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TO MY MOTHER,
OF BLESSED MEMORY



Publishers’ Preface

Brown Judaic Studies has been publishing scholarly books in all
areas of Judaic studies for forty years. Our books, many of which contain
groundbreaking scholarship, were typically printed in small runs and are
not easily accessible outside of major research libraries. We are delighted
that with the support of a grant from the National Endowment for the
Humanities/ Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Humanities Open Book Pro-
gram, we are now able to make available, in digital, open-access, format,
fifty titles from our backlist.

Isaac Wetzlar was a Jewish merchant who lived in Germany in the
eighteenth century. His letter in Yiddish, LibesBriv (“Love Letter”), in
which he complained about the state of the Jewish community in his day,
circulated widely. In The LibesBriv of IsaccWetzlar, Morris M. Faierstein
(1996) presents a study and new translation of this letter.

This edition contains typographical corrections ofthe original text.

Michael L. Satlow
Managing Editor
October, 2019
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Introduction

The second half of the eighteenth century was a period of profound
change for the Jews of Western and Eastern Europe. The emergence of
Haskalah in the West and Hasidism in the East dramatically changed the
social and religious structure of European Jewry. The “origins of
modernity” continues to be a central issue for Jewish historiography.!
The most recent debate on this question began with Jacob Katz’s Tradition
and Crisis? and Azriel Schohat’s With the Change of Epochs: Beginnings of
the Haskalah Among German Jewry.3 Both authors attempted to provide a
comprehensive picture of the period immediately preceding
emancipation in order to provide an explanation for the origins of
modernity.

Katz approached this period with a sociologically based
methodology which presented a static picture of a society observed at a
particular moment in time.# His picture was further skewed by his over
reliance on “establishment” rabbinic sources, such as responsa and the
writings of major rabbinic figures. Missing from Katz’s work are other
sources, such as popular Jewish literature or Christian writings which
contain valuable observations about contemporary Jewish society which
might have added more diverse perspectives. The result was that Katz
argued that the Jewish community retained its traditional social and
cultural isolation from the outside world until changes in German society
in the 1770’s made possible the emergence of the Haskalah and modern

1A thoughtful assessment of the problem is Michael A. Meyer, “Where Does the
Modern Period of Jewish History Begin?” Judaism 24 (1975), pp. 329-338.
2Q0riginally published in Hebrew as Mesorah u-Mashber (Jerusalem, 1959). It was
translated into English in 1961. It was retranslated by Bernard Cooperman in
1992.

3Im Hilufei Tekufot (Jerusalem, 1960). It was never translated into English.

4Katz’s methodology was quite controversial. Bernard Cooperman discusses the
critical reception Katz’s book received and its continuing influence in his
Afterword to Tradition and Crisis (New York, 1992), p. 237-253.
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2 Libes Briv

Jewish society.5> More recently, Katz has acknowledged that there is
validity to Schohat’s description of Jewish society and that the
breakdown of traditional norms of behavior and social institutions had
begun somewhat before the onset of modernity.6

Schohat, on the other hand, utilized many of the sources neglected
by Katz and tried to view German-Jewish society as it evolved over the
century leading up to the major changes which occurred at the end of the
eighteenth century. He found a much more complex and diverse Jewish
society than the monolithic, pious and insulated society envisioned by
Katz. Isaac Wetzlar’s Libes Briv was an important source for Schohat and
he quoted from it extensively. Schohat concluded that Haskalah and
modernity were the end products of a century of Jewish social and
religious decay and disaffection combined with changes in German
society. More recent scholarship has tended to find a middle ground
between the original positions of Katz and Schohat.”

The purpose of this study is to make available, Isaac Wetzlar’s Libes
Briv, an important manuscript which sheds light on the socio-religious
situation of German Jewry on the eve of its transition to modernity. Its
author was a wealthy merchant from Celle,® Germany who spent many
years reflecting on the socio-religious circumstances of German-Jewish
society. He saw it as a society in crisis and sought to understand the
reasons for this situation. Not content with merely describing the
situation he found, Wetzlar offers suggestions which he felt would
improve the spiritual and material situation of his fellow Jews. In
addition to editing and translating the text of the Libes Briv, I have
endeavored to put Wetzlar’s views in the context of his contemporaries. I
tried to show in the Introduction where his ideas are in accordance with
and where they differed from other contemporaneous or near
contemporaneous authors who addressed similar concerns. The Libes

5D. Sorkin has made the suggestive observation that Katz’s conclusions might be
affected by his personal adherence to Orthodox Judaism. Cf. The Transformation of
German Jewry, 1780-1840 (Oxford, 1987), p. 41 n. 1.

6]. Katz, Out of the Ghetto (Cambridge, 1973), chap. 3. His most recent statement
on this issue is, “The Turning Point of Modern Jewish History: The Eighteenth
Century” Vision Confronts Reality ed. R. Kozodoy et.al. (New York, 1989), pp. 40-
55.

7Sorkin, Transformation, chap. 2 and C. Abramsky “The Crisis of Authority within
European Jewry in the Eighteenth Century” Studies in Jewish Religious and
Intellectual History Presented to Alexander Altmann ed. S. Stein and R. Loewe
(University, Alabama, 1979), pp. 13-28, are examples. H. Pollack’s Jewish Folkways
in Germanic Lands (1648-1806), (Cambridge, 1972) is a treasure trove of source
material. However, the material is not adequately analyzed nor is it put into a
larger context.

8Celle is between Hamburg and Hannover.



Introduction 3

Briv is a significant piece of evidence in the quest for understanding the
changes which took place in eighteenth century German-Jewish society.
However, much research remains to be done before one can reach
definitive conclusions about the developments which shaped Jewish
society in this period.

Previous Studies of the Libes Briv

Modern scholarship first became acquainted with the Libes Briv in
1932 through J. Meitlis’ article in Yivo Bleter.® Meitlis considered Wetzlar
as a proto-maskil and saw his discussions of educational and other
reforms as a precursor of the Mendelssohnian Haskalah. He approached
the work from his own perspective as a secular Yiddishist and his
conclusions reflected this predisposition. The following year, I. Rivkind
published a short article in Zukunft!® which suggested that Meitlis’
conclusions were incorrect, without adducing significant additional
evidence. He also added some bibliographical data about the author and
mentioned the existence of several manuscripts of the Libes Briv
unknown to Meitlis. S. Assaf published a lengthy extract from the Libes
Briv in his Mekorot le-Toldot ha-Hinukh be-Yisrael.''! He also noted the
importance of the manuscript and recommended its complete
publication. My article in the Yearbook of the Leo Baeck Institute is the
most recent study of the Libes Briv.1?

The Author

Isaac Wetzlar’s name appears as author on the title pages of two
manuscripts of the Libes Briv.!® Some earlier scholars have erroneously
attributed its authorship to persons other than Isaac Wetzlar.!* Though

9“Der Bodleianer Ketav Yad Libes Briv, a Far-Haskolediker Reform Shrift” Yivo
Bleter 2 (1931), pp. 308-333.

10“Der Libes Briv un sein Mekhaber” Zukunft 37 (1932), pp. 306-309.

11Tel Aviv, 1954, Vol. 4, pp. 111-119.

12“The Liebes Brief. A Critique of Jewish Society in Germany (1749)” LBIY 27
(1982), pp- 219-241.

13British Library Or. 10668 (Gaster Ms., 117) and B.L. Or. 10086/2 (Gaster Ms.,
509). M. Steinschneider, Ozarot Hayyim (Hamburg, 1848), no. 365, attributed the
authorship to Isaac Wetzlar on the basis of an oral tradition. I. Zinberg, A History
of Jewish Literature (New York-Cleveland, 1972-1979), Vol. 7, p. 355, n. 21 suggests
the possibility that Solomon Wetzlar, author of the moralistic work, Hakirat ha-
Lev, was the father of Isaac Wetzlar. This is not the case. The title page of the
Hakirat ha-Lev indicates that its author died young and never married.
Furthermore, the Hakirat ha-Lev is cited in the Libes Briv, p. 52a, and Wetzlar
makes no mention of a familial connection.

14 Authorship of the Libes Briv was erroneously attributed to Issac Hecksher by 1.
Ben Jacob, Ozar ha-Sefarim (Vilna, 1880), p. 261, no. 192. This attribution was
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not intended to be autobiographical, there are sufficient references in the
work to give us a picture of Wetzlar’s life. Additional information from
archival sources in Celle and Hannover confirms the evidence found in
the Libes Briv and adds significantly to our knowledge of his biography.

Isaac Wetzlar was born approximately 1680-1690.15 He relates that he
came from a poor background, but managed to obtain an excellent
rabbinic education and spent four years at the Yeshiva of Rabbi Abraham
Broda in Prague.l® He mentions that Rabbi Broda did not take a penny
from him during the years he studied in Prague and was concerned that
he have sufficient funds for his journey home.

He presents himself in the Libes Briv as a successful businessman1”
who was respected both in the Jewish community!® and by the Christian
nobility with whom he was in frequent contact.!® He disclaims any
pretense to being a scholar and constantly refers to himself as a common
man. Yet, he assures his readers at the beginning of the Libes Briv that he
studied many years in Yeshivas and afterwards studied many holy
books, including some not normally studied.?’ This apparent ambiguity
may be explained by a quotation from R. Sheftel Horowitz which
Wetzlar cites approvingly.?!

Throughout his work Wetzlar seeks to dissociate himself from
professional scholars, rabbis and the social elite. As we shall see below,
professional scholars are for him one of the two primary culprits who
must take the blame for the problems which he sees confronting the
Jewish community. The others are the communal leaders. The only
positive reference to communal leaders in the Libes Briv occurs in the
context of his praise of those few communal leaders who had risen from

followed in D.S. Sassoon, Ohel David. Catalogue of Hebrew and Samaritan

Manuscripts in the Sassoon Collection (London, 1932), Vol. 2, p. 995. Rivkind, “Der

Libes Briv”, p. 307, n. 4 explains the source of this error.

15This dating is based on the fact that Rabbi Abraham Broda left Prague in 1709. I

am assuming that Wetzlar was about 14-16 years of age when he came to the
eshiva.

]{(’Libes Briv, p. 53a. (Hereafter referred to as L.B. The page citations are to the

manuscript page numbers found in both the Yiddish and English texts.

17LB., pp. 17a-b, 27b-28a.

181 B., pp. 27b-28a.

19Wetzlar’s relation to Christians will be discussed below. -

20LB., pp. 2b, 20b. See the Appendix for a list of books cited by Wetzlar in the

Libes Briv.

21Rabbi Sheftel says at the end of his Introduction to the Shefa Tal: ““Disciples of

the wise increase peace in the world (B. Berakhot, 64a).” This is to be understood as

meaning. Those disciples of scholars who do not consider themselves rabbis, wise

men or scholars increase peace and do not initiate disputes.” L.B., p. 3a.
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poverty and had not forgotten their roots.?2 Perhaps this reference was
obliquely autobiographical.

Wetzlar’s knowledge of medieval philosophical and ethical works
was extensive. The Libes Briv includes citations from an unusually wide
range of works. Among the works he cites are several that must have
been quite rare, having been published only in the sixteenth century.?3
The three books that had the greatest influence on him and cited most
often are Bahya ibn Pakuda’s Hovot ha-Levavot, Joseph Albo’s Sefer
Ikkarim, and Isaac Arama’s Akedat Yizhak.?* His scientific knowledge
was also noteworthy. Discussing a talmudic passage which alludes to the
sun and moon, he rejects the explanation of Rashi and presents the
eighteenth century scientific explanation for the astronomical
phenomena being discussed.?> In contrast, his famous contemporary
Rabbi Jonathan Eybeschuetz, for example, “showed a remarkable lack of
elementary scientific knowledge.”26 Wetzlar also mentions the purchase
of books?” and a visit to Rabbi David Oppenheim’s library.?

Wetzlar not only read very widely, but probably was a bibliophile.
The Bodleian Library in Oxford contains a volume in which several

2] B, p. 47a.

23Gee the Appendix for the books cited by Wetzlar. Bibliographical data can be
found there.

24R. Hayyim Yair Bacharach reports that, “In former generations - according to
what I have heard - they would listen to and study the book Akedah, the Ikkarim,
the Kuzari, and the like... Some of them would also study the Hovot ha-Levavot”
(Havvat Yair, responsum no. 123). Quoted in H.H. Ben Sasson, “Jewish-Christian
Disputation in the Setting of Humanism and Reformation in the German Empire”
Harvard Theological Review 59 (1966), p. 371. On the influence of these works see
also, J. Elbaum, “Hashpaot Tarbut Yehudei Sefarad al Yehudei Ashkenaz u-Polin
be-Meot ha-15-16" Tarbut ve-Historia: Le-Zikhro Prof. Ino Shaki, ed. ]J. Dan
(Jerusalem, 1987), pp. 95-120. How is Wetzlar’s interest to be explained. Was
there a living tradition that continued or is he a unique case? More work must be
done before this question can be answered.

