jews of Russia and Poland
(English translation, Jewish Publication Society, Philadelphia 1916),
Vol. II, p. 62.

14. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 131.
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ever, was unsuccessful because of his lack of understanding of
the Russian people in general and Russian Jewry in particular.
It was a case of improper orientation.'® This unjust law, although
not officially repealed, was fortunately not executed because of
" external pressures. There was also effective passive resistence
on the part of the Jewish people.®

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and The Haskalah Movement.

When Rabbi Isaac Elchanan came to Kovno, the Haskalah
movement in Russia was at its height. The ascension of Alex-
ander II to the throne of Russia in 1855 brought with it many
favorable changes, among which was the cancellation of taxes
imposed upon Jews only. The economic condition of the Jews
improved greatly. Their business ventures became more success-
ful. The Ginzberg family thus became the “Rotschilds of
Russia.” Many Maskilim thus saw a “utopia” as a result of all
these advances. Its exponents were men like Abraham Mapu,"”
who by his own endeavors, without the help of teachers, became
an outstanding Hebrew pedagogue and writer; Moses Lillien-
blum;*® and Judah Leib Gordon,'® who later became the secretary
of the “Society for the Dissemination of Enlightenment.”*

15. Ibid. p. 159.

16. S. Dubnow, op. cit, Vol. III, p. 64. It is interesting to note
th estrangement and complete mistrust that existed then between the
Maskilim and the traditionalists. While Moses Montefiore visited
Vilna, on his mission of intercession, the community decided that
any delegation visiting Mr. Montefiore was to consist of two people
— one Maskil and one rabbi. (Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 151.)

17. Abraham Mapu was born in Kovno in 1808 and died in
Koenigsburg in 1867. He introduced the novel into Hebrew literature.

18. Lillienblum was born in Keidany, gubernatorial district of
Kovno, in 1843 and died in Odessa in 1910.

19. Judah Leib Gordon was born in Vilna in 1831 and died in
St. Petersburg in 1892. He was a Hebrew poet and co-editor of
Hamelitz.

20. Gordon attacked religious law and rabbinic practice. In Korzo
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When the Maskilim in 1868 began an active movement
to introduce “reforms” in Jewish life and worked enthusiastically
for the russification of Jews, the press was favorably disposed
towards their efforts. The editor of Hamelitz,** Alexander
Tzederbaum, was spokesman of the Haskalah movement. The
orthodox group, however, had no medium of expression. Rabbi
Israel Salanter® communicated with Dr. Lehman, publisher
of the Israelit® in Meinz, requesting that he publish a Heb-
rew paper presenting the orthodox viewpoint. The attempt,
however, did not materialize since Rabbi Israel Salanter could
not obtain one thousand subscriptions, the minimum that was
necessary to launch such a project.

Shel Yod, he depicts the story of a young divorced woman who
cannot remarry since the Jewish divorce obtained from her first
husband was voided because of a minute error in spelling. In his
Shomerath Yabam, he tells the story of a young widow who waits
for her brother-in-law to release her from the biblical obligation
of levirate marriage.

21. The Hamelitz began as a weekly publication on Oct. 17,
1861 and continued as such until Jan. 2, 1863. From Jan. 15, 1863
to July 12, 1886 it was a semi-weekly. From Jan. 13, 1886 until
Feb. 12, 1904 it was a daily newspaper. Alexander Tzederbaum and
A. I Goldenblum were its editors from its inception until an. 4,
1886. From Jan. 8, 1886 to Sept. 13, 1888 the editorship was under
A. Tzederbaum and J. L. Gordon. From Sept. 14, 1886 to Sept.
7, 1893 A. Tzederbaum alone was its editor. He was succeeded by
L. Rabinowitz who served as its editor until Feb. 12, 1904. It was
published in Odessa from Oct. 17, 1861 until Dec. 29, 1870, and
in St. Petersburg from Jan. 5, 1871 to Feb. 12, 1904. Its publication
was suspended several times.

22. His name was Israel Lipkin, but better known as Salanter,
after his place of residence Salanty. (Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. VIII,
p. 95.)

23. The Israelit was an organ of orthodox Judaism published
weekly from 1860 to 1891. It was edited by Dr. Lehman.
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Later, under the leadership of R. Yaakob Lifschitz, secretary
to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, a committee communicated with Yehiel
Brill of Paris, publisher of the Halebanon* whose facilities
were expanded to become the organ of Russian Orthodox Jewry.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan supported it, but was spared official
affiliation for fear the Maskilim should not brand him as a
“fanatic” and thus spoil his chances as the spokesman of religious
Jewry.®

It seems that there was constant “conflict” between the
Maskilim and the Halebanon. Zevi Hirsh Dianov, the preacher
of Odessa, sent a letter to the publisher of Halebanon inform-
ing him of the efforts being made by the Maskilim to stop
the circulation of Halebanon through government means.
Dianov stated that his intervention was successful and that the
attempt was stopped, but advised the Halebanon editor not
to remain the organ of the rabbinic circle. Lifschitz states that
he informed the editor it was only a threat. If they were able
to hinder the circulation of Halebanon in any way at all,
they would have done so long before.”®

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Succeeds in Abolishing Attempred
Government Control of Hedarim.

The rivalry between the Maskilim and the Traditionalists
evidently made itself felt in every walk of Jewish life. As
early as 1841 Max Lillianthal, a German university graduate

24. The Halebanon was a monthly publication from 1863 to
1864. It became a bi-weekly in 1865 and was published as such until
1867. From 1868 until 1886 it was a weekly publication. During
1863 and 1864 it was published in Jerusalem, in 1865 in Mainz,
and from June 16, 1886, and thereafter, it was published in
London.

25. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. ciz., Vol. II, p. 85.

26. Ibid. p. 87.
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and leader of Haskalah, was invited to St. Petersburg by Sergius
Uvarov, Minister of Public Instruction, in order to seek new
ways and means of abolishing the hedarim (privately owned
schools for religious instruction of Jewish children) and intro-
duce a new school system for Jewish children. Lillienthal
travelled to Vilna, Minsk and other communities to convince
the Jews of the “Benovolent intentions of the government.”
The Maskilim received him with open arms, but when he
came to the Traditionalists he received a very cold reception.
In Vilna, one said to him:

Doctor, are you fully acquainted with the leading principles
of our government? You are a stranger, do you know what
you are undertaking? The course pursued against all the de-
nominations but the Greek (Orthodox Church) proves clearly
that the government intends to have but one church in the
whole empire; that it has in view only its own future strength
and greatness and not our own future prosperity. We are sorry
to state that we put no confidence in the measures proposed
by the ministerial council.”

The Crown Schools, as the new schools were called, were
sponsored by the government and endorsed by the Maskilim.
Their establishment was inevitable, although they were so
slow in taking root. They did not prosper. Only an insignificant
percentage of Jewish children attended the Crown Schools.

Realizing this, the government decided to combat the tradi-
tional heder as the rival of the new school. When Alexander II
became the ruler of Russia, he confirmed the following resolu-
tion adopted by the Jewish Committee:

After the lapse of twenty years, no one shall be appointed
rabbi or teacher of Jewish subjects except graduates of rabbinical

27. David Philopson, Max Lillienthal, American Rabbi, Life and
Writings. (New York, 1915), p. 264.
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schools (Vilna or Zhitomir) or the general educational establish-
ments of a higher or secondary grade.?®

The law was passed on May 3, 1855.

With the exception of the Haskalah leaders, the Jewish masses
put up a strong resistence against the edict requiring license
and secular education of melamdim (teachers in Jewish ele-
mentary schools). The melamdim, too, were not willing to fade
from the Jewish scene. In 1874 when Judah Leib Gordon
became secretary of the “Society of the Dissemination of En-
lightenment,” he was looking forward to the abolition of the
old-fashioned hedarim. The deadline according to the original
law was 1875. The Traditionalists, however, began to work
more effectively. Letters were sent to Horace Ginzburg and
other influencial people to meet with the rabbis in St. Petersburg.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, although busy at that time with im-
portant responsa,”® recognized the need of the hour and used
his influence. Rabbi Samuel Mohliver,” although in Poland and
not directly involved, was also engaged in this wotk and stayed
in St. Petersburg for some time, in order to make necessary
contacts. Because Rabbi Isaac Elchanan could not travel to
St. Petersburg then, Kovno was represented by R. Eliezer
Simcha Rabinowitz, who was then in Suvalk, but was a native

28. S. Dubnow, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 175.

29. “For these many years, the Almighty has shown His kindness
to me and made it possible for me to publish my book Baer Yitzhak
and after that the Nabal Yitzhak...and because many scholars
have pleaded with me to publish my other works...I am occupied
with many communal burdens and problems of communities from
both near and far. Some seek answers to religious questions, matters
of halakha and other seek general counsel.” (Introduction to Nahal
Yitzhak, Vol. 11.)

30. Rabbi Mohliver was born in 1824, near Vilna, and died in
Bialystok in 1898. He was a famous rabbi and spokesman for religious
Zionism.
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of Kovno. His expenses were paid from the Charity Fund of
the community, since the trip was for a noble purpose —
the rescue of Torah.™

The opposition was so forceful that the government eventually
yielded and in 1879 the idea of abolishing the hedarim was
completely dropped by the education authorities. It also abandon-
ed its attempt to reform Jewish schools and decided to liquidate
its activities in this direction. The Crown Schools for Jewish
children were closed permanently that year.”

Although the Crown Schools were officially closed, the
feud between the Maskilim and the Traditionalists continued.
Even as late as 1895 the controversy between the two groups
was still going in full strength. That year, there was some
dissension between the melamdim and the secular teachers in
Bialystok. The latter informed the government authorities that
the hedarim did not follow the prescribed curriculum. An in-
vestigation was immedately ordered. When the inspectors visited
the hedarim they found only tractates of the Talmud on the
tables. The Minister of Education was promptly informed and
an edict was issued prohibiting the study of Talmud in all the
hedarim of Bialystok.*® Rabbi Isaac Elchanan called a conference
in Minsk, which was centrally located for most of the partici-
pants. The conference was attended by his son, Rabbi Zevi
Hirsh, who was then occupying a post in Vilna, Rabbi Yeroham
Loeb Pearlman® and R. Yaakob Lifschitz who represented
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, who was then too old to travel such
a long distance. They impressed upon the minister that a decree

31. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 133.

32. S. Dubnow, op. ciz, p. 177.

33. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cst, Vol. III, p. 227.

34. R. Yeroham Loeb Pearlman was known as the Gadol (great
one) of Minsk. He was born in Brest-Litvosk in 1833 and died in
Minsk, in 1896.
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that would lead to the elimination of Talmud study would under-
mine Israel’s faith. The religious Jews would study it secretely.
The secret study of the Talmud would lead to the secret reading
of other prohibited books. The prohibition of Talmudic study
would, therefore, be unwise and impractical. Rabbi Isaac El-
chanan also wrote to Jacob Poliakov, the famous railroad
magnate, who was influential in government circles.** R. Bay-
nush Katzenelenson who was then advanced in years, but
knew the Minister of Education personally, went to St. Peters-
burg and used his persuasive powers. The efforts were success-
ful and the edict was repealed.®

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s Opposition to Rabbinical Seminaries.

The Rabbi of Kovno actively opposed the rabbinical schools
organized in Russia in the middle of the nineteenth century.
In 1848, the government, upon the recommendation of the
Maskilim established two rabbinical schools, one in Vilna and
the other in Zhitomir. The idea of rabbinical schools with a
secular flavor, under government control, was born about a
decade earlier. The Jewish community of Riga, because of its
proximity to Germany, was influenced by its spirit and way of
life. In 1838, Dr. Max Lillienthal®” was invited to become its
spiritual leader and establish a liberal school. Lillienthal’s plan
was to bring from Germany, trained reform rabbis and

35. In a letter dated April 21, 1895 Rabbi Isaac Elchanan pleaded
with Poliakov to make a personal visit to St. Petersburg. He wrote:
“Just as in the giving of the Torah, the Almighty Himself descended
upon Mt. Sinai to give it to the children of Israel; and not through
a messenger; so we must ask his highness to help us personally and
not through letters or messengers.” (Hamelitz, April 3, 1896.)

36. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit,, p. 228.

37. Lillienthal later emigrated to the United States and became a
reform rabbi and educator. He was born in Munich, Nov. 6, 1815
and died in Cincinnatti, on April 5, 1882,
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students, who would form the nucleus of such a student body.
This plan would have been detrimental to orthodox Jewry
in Russia. The entire project, however, was discarded since
the government failed to support it. The Russian authorities
feared that the German rabbis would bring with them the
spirit of western culture from their native country. They, there-
fore, preferred the establishment of their own seminaries.*®

The pogram of studies consisted of Talmud, selections of
RaMBaM,* selections of Shulban Arukb,® Orah Hayyim*
and Yoreh Deah;*® the Hebrew language and literature, Khu-
zari,"* Hobath haLebaboth,** Jewish History and Guide for
The Perplexed (Maimonides).*” The entire program was under

38. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit, Vol. I, p. 74.

39. Jewish code of law compiled by Moses ben Maimon (1135-1204),
known as Mishneh Torah. Also known as Yad haHazakah.

40. Authoritative code of Jewish law. In its original form it was
an extract from Joseph Caro’s commentary on the Twrim of Jacob
ben Asher. Later it was supplemented by additions of Moses Isserles.
Its first printing was in Venice in 1565.

41. Contains regulations about prayers, benedictions, Sabbath, fes-
tivals, etc.

42. Deals with ritual slaughtering, dietary laws, etc.

43. Philosophical work of R. Yehudah Halevy, born in 1085 and
died about 1140.

44. The work of Bahya ibn Pakudah, a religious moralist, who lived
during the end of the eleventh century.

45. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 173.

Cf. Shmaryahu L. Horowitz in his haDath VehaHinubh (p. 130), who
enumerates the following subjects: “Bible with German Translation,
Mishnah, Talmud, RaMBaM, Alfassi, Tur, Yoreh Deah, Eben haEzer,
Shulban Arukh, Haye Adam, Principles of Religion and Ethcis, Home-
lectics, Hebrew, Aramaic, Russian, German, Arithmetic, Algebra, Geo-
metry, Natural Sciences, Trigonometry, World History, Jewish History,
Russian History, Geography, Art and Penmanship.” Evidently he grossly
exaggerated the program of studies, showing perhaps some admira-
tion for the curriculum. Furthermore, he does not indicate any source,
hence his unreliability.
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the supervision of a non-Jewish director, appointed by the
government. There was also a Jewish supervisor but he had
little influence. He was, usually, a Maskil, who himself ridiculed
traditional Judaism and would never seek to introduce it to
the seminaries. Jacob Eichenbaum, one of the prominent Mas-
kilim in Russia, served as the Jewish supervisor. He was so
unobservant that people remarked: “What can we expect of
students whose teacher shaves his beard, partakes of non-kosher
food, smokes on the Sabbath and in whose home the piano
is played on Sabbath and holidays.*

The partial success of registration in these seminaries was
due primarily to the following two factors. First, the students
of the seminaries were exempt from military service and
second, the government provided for the support and mainten-
ance of the seminary students. The students, however, were
irreligious not only in their personal lives, but in their public
behavior as well. The non-matriculated students, whose meals
were not paid for by the government, even ate non kosher food
on school premises, to the disappointment and embarresment
of some of their leaders. The Maskilim went out to raise the
necessary funds in order to install a kosher kitchen for those
students. R. Yaakob Lifschutz relates that when they came
to the Rosh haKahal (head of the community) of Vilna, R.
Hayyim Nehman Parness, to gain his support for the project,
the preacher of Vilna was then visiting with the Rosh ha-
Kahal. When his opinion was sought he remarked that there
are certain things that one can not so readily ascertain whether
they are Mitzvoth or Aberoth. The acid test in such cases is
to determine who are interested in the projects and who are
the sponsors. “Now,” he continued, “kosher meals for students,
should fall within the province of gdoley Torah (outstanding

46. Jacob Mazah, Zikhronoth (Tel Aviv 1937) Vol. III, p. 134.
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religious authorities), but if only Maskilim are interested there
is something wrong.”*" He, therefore, urged the Rosh haKahal
not to contribute.

With the exception of Haskalah leaders, who supported these
seminaries, Russian Jewry at large looked on those institutions
with great disapproval. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan worked energetic-
ally for their elimination since, in his opinion, they were not
in a position to prepare rabbis worthy of the name. In 1879,
when the government closed the Crown Schools, the seminaries
too, were discontinued.

A few years later, however, during the summer of 1882,
another effort was made to establish rabbinical seminaries in
Russia. They were to replace the ones that existed in Vilna
and Zhitomir and were closed by the government. Then, it
was not the Maskilim who promoted it, but young Baron
David Ginzburg,”® who wrote to the Superintendent of Edu-
cation in Vilna, requesting the establishment of such schools.
It is very possible that the Maskilim were the real sponsors of
the petition, but obtained permission from the young Baron
to use his name, in order to gain the proper support. At any
rate, it caused great concern to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. First,
he was disappointed at the young Baron who did not consult
him; and second, it was difficult for the Rabbi to voice his
objection publically, because of his close friendship with the
young man’s father, Baron Horace Ginzburg. On August 15,
1882, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan dispatched a letter to Horace
Ginzburg,® informing him of his son’s action and indicating

47. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., p. 176.

48. David Ginzburg was born ni Kamenetz-Podolsk in 1857 and
died in St. Petersburg in 1910. He was the son of the famous
philanthropist, Horace Ginzburg.

49. Horace Ginzburg was a Russian financier and philanthropist.
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also, the difficulties that the proposed new seminaries would
create. He also pointed out that rabbinical seminaries could
not possibly train rabbis who would be genuine scholars imbued
with a deep feeling of piety.”® The Baron did not support his
son’s proposition as a result of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s protest,
and the seminaries were not established.

His Attitude to Haskalah.

The frequent feuds that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan had with the
Maskilim had made an impression on his world outlook, and
is revealed in his views as well as in some of his writings.

Several Maskilim came to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to get his
opinion on the translation of the Talmud into Russian, in order
to make its contents known to non-Jews. According to R. Barukh
Epstein,”* Rabbi Isaac Elchanan expressed his opposition by
relating to them the following parable. In a city not far
from Kovno there lived a rabbi, who although a great scholar,

was a very modest person. At the same time, there was in
another city, one who had the reputation of a Gaon (Talmudic
genius) but who underestimated the scholarship of his colleagues
and belittled their knowledge. The Gaon once came to the
town of neighboring rabbiand decided to make his acquaintance.
He sent a messenger, but the rabbi refused to come, giving
weakness and feebleness as an excuse. When questioned by his
friends, he remarked:

I know what that Gaon thinks of me. It can be expressed in

one phrase, ‘Rabbi M.*2 does not know how to learn.” He does not

He was born in Zvenigorodka, province of Kiev in 1833, and died
in St. Petersburg in 1909.

50. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., Vol. III, p. 128.

51. Barukh Epstein, author of Torah Temimah was the son of
R. Yehiel Epstein, who succeeded Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to the rab-
binic post of Novohrodak.

52. This is the way it appears in the source.
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value my rabbinic authority. My friends, however, can always
refute the accusation by stating: ‘You never met our rabbi and
you never engaged him in Talmudic or scholarly discussion.’
I, however, know the character of that Gaon. He does not
change his mind nor does he alter his opinion. Even after
our meeting he would hold the same views about me, and then
my friends would not be able to defend me any longer.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan concluded, as the story goes:

The same applies to the translation of the Talmud into the
vernacular. Our enemies spread false rumors about the Talmud,
but we can always say to them in our defense, “‘You do not
know the source. But once it is translated, that defense would
fall by the wayside.’s

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, thus did not give his consent, and the
Talmud was not translated into Russian until 1901,** five
years after his demise. It is difficult, however, to ascertain
whether Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s disapproval actually postponed
the translation. There might have been some other contributing
factors.

His attitude to the Maskilim may also be discerned from a
passage in Ezz Pri which he published in 1881 together with
Rabbi Israel Salanter. That booklet is mainly an appeal for
the support of Torah and its students. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
quotes a Talmudic passage commenting on the verse “And
despise not thy mother when she is old.”*® The Talmud states
“If the words of Torah have become old in your mouth, do
not despise them.” On the surface the phrase “in your mouth”

53. Barukh Epstein, Mekor Barukh (Vilna 1928) Vol. I, p. 814.

54. The translation is incomplete. Only eight volumes were trans-
lated. It was published in St. Petersburg (1901-1903) and translated
by Nahum Pereferkovich.