251,B., p. 30b.

26Z. Gries, “Between History and Literature — The Case of Jewish Preaching”
Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 4 (1994), p. 121 n. 39. According to Gries,
Eybeschuetz’s lack of scientific knowledge was the norm among rabbis rather
than the exception.

271, B., p. 59b-60a.

28Lb., p. 28b. R. David Oppenheim moved his library to Hannover where his
father-in-law resided when he found censorship rigorously enforced in Prague.
See, S.H. Lieben, “David Oppenheim” Jahrbuch des Judisches Literarisches
Gesselschaft 19 (1928), p. 28f.; A. Marx, “Some Notes on the History of David
Oppenheim'’s Library” Revue Etudes Juive 82 (1926), p. 457f.
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manuscripts have been bound together.?® Included in this collection is a
book on Hebrew accents copied by Suesskind Alexander of Metz in
Wetzlar’s house in Celle. In the colophon of this manuscript, copied in
1716, the copyist thanks the wealthy and learned householder Isaac
Wetzlar for his help in obtaining the book from the head of the local
church.30 Another manuscript in this volume is a copy of Sefer Ruah Hen3!
which was copied in 1730 by Isaac ben Ezra of Hotzenplotz, “teacher of
Isaac Wetzlar’s children.” The third manuscript in this volume is a
grammatical work by Zalman Hanau which is mentioned and praised in
the Libes Briv.3? It would be reasonable to conjecture that these three
manuscripts may have been owned by Wetzlar.

The first archival references to Wetzlar are an interesting group of
four documents from 1717. He had been involved in resolving certain
problems arising from the partition of the estate of Leffman Behrens, an
important Court Jew in Hannover, who also had significant assets in
Celle.® In the first document, written to the commission of royal and
ducal counselors set up to oversee this partition, he claims to have spent
much time and effort in the performance of his duties. However, those
who were involved in the partition were using various pretexts to
deprive him of his rightful fee. The second letter is from the commission
supporting his claim. From the third letter it appears that Serche, the
widow of Naphtali Hertz Behrens of Hannover had produced a letter,
supposedly written by Wetzlar, absolving her of any claims. Wetzlar
argued that this letter is a forgery, written by his enemies. He is certain
that Serche had no knowledge of this, as she was a pious and god fearing
woman who would certainly pay the moderate sum of 100 Ducats. In the
fourth document, the commission shares his hopes that the matter will be
resolved.3*

29A.D. Neubauer, Catalogue of the Hebrew Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library
(Oxford, 1886), No. 1501, p. 530. Unfortunately, I do not know when or by whom
these manuscripts were bound together.

30The text of this colophon is printed in Neubauer, op. cit., p. 1145.

31Wetzlar mentions this work, L.B., p. 69a. Interest in this work was not restricted
to Wetzlar. Israel Zamosc, one of Moses Mendelssohn’s mentors, reprinted the
Ruah Hen with his own commentary in 1744. Cf., A. Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn
— A Biographical Study (Philadelphia, 1973), p. 21f.

321, B., p. 48b.

33Behrens and his activities are discussed at length in S. Stern, The Court Jew
(Philadelphia, 1950), s.v., index, Behrens. See also the recent study by B. Schedlitz,
Leffman Behrens. Untersuchungen zum Hofjudentum im Zeitalter des Absolutismus
(Hildesheim, 1984).

34The documents are in the Niedersaechsiches Hauptstaatsarchiv in Hannover,
Cal. Br. 15, Nr. 4385. My thanks to Prof. H.M. Graupe for bringing these
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In 1730, Wetzlar received the concession to deal in jewelry and bills
of exchange.® During the 1730’s Wetzlar was also mentioned as owner of
the Fortuna tobacco factory, which had been founded by Leffman
Behrens. Ownership had passed to Salomon Gans, Behren’s relative and
Wetzlar’s father-in law, who died in 1733.%¢ This factory, along with the
Loewen tobacco factory, were the economic basis of the Celle Jewish
community.

In 1738 the Jewish community issued a new Synagogue Ordinance.
Not only was Wetzlar one of the signatories, but his name also appears
on two lists which show the financial obligations of communal members
for various charitable purposes. Wetzlar is the second wealthiest member
of the community in both lists.3” The same year, the Electorate of
Hannover issued a new decree pertaining to Jewish marriages.
According to a document in the Celle city archives, the leaders of the
Celle Jewish community were officially notified of this new decree. One
of the three leaders of the Jewish community named in this document
was Isaac Wetzlar.3

According to a list of Jewish residents in Celle, Wetzlar lived in Im
Kreise 13, from 1741-1749. From 1760-1785, his son, Joseph Wetzlar lived
there.3° Isaac Wetzlar died on 28 Tevet 5511 (January 25, 1751) and was
laid to rest in the Jewish cemetery of Celle, where his tombstone stands
to this day.0 Wetzlar’s wife Brendelchen died on 25 Nissan 5401 (April
10, 1741).4! It is noteworthy that Wetzlar is referred to on both
tombstones with the titles normally accorded only to rabbis.42

The external sources confirm and supplement the biographical
references in the Libes Briv. The only discrepancy, and it is a very
significant one, is Wetzlar’s constant refrain that he is only a common

documents to my attention and to Herr M. Maier for his help in obtaining them. I
would also like to thank Dr. S. Rohrbacher for his help in translating them.
350. von Boehm, “Die Geschichte der Juden in Celle” Zur Geschichte der Juden in
Celle, no ed. (Celle, 1974) (Hereafter, Celle), p. 12.
36, Ricklefs, “Die juedische Gemeinde” Celle, p. 26.
37#Rechtliche Verordnung von der saemtlichen Judenschaft zu Zelle, so
§eschehen den 2 September 1738"” Celle, pp. 135f., 140.

8 Aktenbestand 23, Burgvogtei Nr. A 28, Stadtarchiv Celle. My thanks to Dr.
Guenter of the Stadtarchiv Celle for providing this information.
39“Verzeichnis der in der Altenceller Vorstadt wohnenden Juden 1728-1842"
Celle, p. 128.
40Bamberger, N. Bar-Giora, Der juedische Friedhof in CellezMemor-Buch (Heidelberg,
1992), p. 91 no. 109.
411bid., p. 91 no. 110. At the top of her tombstone is a goose, the heraldic emblem
of the Gans family.
420n his tombstone he called “ Morenu ha-Rav Rabbi (MVH”R) and on his wife’s
he is called, “Ha-Hakham ha-Gadol (H”H) Morenu ha-Rav (MV”H) and Shlit’a is
appended to his name.
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man writing for his fellows. The evidence clearly indicates otherwise.
Wetzlar was a member of both the socio-economic and intellectual elites
that he criticizes throughout the Libes Briv. There is no reason to doubt
his statements concerning his impoverished youth. The likeliest
explanation for Wetzlar’s rapid socio-economic rise is an advantageous
marriage, which he clearly made. Young scholars, even from poor
backgrounds were often favored as marriage partners by wealthy
families.3

The Manuscripts

Eight manuscripts of the Libes Briv survive from the second half of
the eighteenth century. Those manuscripts which have a colophon and
indicate where they were written are concentrated around Hamburg. I
was only able to personally examine the two Jewish Theological
Seminary manuscripts. The other manuscripts were examined via
microfilm or xerox copies. Printed catalogs were also relied upon where
indicated. The manuscripts are:

1. Jewish Theological Seminary Ms. 2333. I. Rivkind considered this
manuscript to be an autograph.** He does not cite any specific
reasons for his assertion. There are no erasures or corrections
that one would normally expect in an autograph manuscript.*>
The text is complete except for one page between folios 21 and
22. N. Porges?* inserted the missing material from JTS Ms. 2256.
The title Amudei Olam appears at the top of the title page,*’
though it is partially erased.

2. Jewish Theological Seminary Ms. 2256. This Manuscript is
missing the title page and part of the Introduction. The text has
had significant liberties taken with it. The language has been
Germanized, and Hebraisms, traditional honorifics and encomia
have been deleted. The text has also been shortened. The deleted
material consists primarily of discussions of a purely religious
nature. The copying was completed on 15 Tammuz 5553 (25 June
1793), according to a colophon at the end of the manuscript.

43]. Katz, “Nisuim ve-Hayyei Ishut be-Mozaei Yemei ha-Beynayim” Zion 10
5}946), p- 28.
Rivkind, Der Libes Briv, p. 306.
451 would like to thank Dr. A. David for this observation.
46Porges sold the manuscript to JTS. See, Rivkind, op. cit., p. 306.
47Title page refers to page 1a of the text.
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3.

Ms. Michael 297 (Bodleian Library, Oxford). It is described in
Neubauer, Catalogue, No. 743. This manuscript is written by the
same hand as JTS Ms. 2333. It is missing the title page.

Ms. Michael 182 (Bodleian Library, Oxford). It is described in
Neubauer, Catalogue, No. 1420. M. Steinschneider in Ozarot
Hayyim,*8 No. 365, indicates that this manuscript was owned by
Rabbi Jacob Emden.

Ms. Sassoon 930. This manuscript is described in Ohel David, No.
930, which erroneously ascribes the authorship to Isaac
Hecksher.#? It is missing the title page and begins with the
introduction.

Ms. Jewish National and University Library 8° 1167 (Jerusalem).
The title page has a decorated border and the text of the title
page is written in the style of printed Yiddish books, the so-
called vayber shrift. There is an inscription in Yiddish which
reads, “This book belongs to the worthy woman, Hitzel, the wife
of Jacob ben Lipmann, of blessed memory, Heilbut.”

Ms. British Library Or. 10668 (Gaster 117). The manuscript has a
highly decorated title page done in pen and ink. The title page
decoration is copied from the Amsterdam, 1675 edition of
Abraham Jagel’s Lekah Tov. It has the title Amudei Olam at the top.
At the bottom of the title page it says:

“This book is the biography of the great in his generation, the
worthy and famous, the praiseworthy and great scholar, the
wealthy and pious, Rabbi Isaac Wetzlar, of blessed memory, which
was written in the year, 1749.”

“This book was written for the noble woman, praised with
many praises, ‘A capable wife is a crown for her husband’ [Proverbs
12:4], ‘Most blessed of women in tents’ [Judges 5:24], Gimbah (the
name is not clear), wife of the very wealthy and greatly learned,
Getshlig (the name is not clear), written in the month of Second
Adar, 5537 (1777).” At the end of the manuscript it says: “Written
by the humble Solomon Zalman son of R. Jacob Eshve, of blessed
memory, in the month of Second Adar, 5537 (1777).”

Ms. British Library Or. 10086/2 (Gaster 509). Fol. 1-62b of this
manuscript consists of comments on the laws of Niddah by Rabbi
Jonathan Eybeschuetz.5° The Libes Briv begins on fol. 63a and
continues to fol. 67b, containing approximately the first five
chapters of the Libes Briv. The manuscript then has blank pages

48Hamburg, 1848. This is the catalog of the Heimann Michael collection.
495ee above, note 14 for the source of this error.
501t is noteworthy that he was rabbi of Hamburg from 1750-1764.
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and picks up again at fol. 100a with an entirely different text. The
first page of the Libes Briv section states: “This book is the
biography of the great in his generation, the worthy and famous,
the praiseworthy and great scholar, the wealthy and pious, Rabbi
Isaac Wetzlar, of blessed memory, which was written in the year,
1749, as can be seen from his own words.” The inside cover of
the manuscript contains a statement in both Hebrew and
German: “This book belongs to Michael, son of Wolf Speyer of
Hamburg, 1767.”

Literary Genre

The Libes Briv is stylistically unusual. It resembles autobiographies in
its use of first person narrative and I. Rivkind called it “a publicistic-
memoiristic work.”5! There are several contemporary autobiographies
and memoirs to which it may be compared.’? However, there are
significant differences between them and the Libes Briv. The primary
concern of the authors of these memoirs is with their own lives and
experiences. They do not have a larger social agenda as does Wetzlar. In
his case, the autobiographical element is secondary and is only used to
present the author’s credentials or as illustrative material.

The Libes Briv is more closely related to a genre of religio-ethical
(musar) literature which developed in the early modern period.>® This
musar literature, written in both Hebrew and Yiddish, was concerned
primarily with the social and religious state of Jewish society. It differed
from its more classical predecessors in several important ways. First and
foremost it was primarily concerned with contemporary social realities. It

51Rivkind, Der Mekhaber, p. 306.