55. Proverbs 23:22.

56. Jerusalem Talmud, end of Berakhoth, Gilead Press edition (New
Yofk, 1949); P- 68.
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seems superfluous. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, therefore, explains that
our people fall into two catagories. To the first group belong
those who do not see fit to study Torah for the fear of being
classed as “old fashioned.” To the second, belong those who
not only do not study, but are even ashamed to seek the welfare
of Torah scholars. They are even ashamed to discuss ways and
means of lightening the financial burden of those who study
Torah. They refuse to talke about it because it is too “old
fashioned” a subject. Hence, the term “in your mouth” is
used in the Talmud.’” It is quite obvious that he had in mind
the Maskilim of his day.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s Aid to the Poor and His Help to the
Needy.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan did not confine his activities to strictly
rabbinic problems. His imprint was clearly stamped on all
communal affairs. Acts of benevolence were an integral part
of his rabbinate. When in 1876 a fire practically destroyed the
city of Wilkomir and left its Jewish inhabitants homeless and
poverty stricken, the Rabbi of Kovno came to their aid. Wilko-
mir was the birthplace of his secretary, R. Yaakob Lifschitz,
and he immediately became fully acquainted with the conditions
there. He sent out an appeal for help and it was very effective.
He also wrote to Dr. Isaac Rilf of Memmel who was instru-
mental and helpful in fund raising for the needy families.
Through the efforts of Yehiel Brill, editor of haLebanon,
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was successful in obtaining the assistance
of Dr. Asher, who was then secretary of the London Jewish
community, and a very close friend of Lord Rotschild. Rotschild
himself sent one thousand rubles for that purpose. From then

57. Isaac Elchanan, Etz Pri (Vilna 1880), p. 31.
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on, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan kept up an active correspondence
with Dr. Asher, who constantly helped the Jewish victims
of Russian persecution.”®

In 1881, when Baron Horace Ginzburg called his first
conference in St. Petersburg to consider methods of eliminating
the Russian pogroms, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was the only rabbi
invited to participate in the discussions. He was accompanied
by his son, Rabbi Zevi Hirsh. When the Conference terminated,
R. Yaakob Lifschitz went to Vilna to meet Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.
When they all realized the severity of the situation and saw no
prospects for improvement in the immediate future, Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan decided to write again to Dr. Asher.”*® He
informed Dr. Asher of the futility of the St. Petersburg
Conference, described the atrocities, and asked him to seek
the aid and assistance of the liberal Christians of London,
Vienna, Berlin and other western cities. Dr. Asher was also
asked not to publicize the document in the newspapers, nor
to mention the author of the release for obvious reasons.
Only some trustworthy individuals were permitted to see it.”
Upon the receipt of the communication, Dr. Asher immediately
began to work tirelessly in order to arouse the necessary
public opinion.®!

58. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. csiz,, Vol. III, p. 16.

59. The message was couched in secrecy, and disguised as evidenced
by the following statement:
owa a9 2N NURY, DIBNP 1OR AN /Iwn VORDA DY kb
10y SMBY N1PDYD BY ‘7, 2IND 0 AWK ABY TNy 1Y Py by
RO¥N7 MaAYaA® MWD MY oY Stnwnb o pwynd av» bapwm
Ibid. p. 21. 3 moycomn Ty om0 M paoya cbanm ann b

60. Ibid. p. 27.

61. In a letter written on January 9, 1881, Dr. Asher wrote to

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan assuring him that he would not rest until some
concrete action would be taken. Ibid. p. 38.
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Rabbi Zevi Hirsh then went to Memmel to see Dr. Rilf,
who translated the message of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan into
German and sent copies to Germany, France, Italy and the
United States, where it apparently made strong impressions.
Public meetings protesting Russian pogroms were held in
London and in Manchester. In a leading article, the London
Times reported:

The meeting held yesterday at the Mansion House to protest
against the cruelties inflicted upon the Jews of Russia was
in an eminent degree representative of every section of English
society, and must be taken to indicate an indignation as uni-
versal as those fundamental sentiments of justice and humanity
which have been outraged by the barbarities of the Russian
mob and the supineness of the Russian government...The
Church of England was strongly represented as it was fitting
that she should be. Outspoken and emphatic in his protest was
Mr. Spurgeon ... Among the many admired speeches made yester-
day, that of Cardinal Manning is the most remarkable.52

While the London Times only praises the speech of Car-
dinal Manning but does not quote him, the Hazefirah®®
reports that Cardinal Manning concluded his remarks with
the folloing statement:

I have before my eyes a book (Bible) that Jews and Christians
the world over revere and respect. This Book is the bond between
Jews and Christians. Every time that its inspiring words appear
before me, I realize that the Jewish people is the oldest nation
of the world. The Germans and the British are newcomers by
comparison. They have not graduated from their infancy...the
little that they have contributed to the teaching of ethics and

62. London Times, February 2, 1882, p. 7.

63. Hazefrah was a Hebrew weekly, published in Warsaw from
1864 to 1874 and was published as a daily paper from 1874 to
1914.
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the knowledge of the humanities, how does it compare to the
spiritual heritage that Judaism has given to the world.%*

At a meeting held in the Town Hall of Manchester, convened
by the mayor of that city, the Bishop of Manchester moved a
resolution and expressed earnest hope:

That the Russian government would afford prompt and effectual

protection and redress to the sufferers and that that meeting

further trusted that Her Majesty’s Government, in such a way

as they may think most advisible, might find it possible to use

their good offices with the Government of His Majesty the

Tzar to prevent the recurrence of similar acts of violence.®

Meetings of protest were also held in New York City and
in Philadelphia.®® In the latter city, the Rev. R. D. Harper, a
prominent clergyman of that community, who represented the
Christian ministry said: “It is time for this government to say
to the Russian government that these outrages must stop.”*
Although none of these resolutions were very effective, because
the Russian government maintained that the Jewish question
belonged to those matters of internal policy in which every
government legislates according to its own views and never
admits foreign interference or advice,”® yet, Russian Jewry
benefited from those meetings. At the Philadelphia meeting
close to six thousand dollars was raised for Russian Jewish
relief and the amount was increased later.”” In London, too,
the Lord Mayor’s Jewish Relief Fund was established and on
February 19, 1882 that Fund had reached fifty thousand
pounds.™

64. Hezefirah, No. 6, February 14, 1882. p. 45.

65. London Times, February 4, 1882, p. 6.

66. New York Times, February 5, 1882, p. 10.

67. New York Times, February 16, 1882, p. 3.

68. London Times, February 7, 1882, p. 5. February 13, 1882, p. 5.

69. New York Times, February 16, 1882, p. 3.
70. Ibid. February 20, 1882, p. 1.
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Protest meetings in New York City were held with the
participation of General Grant (then ex-president of the United
States), the mayor, Mr. Graham and other dignitaries. Clergy-
men of the Presbyterian and Methodist churches also attended
those assemblies. The entire proceedings were recorded, and
the adopted resolutions were dispatched to the Russian au-
thorities.” Similar meetings were held in the capital cities of
France and Italy.”

Baron Ginzburg called a second conference which was held
in St. Petersburg in April, 1882. There were twenty-five delegates
from the provinces, among them Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and
the financier, Samuel Poliakov.” The Conference listened to
heart rending reports depicting the intolerable position of the
Jews in Russia. The protest meetings evidently did not pro-
duce the necessary results. Hence, the question of emigration
was the main theme of the Conference. Some thought that
emigration would be the only solution to the problem. Baron
Ginzburg and other influencial delegates from the capitol did
not share this view. First, the emigration of six million Jews
was too difficult a task. Where would they go? What country
would accept them? Second, it would leave room for anti-Semites
to accuse the Jews of lack of patriotism and love for their
country.™ The fact remains that the Conference voted against

71. Ibid.

72. Hazefirah, February 14, 1882, p. 46.

73. Poliakov, according to Lifschitz, was an assimilationist, who in
his own business did not employ Jews. Yaakov Lifschitz, Zikhron
Yaakob, Vol. 1II, p. 154.

74. While Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was in St. Petersburg, at the
Conference, he recetved a telegram from Lemberg, informing him
that Sir Samuel Montague (In 1886, Montague, despite his position,
was ordered to leave Moscow “within twenty-four hours,” like an
itenerant vagrant. S. Dubnow, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 345), of the British
Parliament, together with Dr. Asher, were there and would like to
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the establishment of an Emigration Committee, fearing it
might give the impression that Jews were desirous of leaving
Russia. The Conference only proposed to send a delegation
to the Tzar, appealing to him to put a stop to the type of
legislation which inspired the Russian population with the
belief that Jews were outside the pale of the Law.™

The position of the Jew grew weaker continuously. The
May Laws of 1882 aimed at the sudden disappearance of the
Jews from the Russian country-side. These Laws barred new
Jewish settlers from villages. Exemption was made for those
who settled in the rural districts before 1882. The term “new
settler,” however, was not defined in the Law. A village Jew
who absented himself for a few days or a week to go to town,
or when he left with his family to attend High Holiday services
in an adjacent community, had difficulty in returning, because his
return was interpreted by the police as a “new settlement.”™

In 1884 a Conference was held in Kovno, the purpose of
which was to alleviate the burdens of persecuted Russian Jewry.
It was held under the chairmanship of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
and was attended by outstanding rabbis and laymen. Among
the items on the agenda was the advisability of establishing a
permanent “Intercession Committee” to live in St. Petersburg
and keep an open eye on proposed legislation concerning Jews.
The Committee was to seek through proper influence, the pre-

discuss communal problems with him. Since the Rabbi could not
leave St. Petersburg at that time, he wired Rabbi Samuel Mohliver,
who was then visiting in Warsaw, urging him to travel to Lemberg.
He went to the meeting and reported that the purpose of it was to
influence him not to permit too many Jews to emigrate to England, for
the fear of creating anti-Semitic feelings. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. ciz,
p. %4.

75. S. Dubnow, op. cit, Vol. II, pp. 304-306.

76. Ibid. p. 340.
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vention of prejudicial legislation. Rabbi David Vigodsky, a
native of Slutzk who made his home in Kovno, was chosen
as shtadlan (interceder). He went to St. Petersburg, stayed there
for about a year and a half and was recalled because he wasn’t
too successful in his work. He was succeeded by Samuel
Bechovsky, who according to Lifschitz, was a very capable man
and better suited for the post. He enjoyed the friendship of
Baron Ginzburg and together with him made considerable
progress.”” Bechovsky remained in his position until 1901.™

It may be of interest to note that even during those tragic
days, when every day brought new problems and greater diffi-
culties for the Jewish people, the Jews of Moscow and St.
Petersburg, especially the wealthy, suffered very little. They
were protected with special rights and enjoyed special privileges.
Many were not even aware of the plight of their less fortunate
brethren. They were not in contact with them. Baron Ginzburg,
however, was the exception. In his office he kept a special
file on “Jewish Problems” and was in constant communication
with outstanding Jewish leaders in an effort to be helpful
to his coreligionists.

After the pogroms of 1882, Ginzburg wrote to Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan and informed him that large sums of money
were necessary for effective shtadlanuth (intercession). Baron
Ginzburg indicated in that communication™ that he could not
carry the financial burden by himself, nor did he deem it
advisable, from a political viewpoint, to become the collector
of such funds. He did not consider it good policy. Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan then sent letters to some outstanding and influential
Jewish communities, such as Minsk, Grodno, Vilna and Mohilev,

77. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. ciz, Vol. III, p. 110.
78. Ibid. p. 111.
79. Ibid. p. 122.
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inviting them to send two delegates each to Kovno for a
special conference. When the delegates assembled, Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan explained the needs of the hour but only
5,600 rubles was raised — a small sum for such a great
purpose.

The expulsion of Jews from Moscow® involved Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan even more than ever in communal problems
and relief work. The Jewish community of Moscow numbered
then some 30,000 souls.”® Many of them had been living in
Moscow for two, three and more decades. They were all
forced to sell their property within a short time and leave the
city. Those who were too poor to comply with the orders
of the police, or who did not succeed in selling their property
were thrown into jail and treated like common criminals. Some
even died in prison, pending their transportation. The sums
speedily collected by their coreligionists were not sufficient to
help many. Only a small number were rescued from jail,
handcuffs and convoy.*?

After the expulsion edict was announced, a conference was
held in Kovno which was attended by outstanding communal
leaders. Kovno was chosen probably because it was the resi-
dence of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. All publicity was avoided be-
cause of political implications. It was decided to solicit the aid
of Jews of other countries. Because Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
enjoyed a friendly relationship with the “Alliance Israelite
Universalle” and especially with the chief Rabbi of France,

80. The date of the expulsion given by Dubnow is March 29,
1891. (Dubnow, op. cst, Vol. II, p. 401.) According to Lifschitz the
expulsion of Jews from Moscow was in 1890 (Lifschitz, op. ciz.,, Vol.
I, p. 161).

81. S. Dubnow, op. cit, Vol. II, p. 400.

82. Ibid. p. 406.
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Rabbi Zadok Kahn,® it was decided that he send a special
communication to France in which the needs of Russian Jewry
be expounded. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan then sent the famous
epistle® to Rabbi Zadok Kahn and copies of it to other
leaders.

The document dated three days in Sivan, 5650 (May 22,
1890) may be summarized in outline as follows:®

1. The expulsion from Moscow is far worse than the expulsion
from Spain and we are helpless and powerless and depend com-
pletely on G-d’s mercy through the benevolence of distant
brethren. [France and England].

2. Under Alexander II, conditions were not as grave. He per-
mitted “workers” to live in the interior of Russia. Many took
advantage of that law although they did not belong to the
working class. Some of our people lived well and even pros-
pered.

3. Then came the wave of anti-Semitism and the May Laws
of 1882, among which were included the following prohibitions.
a) No Jew was allowed to move from city into village.

b) Renting of land from a non-Jew was prohibited.

c¢) Jews in villages were not permitted to deal in liquor.
d) Even the sick, who must have a change of climate
during the summer were not permitted to go to villages.

4. For years the government complained that we do not engage
in agriculture, but that was not our fault. The landowners had
slaves and did not need us. When, in 1861, the slaves were freed
and Jews wanted to purchase land, the law prohibited them
from doing so. The government also complained that we

83. Kahn was born in Mommenheim, Alsace, in 1839 and died
in Paris in 1905.

84. It is known as Heye Im Pipioth Mishnat TaRaN (The letter
begins with “Be with the mouth,” an ancient liturgical phrase.)

85. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit, Vol. III, pp. 166-177.
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do not seck the culture of the land, but when our people began -
to seek university training, nwmerus clanses were introduced.
Furthermore, government regulation prohibited Jews from prac-
ticing law and engineering.

5. The following new laws are now under consideration, and
if passed, the catastrophe will be beyond description.

a) Send a referendum to the noblemen whether or not
to rescind the law of 1865 permitting “workers” to live
inside Russia. Of course they will not be in favor of such
a repeal and 200,000 Jewish families®® will be subjected

to starvation and exposed to suffering.

b) Repeal the law permitting Jews to live in villages if
they lived there prior to 1882. One-half a million Jews
would be affected by this law.

c) Jews of Riga, Kiev, and Rostov may also be expelled
from their respective communities.

d) The family of a son, who escapes military service is
subject to a fine of 200 rubles. The authorities are now
considering to raise that sum to G600 rubles. Why must
the family be held responsible? The young men run away
because conditions are so deplorable. Even after he returns
from serving his country, he cannot find a job and is sub-
jected to the same humiliation as before.

6. Six million Russian Jews are exposed to all form of danger,
abuse and persecution.

It seems to be an excellent document showing full under-
standing of the situation. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan uses a rabbinic

86. Horace Ginzburg in a letter dated July 10, 1890, wrote to
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan “I am a bit disturbed concerning your state-
ment as to the number of Jews destined to be expelled from inside
Russia. Two hundred thousand families, will number close to two
million people — grossly exaggerated.” (Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit.,
Vol. III, p. 187) Rabbi Isaac Elchanan replied on July 14, 1890
“Truly it is only an error on my part. Instead of writing 'people’
I wrote ‘families” (Ibid. p. 188.)
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approach to give expression to his plea. He states that in the
Bible, Jacob taught us to be prepared with gifts and prayer
in order to change the course of events. Russian Jewry is
completely helpless. They have no money for intercession not
do they have proper influence. True there are some wealthy
people among them, but they are limited in number and can
not possibly do the job by themselves. They are subjected to
too many pressures. He, therefore, suggests that the salvation
must come from Jews in foreign countries:

1.

Through proper influence, even laws that have already
been passed can become ineffective. Such a phenomenon
is not uncommon in Russia.

. Through the proper influence, evil decrees can also be

prevented.

. Influential people of Paris, London, Berlin and Vienna

can exert pressure on the Russian ambassadors in their
respective countries.

A delegation of prominent citizens should have an audience
with the Tzar and prove to him that Jews are loyal and
devoted citizens.

. Wait for the opportunity of an audience when the Tzar

will visit Coppenhagen. He will then be free from his
usual executive duties and will not be surrounded by his
advisors, who constantly plan evil for the Jews.

It may also be advisable to visit Coppenhagen and seek
an audience with his father-in-law, the King of Denmark.
Perhaps he may be influenced to intercede in behalf of
our people.

Of course, all the work must be done in secrecy. Pub-
licity may ruin all the plans.

The “document” was received and properly asknowledged
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by Rabbi Zadok Kahn of Paris, Rabbi Naftali Adler®” of
London and Mendel Baumgarten,® secretary of the Jewish
community of Vienna. They all promised their fullest coopera-
tion and assistance. Mendel Baumgarten informed Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan that he had already communicated with a prominent
individual in London, who had great influence and would be
of great help.** His friend from London, however, questioned
the authenticity of the knowledge. How did Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan know what had transpired in the inner circles of
the Russian government? How did he learn in advance of edicts
that were to be issued?

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, therefore, issued another epistle.”
There he elucidated the nature of the Russian government and
its lack of consideration for the welfare of its citizens. He
explained that the lawmakers were completely divorced from
the people at large, and were not concerned with its problems.
The Tzar ruled with an iron hand, and the people had no
voice in the government. How did the Jewish community obtain
“inside information” in advance? Rabbi Isaac Elchanan explained
that the secretaries who made copies of prospective laws for
their department heads, for the purpose of consultation and
study, brought copies of the same to the leaders of the Jewish
community. They did it for a “price.” Newspapers were of
course sources of information but one had to be very suspicious.

87. Adler was born in Hannover, Germany in 1803 and died in
Brighton, England in 1890. He founded Jews' College in London and
was its president until his death.

88. Baumgarten was a known communal leader, born in Kremsier,
Moravia in 1828 and died in Vienna in 1908. He served for many years
as a member of the Board of the Vienna Jewish Community and later
became its secretary.

89. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., Vol. III, p. 178.

90. Heye Im Pipioth leYerah Tamuz TaRaN (The second letter
beginning with the liturgical phrase “Be with the Mouth.”)
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The newspapers occasionally announced that a certain law would
soon be revoked, because they suspected that Jews might seek
influence from the “outside” and that, the authorities always
wished to avoid.”

It was through Rabbi Isaac Elchanan that London, Paris,
Berlin and New York — the entire western civilization, learned
of the plight of Russian Jewry, and came to its aid.

Owutlaw of Ritual Slaughtering.

A few years later,” the Humane Society of Russia became
very active and planned a most vigorous campaign to outlaw
ritual slaughtering throughout Russia. Their contention was
that Jewish slaughtering is inhumane and causes many sick-
nesses. They claimed that the blood left in the body of the
animal after the slaughtering was directly responsible for many
human diseases.

Dr. Isaac Dembo, a native of Kovno, who in his youth
knew Rabbi Israel Salanter and Rabbi Moshe Joshua Leib
Diskin and was fired by their religious zeal, made a scientific
study of the problem and proved the falsehood of the accusa-

91. Lifschitz writes “four times I travelled to the capitol city
[St. Petersburg] and stayed there for several weeks in order to
prepare adequately for intercession. There were always at my call,
able and trustworthy men, who informed me of government pro-
ceedings and plans concerning the people of Israel of our country.
We lift our eyes unto the Almighty that He should give us grace
in the eyes of the children of Israel of other lands.”

Yaakob Lifschitz, op. ciz., Vol. III, p. 185.

92. The propaganda against Jewish ritual slaughtering started
at a meeting of the Russian Society for the Prevention of Cruelty
to Animals, which was held on January 21, 1891.

J. Dembo, The Jewish Method of Slaughter (translated from the
German and published by Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., Ltd,
London, 1894).



IN KOVNO 71

tions. He abandoned his post at St. Petersburg hospital, con-
ducted many experiments and wrote up his findings in Russian,
which was translated into German and French. He was as-
sisted in his work by Dr. Hirsh Hildesheimer, son of Rabbi
Azriel of Hildesheimer, who was the father of neo-orthodoxy in
Germany. They proved their point beyond the shadow of a
doubt. The government, therefore, informed the Humane
Society to desist from their activities, since shebitah (ritual
slaughtering) would not be outlawed.”® Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
sent a letter of commendation to Dr. Dembo for his invaluable
service to the Jewish community. The letter was also signed
by Rabbi Meir Simcha haKohen of Dvinsk,” Rabbi David
Friedman of Karlin,”® Rabbi Moshe Shapiro of Riga,”® Dr.
Isaac Feinberg and Dr. Herman Cohen of Kovno and Yitzhak
Isaac Halevi Rabinowitz.”

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Fails in Two Objectives.