52The best known autobiographies contemporaneous with Wetzlar are: Glueckel
of Hameln, Zikhronot, ed. D. Kaufmann (Frankfurt a.M., 1896). There are partial
English translations by M. Lowenthal and B.Z. Abrahams.; The Memoirs of Ber of
Bolechow ed. and trans. M. Vishnitzer (Oxford, 1922); Jacob Emden, Megillat Sefer
ed. D. Kahana, (Warsaw, 1897). A somewhat earlier example is Leon de Modena’s
Life of Judah, ed. and trans. by M.R. Cohen, The Autobiography of a Seventeenth
Century Venetian Rabbi (Princeton, 1988).

53Parallels between the Libes Briv and this type of musar literature are found
throughout this Introduction. The popular musar has not adequately studied.
Zinberg, History, Vol. 7, chaps. 6, 8, and 13 is an early attempt that is seriously
flawed by his secularist Yiddishist bias. Zinberg even refers to some of this
literature as obscurantist and benighted. Other studies are, N. Minkoff and Y.
Yoffe, “Musar Tekufeh” Algemeine Encyclopedie (New York, 1942), Yidn Vol. 3, pp.
30-64; S. Freehof, “Devotional Literature in the Vernacular (Judeo-German) prior
to the Reform Movement” CCAR Yearbook 33 (1923), pp. 375-415. Aspects of this
literature have also been studied by Z. Gries, Sifrut ha-Hanhagot (Jerusalem, 1989),
chaps. 1-2.
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not only spoke of problems, but also offered concrete programs to solve
them. Much of this literature was also written for a broader audience
attempting to reach not only scholars, but also householders, students
and women. Most of the authors of this literature were rabbis in smaller
communities or secondary religious functionaries.>

Wetzlar’s relationship to this literature is interesting. He is clearly
aware of it, mentioning a number of the classics of this genre and
recommending them to his readers.>> However, when one looks at the
works that he cites as sources and influences, it is almost exclusively the
classics of the more elitist and medieval musar>® tradition. He is aware of
the apparent contradiction and indirectly deals with it in his defense of
his choice of Yiddish as opposed to Hebrew as the linguistic medium of
his work.

The Language

In early modern Jewish literature, the language of a work was
intimately associated with its intended audience. Hebrew was the
language of scholars and intellectuals, while the traditional audience for
Yiddish literature was “women, girls, and ignorant men.” The two
literatures, though written in Hebrew characters, developed their own
distinctive typefaces for printed books. Hebrew books were printed in
either “square” characters or in “Rashi script,” while Yiddish books were
printed in a typeface which developed from the “Rashi script” and came
to be known as “vayber shrift” (women’s script).>” It was not until the
beginning of the nineteenth century that Yiddish books began to be
printed in “square” characters.®® A noteworthy exception is Aaron ben
Samuel of Hergershausen’s Liebliche Tefilloh,>® which was printed in
“square” characters. In the early nineteenth century, hundreds of copies
of the Liebliche Tefilloh were found in the attic of a synagogue. The reason
for this fate are unclear. To what extent, if any, did its being printed in

54This covers a variety of professions including preachers, both stable and
itinerant, ritual slaughterers, teachers and synagogue beadles.

S5L.B., p. 52a.

56See the Appendix for a list of works cited in the Libes Briv and their frequency of
citation.

57For the origins and history of this typeface see, H. Zafren, “Early Yiddish
Typography” Jewish Book Annual 44 (1986-87), pp. 106-119; Idem., “Variety in the
Typography of Yiddish 1535-1635” Hebrew Union College Annual 53 (1982), pp.
137-163.

58Weinreich, M. Geshikhte fun der Yidisher Shprakh (New York, 1973), Vol. 3, p. 275.
SFrankfurt a.M., 1709.
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“square characters” affect its fate remains a tantalizing but unanswered
question.®0

The difference in typeface was more than a historical accident; it
served to underscore the differences between the two literatures. The
typeface was a means of identifying the intended audience for any given
book. The attitude of rabbis and scholars toward the translation of
halakhic or philosophical works into Yiddish was one of extreme
wariness. They feared that halakhic works in Yiddish would be used by
laymen to circumvent the authority of the rabbi or might lead to laymen
making halakhic decisions on their own in areas beyond their
competence.®! Rabbi Jehiel Michal Epstein’s Kizur Shaloh provides an
interesting illustration of this sensitivity. Though the work was written in
Hebrew, Epstein makes it clear in his introduction that the work was
only intended for Jews living in small villages who did not have ready
access to a rabbi. He opposed the translation of philosophical works on
the grounds that they contained “holy and deep” secrets which might be
misunderstood by ignorant persons, with disastrous results.5?

Wetzlar is aware of this negative attitude towards Yiddish among
scholars. He begins his introduction with three reasons to explain why he
wrote in Yiddish.6® His first reason is that he is not a scholar and he feels
his knowledge of Hebrew and especially Hebrew grammar is
inadequate. He does not want to expose the weakness of his knowledge.
This reason does not make sense. Wetzlar is far from hesitant in
displaying his knowledge of Hebrew and Hebrew grammar several
times in the Libes Briv.%* In addition, he had received an education which
should have given him sufficient linguistic facility in Hebrew. The
linguistic deficiencies of his audience were a more important factor. Later
in the Libes Briv, he mentions that he wrote it in Yiddish so that every
honest Jew would be able to read it.®

His second reason is his comparison of his work to a newspaper.
Newspapers were normally in the vernacular. Interestingly, he reminds

600n the history of the Liebliche Tefilloh and its fate, see S. Stein, “Liebliche Tefilloh.
A Judeo-German Prayerbook Printed in 1709” Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 15
§1970), pp- 41-72.

1Zinberg, History, Vol. 7, pp. 217-227; Gries, Hanhagot, p. 60. Rabbi Jacob Moellin
(Maharil) was one of the most influential opponents of the translation of halakhic
works into Yiddish. L]. Yuval, Hakhamim be-Doram (Jerusalem, 1989), pp. 311-318.
62Zinberg, History, Vol. 7, p. 223f.
6LB., p.2af.
64L.B., pp. 30bf., 49a-50a, 68b-71a. It is also noteworthy that one of the works in
Neubauer, Catalogue, No. 1501, which was copied for Wetzlar was a grammatical
work and two others in the same volume, which may have been owned by
Wetzlar, were also grammatical works.
65L..B., p. 46b.
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his readers that even scholars and rabbis read newspapers or have them
read to them. Wetzlar asks his readers, “think of it as a newspaper. The
finest and most important experts, scholars and rabbis, read them or
have them read to them.”%6 Though there were no Jewish newspapers in
Germany during this period,’ Jews did read general newspapers.®

His third reason is the most interesting and instructive. He reminds
his readers that many of the classics of medieval Jewish thought were
originally written in the vernacular of their day, Arabic, and only later
translated into Hebrew. The vernacular was not always looked down
upon by scholars.®® Wetzlar may be reflecting a changing attitude toward
Yiddish which seems to appear at the beginning of the eighteenth
century, when it begins to acquire some legitimacy as an acceptable
language for the translation of serious intellectual works.”? A significant
example is the publication of dual language (Hebrew, Yiddish) editions
of religio-ethical works such as Hovot ha-Levavot and Menorat ha-Maor
which are much more theologically sophisticated than the earlier Yiddish

66]B., p. 2a.

67The first Jewish periodical in Germany was Moses Mendelssohn’s Kohelet
Musar, in 1750. Cf., J. Toury, “Die Anfaenge des Juedischen Zeitungswesens in
Deutschland” Bulletin des Leo Baecks Institut 10 (1967), pp. 93-123. There were
Jewish newspapers in Holland at the end of seventeenth century. Cf., J. Toury,
“Reshit ha-Itonut be-Holland” Sefer Zikkaron le-Binyamin De Vries (Jerusalem,
1969), pp. 310-327. On the early history of the Yiddish press see, J. Shatzky,
“Presse bei Yidn” Algemeine Encyclopedie (New York, 1942), Yidn Vol. 3, p. 201ff.
68Rabbi Jacob Emden discusses whether it is permitted to read newsppaers on the
Sabbath, in a responsum. It seems that Jews would read the newspapers and run
to the Bourse to transact business on the Sabbath. Cf., She’elat Ya’avetz (Altona,
1738), Vol. 1, responsum 162.

L.B., p. 2b.

7OIn the twentieth century Yiddishist scholars saw the development of Yiddish
literature in terms of a battle between Yiddish and Hebrew. They tried to assign
an intrinsic value to Yiddish which it did not have until the end of the nineteenth
century and the rise of a secular Yiddishist culture. Cf., I. Zinberg, “Der Kamf far
Yidish in der Altyidisher Literatur” YIVO Philologishe Shriften, 2 (1928), pp. 69-
106. A similar tact is taken by S. Noble, “R. Yehiel Michel Epstein — A Derzier und
Kemfer far Yidish” Yivo Bleter 35 (1951), pp. 121-138. Against this view are H.
Liberman, “Bamerkungen zu Shelomo Noble’s Artikel” Yivo Bleter 36 (1952), pp.
305-315 (Reprinted in Ohel RH”L (Brooklyn, 1980), Vol. 2, pp. 201-230); M.
Piekarsz, “Vegn ‘Yidishism’ in sof fun 17n un der Ershter Helft 18n
Yorhundert”Di Goldene Keyt 49 (1964), pp. 168-180; C. Shmeruk, Perokin fun der
Yidisher Literatur-Geshikhte (Tel Aviv, 1988), p. 16f.; Gries, Hanhagot, p. xxf. My
own view is in accord with the latter group. The changing attitudes I speak of
relate to the vernacular qua vernacular. By the end of the eighteenth century,
Yiddish gave way to German in much of Germany.
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ethical works.”? Rabbi Moses Dayan of Frankfurt justified his translation
of the Menorat ha-Maor with arguments very similar to those of Wetzlar.
He writes:

I have heard that some scholars feel it is not proper that such
books [as the Menorat ha-Maor] are translated into Yiddish and that
one reveals to all people things which are found in Midrashim and
the Talmud. Therefore I have demonstrated [in an earlier part of the
introduction] for them that it is the opposite. It is a mitzvah to
translate books into all languages. He who cannot study in Hebrew
should study in his own language, and his reward is the same as if
he had studied in Hebrew. The pious Rabbi Isaiah [Horowitz]
writes similarly in his Sheni Luhot ha-Berit. I have also shown that
Rabbi Isaac Aboab wrote his book [the Menorat ha-Maor] in
Spanish.”2

Moses Dayan of Frankfurt further states that throughout Jewish
history religious works were written in the vernacular. He points out that
the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, the Targumim, and even the
Zohar7® were all written in the vernacular of their day. The great
medieval authorities wrote in the vernacular “so that every person
should see the wisdom of the Torah and through this serve God
properly.”74

Hebrew-Yiddish dual language books, that is books in which the
Hebrew and Yiddish text was published in the same book already
existed in the seventeenth century. However, these dual language
editions consisted primarily of poems, songs and similar genres which
were aimed at a popular audience. In addition, one finds that the two
versions would not always be identical. The Hebrew versions often
attempted to relate themselves to the Hebrew literary tradition and
demonstrate the scholarship of the author. The Yiddish version, on the
other hand, dealt with personal experience and was more grounded in
contemporary reality.”>

7IMenorat ha-Maor (Amsterdam, 1722), trans. by R. Moses Dayan of Frankfurt.
Hovot ha-Levavot (Amsterdam, 1716), trans. by R. Samuel of Posen. There may be
other works of this type. This subject needs further study.

72Menorat ha-Maor (Amsterdam, 1722), translator’s Introduction. R. Samuel of
Posen make a similar argument in his introduction to his translation of the Hovot
ha-Levavot (Amsterdam, 1716).

73Moses Dayan assumed that Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai, a second century tanna,
was the author of the Zohar.

74Cf., above note 72.