Needless to say, that not all the efforts of Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan were crowned with success. During the nineteenth
century, all rabbis who officiated as spiritual leaders in Russian
Jewish communities were required to possess a certain amount
of secular education. Those communities whose rabbis did not
possess such knowledge, were required by law to employ in
addition, an official rabbi, known as the “Kazyonny Rav.” Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan tried very hard to have the government give

93. Yaakob Lifschitz, op. cit., Vol. III, p. 210.

94. Rabbi Meir Simcha haKohen was born in 1845 and died in
1926.

95. David Friedman was the author of Yad David on halakha.
He was born in 1827 and died in 1914.

96. Moshe Shapiro was an outstanding Talmud Scholar and son-
in-law of Rabbi Isaac of Slonim, known as R. Eiselle.

97. Isaac Halevi was the author of the famous Doroth Harishonom.
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full recognition to rabbis without secular education and thus
eliminate the “Kazyonny Rav” completely. In a letter addressed
to some communal leader,”® he wrote the following:

His honor will recall without doubt the resolution adopted at
our meeting in 1881 to intercede before the proper govern-
mental authorities so that full status and recognition be given
Rabbanei Hatorah (fully ordainad rabbis without secular educa-
tion, in contrast to the Kazyonny Rav) in all matters of
religion without dependence on the “Kazyonny Rav.” This resolu-
tion was again adopted at the second conference in 1885 with
the full consent of all parties. After the edict of 1888, which
permitted only high school graduates to become fully recognized
rabbis of communities, the rabbinate began to suffer even more.
It has reached a point where many a time Jewish children
were not circumcized on time, and rabbis, who are genuine
Torah scholars were summoned to court for administrating
divorces and solomnizing marriages. I, too, signed a statement
not to administer divorces or officiate at marriages...%°

His efforts, however, that full status be given to the rabbis
without secular education were not successful.

It seems that he also failed in his attempt to introduce Jewish
spiritual values in the new Argentina community. When Baron
Maurice deHirsch, the famous German philanthropist, established
colonies for Jews in Argentina, so as to make it possible for
Russian Jewish emigrants to return to the soil for a gainful
occupation, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan immediately communicated
with Rabbi Zadok Kahn of Paris who had great influence on
the Baron. He pleaded with the Parisian rabbi to pursuade the
Baron not only to provide for the physical comforts of the

98. The name of the person to whom the letter was written is
not given. The letter is dated 2 Sivan 5654 (June 6, 1894).
99. Yaakob Lifschitz, Toledoth Yitzhak, p. 116.



IN KOVNO 73

refugees but also for their spiritual needs. In a letter written
September 6, 1891, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan stated:

Our holy faith requires Kashruth, ritual slaughterers, ritual baths,
teachers for the children, rabbis and preachers. All these things
not only do not detract from the comforts of life, but on the
contrary, they add strength and dignity to the individual and
to the social structure of a community.10°

That letter evidently did not accomplish too much, since
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan wrote on March 1, 1893:

...shame breaks my heart and the hearts of all G-d fearing
people, who hear that among three hundred families there is
not a single teacher for religious instructions, there is not a
ritual bath and there is no house of prayer. For that they went
into exile? To be without Torah and Mitzvoth and to lack the
very elementary foundations of our faith? ... The Baron is to be
explained that it would be to his advantage to appoint as over-
seers [of the Argentina colony] just and truthful men who
love their people. Russian born Jews who know how to deal
with them, and will not hurt them by robbing them of their
inalienable human rights.1o!

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and The Kolel of Kovno.

Much of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s time and effort was devoted
to the famous Torah institution of Kovno known as the Kolel

Perushim, or as it was sometimes known under the name of
Kolel Kovno. The Kolel was established by Rabbi Isaac El-
chanan and Rabbi Israel Salanter.

When in 1848, the Russian government established the
rabbinical seminary in Vilna, as already discussed in the begin-
ning of the chapter, Rabbi Israel Salanter was invited to in-
struct Talmud and rabbinic law at the Seminary. He declined

100. Yaakob Lifschitz, Zikhron Yaakob Vol. III, p. 159.
101. Ibid. p. 160.
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the invitation and settled in Kovno, where he established a
Yeshivah which was a center of Torah and Mussar. This was
connected with the Beth haMidrash of Hirsch Naviasky. Among
his disciples were Rabbi Isaac Blazer,'” who later headed the
Kolel; Rabbi Jacob Joseph,'” who in later years became the
Chief Rabbi of New York City, and Rabbi Nathan Zevi Hirsh
Finkel of Slobodka.'®™ To raise the standard of Torah, Rabbi
Salanter abolished “eating days”'”® for Yeshiva students, but
instead, ordered that all meals be brought to the Yeshivah.
Rich and poor alike were to partake of those meals, so as not
to cause any embarrassment to the poor students.'” This
custom was later introduced into the Kolel and copied by other
schools, in order to give more dignity to the Yeshiva students.

The Kolel was originally financed through the generosity of
Obadiah Lachman of Berlin, who gave Rabbi Israel Salanter
ten thousand marks as an outright gift and pledged one thou-
sand marks annually for the establishment of a Torah Fund.
When Rabbi Israel Salanter received the money, he at first
thought of using it for Tevunah,'*" an orthodox organ whose
publication he sought to revive. After due consideration, he de
cided to use the fund for a Yeshiva for young men, who wished

102. Rabbi Isaac Blazar, better known as R. Itzelle Peterbutger,
was born in 1837 and died in 1907.

103. Rabbi Jacob Joseph, also known as R. Yankelle Harif, was
born in 1848 and died in 1902.

104. Rabbi Finkel was Rosh Yeshiva of Slobodka. He was born
in 1849 and died in 1928.

105. It was the custom to have Yeshiva students eat their meals
in a different home each day.

106. Dov Katz, Tennath haMussar (Tel Aviv 1945), Vol. I, p. 154.

107. Tevunah was a rabbinical journal which appeared in Mem-
mel (1861-1862) under the editorship of Rabbi Israel Salanter.
Among its contributors were Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and Rabbi Joseph
B. Soloveitchik.
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to perfect themselves in rabbinic studies leading to ordination.
Since Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was considered the most outstanding
rabbinic authority, whose opinion on religious questions was
highly respected, he was invited to head the Kolel. At first he
refused, since there were so many communal problems that fully
occupied his time, but when his son, Rabbi Zevi Hirsh, who was
then in business, promised to help in the administration, Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan accepted.'®®

The Nature of The Kolel.

The Kolel was a unique institution. First, it was the only
school in the vicinity, where one was able to prepare himself
for the active rabbinate. In the other Yeshivoth, only the Talmud
and its commentaries were emphasized, while in the Kolel, the
study of codes was an integral part of the curriculum. Another
outstanding feature of the Kolel was that it had no specially
designated “house of study.” The students studied in the various
Batay Midrash (houses of study) of the community. Each Beth
haMidrash had its own character and the students made their
own selection. Those who were more inclined to Mussar, studied
in the “Naviasky Klaus” established by Rabbi Israel Salanter.
The “old” Beth haMidrash, which Rabbi Isaac Elchanan generally
attended, attracted his disciples; while those who had Haskalah
inclinations attended the “new” Beth haMidrash, whose gabbai,
R. Isser ben Wolf was a noted Maskil and disciple of Abraham
Mapo, a native of Kovno. Those who studied in the Beth
haMidrash of the Maskilim received in addition to their regular
stipend from the Kolel, special financial assistance from the
Beth haMidrash, many of whose worshippers were affluent
people.'” The Kolel had no Roshey Yeshivah or Mashgibim

108. Dov Katz, op. cit, Vol. I, p. 175.
109. Hayyim Tzhernowitz, Pirkey Hayyim (New York 1953),
p. 125.
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{supervisors), who supervised the course of study. The students
had complete freedom as to subject matter, although the ex-
amination for Semikha (ordination) was in the first volume
of Yoreh Deah and in Hilkhoth Nidah Umikvaoth"
When one was ready for the examination, one would come
to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, although the first to sign the Semikha
was Rabbi Moshe Dnishevsky of Slobodka.'™

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan as Titular Head of The Kolel.

While Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and his son, Rabbi Zevi Hirsh,
were the official leaders of the Kolel and carried great respon-
sibility as to administration, they were much too busy to care
for it properly. The former was preoccupied with responsa and
many other rabbinic problems, and the latter with his business.
The real leadership of the Kolel was in the hands of R. Ab-
raham Shenker and R. Nathan Zevi Finkel, both exponents of
the Mussar movement.'* When Rabbi Zevi Hirsh left his
business to pursue the rabbinate and accepted a call to Mittau,
Latvia, in 1881, it became necessary to appoint a successor.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan called a meeting of the leaders and Rabbi

110. It may seem incredible that such limited requirements were
necessary for ordination, nevertheless, it was so. Candidates for
Semikha in the Yeshiva which carries his name, The Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan Theological Seminary in New York, were examined in the
same subject matter until recently, when some changes were in-
stituted and the scope widened.

111. Hayyim Tchernowitz, op. cit., p. 129.

112. It is evident from this fact that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was
not a strong opponent of Mussar study. The fact that he worked so
closely with Rabbi Salanter and later appointed his disciple, Rabbi
Isaac Blazar to head the Kolel, also proves this point. Only when
Rabbi Blazar went to extremes and overemphasized the study of
Mussar, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan strongly objected and a rift was caused
between the Rabbi of Kovno and the exponents of Mussar.

(See Talpioth, April 1947, Vol. III, No. 1-2, p. 38).
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1.113

Isaac Blazar was appointed as the administrator of the Kole

Rabbi Isaac Blazar was a very colorful personality. Ever since
the age of fourteen he spent his time in the environment of
Rabbi Israel Salanter and became one of his most outstanding
disciples. He was a great Talmudic scholar and a very humble
person, who refused to practice the rabbinate professionally
until his teacher, who recognized his ability, persuaded him to
do so.’* At the age of twenty-five he became the rabbi of St.
Petersburg, which was the center of Haskalah. There he came
in conflict with Judah Leib Gordon, secretary of the “Society
for the Dissemination of Enlightenment,” who ridiculed him
publically.*® Because of those difficulties, he left the city after

113. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan knew Isaac Blazar, when he was rabbi
in St. Petersburg. He had a high opinion of him and respected him
greatly. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan wrote to Rabbi Blazar on April 21,
1867 concerning the name on a bill of divorce, sent from St. Peters-
burg to another country. There were differences of opinion as to how
the name was to be written. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan upheld Blazar’s
decision.

(Talpioth, Vol. V, No. 1-2, 1950. Letter published from a manuscript
in MeArkhyono Shel R. Isaac Blazar by Professor Samuel K. Mirsky,
p. 138.)

114. Samuel K. Mirsky, ed., Mosdoth haTorah beEuropa (Histad-
ruth Ivrith 1956), section on Slobodka written by E. Ashray, p.
146.

115. The president of the Kehilah, Horace Ginzburg, who was also
the head of the “Society for the Dissemination of Haskalah,” decided
that all synagogue donations of Shebzoth should go to the Society.
Committees were sent to the synagogues to supervise the execution
of Ginzburg’s order. To Blazar’s synagogue, J. L. Gordon and David
Feinberg constituted the committee. They talked throughout the ser-
vice and mentioned the real estate investment made by Blazar who
bought a building in Kovno. They suspected embezzlement of com-
munal funds. When the rabbi ascended the bimab to recite Akdomoth
and began XMW NN o mnTpR  Gordon responded with the
traditional chantXny1awR Town xnmnx wnT wn He continued with
similar responses and people laughed continuously.

Jacob Mazah, Zikhronoth, Vol. II, p. 40.
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sixteen years of service and refused to take a rabbinic post. He
settled in Kovno, where he bought a house, which he rented out.
The rental was his main source of revenue. To supplement his
income, his wife conducted a tavern. In Kovno, he also published
Pri Itzhak, a collection of responsa which established his

reputation as a genuine scholar.'®

Rabbi Isaac Blazar did not accept any remuneration from
the Kolel. It is told that even at the regular meetings of the
administration, when cigarettes were distributed, according to the
usual custom, he never took any because they were purchased with
Kolel funds.” R. Moshe Reines, however, states that he was
paid for his services and that Rabbi Isaac Blazar admitted it."*®
Rabbi Blazar’s devotion to the Kolel was greatly responsibile
for its growth and development. About two hundred students
were matriculated, most of whom were very promising.’® All
students were maintained by the Kolel. In Order to raise the
necessary funds, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan together with Rabbi
Istael Salanter, published the Efz Pri, calling the attention
of the Jews everywhere, to support Torah institutions and
maintain its scholars. In pilpulstic fashion, Efz Pri deals with
the precept of studying Torah, and the support of Torah students,
by those who do not have the opportunity or the ability to study.
Fund collectors were sent out to foreign countries including the
United States, and the response was most gratifying. The Kolel
expanded its program and organized branches in other com-

116. The book was ready for publication for fourteen years, but
because of his modesty he desisted from publishing it
Tdalpioth, Vol. V, Dec. 1950, No. 1-2, p. 140.

117. Dov Katz, Tennath haMussar, Vol. 11, p. 214.
118. Moshe Reines, Akhsanyoth Shel Torah (Warsaw 1890) p. 34.

119. Hamelitz, Feb. 5, 1890, No. 20. Testimony given by Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan.
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munities which were supported by the central treasury of Kolel
Kovno.®

Attitude of Maskilim to The Kolel.

The Kolel, together with its growth and popularity, became
the subject of controversy and the target of criticism. The
Maskilim found fault with the Kolel and criticized its leader,
Rabbi Blazar, for his unworldliness and fanaticism. The fund-
raisers were accused of embezzlement and misappropriation of
funds. In an Open Letter from Alexander Zederbaum, editor
of Hamelitz, he points to the Hilul haShem (desecration of
G-d’s name) caused by the Kolel because of the adverse pub-
licity and comments received in the Russian press. Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan was criticized as the titular head of the Kolel from
whom the real facts were concealed by Blazar. Zederbaum
concluded:

Our revered teacher [Rabbi Isaac Elchanan] knows that the
voice of the people is like the voice of the Almighty, and if we
hear from every nook and corner that the Yeshiva will not
fulfill its purpose and that an individual without culture
[Rabbi Blazar] will not succeed as head of a rabbinical school
... then he [Rabbi Isaac Elchanan] is to disassociate himself from
the Kolel as long as Rabbi Isaac Blazar, who is not fit for the
post, will remain its leader.!?!

~ Rabbi Isaac Elchanan felt deeply hurt and highly insulted.
In an article in the Hamelitz, entitled Elbonoh Shel Torab,
he defended himself very elequently and stated:

I have been privileged to serve in the rabbinate for several
decades. Thousands of responsa came to me from every land and

120. Menahem Glenn, Israel Salanter (Bloch Publishing Co., New
York 1953), pp. 78-79.
121. Hamelitz, Jan, 21, 1890, No. 7.
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I answered them, and no one ever commented that I was undully
influenced ..., therefore, testify that I never did anything with-
out giving it full thought and due consideration, from beginning
to end. I never consented to anything because of outside
pressures.122

Two days later, the editor of Hamelitz published an ar-
ticle Dibray Shalom VeEmeth in which he stated that the
criticism in the previous issues was not directed against Torah
and its students, nor against Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, but only
against the director of the Kolel, Rabbi Blazar, who was not
suited for the post. The Kolel under his guidance was not
properly oriented for the training of spiritual leaders of the
caliber of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. The Mussar talks that Rabbi
Blazar delivered, and the atmosphere that he created, caused
mental disturbances to some of the students. Furthermore, the
Mashgibim (supervisors of funds) did not give an accounting
of the funds they received. Who among us is greater than
Moses, yet he gave a detailed accounting of all monies
collected.”***

As a result of the adverse criticism by the Maskilim,™
Rabbi Blazar left his position as director of the Kolel and
Rabbi Zevi Hirsh Sultzovsky, son-in-law of Rabbi Isaac El-

122. Ibid. Feb. 5, 1890, No. 20, see full text p.

123. Ibid. Feb. 7, 1890, No. 22.

124. While the Maskilim, generally speaking, were against the
Kolel, there must have been some who were in sympathy with its
program, because of their own personal piety. Samuel I. Finn was
a Maskil of this type. Rabbi Hayyim Soloveitchik related how he once
came to Vilna in behalf of the Yeshiva of Volozhin. He visited Samuel
Finn, whom he found absorbed in prayer like a real pietist. Finn
was a devout person, who revered rabbis and scholars. When the
NaTZiB (Rabbi Naftali Zevi Yehuda Berlin) came to Vilna, Finn
always visited him and paid his respects.

Meir Berlin, Fun Volozhin Biz Yerushalayim, Vol. 1, p. 68.
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chanan, was appointed to succeed him. Rabbi Sultzovsky’s
position was purely administrative. He admitted the students to
the Kolel after formal examination given by Rabbi Moshe
Danishevsky of Slobodka, and allocated stipends to them. Ac-
cording to Rav Tzair, (Hayyim Tchernowitz) Rabbi Sultzovsky
was not a great scholar, nor did he ever occupy a rabbinic
post. He was a merchant before he came to the Kolel.'*

The influence of Rabbi Blazar, however, must not be
minimized. He had made many friends in Kovno and had
many followers. As a matter of fact, after the demise of Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan, there was a strong movement to choose Rabbi
Blazar as his successor. When his supporters failed, and Rabbi
Zevi Hirsh, the son of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, was selected there
was considerable controversy between the two factions.'*

125. Hayyim Tchernowitz, op. ciz., p. 122.
126. A. Malachi, “Rabbi Isaac Blazar,” Talpioth, Dec. 1950, Vol
V, No. 1-2, p. 150.






CHAPTER FOUR

IN HIS RESPONSA

His Role as Rabbinic Authority

RABBI IsAACc ELCHANAN was a prolific author. He pub-
lished the following books during his rabbinic career: Baer
Yitzhak,! Nabal Yitzhak® and Ayn Yitzhak® While the
above-mentioned works deal primarily with legal responsa and
interpretations of Talmudic passages (called “novelae”) and
their commentaries, he also published Ezz Pri* a brief treatise
on the obligation of every Jew to support Torah institutions
and their scholars.

Apparently, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was the leading authority
of his generation, on all phases of Jewish law. He states in
his Introduction to Baer Yitzhak:

I am fully aware of my unworthiness, nevertheless, the great
scholars have made me their peg upon which to hang their

1. The Baer Yitzhak was published in Koenigsburg in 1858.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was then rabbi in Novohrodak. It was re-
produced in photostat in New York City in 1954.

2. The Nahal Yitzhak was his first publication while he served
as rabbi of Kovno. It appeared in two volumes, both published
in Vilna; Vol. I in 1872, and Vol. II in 1884. See Talpioth, Vol.
1V, No. 3-4, pp. 873-881, where notes in his own handwriting on
this book are published.

3. The Ayn Yitzhak also appeared in two volumes and published
in Vilna, Vol. I in 1889 and Vol. II in 1895.

4. The Etz Pri was published in Vilna in 1880.

83
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tools, to seek my counsel and consult me on their uncertainties
in the laws of the Torah. Thank G-d that my words were well
received in the eyes of the great men of the generation.’

Not only was his opinion sought by his contemporary colleagues
of Russia, but questions on Jewish law were addressed to him

from Paris,® London,” Tiberius,® in Eretz Israel the United
States’ and many other foreign countries.'

Even R. Hayyim Soloveitchik,"" who enjoyed a most enviable
reputation as the rabbi of Brisk, accepted the authority of Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan in matters of halakha. R. Meir Berlin'® relates
that R. Hayyim Soloveitchik had a dyan (judge) in his com-
munity, who was completely responsible for all matters per-
taining to divorces. Once the dyam was criticized by another
scholar for an alleged error in judgment. The case was brought
to R. Hayyim, who after some deliberation advised both men
to reduce their opinions to writing. He then sent the informa-
tion to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and asked for a decision by
telegraph or a brief note, without any reasons for the verdict.
R. Hayyim remarked: “Reasons or argumentations I may be

5. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Introduction p. 1. Similar re-
marks are found in the Introductions to the other works.

6. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. I, Res. 3 (Orah Hayyim).

7. Ibid. Vol. II, Res. 2 (Eben haEzer).

8. Ibid. Vol. II, Res. 9 (Orah Hayyim).

9. Ibid. Vol. II, Res. 1 (Eben haEzer). Also Res. 11, 26, 27
and 31. See also Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1, Res. 33. (Yoreh Deah)

10. In some responsea, he does not mention the name of the
rabbi nor the name of the community from where the inquiry came.
See Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. I, Res. 34, where he states: “What I
answered to a great rabbi of a foreign land.”

11. R. Hayyim Soloveitchik was an outstanding Talmudist, born
in 1853 and died in 1920.

12. Meir Berlin was a noted Mizrachi leader, born in Volozhin
in 1881 and died in Jerusalem in 1949. With the estabilshment of
the State of Israel he hebraized his name to Bar-Ilan.
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able to refute, but I am willing to accept Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
as authority on rabbinic law.”*®

R. Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin'* also recognized the
geatness of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and accepted his authority.
When a complicated question relating to an agunah (a woman
whose husband accidentally or wilfully disappears and accord-
ing to Jewish law is prevented from remarrying until the death
of the husband is definitely ascertained), was presented to R.
Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin, and he was physically too weak
to give it due consideration, he suggested that the problem be
presented to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.'

It is quite evident that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan gained the
confidence of the rabbinic world even in his early years. In
Baer Yitzhak, while most of the responsa do not indicate
when they were written, some specifically state that they
were written in Nishvez'® and Novohrodak.'” Furthermore,
Baer Yitzhak was published in 1858 when he was only

13. M. Berlin, Fun Volozhin biz Yerushalayim, Vol. II, p. 318.

14. R. Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin, known as the NeTZiB was
vorn in 1817 and died in 1893. He headed the famous Yeshiva of
Volozhin and was the author of Meshsh Dabar (Warsaw 1894).

15. Meir Berlin, op. c¢it, Vol. II, p. 318.

16. See Baer Yitzhak, Res. 13 (Orah Hayyim), a very long re-
sponsum on the question of whether construction on a holiday
is a biblical or rabbinic prohibition. Also, if a person’s Succah
collapsed, and there is no other Succah available, whether a non-
Jew may be instructed to fix it. See also Res. 28. Both of these
were written in Nishvez, a community to which Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan came as rabbi at the age of twenty nine and left at the
age of thirty four.

17. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak (Orah Hayyim), Res. 7, 19,
20, 21 and 23. All these responsa were sent to him when he was
rabbi of Novohrodak. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan came to that com-
munity at the age of thirty four.
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forty one years old and one finds there no less than eighteen
responsa concerning agunoth. The rabbis who made those in-
quiries were older rabbis and reputable scholars who turned
with their rabbinic questions to a young man — a most unique
phenomenon.

His Method of Answering Responsa

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan differed in scholastic approach and
style from some of his contemporary colleagues. R. Hayyim
Soloveitchik, for example, although he enjoyed a most enviable
reputation, first as dean of the Yeshiva of Volozhin and later
as rabbi of Brisk, never rendered legal decisions. In fact,
practicing rabbis never turned to him with their legal problems.
As was already mentioned, he engaged dyanim even in his
own community, who rendered decisions in all matters pertain-
ing to Jewish law. He was the master of the Talmud, into which
he penetrated deeply and made his profound interpretations.
He was brilliant, brief, and did not even attempt to justify his
opinions or statements against possible refutations. He believed
that the truth did not need much clarification. It was so self-
evident and easily recognizable. He also concentrated on the
Talmud and its early commentaries, without paying much
attention to later authorities.

R. Joseph Rosen' followed a similar pattern. He, too,
considered only the Talmud and its early commentaries, not
even mentioning later authorities. His responsa are so concise,
that usually even the quotations are omitted. Only the page
numbers of the references are indicated. R. Naphtali Zevi Ye-

~18. R. Joseph Rosen, rabbi of Dvinsk, known as the “Rogat-
schover Gaon,” was born in 1858 and died in 1936. He wrote
Tsofnath Paaneah, a collection of responsa.
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hudah Berlin in his responsa Meshib Dabar'® does make
reference to later authorities but is brief in most of his res-
ponsa. The reason is that those responsa were never written
for publication.”

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, however, used later authorities to
much greater extent. Whenever a difficult problem was pre-
sented to him, his first approach was to study all other competent
authorities and to ascertain whether they have dealt with such
or a similar problem. Then, he would refer to the Talmud. The
Talmud was of course his original source to which he turned
at all tmies. He was so well-versed in the Talmud and its
commentaries that he was able to use it as the source, par
excellance. It is related that when he came to Koenigsberg
in 1858 for the publication of his book, Baer Yitzhak,
Rabbi Israel Salanter® and Rabbi Jacob Meklenberg® came

to visit him. As they were deeply engaged in conversation, R.
Henakh Eisenstadt, the rabbi of Minsk came in and exclaimed:

Honored rabbis, I have a big problem. In one of my neighbor-
ing communities there is a woman who is subject to halitzah
(drawing off shoe of the levirate, as prescribed in Deut. 25:9).
The brother-in-law, who is to perform the rite, converted and
became a Lutheran minister. He will not go through with

19. Meshib Dabar, a collection of responsa, was published in
Warsaw in 1894.

20. "...And since at the time that I wrote any responsum, I
had no intentions of publication, I did not elaborate. Only, when
i became old and plagued with sickness and pain, and came t¢
Warsaw for medical care, the good people there urged me to publish
the responsa.”

(Introduction to Meshib Dabar.)

21. Rabbi Israel Salanter (Lipkin) born in Zhagory, Kovno 1810,
died in Koenigsberg 1883.

22. Rabbi Jacob Meklenberg served as the rabbi of Koenigs-
berg from 1831 until the time of his death in 1865. He was
born in 1785.
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the prescribed ritual unless someone will show him a Talmudic
source that one who converted to another faith must also adhere
to the obligations of Aalitzah. He wants to abide only by the
Talmud and not by rules of Post-Talmudic authorities.?®

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan found a Talmudic source.

In order to prove his point adequetly, he presented arguments
and all possible refutations. He did so, not for the sake of
pilpul (sharp dialectics)® but in order to clarify his position
and to indicate that if one will disagree with him, and gain
support from another source, that source deals with a different
matter and, therefore, not comparable to the subject under

consideration. Because he was so exhaustive in the pursuit of
source material, every responsum, although marked with clarity

and depth is a long dissertation. He, therefore, divided every
responsum into anafim (literally — branches) in order to
lighten the burden of the reader. It seems that he was very

conscious of the lengthiness of his responsa. He stated apolo-
getically:

And because many of the inquirers anxiously desired the “waters
of my well” and wanted me to give them the fruit of the
pilpulim, therefore, I did not withhold from them all the
thoughts that appeared to me while studying their inquiriers.®

23. Mordecai Schuchtman, “Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and Improve-
ments for Agunoth,” Talpioth, April 1947, Vol. III, No. 1-2, pp.
43-44.

24. For another illustration see Baer Yitzhak, Res. 22 (Yoreh
Deah). :

25. R. Yaakob Lifschitz commented that when an inquiry that
contained much pslpul reached Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, he would re-
mark: “Of what value is all that! If he were to take my advise,
he would store the pilpul for a lecture on the Shabbos haGodol
(the Sabbath before Passover). My task is to seek the halakha and
to see what the legal authorities have to say on this matter.”
(Yaakob Lifschitz, Toledoth Yitzhak, p. 46).

26. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Introduction.
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It is, therefore, not the fault of lengthiness that marks his
responsa, but the virtue of thoroughness that is their charac-
teristic. In every responsa, he shed new light on Talmudic
passages and brought new interpretations.

Perhaps one reason for his high repute as an authority was
his practical approach in answering questions on Jewish law.
Since he was never a Rosh Yeshiwwa (head of a Talmudic
Academy), he was removed, to a certain extent from academic
circles. He might have regretted that he was never given an
opportunity to teach as a Rosh Yeshiva. Perhaps the publication
of his books was to compensate for that subconscious desire.**
But the fact remains that he was not a theoretician. With
an unusual keen insight, he delved into the core of a problem

deeply, and seemed to steer clear from argumentation and
unnecessary discussion. Sometimes, however, sophistical reasoning
was inevitable. At the end of one responsum he wrote:

All this I saw fit to write for arguments sake, although it is not
at all related to the case under consideration. And truthfully,
time does not permit prolonged debates, which are irrelevant
to the question. Would that there were time to discuss that
which is relevant to the Law and its practical application.?®

27. In his Introduction to Ayn Yitzhak, he wrote that scholars
who saw his responsa urged their publication. “Therefore, I find
myself obligated in order not to withhold Aalakha...for Torah
was given only that it should be taught to the children of Israel...
One must teach it to others, although they are not his children...
and one who writes a book is like teaching students.” In the same
Introduction, he also stated that he selected the name Ayn Yitzhak
because “ayn” means a spring or fountain (ayn hamayim, Gen.
24:43) and according to Maimonides, one who writes a book is
like lecturing to thousands of people and thus one gains many
pupils or disciples.” Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yiszhak, Introduction,
page 1.

28. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. I, end of Res. 7 (Orah
Hayyim).
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When he discussed one problem, he tried, for the sake of
clarity not to become involved in a similar issue or side-
tracked to a different subject.”

It seems that in his younger years, before his reputation
as a scholar was firmly established, his responsa were usually
long. He sought to prove his point beyond the shadow of
a doubt, and was most anxious to convince the inquirer by
citing many authorities and quoting many sources. Later on,
when he became well known and regarded with high esteem, his
responsa were brief by comparison.** This is quite obvious
when one compares the responsa in Baer Yitzhak, which
was his first book, published in 1858, with those of the
Ayn Yitzhak, his last collection of responsa, published in
1895. One of his longest responsum was written when he
was still rabbi in Nishvez and only thirty one years of age.
The responsum is dated eleven days in Tishri, 5609, (Oc-
tober 8, 1848). It deals with a bill of divorce sent by a
man, who converted to another faith. The divorce was sent
from a distant community (name of the community not
stated), and the messenger could not truthfully state, “Be-
fore me it was written and before me it was signed” as
required by rabbinic law, since the witnesses named in the
divorce were not properly identified. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
rendered a liberal decision and validated the divorce.*

Some Unique Responsa.

Responsa may generally fall into two catagories. To the
first group belong those responsa which were created by

29. “When I am busy answering an inquiry, I am not obligated
to clarify matters of law not related to the question under con-
sideration.” Ibid.

30. This is probably the reason that the responsa of the Bablyonian
Geonim are curt and direct. They are characterized by their brevity.

31. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. II, Res. 46 (Eben haEzer).
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the author’s imagination — hypothetical. No one asked those
questions and the incidents mentioned never occurred. The
T'erumath haDeshen by R. Israel Isserlin®®* is an example
of such responsa. R. Shabbathai Hakohen® wrote: “It is a
well known fact that the responsa in the Terumath ha
Deshen were created by the author himself, and no one
presented the questions to him.”* While those responsa
do not represent actual problems, we learn important principles
of law from those responsa. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan does have
responsa belonging to that catagory. For instance, he discusses
at length whether one may gain possession of ownerless
property if placed on his land,”® a question that no one
propably asked. He wrote a long responsum® (nine anafim),
concerning a person in whose possession there was matzo
baked of untithed flour. The question was whether the
possessor of this matzo would fulfill his Passover obligation by
eating this matzo from which flour no priestly tithe had been
given. According to the Talmud one may fulfill that mitzvah
only with matzo of tithe-given flour. There are other responsa
belonging to this class.®” It may be of interest to note that the
responsa of this group are mostly found in Baer Yitzhak,
the first book that he published. It seems that later, when

his reputation was well established, he did not have to

32. R. Israel Isserlin was born in Regensburg about 1390 and
died in Neustadt, near Vilna in 1460.

33, R. Shabbathar b. Meir Hakohen known as the “SHaKh,”
was born in Vilna in 1621 and died in Moravia in 1662. He
is said to have completed his monumental work on the Shulbhan
Arukh, Yoreh Deab, at the age of twenty four.

34. SHaKh” on Yoreh Deah, chapter 196, sec. 20.

35. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 4. (Orah Hayyim).

36. Ibid. Res. 8.

37. Ibid. Res. 9 and 14.



92 RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN

“create” responsa. Rabbis of leading communities sought his
opinion on many religious problems.

To the second catagory belong those problems that seldom
occur, but when they do come to pass, they are subjects of
discussion and controversy among the authorities. There, one
has the unique opportunity of showing original thinking. He
must show how to learn the unknown from the known, and
logical reasoning is of paramount importance. Many such
problems came to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.

The following are chosen for their uniqueness. One question
was concerning a woman whose life might have been en-
dangered by pregnancy, whether she was permitted to use
contraceptives. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan renders a liberal decision
and permitted the use of contraceptives under these circum-
stances.”® He was very brief in that responsum and concluded:
“I have no strength to write much, and I beg of you not
to publicize it in my name. This whole matter is not to be
publicized.”®®

Another unusual question was concerning a man, who was
married to a woman for over ten years. No children were
born of the marriage and the husband wanted to divorce
her. The wife refused to accept a divorce. The question was
whether the said husband may marry another woman, if he
obtained the consent of a hundred rabbis as required by
Jewish law.** Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s opinion was that since

38. Talpioth, April 1947, Vol. III, No. 1-2, p. 4. This responsum
was never published. It is a photostatic copy of the original, found
by Dr. Samuel K. Mirsky, editor of Talpioth. The responsum is
dated four days in Adar, 5652. (March 3, 1892)

39. Ibid.
40. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak. Vol. I, Res. 4 (Eben haEzer).
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R. Joseph Karo,** R. Moshe Isserlis*® and many other au-
thorities are of the opinion that the bigomy restriction of
Rabbenu Gershom* was originally ordained only up to
the end of the fifth millenium, therefore, the man in question
was not to be prohibited from marrying another woman,
after obtaining permission from one hundred rabbis. That
was more advisable than divorcing her against her will, a
prohibition which carries no limitation of time. Another reason
for his affirmative decision was that the law which pro-
hibits divorcing a woman against her will has been accepted
by all Jewry, while the law against bigamy was not univer-
sally accepted.

The problem of agunah occupied much of Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan’s time. In his published works there are 158 re-
sponsa on that subject. In all of those cases he always
sought a liberal interpretation. His deep concern for the
unfortunate and forlorn woman is beyond description. His
response to the following inquiry will illustrate his policy
in these matters most adequately.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was asked a question concerning
a woman, whose husband had disappeared for over thirteen
years and whose whereabouts could not be ascertained. One
witness appeared and testified that the father of that husband
told him that his son had died. Based upon that testimony
the Beth-Din (Jewish tribunal) permitted the woman in

41. R. Joseph Karo was born in Toledo, Spain in 1488 and
died in Safed in 1575. He was the author of Beth Joseph, a
commentary on T#r and the Code Shulhan Arukh.

42. R. Moshe Isserlis, known as Rama was born in Cracow about
1520 and died in 1572. He annotated the code of R. Joseph Karo.

43. Rabbenu Gershom was a great Talmudic scholar, born in
960 and died in 1040. He taught in France and in Germany and
inttoduced many ordinances in Jewish life.
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question to remarry. The same Beth-Din, however, feared
that the first witness, the father of the husband, may come
at a later late and contradict or refute the statement of the
second witness. R. Yaakob of Lissa** is of the opinion that
once the heter (legal permission) had been granted, testi-
mony to the contrary may not be admitted. R. Moshe Lima,®
however, disagrees. The opinion of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
was sought in this case.*’

After an unusually long discussion, for this is one of his
longest responsa, he wrote:

It so happened that after some length of time, the father of
the husand came here...I spoke to him concerning the
matter and he said that he never told anyone that his son
had died. He only stated that since he had not heard from
him for such a long time, he believed that his son must
have died...therefore, since he now came and denied ever
making such a statement, I had no way of permitting the
woman to remarry and it gave me much aggrevation...
and because of my preoccupation and weakness, I could not
give it further consideration...But thank G-d, who helped
me until now to teach the correct doctrine, I find a heter for
said agunah to remarry based on firm foundations...Because
of the severity of the case, however, I will not issue the
heter, unless his honor will consent to it, and also obtain the
approval of two other outstanding rabbis after they will have
studied my complete responsum carefully. And let it not be
too burdensome for them, for everyone knows my present
weakness and preoccupation and how difficult it was for
me to write and edit this long responsum. And yet, I

44. R. Yaakob b. Moshe of Lissa, Kebilath Yaakob, chapter 17,
par. 8.

45. R. Moshe b. Isaac Yehudah Lima, Helkath Mehokek, (Eben
haEzer), chapter 17, par. 17.

46. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. I, Res. 27 (Eben haEzer).
The responsum is dated seven days in Iyar, 5636 (May 1, 1876).
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found myself obligated to do all this difficult work in order
to help that unfortunate woman, for it is a great mitzvahA"

The same attitude is to be found in another responsum.
The case under consideration was a woman whose husband
had committed some crime for which he was exiled and
imprisoned. He was anxious to free his wife and grant her
a divorce, but there was no Beth-Din there to arrange for
it. The only possible solution was for the husband to write,
in his own handwriting, to a scribe and witnesses in his
former community, that they should write, sign and deliver
a divorce to his wife. The inquiring rabbi wanted to permit
this procedure because of the extenuating circumstances as
explained in the responsa of R. Meir of Padua,”® but sought
the opinion of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.*’

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan wrote:

I do not possess a copy of the “Responsa of the MaHaRaM
of Padua,” and I personally did not want to become involved
in this difficult matter, but since his honor writes that he
will not make a decision without knowing my opinion, and
it is a question of agumah, Tll, therefore, answer briefly.5

The decision of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan concurred with that
of MaHaRaM of Padua. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan however,
insisted that the husband must write that he is willing to
grant the divorce without any conditions or reservations,
and that he also takes an oath not to annul the said written
statement.™

47. Ibid.

48. R. Meir of Padua, known as MaHaRaM, of Padua, was an
outstanding Talmudist, born about 1482 and died in 1565.

49. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1, Res. 6 (Eben haEzer).
The responsum is dated ten days in Ab, 5622, (August 6, 1862).

50. Ibid.

51. Ibid.
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Rabbi Isaac Elchanan also followed liberal interpretations
in matters of Issur VeHetter (law pertaining to ritual law
in contradistinction to civil law). While he was rabbi in
Novohrodak the following question was presented to him.
Bread was baked in an oven, and butter from a frying pan
melted underneath two of the breads. The inquiring rabbi
wanted to know whether the other breads under which no
butter melted could be eaten with meat dishes. Since the
principle -of “cooking makes the vapor penetrate throughout
the whole area,” has remained undecided by the authorities,
therefore, the stricter interpretation must be followed. Another
reason for prohibiting those breads from being eaten with
meat is that they may be kept for a later date and be eaten
with dairy.”® Rabbi Isaac Elchanan decided that the bread
in question may be eaten with meat.*> No wonder that it is
related that he once remarked to a friend: “Believe me, R.
Baruch, when I have to pronounce a goose belonging to a
Jew as ‘trefs (forbidden according to Jewish law) my heart
aches, as if I were to cut it with a knife.”**

Even in laws pertaining to Passover, where one usually
follows the stricter rule, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan chose the
liberal view. He was once asked concerning utensils, which
became unfit for Passover use because they absorbed a minute
particle of hametz (leavened) during the Holiday, whether
they may be stored and used the Passover of the

52. This is in accordance with the Talmudic principle of
JM0n W v 93T

53. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 12 (Yoreh Deah). See
also Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1, Res. 13 (Yoreh Deah), where he decided
that engraved platters may be cleansed from their impurity with
boiling water (hagaola).

54. S. Rosenfeld, “Rabbi Isaac Elchanan,” Hamelitz, April 24,
1896.
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following year.®® At first he cites R. Mordecai Jaffe,”® who
maintaines that once the utincils became unfit for Passover
use, they can never be permitted to be used again for
Passover. He brings views of other authorities to support
that opinion. He concludes, however,that he found in the
“Responsa of R. Akiba Aeger” that it is permissable to
use the utensils the Passover of the following year. R. Akiba
Aeger states that since they absorbed only a minute particle
of hametz, we follow the view of R. Zevi Hirsh Ashkenazi,®

whose opinion is, that after twelve months the absorbed
particle is like “the dust of the earth.” R. Yaakob of Lissa®
in his Mekor Hayyim also expresses the same opinion.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, therefore, ends the responsum by
stating: “I, therefore, subbordinate my view to theirs.”*

From the afore-mentioned responsa and from Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan’s reputation,” one may conclude that he was always
liberal and never followed a strict interpretation of the law.

55. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. I, Res. 20 (Orah Hayyim).

56. R. Mordecai Jaffe, author of the Lebushim, was born in
Prague in 1530 and died in Posen in 1612.

57. R. Akiba Aeger was a great Talmudist, born in 1761 and
died in 1837. He was rabbi of Posen for twenty three years.
In addition to responsa he wrote commentaries on the Talmud
and Codes.

58. R. Zevi Hirsh Ashkenazi, known as the Haham Zevi was
born in Maravia about 1660 and died in Lemberg in 1718.

59. R. Yaakob b. Moshe of Lissa, who died in 1832 (date of
birth unknown) wrote the Mekor Hayyim, a commentary on Orab
Hayyim.

60. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1. Res. 20 (Orah Hayyim).

61. It is said that R. Israel Salanter once stated: “As for me, the
greatest virtue of a rabbi is that he be a scholar in Torah and a
G-d fearing person, and he should be as liberal in decisions as
the Rabbi of Kovno.”

Dov Katz, Teunath baMussar, Vol. 1. p. 355.
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Nothing is further from the truth. There are many cases where
he was strict, rigid and uncompromising in his view. There
is the question whether one may instruct two non-Jews to do
on the Sabbath a type of work which is biblically prohibited,
but is necessary for the performance of a mitzvah. Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan concludes that it is prohibited and supports his
decision with many halakhic sources.

In the same volume there is also a responsum concerning
Jews, who operated small dairy farms. It was customary for
them to leave the farms and travel to the neighboring cities
for the High Holidays. Non-Jews were left in charge of the
farms and they also milked the cows. The question was
whether that milk may be used for the making of cheese.®®
Although there are authorities who would permit it and
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan quotes them in his responsum, yet
he concluded, “Since we do not partake of butter made by
a non-Jew, because we fear dilution of milk of non-kosher

animals — therefore, I can not permit it at present.”®*

Another case where Rabbi Isaac Elchanan showed strictness
in hbalakbic decision was the question concerning a com-
munity that had instituted a regulation that one shobet (ritual
slaughterer) should not slaughter without the presence of the
other. The regulation provided that if the rule would be
violated, that meat would be prohibited. It happened once
that one shobet slaughtered small cattle (sheep and goats)
in the absence of his colleague. The leaders of the com-
munity could not ascertain whether the original regulation
was for large cattle (cows and oxen) only, or for small

62. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 14 (Orah Hayyim).
63. Ibid, Res. 13 (Yoreh Deah).
64. 1bid.
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cattle too. The opinion of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was sought
in that matter.®

Although R. Ezekiel Landau,® whom Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
generally accepted as a great authority would follow a liberal
decision in that matter and would permit the use of the
meat slaughtered by the one shobet, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
followed a more rigid interpretation and stated that in the
case under consideration, there is no reason to differentiate
between large and small cattle, because the knife could be-
come defective in any event. He, therefor, concluded that
small animals slaughtered by one shobet in such a com-
munity are not permitted for Jewish consumption.”” There
are many other cases where Rabbi Isaac Elchanan revealed
his strictness in Jewish law.®

Evidently, although he preferred a liberal interpretation,
he could not always do so. Even in the case of agumoth,
where he invariably searched for legal permission for the
woman in question to remarry, the permission had to be on
firm grounds. An effort was once made by a rabbi to
admit missing teeth in a deceased man as sufficient evidence
for the recognition of the remains, and thereby declare that
man as the deceased husband of a certain woman, who sought
permission to remarry. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was against
such a heter. His opinion was that only missing limbs may
be admitted as good evidence, but not missing teeth.”