75H. Turniansky, Sefer Masah u-Meribah (Jerusalem, 1985), pp. 144-165; Idem.,
“Ha-Tirgumim ha-Rishonim shel Sefer ha-Yashar le-Yiddish” Tarbiz 54 (1985), pp.
581-586. J. Elbaum, Petihot ve-Histagrut (Jerusalem, 1990), p. 70.
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The Audience

A closely related question is, who was Wetzlar’s intended audience
for the Libes Briv? The initial impulse might be to suggest the very fact
that it was written in Yiddish points to “women, girls and ignorant men”
who were traditionally seen as the primary audience for Yiddish
literature. The scholarly elite were uncomfortable with works in Yiddish,
especially those of a philosophical or halakhic nature.”® However, a more
careful study of early Yiddish literature shows that its audience was
wider than has been commonly supposed.”’ In addition, we have seen
that the intellectual climate with regard to the vernacular was moving in
a more positive direction at the beginning of the eighteenth century. A
related datum is M. Erik’s observation that the beginning of the
eighteenth century was a turning point in the development of Yiddish
musar literature. The older Yiddish musar works began to lose popularity
and were being replaced by translations of classic Hebrew musar works.”8

Wetzlar tried to reach out to the widest possible audience, even
addressing a special plea to scholars, in the introduction, that they not
dismiss his work merely because it is in Yiddish. In light of the changing
attitudes towards Yiddish, Wetzlar’s plea is not merely rhetorical, but
must be taken at face value.

Structure and Purpose of the Libes Briv

The Libes Briv is divided into two parts. The first part comprises the
first eight chapters and relates Wetzlar’s early attempts to analyze how to
fulfill the commandment to “Love your fellow as yourself.” His failure to
adequately deal with this question led him to the vexing question of the
sad state of the exile, i.e., the condition of the Jewish community, a
subject that had concerned him for many years.”®

Inspired by Bahya ibn Pakuda’s Hovot ha-Levavot and Ephraim
Lunshits’ Olelat Ephraim, Wetzlar shifted the focus of his efforts from
attempting to explain the concept of “Love your fellow as yourself” to
the more practical concern of how to implement this central
commandment in his own life. He would fulfill this commandment by
reminding his brothers and sisters of the reasons for the sad state of the
exile in order that they might make improvements and thereby bring the
redemption closer.

76Gries, Hanhagot, pp. 59-61.

7’Turniansky, Sefer Masah u-Meribah, p. 132f.

78Erik, M. Di Geshikhte fun der Yidisher Literatur fun die Elste Zeiten bis der Haskole
Tekufe ( repr. New York, 1979), p. 247.

°L.B., p. 15b f.
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He cites approvingly a parable from the writings of R. Ephraim
Lunshits who compares Jews who are not concerned about the sad state
of the exile to drunkards who sit in their house happily getting drunk
while the house is burning down around them. They go on drinking as if
nothing is happening.8? His purpose in trying to rouse his fellow Jews
out of what he perceives as their drunken stupor is not to chastise them,
but to help them by indicating the shortcomings of society and
recommending improvements which he thinks will lead to the
shortening of the exile.8!

Lunshits may also have been the inspiration for Wetzlar’s thematic
division of the second part of the Libes Briv, which begins with chapter
11, into sections titled Torah, Avodah and Gemilut Hasadim. The fourth part
of Lunshits’ Olelat Ephraim is divided into these three subdivisions and
the whole section is titled Amudei Olam. This is also the title given to the
whole Libes Briv work in three of the manuscripts.8? Wetzlar does not
credit Lunshits but merely cites the original Rabbinic source, Pirke Avot
1:2, “the world stands on three things, Torah, Avodah, and Gemilut
Hasadim.” His method will be to examine the ways in which these three
pillars are treated in his community and to offer suggestions for
improvement in these three fundamental areas which he believes will
lead to the redemption of the people.

Wetzlar emphasizes that what he is writing is based on his own
experience and is not merely repeating conventional pieties. There is no
reason to doubt Wetzlar’s statement, “I only want to write about what I
have actually seen, heard, and experienced in our times.?3 However, it is
only the experience of one person in one place. In addition, Wetzlar is by
no means the first author to deal with these issues, nor are his criticisms
and suggestions always original. He is part of a long and venerable
tradition, as he himself points out at every opportunity. I shall attempt to
provide the views of other authors in the early modern period on the
themes discussed which support Wetzlar or present differing
perspectives.

Torah

The first pillar, Torah, encompasses both the study of Torah, i.e.
Jewish education on all levels, from the most elementary to the most
advanced, and how that education is put to use. His analysis of the pillar
of Torah may be divided into six areas: 1) elementary education; 2) adult

801, B., p. 44a f. The parable is found in Siftei Da’at, Introduction.

811, B., p. 18a.

82]TS Ms. 2333; B.L. Or. 10668 (Gaster 117); B.L. Or. 10086/2 (Gaster 509).
8L.B., p. 21a.
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education of householders; 3) professional scholars; 4) the study of
Kabbalah 5) the study of philosophy; 6) the education of women.

1. Elementary Education

Wetzlar begins his critique of elementary education with the plight
of poor Jews living in the countryside and small villages who cannot
afford to hire tutors for their children. These people are grateful when
their children able to pray, read and write. They have a simple faith in
God, but know virtually nothing about Jewish belief and practice. He
places the blame for this deplorable condition squarely at the feet of the
communal and national leaders whose only interest in ordinary people
are the taxes that can be extracted from them. The rabbis are also
partially to blame, according to Wetzlar. Many of them are insufficiently
concerned with the education of children. They are concerned only with
activities which generate income, such as performing weddings. They are
also very diligent in examining ritual slaughterers and collecting fees for
their certification, but are unconcerned with examining the competence
of elementary teachers or raising funds to support the teaching of
Torah.8 He also castigates wealthy members of the community who can
afford to help others pay for their children’s education, but refuse to do
so, even when approached for aid.®5 R. Jacob Emden, his contemporary,
shares Wetzlar’s negative view of Jewish communal leadership. He refers
to them as, “the insolent wealthy of the generation, the leaders of Sodom
who rule over a poor people.”86

R. Elhanan Kirchan®” and R. Joseph Stadthagen,? writing a
generation before Wetzlar, also deplored the poor educational level of
Jews living in villages. However, they placed the blame on the villagers
themselves, who were not interested in teaching their children more than
the basics.

The question of communal support and supervision of education
raised by Wetzlar is complicated and it is difficult to decide whose
perception is the more accurate. There are communal ordinances which

84Cf. Schohat, Hilufei, p. 101f. for several contemporaries who support Wetzlar’s
views. One notable example cited by Schohat is R. Ezekiel Katzenellenbogen who
said about himself that the primary aspect of his rabbinate is not the spread of
Torah.

8L.B., p. 21Aa.

86Mitpahat Sefarim (Lvov, 1871), p. 105.

87In his book, Simhat ha-Nefesh. Quoted by S. Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 4, p. 103. On
Kirchan and his book, see J. Shatzky’s introduction to his edition of the Simhat ha-
Nefesh (New York, 1926).

881n his book Divrei Zikkaron. Quoted in S. Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 1 pp. 169-173. This
is an important source which deserves further study.
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make the community responsible for the education of all children. The
ordinances of Worms8, Frankfurt am Main®® and Metz®! are examples.
Similarly, there are communal and organizational ordinances which
prescribe the supervision of elementary teachers by rabbis and
communal leaders.?? However, there are several issues that must be
considered. First, these ordinances apply to specific communities and
different communities and regions had different practices.’® Secondly,
the economic decline of the early eighteenth century made it more
difficult to maintain these services.”* The sense of economic difficulty
and decline was felt by contemporary Jews. Christian missionaries report
that Jews told them that in previous generations Jews had studied Torah,
but now earning a living was very difficult and there was no time to
study.? Additionally, the existence of ordinances tells us little about
whether they were enforced in any given time or place. Thus, Wetzlar’s
critique cannot be dismissed. His observations may be an accurate
reflection of conditions in his area. A significant contemporary support
for Wetzlar’s position is the statement by R. Judah ben Ezekiel Katz who
lived in Altona in the 1740’s that the communal leaders did not watch
over the education of the children of the poor.%

Wetzlar also criticizes many people, in all social classes and
communities, who can afford to hire teachers for their children, but who
choose to have them taught only the most basic Jewish skills in the belief
that this is sufficient. Here too, he finds the cause of the problem to be a
failure of leadership, as in the previous case.”

Other authors present a somewhat different picture. R. Jehiel Michal
Epstein lamented that many people did not want to teach their children
more than the basic Jewish skills, because they felt it was more important
to teach children practical skills which would enable them to earn a
living. Learning French or German was a higher priority than studying
Torah. It is also noteworthy that Epstein found it necessary to defend the
study of Torah against the charge that scholars are poor and given little
respect.”® R. Zevi Hirsch Koidanover also spoke about the neglect of

89Cf. S. Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 4, p. 62f.

Dlbid., p. 64f.

9N]bid., p- ix.

92]bid., Vol. 1, pp. 189-191.

9Ibid., Vol. 4, p. viii.

94H. Pollack, Folkways, p. 66 n. 113, cites a number of sources which speak of a
decline in support for education.

95Schohat, Hilufei, p. 90. The reality of this decline has been documented by J.
Israel, European Jewry in the Age of Mercantilism 1550-1750 (Oxford, 1989), chap. 10.
9%6Schohat, Hilufei, p. 129.

97L.B., p. 21Ab.

98Derekh ha-Yashar le-Olam ha-Ba (Frankfurt a.M., 1704), pp. 4b-6b.
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Torah study in favor of the study of French and German.*”® R. Joseph
Stadthagen pointed to the emphasis on business skills as a reason for the
neglect of Torah study.1% It is possible to cite other examples which
indicate that in this case Wetzlar was overly one sided in ascribing blame
for this problem to a failure of leadership.10!

Another of Wetzlar’s concerns is the educational curriculum of
children who are not destined to become scholars. After completing the
basic curriculum of humash with Rashi’s commentary, reading the
prayerbook, and writing, it was common to teach children Ein Ya’akov.
He finds that the teacher usually knows little more than the literal
meaning of the text which he transmits in a similarly literal manner to
the students. Wetzlar is strongly opposed to the teaching of Ein Ya'akov
for two reasons. First, he indicates that the aggadah contains many
“secrets of the Torah,” i.e., esoteric matters which cannot be understood
literally. This leads to a misunderstanding of the aggadah and a distorted
view of Judaism.192 His second reason is related to this
misunderstanding. He tells that he has often heard Christian scholars
and nobles mock and ridicule Jewish beliefs. When he tried to defend
Judaism he was told that they heard these absurd things from Jews, even
citing the Jews by name from whom they heard these stories.!%

Both Yekutiel Blitz and Joseph Witzenhausen, each of whom
published a Yiddish translation of the Bible in Amsterdam in 1679,104
express concerns similar to Wetzlar. Both write about the reasons which
led them to translate the Bible into Yiddish without midrashic
embellishment in their respective introductions. They specifically
mention the Ze’enah u-Reenah as the best known example of a translation
with midrashic embellishment and the confusion it causes through its
indiscriminate mixing of biblical text with rabbinic aggadah and midrash.
More unusual and interesting is their concern with Christian reactions.
Blitz complains that Christians make fun of Jews and their knowledge of
the Bible,195 while Witzenhausen argues that as a result of teaching the

99Kav ha-Yashar (Frankfurt a.M., 1705), chap. 82.

1005chohat, Hilufei, p. 61.

W0Igchohat, Hilufei, pp. 124-128.

102Wetzlar repeats many of the same arguments and illustrates his point with a
concrete example in his discussion of the Ze’enah u-Re’enah, in the section on the
education of women.

103, B., p. 22a f.

104For the background to these two translations see, L. Fuks, “Ha-Reka ha-
Hevrati veha-Kalkali le-Hadpasat Shnei Tirgumei Tanakh be-Yiddish be-
Amsterdam Samukh le-Shenat 1680” Gal-Ed 1 (1973), pp. 31-50; M. Aptroot, “Blitz
und Witzenhausen: Naye Aspecten fun an Alten Konflikt” Oksforder Yidish 1
(1990), pp- 3-38.

1055, Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 1, p. 153.
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biblical text through the filter of midrash Christians laugh at Jews and are
assured that Jews falsify the Torah.1% Christian reactions to Judaism and
Christian-Jewish relations are an important theme in the Libes Briv and
will be discussed at greater length below.

Wetzlar does not merely criticize the existing educational system, but
presents positive alternative suggestions to reform Jewish education. He
suggests that elementary teachers read the text of the humash with their
students and translate the words before dealing with the concepts. This
way the students will learn the meaning of specific words and it will also
aid the understanding not only of the humash, but also the prayers and
other things they will study later. He assures his readers that he has had
much personal experience with this method and it is quite successful.1%

His second suggestion is the teaching of Mishnah in place of Ein
Ya’akov. He particularly recommends those tractates which relate to daily
life and practice, such as Berakhot and Shabbat. He argues that as a
minimum the student will learn many useful laws and become a better
Jew.108

The first two proposals are in keeping with suggestions made by
many educational reformers prior to Wetzlar. His third recommendation
is more novel. He urges the study of Maimonides’ thirteen articles of
faith. He mentions Abraham Jagel’s catechism Lekah Tov'®° as a most
suitable work to study the thirteen principles and asks his brothers to
insure that every child learn this book by heart in order that they know
what they are supposed to believe. Here too, his motivation is the
response of Christians to Jewish presentations of their beliefs.110

Wetzlar then turns to the education of the potential scholar. Children
who show scholarly potential are rushed through the basic curriculum,

106Zinberg, History, Vol. 6, p. 131.

1071, B., p- 48a.

108, B., p.51b f.

109 Abraham Jagel’s Lekah Tov is a fascinating work. It is the first Jewish book
written in the form of catechism, i.e., in question and answer format, using
Maimonides’ thirteen articles of faith as the underlying text. It was first published
in Venice, 1595 and was conceptually based on the Catholic catechism of Peter
Canisius. Between 1595 and 1749, when the Libes Briv was written, it went
through 17 editions and was translated into Yiddish, German, Latin and English.
Many editions were bilingual. It is noteworthy that two of the editions mentioned
by Wetzlar were by Christian scholars.

The basic study of the Lekah Tov is S. Maybaum, “Abraham Jagel’s Katechismus
Lekach Tob” Zehnter Bericht ueber die Lehranstalt fuer die Wissenschaft des Judentums
in Berlin (Berlin, 1892), pp. 1-18. Maybaum demonstrates Jagel’s dependence on
Canisius, but does not deal with the subsequent history of the work. The most
recent study of Jagel is D. Ruderman, Kabbalah, Magic and Science (Cambridge,
1988). However, Ruderman has no significant discussion of the Lekah Tov.

110, B., p. 52b.
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given a brief introduction to Mishnah and pushed to the study of Talmud
as quickly as possible. The rationalization is that the child can study
Bible, Mishnah, and other genres of religious literature later, at their
leisure. His only suggestion is for these students to first study those
tractates which relate to Shulhan Arukh, Oreh Hayyim. He also mentions
approvingly the educational proposals made by R. Hayyim Yair
Bacharach a generation earlier.!l! He is aware of the long standing
opposition to the study of hillukim,!1? but does not want to enter the fray
on this issue. He mentions his own positive experience during his studies
at the yeshiva of Prague under R. Abraham Broda, and that he found it
useful. He does indicate that the study of hillukim was not central and
was studied only during the first part of the semester.113

Wetzlar’s educational reforms are an integral part of a history of
educational reform and social criticism which begins with the Maharal of
Prague and continues through several generations of significant figures
associated with Prague.!'* Many other rabbis and scholars also expressed
concern and suggested reforms, but they do not seem to been effective in
reforming the educational system.!!> The comment of R. Joseph Yuspa
Hahn is indicative. He writes, “The Maharal writes about educational
reforms in his book Gur Arye, but I have not seen anyone who follows
them.”116

2. Householders

Wetzlar’s critique of education extends to graduates of yeshivas and
the continuing education of adults. The graduates of yeshivas may be
divided into two categories, those who use their learning professionally
and those who earn their living in other ways. He finds that the
curriculum of the yeshiva is designed to produce professional scholars
and rabbis. He has no objection to this since there is a need for rabbis,
judges, and heads of yeshivas. However, he finds there is insufficient

MW Hayvat Yair, responsum 123.

112Cf,, H.Z. Dimitrovsky, “Al Derekh ha-Pilpul” Salo Baron Jubilee Volume
(Jerusalem, 1975) Vol. 3 (Hebrew Volume), pp. 111-181. He discusses the history
of the controversy at length.

1131, B., p. 53a.

1145ee below for a discussion of the influence of the Prague school on Wetzlar.
115Much material on educational reform in this period has been collected. S. Assaf
Mekorot, Vols. 1 and 4 and M. Guedemann, Quellenschriften zur Geschichte des
Unterrichts und der Erziehung bei den deutschen Juden (Berlin, 1891) are valuable
anthologies of source material. See also, I. Fishman, The History of Jewish Education
in Central Europe from the End of the Sixteenth to the End of the Eighteenth Century
(London, 1944). Fishman tends toward the apologetic. He only cites positive
information about Jewish education. Negative data is not cited.

116y psef Omez (Frankfurt a.M., 1928), p. 284.



22 Libes Briv

concern with the continuing education of those yeshiva graduates who
do not become professional scholars.!!”

The yeshiva graduates who do not use their learning to earn a living
can be divided into two basic categories. As Wetzlar puts it, those who
give their wife a ketubah and a divorce to the Torah and those who try to
continue their studies after marriage and entry into business. He finds
that the first group has no carryover from their studies into their life.
They forget everything they learned. They are the most arrogant people,
concerned only with their own enrichment. They are unethical in their
business dealings and if successful, become the most corrupt members of
the community.!!8 Should they fail in business, they see no alternative
but to flee from their debts. Wetzlar places part of the blame for this
situation on the general economic climate, which he believes has
declined significantly in his day.!!® He contrasts this deplorable situation
to that of the Sephardi Jews whose educational curriculum is much more
positive and whose economic situation is similarly better.120

The situation of those householders who continue their studies after
marriage is better, but still far from ideal. They make an effort, but
Wetzlar questions the efficacy of their study. He emphasizes that his
remarks are based on personal observation and experience. The young
householder who wishes to continue his studies is advised to study
Talmud and many larger communities established societies for the study
of Talmud (Hevra Shas).1?! Wetzlar questions whether this is indeed the
best subject for study. He tells of friends who were members of such
societies. It was his experience that they could not read Hebrew properly,
but mumbled their prayers and grace after meals. They spent many
hours engaged in casuistic Talmudic argument, but nothing came of their
study. He tells of asking his friends about the benefits of their studies.
The questions are a reflection of his own agenda. What repair did they
find for their souls? What laws did they learn in order to fulfill the
commandments of the Torah? What ethics did they learn? Could they
defend the faith of Judaism in their relations with Christian nobles and

1171, B., p. 24b-25b.

118R. Ephraim Lunshits’ critique of the wealthy oligarchy is even harsher than
Wetzlar’s. It is also noteworthy that Lunshits, like Wetzlar, came from a poor
background and later became successful. See, H.H. Ben Sasson, “Osher ve-Oni
be-Mishnato ha-Mokhiah R. Ephraim Ish Lunshits” Zion 19 (1954), pp. 142-166.
119Gee above, n. 95.

1201, B,, p- 24a.

1210n the history of study groups, see A. Schohat, “Hevrot Limud be-Meot 16-18
be-Erez Israel, Polin-Lita, ube-Germania” Mekhkarim (Haifa, 1982), Vol. 1, pp. 214-
240, esp. 236-240; A. Farine, “Charity and Study Societies in Europe of the
Sixteenth — Eighteenth Centuries” Jewish Quarterly Review 64 (1973), pp. 16-47,
164-175.
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scholars? He relates that the only answer he received to his inquiries was
silence.?2 Wetzlar’s contemporaries, R. Jacob Emden and R. Jonathan
Eybeschuetz, expressed similar concerns.123

Relying on two responsa by R. Hayyim Yair Bacharach,?* Wetzlar
recommends a program of Talmud study which emphasizes the study of
those tractates which have practical application in conjunction with the
relevant sections of the Shulhan Arukh. He emphasizes the study of
practical halakhah which will help one live as a religious Jew. His stance
in this area is conservative. He urges the study of halakhah, even Yoreh
Deah, and mentions how he found it helpful on a number of occasions.
Yet, he urges householders not to decide halakhic questions on their own,
unless it is absolutely necessary because no rabbi is available. Wetzlar
himself boasts that he never decided even the most obvious halakhic
questions. He implies that he had the knowledge, but chose not to
decide, because he saw himself as a householder and not a rabbi.1?

He also recommends the study of grammar and ethical works,
mentioning the Hovot ha-Levavot as particularly worthy of study. Here
too, he buttresses his recommendation with citations from earlier
authorities.?¢ Wetzlar mentions the earlier existence of a society in
Frankfurt which studied the meaning of the prayerbook, and
recommends the revival of this custom.?’

Wetzlar admits that while some people were swayed by his
arguments, many others were not. They quoted at him the Talmudic
statements, “Whoever studies halakhot every day is assured that he has a
share in the world to come”128 and “God has only the four ells of halakhah
in this world.”1?° This mechanistic understanding of Torah study led to a
situation where these people, believing themselves certain of their share
in the world to come, would violate and disregard the other
commandments thereby bringing the Torah into disrepute among
common people.

1221, B, p- 26a.

1235chohat, “Hevrot”, p. 236f.

124Hayvat Yair, responsa 123 and 124.

1251, B., p. 54b.

1261 B., pp. 26a, 56b f. R. Manoah Hendel (late 16th cent.) mentions in his
commentary to the Hovot ha-Levavot that he led a study group which studied this
work. Cf., J. Elbaum, Petihot, p. 146 n. 199.

1271, B., p. 48a. The study group to which he alludes was started by Rabbi Isaiah
Horowitz and continued by his son, R. Sheftel Horowitz. Cf., Vave ha-Amudim
(Amsterdam, 1698), chap. 10. On the study groups in Frankfurt see also, Schohat,
“Hevrot”, p. 220f.

128B_Niddah, 73a.

129B. Shabbat, 98b.
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Common people also had their parallel argument. They quoted the
statement, “Everyone who reads Pereq Shirah everyday is assured a place
in the world to come.”13? Wetzlar points out that this was not the original
meaning of this passage. The tone of his rebuke to the common people is
much gentler than his response to the scholars. The common people only
misled themselves, but the scholars misled both themselves and
others.131

3. Professional Scholars

The pillar of Torah is also undermined by many of the scholars who
misuse their learning to earn a living. Wetzlar divides this group into
four broad categories. The first category is scholars who specialize in the
study of the talmudic tractates and halakhic works relating to Hoshen
Mishpat, the section of the Shulhan Arukh which deals with torts and
business law. They justify this interest by citing the talmudic passage,
“He who wishes to become wise should occupy himself with the laws
relating to monetary matters.”!32 However, their real reason is not
wisdom, but clients. The would hire themselves out as advocates or
“lawyers” to wealthy people involved in legal disputes before Jewish
courts. Wetzlar relates an incident in which he was peripherally involved
where one of the litigants brought in such an advocate who tried to
pervert justice to benefit his client.

Wetzlar refers his readers to the important discussion of this problem
by R. Hayyim Yair Bacharach in his Havvat Yair.!33 The low level of
Jewish courts and judges during this period were also criticized by a
number of Wetzlar’s contemporaries, among them R. Jonathan
Eybeschuetz who criticizes advocates who defend their clients,
regardless of whether they are right or wrong.134

The second category are those young scholars who have parents or
in-laws rich enough to purchase a rabbinical position for them. He does
not want to write about this abuse in detail because it is so widespread
and well known that he can add little to the discussion. Furthermore, he
finds the problem so personally painful that he can barely bring himself

130This statement is quoted in J. Albo, Sefer Ikkarim, Book 3, Chap. 1. I. Husik, in
his edition of the Sefer Ikkarim (Philadelphia, 1929), Vol. 3, p. 9 n. 1, cites S. Baer
Seder Avodat Israel (Roedelheim, 1868), p. 574 n, that there is no such statement in
Talmud or Midrash. Baer cites this passage in Sefer Ikkarim as the earliest
reference to this statement. Pereq Shirah is a short anonymous tract containing a
collection of hymnic sayings in praise of the creator.

1311, B, p- 26a f.

132B, Baba Bathra, 175b.

1335, Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 1, p. 126f. quotes the relevant passage.

1345chohat, Hilufei, pp. 73f., 102.
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to write about it, not even to write lamentations. He adds as a postscript
that these young rabbis so blind the communal leaders, with their
arrogance and insolence, that if an honest scholar should venture to
protest he would be dismissed as old fashioned and even branded an
ignoramus.1%

Wetzlar follows up this discussion with a long digression, an
analysis of a Talmudic passage which is a further indictment of these
arrogant young rabbis.!® The time and effort that Wetzlar devotes to this
issue leads me to suspect that the “honest scholar” whose shabby
treatment Wetzlar laments may be himself. The purchase of rabbinical
office or the procurement of rabbinical office through nepotism was a
widespread and longstanding problem in both Germany and Eastern
Europe. It was commented upon by many of Wetzlar’s predecessors and
contemporaries.!”