G5. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 1 (Yoreh Deah).

66. R. Ezekiel Landau, known as the Nodabh beYehudah, which
was his major work, was famous as the Prager Rav. Born in
1713 and died in 1793.

67. Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 1 (Yoreh Deah).

68. Ibid. Res. 8 (Yoreh Deah); Res. 11 (Yoreh Deah); Res.
22 (Yoreh Deah); Res. 21 (Orah Hayyim); Res. 3 (Eben haEzer).

69. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1, Res. 42 (Eben haEzer),
end of responsum.
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The writer is of the opinion that although Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan at times followed a stricter interpretation of Jewish
law, it was only where there was no alternative and his
keen understanding and appreciation of the law did not per-
mit him to be lenient. Otherwise, he held a liberal view. This
is especially true when the plight of an individual was con-
cerned. That is why he never dismissed an agwmabh problem
lightly. Every question on that subject he gave more than due
consideration. He made a careful analysis of each inquiry
in order to render a liberal decision, if at all possible.

He was once asked about an agwmah, whose husband,
Joel Josephson, had disappeared. The police precinct of a
distant community notified the police authorities of Mrs.
Josephson’s hometown that a slain man was found on the
road where Mr. Josephson had travelled in order to pay wages
to his employees. In his bag, they found a prayer book, a
notebook in which the employees signed their names and
the amounts they received, and a letter addressed to Joel
Josephson. The woman and other people recognized the
prayer book and the notebook. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was
asked to render an opinion in that matter.”

His answer was that although on the surface one may not
accept the prayer book in the man’s possession as valid
identification. Perhaps he borrowed it. But the notebook must
be admitted as an item of identification, since it would serve
no purpose to a stranger. No one would, therefore, borrow
it. Furthermore, many authorities are of the opinion that
when three items are involved, such as in the case under
consideration — prayer book, notebook and letter — the

70. Ibid. Res. 32 (Eben haEzer).
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“question of borrowing” is not to be considered. He further
states:

...but one may still restrict the woman from remarrying,
because the police authorities did not ascertain whether the
notebook was found near him, or in his pocket. If found near
him, it could not be admitted as sufficient identification. How-
ever, since some are of the opinion that if a Jew disappears
on a road, and later an unidentified slain man is found on the
road, according to biblical law, we accept the unidentified
man as the missing Jew, and permit his wife to remarry. Onlv
rabbinic law seeks further evidence. In the case under con-
sideration, there is, therefore, no biblical prohibition, only
a rabbinic restriction; we, therefore, accept the notebook as
a means of identification, even if found near him.™

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan quotes R. Menahem Mendel of Nikels-
purg,”® who stated that in all cases, we accept a book found
near a deceased, as sufficient evidence for identification pur-

poses.

Some Responsa from the United States

The following are some of the questions which were
directed to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan from rabbis of the United
States. Undoubtedly, there were many more,” but they were
not published.

71. Ibid.

72. R. Menahem Mendel of Nikelspurg was the author of
Tsemah Tzedek a book of responsa published in Amsterdam in
1675 and reprinted in 1776 and in 1834.

73. The late Rabbi Joseph Rosen of Brooklyn, who knew Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan well, informed the writer that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
lefc many unpublished responsa, including some which he received
from the United States and other foreign countries. The same
was also ascertained from Dr. Isaac Elchanan Rabinowitz of Tel
Aviv, a great-grandson of the Rabbi of Kovno.
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He was asked concerning a ship that sailed in American
waters. The ship caught fire, the engine exploded and the
ship sank a short while thereafter. According to the testi-
mony of experts, it was almost impossible to escape from
the sinking vessel. There were many Jewish passengers on
the boat. Were their wives to remain agunoth indefinitely?

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, in a responsum dated the third of
Sivan 5636 (May 26, 1876), permitted the women in
question to remarry, provided another known rabbi would also
agree with that decision.”® According to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan,
there are “two majorities.”” One, the majority of people who
sink into the sea do not escape death. The second, if some
were to have escaped, they would have notified their families.

In the same responsum, he also relates that he was asked
by the London Jewish Community concerning two women
whose husbands left London for Africa in the summer of
5641 (1881) and the ship in which they travelled sank.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan then, too, rendered a lenient decision.
He quotes R. Moshe Sofer, who stated”” that times have
changed and we live in an age where mail is received
regularly. The telegraph also improved communication greatly.
There are, therefore, “two majorities” which must serve as
a basis for a decision that the men in question had died.
First, the majority of those who sink into the sea seldom
escape death; and second, had they been saved, they would
have notified their families by mail or telegraph.

74. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. I, Res. 22 (Eben haEzer).

75. In accordance with the legal dictum .Xav >In

76. R. Moshe Sofer, known as the Hatham Sofer, was born
in Frankfort, German in 1762, and died in Pressburg, Hungary in
1839.

77. Moshe Sofer, Responsum of Hatham Sofer, (Vienna 1884)
Vol. I, Res. 58 and 65.
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There is another interesting problem concerning agwnoth
that belongs to the same time and place. It concerned a
group of American women whose husbands were aboard a
vessel named '“December.” It sank in the month of Teveth
5643 (Jan. 1883) near Hamburg, Germany Most of the
passengers were non-Jews but there were many Jews among
them. Some passengers were saved by means of lifeboats,
but most of thm met their death at the bottom of the
sea. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was asked concerning the fate
of those women whose husbands did not survive that disaster.”
When Rabbi Isaac Elchanan received that inquiry he was
very sick,”” nevertheless, he tried to help those unfortunate
people. He cited many sources, including R. Akiba Aeger,
upon whom he based his liberal decision permitting those
women to remarry. The responsum was written fourteen
days in Kislev, 5651 (Nov 28, 1890).

There are also several cases concerning the validity of certain
Jewish divorces emenating from the United States. The first
case involves a divorce where the husband converted to
Judaism. His given name appeared on the divorce as re-
quired by law, but instead of his father’s name, which could
not be included in the document, the scribe wrote “ben
Abraham Abinu.” The woman’s name appeared correctly,
but instead of her father’s name, there appeared the name
of her grandfather. The opinion of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
was sought in that matter.*’

78. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1I, Res. I (Eben haEzer).

79. At the beginning of the responsum he stated: “Truly I have
no strength to deal with this problem at present, because of my
illness, but because of the importance of the problem, which con-
cerns the welfare of many agunoth, I'll answer briefly and the
L-rd shall come to our aid.” Ibid.

80. Isaac Elchanan, op. cit., Vol. II, Res. 26 (Eben haEzer).
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The decision rendered by Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was that
the divorce was valid. Although “ben Abraham Abinu” should
not have been written in the divorce, nevertheless, it does
not invalidate it, when there is a possibility of agunah. He
also found a source to validate the divorce, although the
woman’s grandfather’s name was substituted for that of her
father’s.®

There was also the problem of a divorce sent from Chicago
to New York,” in which there were a number of errors.
The name of the husband appeared as “Ephraim Nissan,”
when the man was known only by the name of “Nissan”
and sometimes as “Nathan.” The name of the woman ap-
peared in the divorce document as “Sarah Deborah,” but
most people called her “Sarah,” only a few called her
“Deborah.” There was also some minor mistakes in the
Hebrew transliteration of the names “Nathan” and “Frank,”
that appeared in said document. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan rend-
ered a liberal decision and validated that divorce.

The following unusual incident also appears among the
responsa of Rabi Isaac Elchanan. A man wanted to divorce
his wife, who was a patient in a hospital. Since the hus-
band was then in a different city, he gave the divorce to
a messenger who was delegated to deliver it to the wife at
the hospital. The husband came to the wife’s community,
went to the home of the messenger and inquired whether
the divorce was delivered according to instructions. When he
received a negative reply, he ordered the messenger not to
deliver it. The husband then went to the hospital, reconciled
with his wife and they both decided to live together peacefully.
The wife remained in the hospital and the husband went

81. Ibid.
82. Isaac Elchanan, op. cét, Vol. II, Res. 31 (Eben haEzer).
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to spend the night in her home. In the morning, she ex-
pected him to come to visit her, but when he did not appear,
she went to her house. To her amazement, she discovered
that her husband had gone and took with him the cash
and other valuables she possessed. He left for the United
States and his whereabouts could not be ascertained. More
than three months had passed and no one had heard from
him. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was asked whether the old divorce
document, which was still in the possession of the messenger,
could be used to spare the wife from becoming an agwnah.”

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan stated that superficially one would
be inclined to maintain that the old divorce was invalid
since they reconciled between themselves. However, that re-
conciliation was never real and meaningful. His intention was
only to steal the money and nothing else. His actions proved
it. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, therefore, permitted the use of
the original document to divorce the said wife.*

An American rabbi also sought Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s
counsel in an unusual problem which concerned the pilfering
of cemeteries. The name of the community nor the name of
the rabbi is mentioned in the responsum. It seems, however,
that the question came from a large city, since the inquirer
states that there are many medical schools in his community.
Evidently, it must have been a large city.

The inquiring rabbi wrote that the medical schools in
his community were in need of corpses for anatomical disec-
tions. Since they had difficulty in supplying their demand,
new graves were opened and the remains removed for au-
topsies. The wealthy people engaged watchmen to guard

83. Ibid. Res. 44 (Eben haEzer).
84. Ibid.
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the new graves for several days following the internment,
but that was costly and frequently of no avail, since the
bodies could have been removed even after three weeks and
still be useful for disection. The question asked of Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan was whether the dead could be buried in
sepulchral chambers or mausoleums, where they were to
be kept for several months until the bodies disintegrated,
and afterwards, be buried in accordance with Jewish tradi-
tion.*

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan advised that the remains were to
be placed in caskets, and that dust was to be spread on and
underneath the bodies. The caskets were then to be placed in
mausoleums, and at a later date, they were to be buried
in the groud, in accordance with the requirements of Jewish
law.®®

85. Isaac Elchanan, op. c#., Vol. I, Res. 33 (Yoreh Deah).
86. Ibid.



CHAPTER FIVE

RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN
AS ARBITRATOR

In The Yeshiva of Volozhin

R ABBI IsAAC ELCHANAN was not only a great scholar
and expert in Jewish law, but a wise counsellor and expedient
arbitrator. His influence reached far beyond the “four cubits
of halakha” Even when he was still a young man, occupying
the rabbinic post in Novohrodak,' his fame as a capable
mediator had already reached other communities. The follow-
ing incidents will serve as illustrations of his ability as an
arbitrator.

In 1854, R. Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin® became the
dean of the Yeshiva of Volozhin. In the method of study,
he followed the path introduced by R. Hayyim of Volozhin,’
the founder of the Yeshiva. It was based on the principles
of R. Eliyahu of Vilna,' who favored plain logical reasoning

1. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan came to Novohrodak in 1851, when he
was thirty four years of age.

2. See note 14, chapter 4.

3. R. Hayyim of Volozhin was born in 1749 in Volozhin, and
died in the same city in 1821.

4. R. Eliyahu of Vilna, better known as der Vilner Gaon, was a
great Talmudist, cabalist and mathematician, born in Vilna on April
23, 1720 and died in the same city on October 9, 1797.

107
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instead of pipul. A group of Yeshiva students, however,
who had cultivated a taste for pilpul seceded and elected R.
Joseph Baer Soloveitchik,” as their dean. He was known as
an acute pilpulist. This division created discord between the
students of the two factions and caused great disturbance
in the community. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and three other
outstanding rabbis’® were invited to come and settle their
disputes. According to R. Yaakob Lifschitz,’ R. Naphtali
Zevi Yehuda Berlin personally visited Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
and invited him to come to Volozhin. It may be of interest
to note that although Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was the youngest
of the group, he was the only one invited to give a shiur
(Talmudic discourse) at the Yeshiva, while the group visited
Volozhin® It was, indeed, a great honor bestowed upon
a young scholar.

After lengthy deliberation, the following recommendations
were made by the visiting rabbis:®

1. The two rabbis in question were to reconcile their dif-
ferences and live peacefully thereafter. If a Yeshiva student
should ever offend, by action or by word either of the rabbis,
that student is to be dismissed or disciplined accordingly.
The rabbis are to have full jurisdiction of the matter.

2. The admission of students to the Yeshiva shall be com-
pletely under the authority of R. Naphtali Zevi Yehudah
Berlin as it was heretofore. Only if a letter of admission
is addressed to R. Joseph Baer personally, then he has the

5. See note 9, chapter 3.

6. The other rabbis were: R. David Tevele of Minsk, R. Joseph Boeh-
mer of Slutzk and R. Zev, the Magid of Vilna.

7. Yaakob Lifschitz, Toledoth Yitzhak, p. 61.
8. Ibid.

9. Samuel K. Mirsky, (ed.) Mosedoth Torah beEuropa, p. 40.
See also Toledoth Yitzhak, p. 62.
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full right to judge on the acceptance or rejection of said
student.

3. The rabbis in question must do their studying in the
Yeshiva proper’ so as to keep an open eye on the student body
and see that their work is done properly. If a student has
to consult either of the rabbis, the consultation must be done
in the Yeshiva and not in their homes. The student prayer
services is to be held at the Yeshiva and not in any other
place.

4. When the money collectors bring money to the Yeshiva,
they should bring it in the presence of both rabbis, who are
to make an accounting of it and enter it properly in the
books of the Yeshiva. If one rabbi receives money for the
Yeshiva he must notify the other immediately, and it must be
propetly recorded.

5. All monies collected for the Yeshiva must be securily locked
in a coffer and be kept in the home of R. Naphtali Zevi
Yehudah Berlin. The coffer is to have two locks; the key
to one lock is to be in the possession of R. Naphtali Zevi
Yehudah Berlin and the other in the possession of R. Joseph
Baer Soloveitchik. Whenever it will be necessary to withdraw
money for Yeshiva expenses, R. Joseph Baer is to come to
open the coffer and record it in the book of the Yeshiva.

6. The expenses for the support of the Yeshiva students shall
be completely under the control of R. Naphtali Zevi Ye-
huda Berlin. When money collectors bring money, they too,
should receive their expenses from R. Naphtali Zevi Yehudah
Berlin. In addition, a collector is also to receive from him an
expense account of ten rubles. When that is used up and
properly accounted for, another ten rubles is to be given
to him.

7. Money collectors can not be discharged without the con-
sent of both rabbis.

8. R. Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin is to receive a weekly
salary of thirteen rubles. The rabbi’s wifel® is to receive four

10. She was the wife of R. Eliezer Yitzhak, the predecessor of R.
Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Betlin.
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rubles per week. R. Joseph Baer Soloveitchik is to receive
eight rubles weekly.!!

The document is dated seventeen days in Heshvan, 5618
(March 4, 1857).'2

In The Yeshiva of Mir.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was also called to settle a dispute that
occurred in the Yeshiva of Mir.

The Yeshiva of Mir was established in 1815 by R. Samuel
Tiktinsky, a wealthy citizen of Mir, who was the head of the
Yeshiva from its inception until 1823.'* When he left his
community in 1823, his son, R. Abraham becames his suc-
cessor. Upon the demise of R. Abraham, the rabbi of Mir,
R. Joseph David Eisenstadt, became Rosh Yeshiva and his
son R. Moshe Abraham became his assistant. In 1846, when
Rabbi Joseph David Eisenstadt passed on to his eternal reward,
his son R. Moshe Abraham became his successor in the
rabbinic post. To assist him in the administration of the
Yeshiva he appointed R. Hayyim Leib Tiktinsky, a son of
the founder.'

11. Apparantly, Rabbi Soloveitchik was not too pleased with the
decision. He left Volozhin on his first opportunity to become the
rabbi of Slutzk.

12. Dr. Samuel K. Mirsky notes that Meir Berlin made an error
in his Rabban Shel Isracl (1942) p. 28, when he states that Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan was then in Nishvez. Lifschitz states that R. Naphtali
Zevi Yehudah Berlin personally came to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan in
Novohrodak, and in the document itself, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan signed it
as “rabbi of Novohrodak.” Samuel K. Mirsky (ed.) op. cit, p. 39,
footnote.

13. Joseph B. Epstein, Yeshivath Mir, op. cit., p. 89.

14. R. Samuel never returned to Mir. He died in Hungary in 1835.
Ibid.

15. It seems that when his father died, he was still a student at a
Yeshiva and was too young to succeed his father, as Rosh Yeshiva.
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In 1867, when R. Moshe Abraham passed away and was
succeeded by his son-in-law, R. Hayyim Zalman, as the rabbi
of the community, the latter also sought to become Rosh
Yeshiva. Some supported him, while others maintained that
the rabbi of the community had no claim to the post of Rosh
Yeshiva, since the Yeshiva was never a local institution. Its
support came from other communities as well. The opponents
also argued that the rabbi’s claim to the Yeshiva post had
become invalidated when R. Hayyim Leib filled his father’s
position. The only reason that post was originally offered to
the rabbi was that R. Samuel had no successor. Once R.
Hayyim Leib succeeded his father, the rabbi’s family had no
more claim to the post.

Evidently, the dispute could not be settled so easily. The
leaders of the community, therefore, wrote to Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan who was then rabbi of Kovno, and to R. Dov Baer
Meizels, the rabbi of Warsaw. In a letter dated seven days in
Nissan, 5627 (April 12, 1867) Rabbi Meizels wrote to Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan that his opinion is that the rabbinate was to
be completely separated from the Yeshiva. The rabbi must
devote his energies and efforts to communal needs and problems.
He must not seek any part in the Yeshiva administration.
That belongs to the Rosh Yeshiva and to him alone.** He con-
cluded his letter with the statement:

And if the leaders of the community of Mir will not adhere to
my advice, then I am of the opinion that the Rosh Yeshiva
should establish his school in another city ... For what difference
does it make, since the income of the Yeshiva is not from the
local community but from other sources...'?

16. Joseph B. Epstein, op. cst., p. 91. See also Toldoth Yitzhak, p.
67.
17. Ibid.
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It seems that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was of the same opinion."®
It may be of interest to note here that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
remained a true friend of the Yeshiva of Mir. In 1885, when
that institution was in a financial crisis, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
wrote personal letters to many of his followers and pleaded
for financial assistance.'

In the Jewish Community of London.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was also much involved in an im-
portant controversy that took place in London in the last decade
of the nineteenth century.

Anglo-Jewry underwent a significant change, in both structure
and character, as a result of the large emigration from Eastern
Europe after 1882. Thousands of orthodox Russian and Polish
Jews, fled from Tzarist pogroms and settled in England. Con-
siderable influence was exerted on the religious life of the
community, and in this sphere the Hebra Mahbzike Hadath
of London played a major role.

18. On the twenty fourth day of Nisan, 5627 (April 29, 1867),
Rabbi slaac Elchanan wrote a letter to R. Isaac Blazar concerning a
divorce. In that letter he enclosed a note to Rabbi Elchanan Cohen,
a disciple of R. Israel Salanter, where he pleads with him to inform
members of the community “not to give money collected for the
Yeshiva of Mir to anyone, unless he possesses a letter signed by R.
Hayyim Leib, because he is the Rosh Yeshiva and not R. Hayyim
Zalman .. . Furthermore, the brother of R. Hayyim Leib was the founder
of the Yeshiva and spent hundreds of rubles for it, out of his own
pocket. His name was R. Abraham, of blessed memory.”

Dr. Samuel K. Mirsky, “"MeArkhyono Shel R. Isaac Blazar,” Talpioth,
Vol. V. No. 1-2, Dec. 1959, p. 139.

19. Joseph B. Epstein, op. cit., p. 91.
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Dr. Herman Adler became chief rabbi of England in 1891,
after the demise of his father, Dr. Nathan Marcus Adler.”
He inherited a community where orthodoxy showed signs of
decline, especially in the traditional observance of the Sabbath
and Kashruth. Many butchers openly desecrated the Sabbath,
sold unporged hind quarter meats, and did not wash meats
properly. Evidently, the Shebitah Board under the control of
the Chief Rabbi’s Beth Din, was inefficient and could not
cope with the problems effectively. The Hebra Mibzike Hadath
was, therefore, organized by observant Jews to improve existing
conditions.”® Delegations were sent to Dr. Adler, the chief
rabbi, seeking his cooperation, but every suggestion made by
those representatives met with complete rebuff.** Whether it
was because he did not want to admit that things were wrong
in his organizational structure, or that he could not make the
necessary improvements immediately, is not known. At any rate,
the delegations were not even informed what his intentions
were. He ignored them completely, and referred to them in
an article in The Jewish World® as a “people who came
over here (England) uncultivated and uncivilized.”**

The people of Hebra Mabzike Hadath were compelled to
take action. They elected Rabbi Abraham Abba Werner, who
had been rabbi in Telz, and at that time was serving as Chief

20. Dr. Nathan Marcus Adler was born in Hanover, Germany in
1803 and died in Brighton, England in 1890. He was the founder of
“Jews’ College” in 1885, for the training of Jewish ministers and
teachers, and was its president until his death.