Many of those who did not have the financial resources or family
connections to obtain a rabbinical position became tutors or private
spiritual advisors to wealthy individuals. Wetzlar’s concern is that many
of these tutors and advisors decided halakhic questions which were
beyond their competence, leading others astray.!3® Wetzlar’s
contemporary, R. Jacob Emden, had problems with such a “private
rabbi” when he was the rabbi in Emden.!® R. Joseph Stadthagen and R.
Jehiel Michal Epstein both report that teachers in smaller communities
often assumed rabbinic responsibilities including deciding halakhic
questions, some voluntarily and others at the insistence of their
employers.140

Wetzlar’s critique is not entirely negative. He does not condemn all
scholars nor does he see all learning as leading to abuse. He writes with
great sympathy about the poor honest scholars who must give lessons
and teach in a less than ideal situation because of their own poverty.!4! R.
Jacob Emden expresses similar sentiments with regard to the honest
scholars who must earn their living in this manner.142

Financial need as a mitigating factor occurs several times in the Libes
Briv and plays a role in Wetzlar’s discussion of the fourth group of

1351, B., p. 29b f.

136, B., p. 31a. :

137Schohat, Hilufei, p. 93f; S. Assaf, “Korot ha-Rabbanut” Be-Ohalei Ya’akov

(Jerusalem, 1943), p. 37ff.; H.H. Ben Sasson, Hagut ve-Hanhagah (Jerusalem, 1960),

{3 . 221-228; S.W. Baron, The Jewish Community (Philadelphia, 1942), Vol. 2, p. 92ff.
L.B., p. 28b.

139Gchohat, Hilufei, p. 97.

140Gchohat, Hilufei, p. 96; Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 1, p. 169f.

W1 B, p. 27a.

1425chohat, Hilufei, p. 107f; Idem. “Hevrot”, p. 234.
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scholars, those who try to earn a living through the sale of books they
have written. This category is divided into two groups. The first merely
publish books that are not necessary, since they are overly advanced for
ordinary readers, but are of little benefit to scholars. He has a measure of
sympathy for those who do this out of financial need.!*3 R. Jacob Emden
had a somewhat harsher view of authors who try to earn a living from
their books. They lower their honor and that of the Torah. They seek rich
patrons and many approbations to increase their own pride and to
generate publicity. For Emden, they aspire to the crown of Torah which
they do not deserve.!#

The second group of scholars, those who publish books which
contain lies and falsehoods are a more serious concern. He is also very
critical of the rabbis who give approbations to these harmful books,
apparently without carefully examining them. He does not want to cite
specific examples out of respect for the rabbis who were deceived into
giving their approbation.!#> He cites one specific example of a Kabbalistic
book which received approbations from several of the greatest rabbis of
the day, which, according to Wetzlar, was a Sabbatean tract. He cites
specific pages in which it explicitly says that Sabbatai Sevi was the
Messiah. Again, out of respect for the rabbis involved he does not want
to name the book.146

4. Kabbalists

The last group of scholars Wetzlar considers are the kabbalists. The
book he cited which named Sabbatai Sevi as the Messiah was an example
of the problems surrounding the study of Kabbalah. He blames the
whole Sabbatean episode on the “modern kabbalists,” young men and
unmarried youths who studied Kabbalah without proper preparation
and without teachers. He warns his fellows to beware of people who call
themselves kabbalists. His reticence with regard to Kabbalah is fully
understandable in light of the controversies surrounding Kabbalah and
Sabbatianism in the first half of the eighteenth century.!4”

Wetzlar is not opposed to the study of Kabbalah in principle. He
agrees with R. Isaiah Horowitz, his son R. Sheftel Horowitz, and R.
Joseph Delmedigo of Candia who recommended the study of Kabbalah.

1431, B., p. 29a.

1445chohat, Hilufei, p. 233.

1451, B, p- 29a. The practice of giving approbations without carefully examining
the book involved was widespread during the eighteenth century. Cf., E.
Carlebach, The Pursuit of Heresy (New York, 1990), pp. 190, 267f.

461, B., p- 32a.

1470n the Sabbatean controversy during the first half of the eighteenth century,
see Carlebach, Pursuit.
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However, he is careful to mention that these authorities insist on a
number of prerequisites for the potential student of Kabbalah. It is
difficult for the ordinary person to meet the intellectual prerequisites and
even more difficult to find a proper teacher. Therefore, the best advice for
an ordinary person is to abstain from the study of Kabbalah. Similar
sentiments were expressed by R. Jehiel Michal Epstein in his edition of
the prayerbook.!8 He recommends throughout his commentary that the
kabbalistic prayers be recited only by scholars and kabbalists and urges
ordinary people to abstain from reciting these prayers.14®

Wetzlar cites R. Hayyim Yair Bacharach, a great scholar who was
clearly versed in Kabbalah, but who publicly disavowed his knowledge
as an exemplar. He mentions Bacharach’s important responsum on the
recitation of the kabbalistic formula, “For the sake of the unification of
the Blessed One,” where Bacharach denied knowing the meaning of this
formula and disavowed knowledge of Kabbalah.1® He also cites R. Isaac
Arama as an earlier example of an authority who disavowed knowledge
of Kabbalah, but whose writings belie this disavowal. Wetzlar’s attitude
toward Kabbalah was typical of his period.!>!

5. The Study of Philosophy

Wetzlar was very much in favor of the study of medieval
philosophical and ethical literature. The works most often cited and
recommended by Wetzlar are the Hovot ha-Levavot, Sefer Ikkarim, and
Akedat Yizhak. He is careful to indicate that the study of one or more of
these works was recommended by important authorities like
Maimonides, R. Isaac Luria, and R. Isaiah Horowitz. R. Zevi Ashkenazi,
R. Jacob Emden’s father, also recommended the study of the same three
works.152 He mentions that many people were opposed to the study of
philosophy, but dismisses them as not truly understanding the nature of
philosophy.153 The strictures of R. Hayyim Yair Bacharach are explained
away as referring only to youths who have not “filled their bellies” with
Talmud and codes. However, householders who have mastered these

148Geder Telilloh Derekh Yesharah (Frankfurt, a.M., 1697).

149pjekarsz, “Vegn Yidishism”, p. 170.

150For an analysis of Bacharach’s attitudes see, 1. Twersky, “Law and Spirituality
in the Seventeenth Century: A Case Study in R. Hayyim Yair Bacharach” Jewish
Thought in the Seventeenth Century, ed 1. Twersky and B. Septimus (Cambridge,
1987), PP. 447-467.

151Cf., M. Idel, “Perceptions of Kabbalah in the Second Half of the 18th Century”
The Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 1 (1991), pp. 55-114.

152 Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 1, p. 211.

1531, B., p. 60a.
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fundamental texts could do no better than study philosophical and
ethical works.>

Wetzlar’s strong defense of philosophy and its importance in
strengthening Jewish faith is in sharp contrast to the views of his
contemporary R. Jacob Emden who saw philosophy as a stumbling block
to faith. Emden warned people not to be deceived by the evil inclination
who entices people by wrapping himself in the talit of the pious scholar,
for man will not attain fear of heaven through the study of philosophy.155
R. Jehiel Michal Epstein also recommended staying away from
philosophy in his Kizur Shaloh.1>¢ The study of philosophy was at the
center of a major controversy at the end of the sixteenth and beginning of
the seventeenth century, the period of the so called “Ashkenazi
Renaissance.”1%7 It is noteworthy that J. Elbaum concludes that the
primary sources for the dissemination of philosophical ideas in the
period after the controversy, when the study of philosophy was
suppressed, were the works of R. Joseph Albo and R. Isaac Arama,!>8
both of which were central for Wetzlar. While Epstein and Emden were
more in line with the dominant mood of traditional society, Wetzlar’s
attitude also had its adherents. With regard to this issue Wetzlar was
closer to proto-maskilim like Israel Zamosc.!>® The publication of
Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed in 1742, the first time in almost two
centuries, was in many respects a watershed in the renewed interest in
medieval philosophy.

6. Education of Women

Wetzlar is very concerned about the lack of Jewish educational
opportunities for women and girls. The text most often cited as
justification for not teaching Torah to women and girls was the Talmudic
passage, “Whoever teaches his daughter Torah, it is as if he taught her
tiflus.”160 He devotes several pages to a detailed analysis of the word
tiflus and its use in the Bible to demonstrate that it does not mean what is
implied to it. His second argument is that the “Torah” referred to in this
Talmudic passage is the “Oral Torah” and not the “written Torah,”
buttressing his view with Ben Azzai’s statement in the same Talmudic

1541, B., p. 58b; Twersky, “Law and Spirituality”, op.cit.

1555chohat, Hilufei, p. 232; Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 1, p. 208.

156 Amsterdam, 1722, p. 82b.

157For the history of the controversy, see Elbaum, Petihot, pp. 154-182.

158[bid., p. 182 n. 115.

1590n Zamosc and his thought see, E. Schweid, Toldot ha-Hagut ha-Yehudi be-Et ha-
Hadashah: Ha-Meah ha-Tesha Esreh (Jerusalem, 1978), p. 111ff.

160B, Sotah, 20a. Cf., Assaf, Mekorot, Index, s.v. daughters, education of, for a list of
authors who base themselves on this Talmudic passage.
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discussion, “One is required to teach one’s daughter Torah.”16! His last
argument is logical. How can women refrain from transgressing the
negative commandments, which all authorities agree they are obligated
to do, if they do not know what they are? Ideally, Wetzlar would like to
see women being taught the Oral Torah but will settle for the teaching of
the written Torah.

He concludes his thoughts on the teaching of Torah to women with a
sharp polemic against scholars who will not allow women and girls to
learn Hebrew but do allow the teaching of foreign languages, such as
French and Italian, which leads to greater intimacy with gentiles.162
Wetzlar is happy that he had found an ally in R. Jacob Emden who made
a similar argument about the education of women in his prayerbook!63
which was published as Wetzlar was writing the Libes Briv.164

Was the situation as bleak as Wetzlar describes? There is evidence
that the education of women is a more complicated question than
Wetzlar would lead us to believe. The most famous example which
would seem to contradict Wetzlar is Glueckel of Hameln.165 She
mentions in her Memoirs that her father taught his children both religious
and secular subjects. However, S. Schechter comments on this, “We may
also assume that she knew sufficient Hebrew to read her daily prayers
and to understand various familiar phrases and terms, which became
almost a part of the Judengasse. But we doubt whether she was ever able
to read a Hebrew book with ease.”16¢ H. Pollack cites a number of
primary and secondary sources which suggest that women had more
educational opportunities than is commonly assumed.!” As with many
other issues raised by Wetzlar, the important question of women'’s
education in this period must await more detailed study before any
conclusions can be reached. Wetzlar is describing his own experience,
but in this case we cannot say that it reflects the condition of Jewish
society as a whole.

161B. Sotah, 20a.

162R. Zvi Hirsch Koidanover, in his Kav ha-Yashar, chap. 82, also polemcizes
against the teaching of foreign languages. R. Jacob Emden was also opposed to
teaching foregn languages, cf., Assaf Mekorot Vol. 1, p. 208.

163Giddur Shaarey Shamayim (Altona, 1747).

1641, B., p. 50a f.

165Though she is the most famous woman author during the early modern
period, she is not the only one. Cf., S. Niger, “Di Yidishe Literatur un di Lezerin”
Bleter Geshikhte fun der Yidisher Literatur (New York, 1959), pp. 81-92, gives a list of
known female authors.

166“The Memoirs -of a Jewess of the Seventeenth Century” Studies in Judaism
Second Series (Philadelphia, 1908), p. 138f.

167Folkways, pp., 63f., 242f. nn. 87-93.
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As a corollary to his discussion of the education of women, Wetzlar
criticizes the continued popularity of the Ze’enah u-Reenah, the Yiddish
translation of the Torah which intermingles rabbinic material into the
text. In place of the Ze’enah u-Reenah Wetzlar recommends the biblical
translation of R. Yekutiel Blitz, a translation which has no rabbinic
elaborations. The Blitz translation and that of R. Joseph Witzenhausen
which follows the same philosophy, were both produced as a direct
response to critiques of the Ze’enah u-Reenah similar to Wetzlar’s.168
Despite many critiques, the Ze’enah u-Reenah remained the most popular
work written in Yiddish. Over 210 editions have appeared from the first
edition until the present.’®® On the other hand, the Blitz translation was
published only once in its entirety.1”’ The Witzenhausen translation was
reprinted once in a Christian multilingual Bible.1”!

Avodah

The second pillar is Avodah, divine service. Wetzlar begins his
analysis with a statement that serving God is mandated in the Bible and
the accepted form of service is through prayer. This concept is so
universally accepted in Judaism that Wetzlar feels no need to prove this
assertion with Rabbinic proof texts. However, he finds it necessary to
refute the assertion made by some Christians that divine service means
animal sacrifice. The need for this digression was not theoretical, but was
based on Wetzlar's own experience of having been often asked by
Christians how Jews worshipped God in the absence of the Temple and
animal sacrifices. The remainder of his discussion is devoted to the
behavior of Jews during prayer in the synagogue and at home, and
prayer in the vernacular. Later in the Libes Briv, he adds a long discussion
of why the Shir ha-Yihud is not recited in many communities, a subject
about which he has strong feelings.

Wetzlar’s first concern is how Jews pray. He finds that Jews behave
in a deplorable manner when they pray, both at home and in the
synagogue. It is striking that the central motivation underlying this
discussion is the negative response of Christians who had visited
synagogues. Wetzlar writes that he heard hundreds of times from

168Schohat, Hilufei, p. 90; Zinberg, History, Vol. 6, p. 131f.

169Encyclopedia Judaica (Jerusalem, 1970), 16:967.

170t was never reprinted under Blitz’s name. However, H. Liberman has
discovered that Blitz’s translation of the Prophets and Writings were reprinted
twice, in 1798 and 1814 under the name Ha-Maggid, which is also the name of
another early Yiddish Bible translation. Cf., “Di Zvei Iberdrukn fun Blitz’s
Tanakh Iberzetsung in Schmidt’s Viener Drukerei” Ohel RH”L, Vol. 2, pp. 248-
256.

171Bjblia Pentapla (Wandsbeck, 1711).
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Christians about the negative things they witnessed in their visits to
synagogues.'’2 Similarly, his brief discussion of how Jews behave when
they pray at home was occasioned by the comments he read in a
German-Yiddish missionary tract written by a priest in Prague.l73
Wetzlar is troubled that he cannot refute these accusations, but must
agree that their negative comments are indeed correct. He castigates his
fellow Jews and asks whether there can be a greater desecration of the
Divine Name. He points out that this stands in sharp contrast to the
behavior of Christians. He can only report on behavior in churches from
hearsay, but has personally observed how Christians recite grace in a
dignified and pious manner when they eat in inns and other public
places.17

Wetzlar’s critique of synagogue behavior is echoed by other authors.
Aaron Samuel of Hergershausen states that Tisha B’Av is observed in the
synagogue as if it were Simhat Torah.'”> R. Jehiel Michal Epstein,
expressing similar concerns, writes that Jews behave frivolously in the
synagogue and forget that they are in the presence of the Shekhinah. He
also echoes Wetzlar’s concern about the negative impression made on
Christians who visit the synagogue. It is a desecration of the Divine
Name and leads Christians to say that Judaism is a religion without
substance.1”® R. Elhanan Kirchan writes, “Most individuals attending the
synagogue on the Sabbath also engage in discussing nonsensical matters
and business affairs.”1”7” Many more examples can be cited of
contemporary authors and communal ordinances which decry frivolous
and negative behavior in synagogues.1”8

According to Wetzlar, one of the primary causes for negative
behavior in synagogues is that very few Jews know what they are
praying. He asks, “whether there are three people out of a thousand who

172Christian visits to the Jewish ghetto and synagogues were quite common
during the eighteenth century. A fascinating example is the excerpt about a visit
to a synagogue from Goethe’s autobiography quoted in Pollack, Folkways, p. 12.
Another interesting source are the eighteen travel reports by Swedish Christians
in-the 17th-18th centuries which mention visits to Jewish communities, collected
by H.J. Schoeps. All of them mention visits to the synagogue to attend services or
other religious ceremonies. Cf., Philosemitismus im Barock (Tuebingen, 1952), pp.
170-210.

173This is probably a reference to Franciscus Haslbauer S.J., Gruendlicher Bericht
Von dem Christenthum (Prague, 1720-1722). For full bibliographical details, see O.
Muneles, Bibliographical Survey of Jewish Prague (Prague, 1952), p. 68f., no. 237.
174, B., p. 37a. ,

175Gtein, “Liebliche Tefilloh”, p. 59.

176Kizur Shaloh, p. 62a.

177Simhat ha-Nefesh, Part 2, p. 17b (Shatzky ed.).

178pollack, Folkways, p. 150ff.



32 Libes Briv

know what they are praying? I do not want to write about women or
girls, but men.”17° His solution to this problem is educational reform. His
role model are the Spanish and Portuguese Jews and he cites R. Sheftel
Horowitz and R. Shabbetai Bass as authorities who buttress his views.180

The educational reform Wetzlar advocates is a simple one. He
recommends the adoption of the Sephardi practice of teaching children
the translation of the prayers as an integral part of their elementary
education. In addition, he reminds his readers of his earlier suggestion
regarding greater emphasis on the study of the Hebrew language and
grammar. If these reforms were instituted, they would lead to a better
understanding of the prayers and more meaningful worship.18!

His second suggestion concerns prayer in the vernacular for those
who do not understand Hebrew. He finds that people are not allowed to
pray in Yiddish, even if they do not understand Hebrew. The reason he
was given is a Talmudic statement, “He who prays in Aramaic is not
helped.”182 He dismisses this as ludicrous, for how can one say that God
only understands one language, Hebrew. He argues the contrary, that
many authorities forbid prayer in a language one does not understand.
Again, he cites the Spanish and Portuguese Jews as a suitable role
model.!® Not only did they allow people to pray in Spanish or
Portuguese, but prayerbooks were published in these languages.

What does Wetzlar mean when he speaks of prayer in the
vernacular? The extent to which Jews prayed in the vernacular has long
been the subject of controversy. Yiddishist scholars beginning with I.
Zinberg argued that Yiddish occupied a more central place in religious
life than has been generally accepted. Other scholars have argued that
the evidence has been misinterpreted by these scholars for modern
ideological reasons.'8 There are a significant number of Yiddish
translations of siddurim and mahzorim, both printed and in manuscript,
going back to the fifteenth century.!® In addition, there is the whole
corpus of Tekhina literature, Yiddish prayers composed primarily for
women. The Yiddishists point to the existence of these translations and

1791, B., p. 37b.

180[pid.

1811pid., p. 38a.

1827 paraphrase of B. Shabbat, 12b.

183An early example of using Sephardim as a role model to advocate prayer in
Yiddish is R. Isaac Sulkis’s Sefer Shir ha-Shirim (Cracow, 1579). He argues that
women should be allowed to pray in Yiddish and cites the practice of Sephardi
Jews as an example. See, Shmeruk, Perokim, p. 53 n. 8.

184Gee above n. 70.

185For a bibliography of these Yiddish translations see, H. Dinse, Die Entwicklung
des jiddischen Schriftums im deutschen Sprachgebiet (Stuttgart, 1974), pp. 184-190. See
also the sources cited in Weinreich, Geshikhte, Vol., 3, p. 271f.
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tekhinot as evidence that people prayed in Yiddish. M. Weinreich, the
most recent advocate of this position, suggests that at least some
congregants would pray in Yiddish while the congregation as a whole
prayed in Hebrew.18¢ In contrast, C. Shmeruk has argued that the
evidence indicates that these translations were for personal study and
were not used liturgically.!8” The fact that the collections of tekhinot were
organized thematically and did not follow the order of the prayerbook is
noteworthy and further supports Shmeruk’s argument.188 ‘

The Yiddishists cite a second piece of evidence on behalf of their
argument. There is a venerable tradition going back to the Talmud!8?
which is reiterated by major medieval authorities that one should only
pray in the language one understands.!®® R. Jehiel Michal Epstein was
also concerned with this problem and spoke about it a number of times
in his writings.!!

H. Liberman offers an explanation in his analysis of Epstein’s
teachings. He indicates that there are two types of prayer, the liturgically
ordained prayers of the prayerbook and personal prayers of petition. The
classical rabbinic discussions of prayer in the vernacular relate to the
second type of prayer and not the first type. All authorities agree that the
liturgically ordained prayers must be recited in Hebrew. The argument is
only concerning the second type, prayers of personal petition. The
authorities who allowed prayer in the vernacular were talking about the
second type of prayer.!2 The structure of the tekhinot collections and the
anecdotal evidence of their role in Jewish life also support this
argument.!®3 In addition, an examination of the Yiddish prayers which
are found in some siddurim and mahzorim shows that they are all prayers
of personal petition inserted in specific points of the service like the
taking out of the Torah, the priestly blessing, or preparations for blowing
the shofar, all considered auspicious moments for personal petition.

The most recent review of this question by David E. Fishman!® also
reaches no clear conclusion. It is possible to find sources, both medieval
and early modern, which point to a variety of possible conclusions. The

186Weinreich, op. cit., Vol. 1, p. 264.

187Shmeruk, Perokim, p. 53.

188C, Weissler, “The Traditional Piety of Ashkenazic Women” Jewish Spirituality
ed. A. Green (New York, 1987), Vol. 2, p. 249.

189F o B. Sotah, 33a.

190E.g., Sefer Hasidim, (Wistinetski ed.), para. 11, 1590; Mishne Torah, Hilkhot
Berakhot, 1:6; Shulhan Arukh, Oreh Hayyim, 101:4.

OIE o, Kzzur Shaloh, pp. 43b, 53d-54a; Derekh ha-Yashar le-Olam haBa, chap. 31.
192”Bamerkungen", pp- 201-205.

193Cf,, Weissler, “Traditional Piety”.

194Me-Koah Davnen Oif Yidish: A Bintel Metodologishe Bamerkungen un Neie
Mekorim” Yivo Bleter N.S. 1 (1991), pp. 69-92.



34 Libes Briv

extent to which people prayed in the vernacular and the circumstances in
which this occurred needs further study. Wetzlar’s position is that people
who do not understand Hebrew should be encouraged to pray in
Yiddish or any language the person understands. However, it would
seem that this only refers to individuals and not to public communal
prayer. Contrary to the arguments of the Yiddishists, there is no evidence
in the sources for public communal prayer in any language other than
Hebrew.

Wetzlar makes two additional suggestions to improve the pillar of
Avodah. He asks the rabbis, communal leaders, and synagogue wardens
to insure that order is maintained in the synagogue. Here, his argument
is not based on his concern with Christian reaction. Instead, he points out
that the great tumult which is characteristic of most synagogues does not
allow for prayer with the proper spiritual intention (kavannah). Even the
cantor who leads prayers becomes confused by the loud prayers of those
who come in the middle of the service and begin their prayers from the
beginning.1%

His second suggestion concerns the recitation of the Shir ha-Yihud.
The Shir ha-Yihud, an anonymous medieval poem divided into seven
parts, one for each day of the week, was recited in many communities at
the end of the morning service. After a long preamble which seeks to
establish the integral nature of song as a component of worship, both in
the Temple and the synagogue, he begins a lengthy polemic about the
Shir ha-Yihud and why it is not recited in many communities.!®¢ He
blames the rabbis for setting a poor example. Not only do they not order
the cantor to recite this song, but often they do not participate in its
recitation even when it is recited in the synagogue.

The recitation of the Shir ha-Yihud had been the subject of a long
standing controversy.!”” R. Jacob Moellin (Maharil) the leading rabbinic
authority in 15th century Germany opposed the Yiddish rhymed poetic
translations of the Shir ha-Yihud because he felt that ignorant people
thought they would fulfill their religious obligations through the
recitation of these poems and were lax in the observance of other
commandments.!?® A century and a half later, R. Moses Isserles (Ramoh)
was opposed not only to the Shir ha-Yihud, but also Yigdal, Ani Ma’amin
and similar statements of the articles of faith because he was opposed to
the whole concept. His opposition was part of a larger controversy over

1951, B., p. 64b.

1961, B., pp. 66a-71b.

1974, Berhner, “Shir ha-Yihud” Ketavim Nivharim (Jerusalem, 1969), pp. 155-158.
Berliner concludes that there never was a uniform custom concerning the
recitation of the Shir ha-Yihud.

198Sefer Maharil ed. S.Y. Spitzer (Jerusalem, 1989), Likkutim no. 59, p. 626.
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Maimonides’ philosophical writings and the study of philosophy.1%°
Wetzlar himself mentions that R. Solomon Luria (Maharshal) abrogated
the recitation of Shir ha-Yihud in all the communities where he was rabbi
and cites a number of other authorities who discussed this controversial
question.200

Gemilut Hasadim

The third pillar, gemilut hasadim, does not have a clear, generally
accepted definition as do the first two pillars. Much of Wetzlar’s
discussion of this theme concerns his lengthy and unsuccessful search for
an understanding of the meaning of gemilut hasadim. He describes this
quest in great detail.