21. Bernard Homa, A Fortress in Anglo-Jewry, (Shapiro, Vallentine
& Co.,, London 1953), p. 12.

22. Ibid.

23. The Jewish World was a weekly newspaper published in
London, from 1873 until Feb. 10, 1934 when it was absorbed by
The Jewish Chronicle.

24. The Jewish World, Nov. 20, 1891, p. 6.
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Rabbi of Finland, to become their spiritual leader. Rabbi
Werner was not only a profound Jewish scholar, but also an
ardent Zionist — a most unusual combination for an extreme
orthodox rabbi during the nineteenth century. He attended the
Zionist Congress in Basel in 1898, and the Jewish Encyclopedia
even has his photograph, showing him on the platform with
other delegates, who attended that historic session.”® Even
twenty years later when Rabbi Werner was interviewed by a
reporter of the Jewish Chronicle®® and asked about Zionism,
his reply was:
Of course, I am a Zionist, but some of the leaders have
greatly disappointed me in their attitude toward the Jewish
religion. Unless the Torah is observed, there is no raison
detre for Zionism. Israel and the Torah is one.?7

When Rabbi Werner came to London, he engaged his own
shobtim and established his own standards for Mabzike Hadath
shebitah. The London Beth Din, however, did not regard the
setting up of an opposition shehitah with equanimity and issued
an issur (interdict) and declared their meat as #refa (not
kosher). It seems that the community at large adhered to the
isswr. In a letter to the editor of The Jewish World, one
writes:

Since the meat of Mahzike Hadath is doubtless trefa, and their
shehitah considered as unlawfully performed. Now arises the
question with reference to the biblical command of Leviticus,
22:28 "And ye shall not kill it and her young on one day,”

25. The Jewish Encyclopedia, Vol. 11, p. 569.

26. The Jewish Chronicle is a weekly newspaper published in
London, founded in 1841.

27. The Jewish Chronicle, June 9, 1911. According to the reporter,
Rabbi Werner was a notable figure in the rabbinic world. He possessed
“a combination of rare qualities of leadership which has gained for
him the high respect in which he has been held among all the
sections of the community.”
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where, according to the Talmud, the law only applies where
the slaughtering was done lawfully. Otherwise, the law is not
applicable. If, therefore, a cow was slaughtered in the morning
by a shohet from Mahzika Hadath, may the young be slaughtered
the same day by a shober belonging to the United Snaogogue??®

There was, therefore, a constant feud between the Hebra
Mahzike Hadath and the London Shebitah Board. The Haskalah
press supported the London Board. In an editorial, the Hame-
litz” stated: “the monies obtained by the London Shehitab
Board is divided among the poor and needy, and the Mabzike
Hadath established by their own, in order to share the money
among themselves and rob the poor.”*

Dr. Adler, however, was not satisfied with the favorable
public opinion created by Hamelitz. He sought the support
of eminent religious leadership. He, therefore, wrote to Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan the following letter dated nineteen days in

Heshvan, 5652 (Nov. 20, 1891):

I should not have troubled him, but I desite briefly to inform
his Eminence that some Russian and Polish Jews have risen
up, calling themselves Hebra Mabzike Hadath, have taken as
their rabbi a certain man named Abraham Abba Werner from
the town of Telz, and have appointed for themselves a shobet
and opened shops to sell ritually slaughtered meat; and, thereby
they have breached the fence which the great rabbis of former
years have set up. We have already forbidden this shebitab.
His Eminence will realize, in his wisdom, the serious situation
which may develop, G-d forbid, if some Russian and Polish
Jews separate themselves from the Kebilla. For it is known to
his Eminence how much the practice of charity has advance
among us, and should the dispute spread, the members of
the community would turn away from them and would no

28. The Jewish World, Nov. 27, 1891, p. 3.
29. See Chapter III, note 21.
30. Hamelitz, 30 Heshvan, 5652 (Nov. 19, 1891).



116 RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN

longer work on their behalf nor for the benefit of our unfortunate
co-religionists.

Would his Eminence, therefore, be pleased to write me a few
lines to approve the interdict issued by me and my Beth Din,
and that no man in England should dare to petform shehitah
without my permission and that of my Beth Din, viz, our es-
teemed Rabbis, Jacob Reinowitz and Bernard Spiers. Further-
more, should any wicked persons dare to libel the shehbitah
here, would he please not believe or listen to him. For just as
the shebitah was carried out in the days of my esteemed father,
of blessed memory, so it is now, and we watch with open eyes
over everything that is done. In addition, we have a supervisor,
the Rosh Hashohtim, R. Nahum Lipman; and all our aims are
to strengthen the prestige of the Torah and religion.®!

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan responded to the letter immediately.
The letter from Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to Dr. Adler is dated
twenty four days in Heshvan, 5652 (Nov. 25, 1891). It

reads in part:

I am very surprised, disturbed and deeply hurt from the
bad news that a group of Russian and Polish Jews in London
wish to separate themselves and become an independent Com
munity to engage a rabbi, shohet, butchers without the consent
of the Chief Rabbinate and its Beth Din. This will disturb
the peace and unity and promote strife and hatred. I'm very
disturbed over it. It is truly justifiable and permissible for our
brethren of Russia and Poland to estabilsh organizations for
works of benevolence and charity and to engage teachers and
preachers to strengthen the faith, Torah and commandments, but
it is absolutely forbidden to separate and become independent
in matters pertaining to the community at large, viz. Jewish
divorces and marriages, shobtim, and butchers. To engage in
these activities without the sanction and consent of the Chief
Rabbi and his Beth Din is absolutely prohibited in accordance
with the law of our holy Torah. No rabbi, shobet or butcher

31. Bernard Homa, op. cit., pp. 104-105.
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is permitted to teach, slaughter, sell meat, without the consent
of the Chief Rabbi and his Beth Din...], therefore, fully sup-

port the interdict of the Chief Rabbi Naphtali haKohen Adler

and his Beth Din.. 32

The fact that there was only a five day interval between the
two letters may be an indication that some pressure was used
on Rabbi Isaac Elchanan in order to obtain that interdict. He
was supported, however, by Rabbi Naphtali Zevi Yehudah
Berlin of Volozhin, Rabbi Samuel Mohliver®® and other out-
standing authorities. The Hebra Muahbzike Hadath had on its
side such outstanding supporters as, Rabbi Solomon Breuer®
of Frankfort on the Main, Rabbi Benjamin Diskin of Lomza
and Rabbi Joseph Rosen of Dvinsk. Even such an eminent
religious personality as R. Israel Meir haKohen,” whose life
was dedicated to the propagation of truth and sincerity in
human relations, and who normally would be reluctant to take
sides in any dispute, supported the Hebra Mahzika Hadath after
having been thoroughly informed of the subject matter of the
controversy. He did so in letters addressed to Yaakob Zinkin,
a pioneer and leader of said organization. He was, nevertheless,
anxious that a peaceful approach should still be made to the
Chief Rabbi, so as not to perpetuate strife.*®

What prompted Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to issue the interdict
against Mahzike Hadath shebitah? It is open to speculation.
Rabbi Hirsh Ferber of London heard the following explanation
from responsible people who were then in England and were
familiar with the facts. Dr. Adler invited Rabbi Samuel

32. Ibid. p. 122.

33. See chapter III, note 30.

34. Rabbi Breuer, known orthodox rabbi in Germany was born
in 1849 and died in 1926.

35. R. Israel Meir haKohen, known as the Haferz Hayyim was
born in 1839 and died in 1933.

36. Bernard Homa, op. cit., pp. 132-137.
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Mohliver, who visited England on behalf of the Hobbei Zion
(lovers of Zion), to interview the Shohtim and inspect their
slaughtering knives. There were two catagories of shohtim then,
those who had been in England for many years and those who
had immigrated recently from Eastern Europe. The latter, who
were more learned and pious, were not as yet employed by the
community on a full-time basis. They only worked occasionally.
Rabbi Samuel Mohliver saw those shobtim only, and when
he returned home and visited Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, he told
him that they were as competent as the shohtim of Bialystok.”
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan did not make any further investigation,
but accepted the testimony of Rabbi Samuel Mohliver, a
renown rabbi and scholar. Although the veracity of that ex-
planation can not be ascertained, it sounds plausible.

In reality, however, the issue was not only a matter of shob-
tim. The greater violation was the sale of unporged hind
quarters, including prohibited kidney fat.*® There is no ques-
tion, that this constituted an infraction of Jewish law. The ex-
cuse given was that only a few butchers sold the prohibited
meats and that there was an ample supply of shops in the
East End where non-kosher meats were never sold.*® the
Mabhzike Hadath, however, maintained that a system which
permits the sale of #refs, in however restricted a sale, was not
to be trusted. It seems that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was unaware
of the complete issue.

Evidently, the Mabzike Hadath was greatly disturbed by the
issur (interdict) issued by Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and an emis-

37. Ibid. p. 44.

38. The Jewish World, Dec. 4, 1891, p. 5.

39. According to a statement issued by the Chief Rabbi, only four
of the ninety six shops in the East End sold hind quarters.
Ibid. Nov. 20, 1891, p. 6.
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sary was sent to Kovno to obtain retraction of said #ss#r but
no official action was taken by Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. The rumor
is that he did withdraw it verbally and expressed regret,*
but his advisors did not allow him to retract it in writing
for fear of any hostility that might have been engendered
against the countless refugee Jews, who came then to England.
It is reported that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan once remarked to
a shobet who returned to Russia from London: “What do they
care for the issur now? They are carrying on: I am glad that
they are carrying on.”*!

The Mahzike Hadath eventually developed into a strong
Kehillah (community) in opposition to the official Jewish com-
munity of London. It administered Jewish divorces, solemnized
marriages, established the London Talmud Torah, and even su-
pervised the baking of Passover Matzos for its constituents. It
was not until 1905, when for practical purposes, the Mahzike
Hadath united with the Chief Rabbi’s Shehitah Board.

40. The reliability of the rumor is doubtful. It is reported by
Bernard Homa in his book A Fortress in Anglo-Jewry. He was the
grandson of Rabbi Werner, the rabbi of Mahzike Hadath.

41. Bernard Homa, op. cit., p. 50.






CHAPTER SIX

RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN
AND THE COLONIZATION

OF ERETZ ISRAEL

Russian Emigration and the “Return to Zion”

T HE RUSSIAN POGROMS against the Jews during the eighties
of the last century were greatly responsible for the “Return to
Zion” movement. Although voices of protest against Russian
atrocities were echoed all over the civilized world, Russian Jewry
had little hope for better days. They realized that anti-semitism
was too deeply imbedded in the hearts of the populace and could
not be eradicated that easily. They all agreed that protest meet-
ings alone would not solve the “Jewish problem.”* The only
solution was emigration. There were some Russian Jews, the
younger people in particular, who favored emigration to the
United States — the Land of the Free, while others spoke en-
thusiastically about the return to the Land of our Fathers —
Eretz Israel.

In the winter of 1882, an organization called Ohabei Zion
was established in Vilna® Among its charter members were
Samuel Joseph Finn, one of the leading Maskilim in Vilna and

1.See chapter IIL
2. Judah Appel, BeTokh Reshith haTehiya (Tel Aviv 1935), p. 7.
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editor of Hakarmel,’ and Judah Leib Lewanda.' Since the
newly formed organization did not have official government
sanction, Finn, who was the gabbai of the Zedakah Gedolah of
Vilna (Great Charity of Vilna), wrote in the Pinkas (Record
Book) the name of the organization as Tikvat Aniyim (Hope
for the Poor) and affixed the stamp of “Zedakah Gedolah of
Vilna®

Not only was not Obabei Zion approved by the Russian
government, but it failed at first to gain the approval of some
orthodox Jews. It may be of interest to note here, that among
the first members of the movement were two brothers, Abraham
and Shlomo Zevi Vilkurisky. Their father, R. Yehezkel, a pious

and learned Jew, was a baker by trade. Judah Appel relates
that the spiritual leader of Vilna, R. Eliahu Eliezer, wanted
to prohibit R. Yehezkel from baking matzos for the Passover
of 1883 because his sons joined and were active in Obhabei
Zion.* Only the intervention of Judah Loeb Lewanda stopped

1t.

It did not take long, however, until Hobbei Zion groups
were organized in large cities like Warsaw, Bialystok, Kiev,
Rega, etc. They were known by different names in different

3. Hakarmel, was a Hebrew weekly, published in Vilna from
1860 to 1881.

4. Famous Hebrew writer, born in Minsk in 1835, and died in
Leningrad in 1887. In his younger years he advocated the russification
of Jews, but changed later as a result of his disappointment with
the younger Jewish generation.

5. Judah Appel, op. cit., p. 7.

6. Ibid. p. 13. Compare with liberal view of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
who wrote a warm letter of condolence to a certain Mrs. Abraham
Kupernik of Kiev on the loss of her husband. Her son embraced another
faith, and yet Rabbi Isaac Elchanan did not hold it against the
parents.

Talpioth, Vol. III, No. 1-2, April 1947, p. 78,
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communities. In some places they were called Abavath Zion,
in others B'nai Zion and in some Hobbei Zion." Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan together with Rabbi Samuel Mohliver and Rabbi
Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin were outstanding leaders of the
movement, who helped to spread its ideology to the masses.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan in a letter to R. Abraham Yaakob Slutsky
wrote:

What his honor wants to know concerning my opinion as to
the worthiness of the settlement of Eretz Israel, I, hereby, answer
that my view in this matter is already known. The mitzvah of
settlement of Eretz Israel is very great as the RaMBaN® wrote
...that the mitzvab of settlement of Eretz Israel is equal to
all the mitzvoth of the Torah...Belssed be the L-rd, the G-d
of Israel, Who let us live and reach the time when a movement
has risen among our people that makes them work for the
holy project of rebuilding Eretz Israel, the Land of our Fathers.
Many thanks to the Almighty that, we, in our generation are
privileged to see it with our own eyes. There is no end or limit
to the great reward for those who work and help in this
great and holy project, which is the hope of all the faithful
in Israel...?

Professor Hayyim Tchernowitz'® wrote'" that although R.
Yaakob Lifschitz, the secretary of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, was
a strong opponent of Zionism, he had no influence on his master.
Professor Tchernowitz referred to the following incident related

7. Judah Appel, op. cit, p. 172.

8. Rabbi Moshe ben Nahman, Talmudist and commentator, born in
Spain in 1195 and died in Eretz Israel in 1270.

9. Abraham Yaakob Slutsky, Shibat Zion, (Warsaw, 1899), p. 16.

10. Talmudist and author, born in Lithuania in 1871 and died in
New York City in 1949. In his autobiography, Pirkay Hayyim, he
stated that he received Semikha from Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.

11. Hayyim Tchernowitz, Pirkay Hayyim (New York 1954), p. 144.
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to Hapisgah', a Hebrew journal which opposed Zionism. Once
Tchernowitz went to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, and the editor of Ha-
pisgah, who sought the friendship of the Rabbi of Kovno,
gave Tchernowitz a copy of the publication to be given to the
Rabbi. He was also instructed to inform the Rabbi that there
was a letter from Dr. Abraham Harkavy'® in that edition. Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan respected Dr. Harkavy greatly. When the period-
ical was given to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan he is reported to have
said: “Put it aside,” and he did not care to read it. When he
was informed about Dr. Harkavy’s letter in the paper, he is
reported to have remarked angrily: “How is it possible?
Harkavy writes for him? I don’t understand how he got a letter
from him.” And even then, he did not want to see nor read
that paper.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s Interest in the New Yishub.

The interest that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan showed in the up-
building of the new Yishub (settlement of Eretz Israel) was
a source of inspiration and courage to all the workers for the
cause. Some doubted his steadfastness. Moshe Leib Lillienblum,*
in a letter to Saul Pincus Rabinowitz'® wrote:

I do not know how to prevent the leadership from falling into
the hands of the zealots. They [the zealots] are far more ener-
getic agitators than we are, as experience had already shrwn.
It would be good if the Gaon Rabbi Isaac Elchanan would be
among the workers for the Yishub but there is no doubt in our

12. Hebrew quarterly publication, edited by D. Treivush and published
in Wilke, Lithuania from 1895 to 1901.

13. Jewish historian, born in 1835 and died in 1919.

14. Lillienblum was a Hebrew writer, born in Keidany in 1843
and died in Odessa in 1910.

15. S. P. Rabinowitz was a Hebrew writer and historian, who
translated Graetz's “History of The Jews” into Hebrew. He was born
in Taurogen, province of Kovno, in 1845 and died in Frankfort,
Germany in 1910.
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minds that he will forsake us...Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, by his
very nature, is the type of individual, who can be easily in-
fluenced by others, and there is no doubt that rabbis can in-
fluence him more readily than Maskilim, especially when the
hyprocrite Lifschitz of Kovno is his right hand man...!®

It seems that R. Yaakob Lifschitz, because he was so close
to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and served as his secretary for so many
years did have some influence on him, as is evident by the
following amusing and yet true story. Rabbi Isaac Nissenbaum
relates'’” that Rabbi Samuel Mohliver once came to Kovno
and called upon Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to call a meeting of the
Hobbei Zion in his home. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, because
of his devotion to the cause, immediately consented and in-
vitations were sent out to all the members. When R. Yaakob
Lifschitz heard about it, he threatened Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
that it may cause more harm than good, since the organization
was not as yet sanctioned by the government. The next day,
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan sent a note to Rabbi Samuel Mohliver
informing him that due to certain circumstances, the meeting
would not be able to be scheduled in his home. Naturally, the
meeting was held in another place, was well attended and
nothing happened. Rabbi Samuel Mohliver, however, was deeply
hurt. He knew that it was the work of R. Yaakob Lifschitz.

The following day, which was Friday, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
visited Rabbi Samuel Mohliver in his hotel, and invited him
to his home for the Sabbath. Rabbi Samuel Mohliver refused
to accept the invitation explaining:

If I stay at the hotel and order my Sabbath meals here, I am
certain that they will be prepared for me and I'll have food

16. A. Druyanoff Ketabim LeToledot Hibbat Zion veYishub Eretz
Israel, (Odessa 1919), Vol. I, p. 582.

17. Isaac Nissenbaum, baDath veHatehiya haLeumit, Warsaw 1919,
p. 102.
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for the Sabbath, but if I accept his honor’s invitation, I may
later receive a note informing me “because of certain circum-
stances the meals can not be had at my home,” and then Il

be hungry.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan understood and apologized.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan however, remained loyal and faithful
to the cause of Zion. When a conference was called to meet
in Katowitz'® for the purpose of uniting all the Zionist groups,
the delegation from Kovno, Judah Leib Klivansky and Moshe
Bramsohn brought credentials signed by Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
and ten of the leading citizens of the community.”® The cre-
dentials signed by Rabbi Isaac Elchanan made a profound
impression on the assembly, according to the report of Judah
Appel.*

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was not satisfied only with the send-
ing of a delegation to Katowitz, to participate in the delibera-
tions. About six weeks before the conference was held he
called a meeting in his home and impressed upon those who
attended, the importance of that historic convocation. In a
letter, dated five days in Tishri 5645 (September 24, 1884)
he wrote to Saul Pincus Rabbinowitz:

In answer to your letter of the twenty eight day of Elul, I
am pleased to inform you that to act in accordance with your
wishes, I called a meeting in my house last night, an assembly
of the honorable citizens of our community who are lovers of
Zion and its soil. Thank G-d, that in substance they have
ratified his honor’s suggestions...I, personally, will also be very
happy if the Conference will be successful, because an as-
semblage of the righteous of your calibre is pleasant for them

18. The Katowitz conference was held on November 6, 1884.
19. Judah Appel, op. cit, p. 174.
20. Ibid.
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and for the world,?! and the L-rd shall be in their aid and

wherever they turn they shall prosper.??

The thirty six delegates who assembled in Katowitz, among
whom were such outstanding personalities as Rabbi Samuel
Mohliver of Bialystok, Rabbi David Friedman of Pinsk, Dr. Leo
Pinsker of Odessa, Saul Pincus Rabbinowitz of Warsaw and
many others,”® adopted a resolution to unite all the Zionist
groups. All the funds raised in the various communities were
to be sent to a central treasury, which was to transfer it to the
colonists in Eretz Israel. In Kovno, however, there were two
Zionist groups; one was the Hobbe: Zion, which consisted
of prominent citizens of the community and whose head was
R. Judah Leib Klivansky** and the other was the “Supporters of
Agriculture in the Holy Land,” whose purpose it was to es-
tablish a colony in Eretz Israel by the name of Kovno.”® The
latter organization refused to send their funds to the central
treasury. They maintained that the money was raised for a
Kovno colony in Eretz Israel and not for the relief of other
colonists. It was not until Rabbi Samuel Mohliver and Judah
Appel went personally to Kovno that they succeeded in uniting
both organizations for the support of the Katowitz resolution.*
Needless to say that when they came to Kovno, they received
the fullest cooperation of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan since he, too,
supported the Katowitz platform. In a letter dated thirteen days
in Iyar 5646 (May 18, 1886) Rabbi Isaac Elchanan wrote
to the Hobbei Zion of Warsaw:

The Hobbei Zion of our community (Kovno) met and decided

21. Allusion to Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin, p. 71;2. (in the
Mishna)

22. A. Druyanoff, op. cit, p. 262.

23. Judah Appel, op. cit., p. 182.

24. Klivansky represented Kovno at the Katowitz Conference.

25. Judah Appel, op. cit., p. 94.

26. Ibid. p. 97.
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to send to the central treasury...the sum of 500 rubles; also
whatever will be collected in the near future will also be sent
for the use of our holy project (the support of the Yishub).
Our hope is that the other groups will emulate that act and
will also send the money from their coffers, in order that the
administration may strengthen its work with the old colonies
Which were established by the Hobbei Ziom, and then be
able to plan the purchase of more land. At present, it is still
necessary to support the colonists until the L-rd will send His
blessing in the works of their hands, and they will be able to
support themselves.??

The Hobbei Zion recognized and appreciated the active
interest and support of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan of the new
Yishub in Eretz Israel. At a general conference of the Hobbei
Zion held in Minsk on July 1, 1887, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
was unanimously elected as honorary gabbai of the organiza-
tion.”® Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, however, refused that honor.
In a letter dated twenty one days in Tamuz 5647 (July 13,
1887) Rabbi Isaac Elchanan wrote to Dr. Leo Pinsker that
because of age and illness he could not possibly accept any
additional burdens, no matter how slight they might be. He
begged to be excused.” It is evident that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
did not divulge the real reason. It seems that although Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan worked constantly together with Rabbi Samuel
Mohliver and Rabbi Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin for the
Yishub in Eretz Israel, he refused to accept any official position
in the movement. The reason might have been twofold. First,
the Zionist movement did not receive official recognition from
the Russian government until 1890 about eight years after its
organization. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, because of his position as

27. A. Druyanoff, op. cit. p. 776.
28. Ibid. Vol. II, p. 215, “Minutes of the Minsk Conference.”
29. Ibid. p. 232,
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sh'tadlan (interceder), could not afford to affiliate with an or-
ganization that lacked government recognition. Second, Baron
Horace Grinzburg was a strong opponent of the Hobbei Zion.
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan needed his friendship for communal
interests and did not want to antagonize him.

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and the Shemitah Controversy

A great problem that confronted Rabbi Isaac Elchanan as
well as his contemporaries was the problem of shemitah in the
new Yishub. The mitzvah of shemitah, which is one of the most
fundamental and central of all those mitzvoth which are
obligatory upon those living in the Land of Israel, became the
focal point of controversy during that period.

For many generations, shemitah was a theoretical problem
discussed among Talmudical students. However, with the “Return
to Zion” and with the revival of agricultural colonization of
the Land, the practical problem emerged. The first shemitah in
the contemporary period occurred in 1882. In those days the
Yishub in Eretz Israel had just begun to grow and there were
few agricultural workers in Petah Tikvah,*® Motza® and Mikvah
Israel®® The last two were very small villages by com-
parison, and did not care if their small pieces of land lay fallow
for one year, in accordance with the biblical law. In Petah
Tikvah, the problem tragically solved itself, since many of
the pioneers left the settlement because of malaria and other
deadly diseases.”® It was not so, however, with the second

30. Founded in 1878.

31. Small village in western Jerusalem, founded in 1860.

32. Founded in 1870.

33. M. L. Lillienblum wrote to Judah Appel: “The early settlers
of Petah Tikvah left the settlement before 1882 and escaped be-
cause of a malaria epidemic.”

Judah Appel, o0p. ciz, p. 304.
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shemitah in 1889, when many more agriculturalists were settled
on the land, and more colonies estabilshed. Then, Petah Tikvah
had expanded, more farmers had come to Motza and six
other new settlements had been established.®® Shemitah thus
became a paramount issue.

The solution to this problem divided the rabbinate and
caused great controversy among the spiritual leaders of that
generation.*” The outstanding spokesmen on this issue were
Rabbi Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin of Volozhin, Rabbi Samuel
Mohliver of Bialystok and Rabbi Mordecai Elisberg®® of Boisk.
All of them were active in the Hobbei Zion movement.
Although Rabbi Elisberg did not actively participate in the
Katowitz conference and did not even attend any of the sessions,
he was elected gabbai in absentia, together with Rabbi Samuel
Mohliver.”" In Elul 5647 (September 1887) those three rabbis
assembled in Vilna to discuss the shemitah problem and
reach a satisfactory solution.®

34. The six colonies were Rishon leZion (1882), Ekron (1883)
Ness Ziona, (1883) Rosh Pinah, (1883) Gederah, (1884) and Yesod
haMa’aleh, (1884).

Yehiel M. Tukechinsky, Sefer haShemitah (Mosad haRav Kook, Je-
rusalem, 1950), p. 63.

35. The problem of a temporary “sale of land” is centered in the
Talmudic question of whether a “heathen may own property in the
Land of Israel so as to release it from the obligation of tithe” (Baby-
lonian Talmud, Gittin, p. 47:1); also whether the sale of land in
Eretz Israel to a non-Jew is not in violation of the biblical command
“thou shalt not show mercy unto them” (Deut. 7:2) which the
Talmud interprets “Thou shalt not give them any encampment in
the Land.” (Abodah Zara, 20:1).

See Abraham 1. Kook, Shabbath Haaretz (Tel Aviv, 1910) pp.
26:2-33:2. Also A. 1. Kook, Mishpat Koben (Jerusalem 1937), p. 122.
36. Rabbi Elisberg was born Feb. 1817 and died Dec. 11, 1889.

37. Isaac Nissenbaum, op. cit., p. 90.

38. Judah Appel, op. cit,, p. 283 .
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Rabbi Zevi Hirsh Yehudah Berlin, the eldest of the group,
voiced his opinion first. He stated: “Just as a servant must
follow the master’s orders without any deviation, so must
we follow the divince commandment of Shemitah without any
thought to the contrary.”® According to him, there was no
alternative. The laws of shemitah had to be strictly observed.
To solve the economic plight of the farmers who would
observe shemitah, he stated:

If it will become known throughout the world that the farmers
ceased work during the shemitah year, the number of contributors
and their contributions will increase greatly. On the other
hand, if our people will hear that they [farmers in Eretz Israel]
have not refrained from agricultural work during the shemstah
year, then the giving will become less and people will stop
supporting the Yishub propetly. The loss then, will be far
greater, than the loss from observing shemitah.t

R. Meir Berlin, once justified his fathet’s strictness by com-
menting that to his father it was not only a question of a
beter for the colonists to work their land during the shemitah
year, but his argument was that the holiness of the land is
diminished when shemitah is not observed properly.*!

Rabbi Samuel Mohliver then remagked:

In my opinion, it is possible to find a heter for working on
the land during shemitah, but 1 have not as yet come to any
decision as to whether it is proper to use that heter. Since after
a period of two thousand years we have just found an op-
portunity to observe shemitah, perhaps it would be wise to ob-
serve this great mitzvah, and thus gain the hearts of the pious

39. Ibid.

40. Naphtali Z. Yehudah Berlin, Meshib Dabar, (Warsaw 1894),
chapter 50, special section entitled Debar haShemstah.

41. Meir Berlin, Fun Volozhin biz Yerushalayim, Vol. 1, p. 135.
See refutation in Mishpat Kohen, p. 129.
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Jews who may return to us, and support the mitzvah of Yishub
Eretz Israel, and become Hobbei Zion as we arel2,

Evidently he favored a heter, but weighed as to what would
be more practical for the Yishub.

Rabbi Mordecai Elisberg was the last to offer his opinion.
He stated very courageously:

I agree with R. Shmuel [Rabbi Samuel Mohliver] that a
beter can be found for working during the shemitah year, but
I differ with him [Samuel Mohliver] in one respect. I am
of the opinion that if a heter can be found, as R. Shmuel and
I agree, then we must use it to the fullest extent. In my mind,
I see that the whole community is in danger and the Yishub
is hovering between life and death. If in accordance with the
Laws of the Torah, a lenient decision may be reached, we
have no right to be strict and rigid, and thereby endanger the
Yishub which is the hope for our future!?

The three rabbis did not arrive at any definite decision. The
twenty third day of Teveth 5648 (January 7, 1888) Samuel
J. Finn, who was charged by the Hobbei Zion to get a clear
ruling on the matter, received the following letter from R.
Isser Baer Wolf of Kovno:

The Gaon Rabbi Isaac Elchanan received communications from
Rabbi Zadok haKohen of Paris and Michael Erlanger [represen-
tative of Baron Rotschild] concerning the problem of shemitah.
The Gaon Rabbi Isaac Elchanan studied the problem thoroghly
and found a heter. Also his son, R. Zevi Hirsh Rabinowitz, the
rabbi of Mattau, sent him a brochure concerning this problem
and he’ too, found a heter. But because he [Rabbi Isaac Elchan-
an] was not fully acquainted with the circumstances and in
order to eliminate any dispute, he wrote, the twenty second day
of Kislev (November 22, 1888), to the rabbinate in Jerusalem

42, Judah Appel, op. cit, p. 283.
43. Ibid. p. 284. See also Nissenbaum, op. cit, p. 91.
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so that they may inform him of their opinion and advice...
Only after he will receive an answer from Rabbi Samuel
Salant** nd Rabbi Joshua Leib Diskin, he [Rabbi Isaac El-
chann] will decide what to do, and until then, he will not
render a definite decision.*®

As is evident from the above letter, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
was ready to render a beter to the colonists to work their land
during the shemitah year. However, he received a letter from
Rabbi Samuel Salant who warned him that should a Aeter
be given, “there will be a great breach in the fortress of our
faith and the colonists will defy the laws of the Shwulhan
Arukh.”*® Rabbi Moshe Joshua Leib Diskin joined Rabbi Samuel
Salant in the isswr. He even wrote a letter to Baron Rotschild
urging him to instruct the settlers on his colonies to observe
shemitah. He concluded his letter to the Baron: “It is not
fitting for his honor to seek heterim; after his honor was
privileged to establish colonies in Eretz Israel, it would be most
appropriate to observe shemitah in accordance with the law.”*
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, therefore, desisted from issuing the beter
in deference to the rabbinate of Eretz Israel.

Towards the end of the month of Shebat 5648 (January
1888), Rabbi Samuel Mohliver travelled to Warsaw, where
he conferred with R. Israel Joshua Trunk,*® rabbi of Kutna
and R. Samuel Zanwil Klepfish,** rabbi of Warsaw. Together,
as acknowledged Torah leaders of the generation, they joined

44. Chief Rabbi of the Ashkenazic Congregations in Jerusalem.
Born in 1878 and died in 1909.

45. Judah Appel, op. cit., p. 286.

46. A. Druyanoff, op. cit, Vol. II, p. 477.

47. Ibid. p. 614.

48. R. Israel Joshua Trunk was rabbi of Kutna, Poland for over

thirty years and was the author of Yeshxoth Malko and Yeshuoth Israel.
49. Rabbi Klepfish was born in 1820 and died November 9, 1902.
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in this solution; to enact a formal sale of all fields and vine-
yards to non-Jews, before shemitah, thereby making it possible
to work the land during that year, on condition that the pro-
hibited labor be done by non-Jews. The formal contract was to
be worked out with the Beth Din in Jerusalem, in accordance
with their advice.”® The document, dated twenty eight days in
Shebat 5648 (February 10, 1888), ends with the following
statement:

All of us consent to the above-mentioned heter which is in
accordance with the laws of our holy Torah, as is explained in
greater length in special brochures. But all this will be done,
only if we obtain the consent of the great Rabbi, the glory
of our generation, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, the rabbi of Kovno.®!

Rabbi Samuel Mohliver, then dispatched the document to
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. When Rabbi Isaac Elchanan saw the
three other prominent rabbis’ signatures on the beter, he did
not hesitate any longer and wrote the following document
which was signed three days in Adar 5648 (February 15,
1888), only five days after he received the communication
irom Rabbi Samuel Mohliver:

I was asked several months ago to express my opinion concern-
ing Jewish colonists, who live on the produce of the fields
and vineyards of our holy Land, as the shemitab year is approach-
ing in 1889. If we do not find a heter it is possible that the
land will become desolate and the colonies will turn into
wasteland, G-d forbid. Hundreds of souls will be effected by
it. Although I am very much preoccupied and very weak, yet
I find it necessary to deal with this important problem; and
permit the work in the fields, by selling them to the Moslems
for a period of two years only. After that period, the vineyard
and the fields go back to the owners; and the sale must be to

50. Judah Appel, op. cit.,, pp. 288-289.
51. Ibid.
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Moslems only®? and may take place during the coming summer.
I prepared, with the help of G-d, a special brochure dealing
with this subject, but in practice I never came out with a
heter because I did not want to be the only one in this new
matter, as is always my practice in such things.

But now that I received a letter informing me that my good
friends, the rabbis: R. Israel Joshua of Kutna, R. Samuel Moh-
liver of Bialystok, and R. Samuel Zanwil of Warsaw gave due
consideration to this problem and came out with a hbeter, and
wait for my approval, I am greatly pleased to find that I am
not alone in this great issue. My opinion is, therefore, to
follow my above mentioned suggestion [sell the land to non-
Jews]. Furthermore, the work in the fields and vineyards is
to be done by non-Jews, but in the case of poor people who
can not afford to engage non-Jewish labor, let them consult the
aforementioned honored rabbis; and may the L-rd grant us the
privilege to come joyously to our land, and observe the mirzvah
of shemitah as it was originally ordained for us and in accord-
ance with all its rules and regulations.

It must be explicity stated that this hbeter is only for the
year 5649 (1889) but not for future shemitoth. Then further
meditation will be neceassary, and a new heter will be required;
and may the L-rd help His people so that they should not
need any beter and should observe shemitah in accordance with
the Law as I have fully explained it, in the special brochure,
with the help of G-d.5

It seems that when the heter reached Eretz Israel, the
rabbinate there, became very indignant. Perhaps it was because
they were not consulted at all before the final heter was
granted, or they were of the opinion that the heter might

52. The Moslems are not considered idol worshippers, hence are
not included in the prohibition of “Thou shalt not show mercy unto
them.”

53. As reprinted by Y. M. Tukechinsky in Sefer haShemitah,
p- 72.
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lead to the abolishing of shemitah altogether, in complete
violation of the biblical command. The Ashkenazic Kehillah
therefore, issued a proclamation, published in Habatzeleth,"
which reads in part:

Since we are approaching the shemitah year, 5649 (1889) we
therefore, inform our brethren, the colonists, that there is no
heter to plow and to seed; to harvest and to plant... We have
confidence that the rest of the land will be a source of
blessing to them...We also have faith that those who always

lend an ear to hear the Torah of G-d and His commandments
will hear now, t00.5¢

The proclamation was signed by Rabbi Moshe Joshua Leib
Diskin and Rabbi Samuel Salant, and carried the official seal
of the Ashkenazic Kehillah of Jerusalem.

The colonist were then in a dilemma. They, certainly could
not decide what course of action to take. Some observed
shemitah, while others did not. According to Judah Appel, there
were some colonists who adhered to the strict interpretation
of the issur, although they were not that pious.”” Rabbis
Diskin and Salant organized a Vaad haShemitah®™ (Committee
to Help Shemitah Observers) and promised financial aid to
those who would adhere to the isswr. Thus, many were in-
duced to observe it. Judah Appel also writes™ that of all
those who promised financial help to shemitah obsetrvers, only

54. The Sephardic Kebillah followed the heter issued by Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan (Druyanoff, op. cit., p. 640).

55. An orthodox weekly edited by Israel Frumkin, published in
Jerusalem from 1869 to 1901.

56. Habatzeleth, special edition dedicated to “Observers of Shemitah,”
1888, p. 369.

57. Judah Appel, op. cit., p. 301.

58. A. Druyanoff, op. ciz, Vol. II, p. 639.

59. Judah Appel, op. cit., p. 309.
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one, Rabbi Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin of Volozhin, sent
forty two rubles to Dr. Pinsker to distribute to the inhabitants
of Petah Tikvah, who observed shemtiah. From the letter that
accompained his contribution, it is evident that some colonists,
who started the year 1889 by observing shemitah were unable
to continue because of economic stress. The rabbi of Volozhin
wrote:
We can not reproach the inhabitants of Gederah, who changed
from their original plan of observing shemitah, nor can we
ridicule and deride the inhabitants of Petah Tikvah and Ekron,
who observe shemitah.®

In rabbinic literature the shemitah of 1889 occupies a pro-
minent role. The decision of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and his
heter was eventually accepted even by his opponents.®’ It may
be of interest to note that for the shemitah year that followed
(1896), even Rabbi Moshe Joshua Leib Diskin, who strongly
opposed Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and proclaimed an iss#r to work
the land during the shemitah of 1889, joined him in the
heter seven years later.”” Everyone realized the need of the
hour, and the practical solution of the Rabbi of Kovno. To
this day, the sale of land and vineyards in Israel for the
shemitah year is based on the heter of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.®

60. A. Druyanoff, op. cit, Vol. II, p. 655.

61. Y. M. Tukechinsky, op. cit., pp. 64-67.

62. Ibid. p. 65; also Niriah, Debar haShemitah, (Jerusalem 1938),
p. 69.

63. A. L. Kook, Mishpas Kohen, pp. 163-166.






CHAPTER SEVEN

A CHARACTER STUDY
OF RABBI ISAAC ELCHANAN

The Humanity of His Scholarship

A LTHOUGH MORE THAN three score years have passed
since Rabbi Isaac Elchanan passed on to his eternal reward,'
yet whenever his name is mentioned it evokes awe and reverence.
Even his contemporaries recognized his greatness, and acknow-
ledged him as the giant of halakha. When in 1887,% Dr. Leo
Pinsker wrote to Rabbi Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin con-
cerning the shemitah problem, Rabbi Berlin replied: “Since
I have been informed that the great gaon, the rabbi of Kovno,
who is greater and more competent than I, has already been
consulted, I do not wish to render an opinion.”

It may be of interest to note that when the Hobbei Zion
was first organized one of its spokesmen, Samuel Joseph Finn
wrote to Dr. Pinsker:

May I suggest to his highness that it would be of tremendous

1. He passed away 21 days in Adar, 5656 (March 6, 1896).

2. The letter of Dr. Pinsker was written on November 24, 1887.
A. Druyanoff, Ketabim LeToledot Hibbat Zion veYishub Eretz Israel,
(Odessa 1919), Vol. II, p. 383.

3. The letter is dated 20 days in Kislev, 5648 (December 6, 1887).

Ibid. p. 393.
139
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advantage to have Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Spektor, the rabbi
of Kovno, at our conference.* His words are as the words of
a man of G-d in all the provinces of our area; and the rabbis
of all communities follow him. If they will see that he
supports our movement, then they too, will lend a helping
hand in their respective communities.®

From this letter, too, we may see the high esteem in which
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was held, not only by his colleagues in
the rabbinate, but by the Maskilim, who were the leaders of
the Zionist movement. It seems that only Rabbi Joseph Rosen,’
known as the Rogatchover Gaon, spoke derogatorily of Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan. Professor Hayyim Tchernowitz relates that
when he once returned from Kovno and came to visit Rabbi
Rosen, the latter remarked: “Oh, you were at the old man,
Itche Hana,” what does he do there? He sits in Kovno, writes
and pubilshes books; who demands it of him?”® Rabbi Rosen
admitted, however, that the rabbinic world followed Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan unhesitatingly.” One may, therefore, safely
conclude that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was probably the most
outstanding rabbinic authority of his generation.

There are, undoubtedly, many contributing causes responsible
for his world-wide reputation and fame. But it seems that

4. The second conference of Hobbei Zion which was held at
Druskeniki, province of Grodno. It took place on June 16, 1887. The
legalization of the movement was the subject of discussion.

5. A. Druyanoff, op. csz.,, Vol. II, p. 170.

6. See Chapter IV, note 18.

7. Popular nickname for the name Isaac Elchanan.

8. Hayyim Tchernowitz, Pirkay Hayyim, p. 146.

9. Bernard Homa, A Fortress in Anglo-Jewry, p. 141. Photostatic
reproduction of a post card written by Rabbi Rosen to Rabbi Abraham
Abba Werner, rabbi of the Mabzike Hadath of London, in which he
wrote: “The whole world follows blindly the old Gaon of Kovno.”
[Rabbi Isaac Elchanan].
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his liberal interpretation of the law which was a result of his
high humane qualities was one of his most outstanding
characteristics. He firmly believed in the Talmudic dictum “the
power of heter is superior.”’’ That seems to be predominant
in practically all of his responsa. He was happy to find a heter
and when a heter could not be found, he was greatly disturbed.
In a responsum to a rabbi who administered a divorce and
later ascertained that there was a serious mistake in that
document, which could have invalidated it, and wrote to
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan to find a possible heter for the said
bill of divorce, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan responded:

May I truthfully inform his honor that I am greatly upset

over the unfortunate experience that happened to him. I tried

in every way possible to find a lenient interpretation but

what can I do when all the roads are blocked before mel!

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was also perturbed by the plight of
the unfortunate agwnabh. He brought his vast Talmudic erudi-
tion to bear upon the solution of the numerous agunah cases
sent to him. There are, in his published works,"”* 158 responsa
concerning agunoth. These responsa generally reveal the tor-
menting inner conflicts and tensions, which he had to endure,
whenever he had to make a bold decision permitting the
remarriage of an agunah where other authorities would probably
take exception to his ruling. In all of the agunah questions,
with the exception of three,®® he found a heter. R. Shlomo

10. Babylonian Talmud, Berahoth, p. 60:1.

11. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. II, Res. 13.

12. There might have been more responsa on the subject but
they were never published. The late Rabbi Moshe Rosen of Brooklyn,
New York, who knew Rabbi Isaac Elchanan personally, related to
the author that many responsa remained unpublished in the possession
of his son, R Zevi Hirsh.

13. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1, Res. 34 (Eben haEzer),
Res. 42 (Eben haEzer), end of responsum. Also Res. 44 (Eben haEzer).
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Joseph Zevin'* relates, that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan until the
very last days of his life, was involved in heter agunoth. Only
a few days before he passed away, he rose in the middle of the
night to solve an agumah problem and when he found a beter,
he said: “Thank G-d, that she is permitted to remarry.”’® It
seems that finding a heter for an agwnab or for another person
in distress, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan considered a great mitzvah.'®

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was always full of compassion and
sympathy. He projected himself into every situation, and always
considered the effect of a responsum on the individual. The
following two incidents will serve as illustrations. When in
1869, because of the famine, he permitted the eating of peas

and beans during the Passover holiday, he served that food
in his own home to the most respected citizens of the com-
munity, who visited him on the first day of Passover. He re-
marked:

I know that many poor people will eat the peas and beans

14. Rabbi Zevin is a prominent Talmudic scholar who lives in
Istael and is the editor of “The Talmudic Encyclopedia” (Hebrew)
and author of other Hebrew works.

15. Hatzofeh, 26 Adar 1I, 5706 (March 29, 1946).

16. Isaac Elchanan, Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. 1, Res. 24 and 27. (Eben
haEzer)

R. Yaakob Lifschitz relates that when Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s son, R.
Zevi Hirsh was seriously ill in 1872, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan offered the
following prayer for his son’s recovery: Master of the Universe, before
Thee it is well known that all these years that I served in the rabbinate,
numerous questions came to me concerning agunoth, shohtim, whom
community leaders sought to disqualify etc. In all cases I labored earnestly
— more than my strength permitted — to find a heter for those
unfortunate people, especially for those with family responsibilities.
Therefore, O G-d, have mercy on me and my son, who is a father
of young children.” One can, therefore, see that in time of tribulation,
he prayed to the Almighty to remember the virtue of beterim.
Yaakob Lifschitz, Toledoth Yitzhak, p. 16.
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with great trapidation, because of the fear of hamerz (leavened),
let it, therefore, be known that the Rabbi of Kovno, and the
leading citizens of the city, ate that food on the first day of
Passover.1?

Once a woman came to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan with a difficult
shé'aylah (question pertaining to Jewish ritual) during the
Passover holiday. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan paced the floor of his
room, absorbed in deep thought and then turned to the woman
and said: “All is kosher.” When the woman left, Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan told his disciples in the room, that the woman'’s
husband was a poor melamed (teacher) in a small town. He
sent her only four rubles for the Holiday. The poor woman had
to pay one ruble for her son’s Hebrew tuition. She, therefore,
had only three rubles left for all her Passover needs. Then
this difficult she’aylah arose. No heter could be found. “That
disturbed me,” said Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. He then continued:
“I then recalled that the Haham Zevi** was the only one
who was lenient in such a case and I decided accordingly because

of the dilemma of the poor woman.”*

It is quite evident, then, that the major difference between
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and his contemporaries, in reference to
difficult she’ayloth, was that the former when confronted with
a complicated question, saw before them the Talmud and its
commentaries, the Shwlhan Arukbh and its addenda, while
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan saw the man with his perplexities; the
woman with her anxieties. He, therefore, employed the Talmud
and the Shulbhan Arukh to come to their aid.

17. R. Rosenfeld, in Hamelitz, 11 Iyar 5656 (April 24, 1896).

18. R. Zevi Hirsh Ashkenazi, an eminent Talmudist, who was born
in Moravia about 1660 and died in Lemberg in 1718,

19. R. Rosenfeld, op ciz., 11 Iyar 5656 (April 24, 1896).
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His Abundant “Love for Israel” and
His Tolerence for All People

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan possessed a profound love for all
Jewry® — even for those who were non-observant. Bluma
Solomonson, his granddaughter, and the only survivor of his
grandchildren, records:

His [Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s] love for nature was limitless. He
loved flowers and would become intoxicated by the beauty
of a tree and the grand view of a sunset. He once took a walk
in the woods on a Saturday afternoon. He met a group of young
men who carried canes and smoked cigarettes. When they saw
the Rabbi approaching, they tried to hide their canes and
cigarettes. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan acted as if he had not seen
anything at all, greeted them cordially and went on his
way. 2!

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was the great liberal, who sought to
unite all segments of the Jewish community, religious and non-
religious alike. He, himself, attended a conference in St.
Petersburg in 1882 together with Poliakov, who was reputed
to be an assimilationist.”> On March 21, 1895, he wrote a long
letter to Moshe Aryeh Leib Friedland, who because of religious
convictions refused to work together with the irreligious element

20. Russian Jewry reciprocated in their love and admiration for
their great spiritual leader, even when they left Russia, as evidenced
by the wollowing statement made by a rabbi in England: “The foreign
Jewish poor of Sheffield, who were mostly from the province of
Kovno, no matter how poor a man was, he was always able to find
enough to purchase a picture of the Rav [Rabbi Isaac Elchanan] and
to have it framed well. I have known men, who would deprive them-
selves of some necessity rather then that their humble home should
lack the genial feature of the man they loved.”
Rev. A. A. Green, “Personal Reminiscences of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan,”
Jewish Chronicle, March 13, 1896, p. 21.

21. Hatzofeh, (Tel Aviv), 21 Adar 5716 (March 4, 1956).

22. See chapter III, note 73.
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of the community in order to abolish the government decree
against the study of Talmud in the bedarim. The letter reveals

the attitude of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan and reads in part:

Our people, — may G-d have mercy upon them — whose
material and spiritual destruction came only because of internal
division, should never forget, even after a thousand generations,
that the sin of causeless hatred destroyed the Temple and has
driven us into exile. Therefore, when due to our iniquities, Jewry
and the Holy Torah reached again a crisis, through these
terrible decrees, everyone of us, in whose heart lives a spark of
Judaism, and is not counted among the Karaites, is duty bound
to help in this matter with all the power at his command; to
put aside his personal feelings and opinions, and come to the
protection of the holy Talmud...Now, in this moment of
danger we must unite, go hand in hand, and arm in arm; forget
our personal views and bend our efforts together for the saving
of the Torah...We must maintain joint efforts and increase
them to the greatest extent. If we shall now disappoint them,
G-d forbid, then we shall be challanged even by the coming
generations, who would say that we, too, through separation of
heart and causeless hatred, have left our holy religion unaided
against the terrible decree which has befallen us, and is threaten-
ing the Torah to be forgotten from amongst the children of
our people, May G-d have mercy upon them.2®

He also revealed his tolerance and broad-mindedness when
in 1893 he wrote a warm and sympathetic letter of condolence
to a certain Mrs. Abraham Kupernick of Kiev on the loss of
her husband, who was a Maskil and whose son, a prominent
attorney, embraced another faith.** It may be that the reason
for his writing the letter was that the deceased was a
strong supporter of the Kolel which Rabbi Isaac Elchanan

23. An unpublished letter of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan that appeared

in Talpioth, Vol. III, No. 1-2, April 1947, pp. 79-80.
24, Ibid. p. 78.
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established in Kovno. Nevertheless, another rabbi of his genera-
tion might not have written such a letter to a person whose
son converted.

Although Rabbi Isaac Elchanan lived in an era when the
Jewish people was the target of all evil decrees, and the object
of hatred by the non-Jewish community, yet it is quite evident
that Rabbi Isaac Elchanan showed no animosity or any form
of hostility for non-Jews. He carried no malice in his heart. In
his Nahal Yitzhak he writes:

It is well known that the early as well as the later gaonim
wrote that we must abide by the law of the land®® and refrain
from dealing unjustly with a non-Jew ... Therefore, my brethren,
listen to my voice and live. Study in our Torah to love the
Almighty and love people regardless of faith or nationality...
Follow justice and do righteousness with Jew and non-Jew alike.
The people of my community know that I always caution them
in my talks and warn them that there is absolutely no difference
whether one does evil to a Jew or a non-Jew. It is a well
known fact that when people come to me to settle a dispute,
I do not differentiate between Jew and non-Jew, for that is
the law according to our holy Torah.28

Dr. Herman Kohn testified in Hamelitz that Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan always sought to create a fine relationship between
Jews and non-Jews. Whenever a Jew and a non-Jew came
before him with any judicial matter or controversy, he paid
particular attention to the latter. Once, a certain Dr. N. Papov,
the head physician of the Army regiment, stationed in Kovno,
gave his coat to a Jewish tailor for certain alterations. He
forgot to take out four rubles he had in his coat pocket. The

25. In accordance with the Talmudic dictim: Dina deMalkbuta dina.
(Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 10:1).

26. Isaac Elchanan, Nahal Yitzhak, Declaration before his Introduc-
tion to the book.
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tailor denied that he found any money in the coat. Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan spent hours in order to get a confession from the
tailor, who eventually returned the money to the doctor.”®

His Championship for Peace

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was also a great champion of peace,
even at great personal sacrifice. It is related that in Baresa
there was an old custom of reciting Psalm 89 in addition to
Psalm 47 before the blowing of the Shofar on Rosh Hashanah.
The cantor and the congregation recited it responsively. When
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan became the rabbi of Baresa (1839)
he did not permit them to recite it, since the said Psalm
contains 53 verses and it prolonged the services unnecessarily.
After the services were completed on the first day of the holiday,
he heard elder members of the community, especially the family
of his predecessor remark: “This young rabbi® took upon
himself to abolish an old custom of the community.” The
second day of Rosh Hashanah, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan rescinded
his order to avoid what might have become a controversial
matter in the community.*® It may be pointed out that although
he was already known as a geom, and the recitation of that
Psalm is not mentioned at all in the Shulhan Arukb, still he
reversed his decision for the sake of peace.

When in 1875 Rabbi Isaac Elchanan decided against the
ase of ethrogim from Corfu, because of the exhorbitent price
to which they had risen and also because, according to him,
they were grafted with other citrus fruits, he was strongly

27. Hamelitz, 28, Adar 5656 (March 13, 1896).

28. He was only twenty two years old when he became rabbi of
Baresa.

29. Yaakob Lifschitz, Toledoth Yitzhak, p. 17.
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opposed by two leading rabbis in Vilna,*® but he did not retaliate
at all, in order to maintain peace in the Jewish community.**

In his Last Will and Testament, dated nine days of Heshvan
5649 (October 14, 1888) he wrote:

I beg of you to keep peace among you; to seek peace con-
tinuously as it is written “Seek peace and pursue it,”3? as you
know how earnestly I worked for peace and how frequently I
overlooked many things in order to promote peace. Although as
a result of it, I frequently became the targeet of criticism
and the object of accusation, yet I disregarded those consequences,
because of the strong statements of our rabbis, of blessed memory,
concerning the praise-worthiness of peace.3?

His Modesty

Humility and meekness was also a great quality in the
personality of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. Although he was con-
sidered by all a great authority, he never imposed his views
upon others. He was too modest. Usually, when he rendered

30. His two fierce opponents were Rabbi Joseph b. Raphael and
Rabbi Bezalel b. Moshe haKohen. They published a brochure entitled
Hordat Heter which permitted the use of Corfu ethrogim. In the
rabbinic world that brochure was received with great indignation.
A book entitled, Tokhahat Megulah appeared in Mainz in refutation
to Hordat Heter. The book was allegedly written by a Moshe
Romm of Kovno. Rabbi Yeruham Leiner, however, testified that
according to the information given to him by two rabbis of Kovno,
disciples of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, the book was written by Rabbi
Zevi Hirsh, son of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, with the knowledge and
consent of the father.

Talpioth, Vol. III, No. 1-2, April 1947, p. 86.
~ 31. S. Rosenfeld, in Hamelitz, 8 Iyar 5656 (April 21, 1896).

32. Psalm 34:15.

33. Quoted in Hamelitz, 3 Nisan 5656 (March 17, 1896); pub-
lished in full by Yaakob Lifschitz in Toledoth Yitzhak, pp. 127-128.



A CHARACTER STUDY 149

decisions in difficult halakhic matters, he requested that they
be accepted and followed only if some other comtemporary
rabbinic authority concurred.®® That was done only because of
modesty and not because of fear of criticism. Those who fear
criticism do not render decisions nor do they publish them.

Even the demands he made from his community were modest
and simple. R. Yaakob Lifschitz relates that in 1874 the
rabbinate of Brisk was offered to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. When
the Kovno Jewish community became aware of it, a special
meeting was called and they decided to do everything possible
to keep their Rabbi. A committee came to see Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan and asked him how he could be induced to remain.
The simple request made by the great Rabbi was that the
community rent a room for the meetings of his Beth Din
because he found those meetings at home too burdensone.*®

And because “he ran away from honor, honor always pursued
him.” On March 21, 1889 an anonymous article appeared in
Hatzefirah® suggesting that Kovno should arrange an ap-
propriate celebration commemorating the twenty-fifth anniver-
sary of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan’s association with the community.
That event was also to be utilized to publicize the Ayn Yitzhak
which was published that year so as to sell as many copies
as possible in honor of the author. It was an unusual gesture
and the writer, who was “an outstanding journalist, and noted

34, Isaac Elchanan, Baer Yitzhak, Res. 16 (Eben haEzer) end of
responsum. Also Ayn Yitzhak, Vol. I, Res. 22 (Eben haEzer) and
in many other responsa.

35, Yaakob Lifschitz, Toledoth Yitzhak, p. 91.

36. Hebrew daily newspaper that appeared in Warsaw from 1874
to 1931. Hayyim Zelig Slonimsky was its editor from 1874 to 1886.
From 1886 to 1904 Nahum Sokolow was its co-editor together with
Slonimsky. In 1904 Sokolow became the editor-in-chief.
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scholar,”®" had nothing but words of love, praise and admiration
for Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.

When Rabbi Isaac Elchanan learned about it, he declared
himself emphatically opposed to the proposed celebration.
In a letter that appeared in the same newspaper a few days
later, his shamash (sexton), Kathriel Sandrowitz, wrote in the
name of the Rabbi:

Such jubilee celebrations have never been observed by the
rabbis of old, and have never been mentioned in our holy
Hebrew literature. It is, therefore, self-evident that it is most
unfitting for rabbis to observe such events. I, therefore, announce
in the name of our revered Rabbi, not to arrange for any
such celebration.. . Those who will not listen [and make ar-
rangements] will cause him much aggravation and heartache,
G-d forbid.38
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, however, was mindful of the honor his
community wished to bestow upon him. He showed that feeling

of gratitude in his Last Will and Testament when he wrote:

From the depth of my heart, I express my thanks and ack-
nowledge my gratefulness to this holy community [Kovno]...
Here in their respected community, I was privileged to spread
knowledge among Israel, and was highly honored by them.®?

It may be of interest to note that although Rabbi Isaac El-
chanan was a great communal leader and represented his people
in government circles, he did not speak nor understand
Russian. It seems that at the beginning of his career in Kovno,
he was reluctant to assume communal responsibility because of

his language difficulty. David Gordon,” in a letter to Saul

37. Hatzefirah, March 31, 1889.

38. Hatzefirah, 11, Nisan 5649 (March 31, 1889).

39. Harzefirah 29 Nisan 5656.

40. David Gordon was editor of the Hebrew weekly “Hamagid.”
He was born in 1826 and died in 1886.
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P. Rabinowitz, relates** that when he was in London,** Dr.
Herman Adler told him that he was once asked by a Russian
official to recommend a rabbi, who would be a true spokesman
for Russian religious Jewry. Dr. Adler recommended Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan, and informed him that he might have to appear
before a Russian Commission to clarify certain problems per-
taining to the Russian Jewish community. Rabbi Isaac Elchanan
was greatly disturbed, since his inability to speak Russian might
have a detrimental effect upon the people he represented. He
pleaded with Dr. Adler to communicate with that official so
that he should not have to report to St. Petersburg. David
Gordon reports that Dr. Adler expressed great surprise that a
rabbi of such high repute should not have been able to speak
the language of his country.*®

Death of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan

On the twenty first day of Adar 5656 (March 6, 1896),
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, after an illness of sixteen days, passed on
to his eternal reward and orphaned the Jewish world. Until the
very last moment of his life he was the synthesis of piety
and goodness. Although he died on Thursday night, he still
donned his tephilin on Thursday morning. That morning he
also thanked Dr. Dembo for all his work on behalf of
shehitah** and expressed his gratitude to the physicians, especially
to Dr. Isaac Feinberg*® for the care and attention given him.**

41. A. Druyanoff, op. ciz, Vol. I, p. 257.

42. David Gordon lived in London from 1850 to 1858.

43. A. Druyanoff, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 257.

44. See chapter III, p. 69.

45. Dr. Feinberg was a disciple of Abraham Mapu. He sent daily
telegrams to Hatzefirah on the condition of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan.

46. S. Rosenfeld, Hamelitz, 25 Adar 5656, No. 49,
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The funeral was held on Friday morning, and tens of
thousands of people participated.*” No store in Kovno was
open*®* and no one was at work that day. Men, women and
children assembled in front of the last home of the deceased to
attend the funeral rites.** Throngs of people filled the streets.
The Hatzefirab reports™ that when the procession reached
the old Beth haMidrash, which Rabbi Isaac Elchanan usually
attended, those scheduled to eulogize the deceased were unable
to ascend the bimah because of the crowds. They, therefore,
proceeded to the new Beth haMidrash which must have been
larger. The mayor of the city and other public officials came
to the funeral.®® Many rabbis must have delivered eulogies, but
on the cemetery, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was eulogized by his
son, Rabbi Zevi Hirsh, who became his successor to the rab-
binate of Kovno, Rabbi Isaac Blazer and Dr. Isaac Feinberg.**
One can not obtain too much information from the eulogies
delivered, since they were pilpulistic in nature, in accordance
with the custom of that period. Dr. Feinberg, who was a
personal friend and physician of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan deviated
from the usual custom. He delivered a prepared poetic lamen-
tation, which he read from a manuscript and according to
reports did not make too profound an impression.”® Prof. Hayyim
Tchernowitz spoke very eloquently in the name of the Kolel
Perushim of Kovno which Rabbi Isaac Elchanan established.

47. See editorial in Hamelitz 23 Adar 5656, No. 47.

48. Prof. Tchernowitz in his Pirkai Hayyim (p. '159) reports
that one drug store was open that Friday. That store was open on
the Sabbath, too, and its owner was practically excommunicated from
the Jewish community of Kovno.

49. S. Rosenfeld, Hatzefirah, 1 Nisan 5656.

50. Ibid.

51. Hamelitz 24 Adar 5656 No. 48.

52. Hatzefirah, 1 Nisan 5656.

53. Hayyim Tchernowitz, Pirkay Hayyim, p. 158.
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Samuel Rosenfeld, who was an eye witness, testified in Hame-
litz that Tchernowitz became popular as a result of that
eulogy.® His talk was completely void of pilpul and the people
were so impressed with his modern approach and use of homiles,
that he was invited to eulogize Rabbi Isaac Elchanan at the
New Synagogue, which was visited mainly by Maskilim.*

Rabbi Isaac Elchanan was eulogized by outstanding rabbis
in their respective communities. Rabbi Samuel Mohliver of
Bialystok, who was confined to home because of illness, called
a meeting of the community leaders in his home, where he
extolled the praises of the great Rabbi of Kovno.*® Even in
Odessa, which was the cradle of Haskalah, a special Memorial
Meeting was held in the Great Synagogue and proper tribute
was paid to Rabbi Isaac Elchanan, both, by Rabbi Dov Baer
Sloshtsh, spiritual leader of the community and Dr. Pomeranz,
the “Kazyonny Rav.”®” In London, too, he was eulogized in
the Great Synagogue by Dr. Nathan Adler, Chief Rabbi of
the British Empire. The Synagogue was so crowded that hundreds
of people remained outside.®® In Jerusalem, eulogies were
delivered by Rabbi Samuel Salant, the Chief Rabbi of the
Ashkenazic community and Rabbi Jacob Saul Eliashar, Chief
Rabbi of the Sephardic community. Many of those eulogies
were reduced to publication and thus preserved for posterity.”

54. Hamelitz, 17 Tamuz 5656, No. 133.

55. Ibid.

56. Hamelitz, 1 Nisan 5656, No. 52.

57. Hamelitz, 11 Nisan 5656, No. 55.

58. Jewish Chronicle, March 20, 1896, p. 12.

59. For a complete listing of the published eulogies on Rabbi
Isaac Elchanan see the list in an article by A. R. Malachi entitled
Hesped Al R. Isaac Elchanan, Bitzaron, Vol. XXXIV, No. 8, p.
184, note 12a. See also Hayyim Tchernowitz, Pirkay Hayyim, p. 159 ff.
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Immediately after the demise of Rabbi Isaac Elchanan plans
were made in various parts of the world for fitting memorials.
Two great institutions of Jewish learning were named after
him. Indeed, there probably were many more, but those two
achieved great prominence. One was established in Slobodka,
by his son, Rabbi Zevi Hirsh Rabinowitz, and was named
Kneseth Beth Yitzhak and the other was organized by a
small group of people in New York City and named Yeshivath
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan. The former is a matter of the past,
while the latter is the greatest citadel of Torah in the United

States and a living testimony to the immortality of the great
Rabbi of Kovno.
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