Wetzlar’s final understanding of gemilut hesed is that hesed resides
with God. “He is one who does hesed and what he gives is out of pure
hesed.”?! Man must requite this hesed to his fellow man who has not been
so blessed. The wise man, the strong man and the wealthy man must all
requite God by using their gifts in the service of their fellow man and
their community. He does not offer concrete suggestions which will lead
to the strengthening of this pillar as he did with the two previous pillars.
His reason is that to do so would put him in the category of the preachers
“of rebuke, a task for which he feels unqualified.

Nonetheless, he does offer one rebuke. He suggests that hesed is more
beloved among the other nations than it is among his fellow Jews.
Christians hear words of musar from their preachers on Sundays and if
their preachers see something negative in the community, they do not
protect anyone but preach about it publicly.202 The task he had set for
himself was to seek the reasons for the length of the exile. His conclusion
is that the three basic pillars are not being adequately observed and
maintained. Where does ultimate responsibility lie for the deplorable
situation which he has described? His answer is a failure of leadership.

Critique of Leadership

Wetzlar does not directly accuse the communal leaders (parnasim)
and to a lesser extent the rabbis of being responsible for the deplorable
state of the comunity until the last part of the Libes Briv. He does it, even
then, with marked hesitation. Earlier, he had cited R. Ephraim Lunshits
who also criticized the rabbis and communal leaders as being a cause of

199E]baum, Petihot, p. 157 n. 8. On the larger controversy, see infra., pp. 156-182.
200, B., p. 67b.

W1[hid., p. 45b.

202[bid., p. 73a.
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the length of the exile.?? However, it is interesting that in this section,
unlike the rest of the Libes Briv, Wetzlar does not cite Lunshits or the
other ethical and philosophical works he normally relied on to butress
his arguments, but reverts to biblical verses for prooftexts to support his
statements.

Wetzlar bases his critique on Isaiah 53:6 where the Jews are
compared to a flock of sheep that has gone astray. When a flock goes
astray, he reasons, it is the shepherd who is at fault. The communal
leaders and rabbis are the shepherds who have let the Jewish people go
astray. The Jews are still God’s children and his flock. Jews are not raised
like sheep who are guarded by their shepherds; they are raised like wild
animals. The people are not ultimately at fault, only their leaders.24

His greatest hostility is vented against the communal leaders. The
rabbis are treated somewhat more evenhandedly. The verses Wetzlar
cites, Ezekiel chapter 34, Jeremiah 23:1-2, and Zechariah 11:17, which
prophesy the downfall and punishment of the bad shepherds of Israel
are aimed more at the communal leaders than the rabbis. The ultimate
responsibility lies with them. The rabbi is an employee of the
community. It is the responsibility of the communal leaders to ensure
that he performs his duties properly.25 Wetzlar’s uncompromisingly
harsh judgment of the communal leaders stands in sharp contrast to the
very positive comments of S. Stern in her evaluation of the role of Court
Jews within the Jewish community.?% Court Jews certainly comprised an
important element in the Jewish communal leadership and many of them
functioned as parnasim. As has been noted above, Wetzlar had a negative
personal experience with the family of Leffman Behrens, an important
Court Jew. His evaluation must be tempered in light of this personal
experience. Stern’s evaluation is probably overly positive while Wetzlar
is overly negative. It is also dangerous to generalize about the situation
of all Jewish communities in Germany.

Wetzlar cites “the pious Rabbi Abraham, of blessed memory, rabbi of
Halberstadt and Amsterdam” as an example of what a rabbi should be.
He kept his community together and taught a class in musar literature
every evening. There are others like him who will, if necessary, deliver a
sermon in the middle of the year??” and rebuke those deserving it
without worrying about alienating the rich and powerful. Unfortunately
most rabbis do not meet these standards. They do not establish yeshivoth,

203(bid., p. 43b £.

2041bid | p. 73a.

205Tpid., p. 75b f.

206Gtern, Court Jew, chap. 8.

207The prevailing custom was that the Rabbi delivered two sermons on Shabbat
ha-Gadol and Shabbat Shuvah. Cf. Assaf, “Korot ha-Rabbanut”, p. 52.
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serve as judges, or even concern themselves with the problems of the
community. Twice a year they deliver a sermon in which they display
their erudition and intellectual acumen. The rest of the year they devote
themselves to financially remunerative matters, such as performing
marriages or examining ritual slaughterers.208

Wetzlar finds a traditional consolation for the sad state of affairs he
has found in the Talmudic statement, “the Son of David will not come
until the generation is completely evil or completely good.”?0° His
critique of the state of his society has found a positive resonance in
modern scholarship. According to C. Abramsky, “One of the most
important characteristic features of the history of the Jews in eighteenth-
century Europe is the growing criticism of rabbis and communal
leadership. The division between the leaders — whether elected or self-
appointed — and the led seems to have been acute, with a wide gulf
separating them.”?10

Spanish and Portugese Jews

Wetzlar mentions Spanish and Portugese Jews (Sephardim) several
times in the Libes Briv. In each case the Sephardim and their practices are
held up as positive role models for their Ashkenazi brethren. The Sephardi
educational system with its emphasis on the study of Bible, Hebrew
language and grammar is what God desires, according to Wetzlar. He is
careful to indicate that this is not only his opinion but the view of R.
Sheftel Horowitz.?!! He also cites R. Shabbetai Bass who praised the
Sephardi order of study.??2 The Sephardim are also praised for their
manner of prayer. They pray with the proper kavvanah because they
know what they are saying. The third Sephardi practice which Wetzlar
praises is prayer in the vernacular by men and women who do not know
Hebrew.?13

In all three cases Wetzlar holds up the Sephardi practices as the
proper way in contrast to the prevailing Ashkenazi practices which are
found to be deficient. The practical result, according to Wetzlar, is that
business and wealth have permanence among the Sephardim, while
among the Ashkenazim business and wealth are very unstable and
contribute to the precarious social and religious situation which Wetzlar

208 B,, p. 73b.

209B, Sanhedrin, 98b.

210 Abramsky, “Crisis”, p. 14; Cf., Schohat, Hilufei, p. 102f. for other examples.
211, B, p- 24a.

212[hid., p. 38a f.

213bid., p. 38b.
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has described.?' Though he cites Horowitz and Bass as authorities, there
can be little doubt that Wetzlar’s knowledge of Sephardi practices was
based on his own experiences as is the rest of the Libes Briv. There was a
significant Sephardi community in Hamburg,?'> which he mentions
having visited many times.

Wetzlar’s positive allusions to Sephardim and his favorable
comparison of them in relation to Ashkenazim is a theme that can be
found among many authors in the early modern period. As early as 1579
Isaac Sulkis praised the Sephardim for allowing women and men who did
not understand Hebrew to pray in the vernacular.?'® Numerous authors
in addition to R. Sheftel Horowitz and R. Shabbtai Bass praised the
Sephardi educational system and urged Ashkenazim to reform the
educational system following the Sephardi model. Among these authors
are R. Yehiel Mikhel Epstein,?!” Aaron Samuel of Hergershausen,?!8 R.
Judah Leib Pochowitzer,?!® R. Joseph Teumim,??’ and R. Jacob Emden.??!
R. Yekutiel Blitz, in the introduction to his Bible translation praises the
Sephardi educational system and sees it as a role model which he follows
in his translation of the Bible which was characterized by a complete lack
of midrashic embellishment. The relation of Sephardi society in Western
Europe to modernity??? and its influence on Ashkenazi Jewry in the early
modern period deserves more study.??

Christians and Jews

Christian-Jewish relations is a theme that Wetzlar addresses in a
variety of contexts in the Libes Briv. He is concerned with how Christians
perceive Jews and Judaism and with Christian-Jewish interaction. One of
the reasons he gives for not teaching Ein Ya’akov in his discussion of

2141bid., pp. 24a, 38a.

2150n the Sephardi community in Hamburg, see, H. Kellenbenz, Sephardim an der
unteren Elbe (Wiesbaden, 1958).

216C. Shmeruk, Perokim, p. 53 n. 8.

217Noble, “Epstein”, p. 126.

218 Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 1, p. 175.

2190bid.,p. 164.

20[pid., p. 216.

211pid., p. 210.

222y osef Kaplan has begun to explore this issue in his articles, “Netivah shel ha-
Yahadut ha-Sefardit ha-Ma’aravit el ha-Modernah” Pa’amim 48 (1991) pp. 85-103;
“Die portugiesischen Juden und die Modernisierung” Juedische Lebenswelten —
Essays ed. A. Nechama et. al, (Berlin, 1991), pp. 303-317.
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Institute Yearbook 35 (1989), pp. 47-66; 1.G. Marcus, “Beyond the Sephardi
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educational reform is that Jews understand these midrashim in their most
literal sense and relate these ideas to Christians. He mentions that he was
often reproached by Christians for the strange things that Jews believe.
When he protested, he was told that they had heard these things from
Jews.224 He is also concerned with the poor impression negative Jewish
behavior in the synagogue makes on visiting Christians. He had read
about it and also heard about it personally. These were not isolated
instances, but a common experience.??

Wetzlar may have been influenced by the Pauline concept of grace in
his discussion of the definition of hesed. He twice mentions that he heard
from Christians that gnad (grace, hesed) is a gift from God and is not
something that we sinful people have. Wetzlar’s final definition of hesed
as something that God gives us out of pure hesed sounds very similar to
the definition he has heard from the Christians. He cites several medieval
Jewish sources to support his definition, but this is the only place where
he introduces Christian theological concepts. Though it is impossible to
prove that his conversations with Christians were the decisive influence
on him, it is certain that Wetzlar engaged in theological discussions with
Christians. The extent to which he may have been influenced by them
remains speculative.?26

An unexpected question Wetzlar raises is whether Jews are equipped
to defend the beliefs of Judaism in conversations with Christians.??’” He
also asks whether Jews understand Maimonides’ thirteen articles of faith
and do they know what they should believe? Wetzlar urges that all
children be taught Maimonides’ thirteen articles of faith and
recommends the study of Abraham Jagel’s Lekah Tov.?28 His motivation is
the negative impression made on Christian nobles and scholars by Jews
who could not discuss their faith intelligently.??

Even formal disputations between Jews and Christians were not
unheard of during this period. Wetzlar’s older contemporary, R. Joseph
Stadthagen was invited to the royal court of Hannover to debate with a
Jewish apostate in 1704.23 Wetzlar’s apparent openness to dialogue with
Christians was not unique, but reflected the changing attitude of the
Jewish community. J. Katz writes, “Rabbi Yair Hayyim Bacharach and
Rabbi Jacob Emden were the outstanding Jewish personalities of their

241, B, p. 22a.

251bid., pp. 35a-36a.

226Tbid., p. 40b, 42a f.
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times. They and their circles reacted to their environment by stressing the
common religious heritage of Judaism and Christianity.”?3! There are
also examples of intellectual contacts between Christian Hebraists and
Jewish scholars. For example, R. Joseph Stadthagen maintained contact
with professors from the nearby university of Rinteln. R. David
Oppenheim and R. Jonathan Eybeschuetz were in contact with Christian
clergy in Prague.?32 A. Schohat has collected a variety of examples of
Jewish interaction with the Christian community in the early eighteenth
century.23

The new style of Christian missionary activity to the Jews which
sought to convert the Jews with the carrot rather than the stick,
exemplified by J.H. Callenberg’s Institutum Judaicum in Halle and other
Pietist institutions is an important aspect of Jewish-Christian relations
which deserves study.?** The example and/or influence of the Pietist
movement on the Jews is also deserving of further investigation. For
example, there was a debate in Germany in the 1730’s over whether
learned books should be in written in German or Latin as had been the
custom. Does this have any impact on the newfound respectability of
Yiddish? K. Pinson, writing about the Pietist critique of the establishment
clergy says, “with their emphasis on the true doctrine, on learning, on
Latin, and on disputation they had little to offer the lower classes and by
their cringing servility to the upper classes they only worked all the more
for the widening of the gap between the various elements of the
population.”23% Wetzlar would have felt quite comfortable with this
statement as a critique of the rabbinate.

The Influence of the Prague School

Wetzlar and his ideas were an integral part of an important
intellectual tradition which had its foundations in the thought of Rabbi
Judah Loewe (Maharal) of Prague.?3¢6 The Maharal was an important

231 Exclusiveness and Tolerance (New York, 1962), p. 167.

232H M. Graupe, The Rise of Modern Judaism (Huntington, N.Y., 1978), p. 58.
2334The German Jews’ Integration within their non-Jewish Environment in the
first half of the Eighteenth Century (Hebrew)” Zion 21 (1956), pp. 207-235.
234Two recent studies are, U. Arnoldi, Pro Iudaeis: Die Gutacten der hallischen
Theologen im 18. Jahrhundert zu Fragen der Judentoleranz (Studien zu Kirche und
Israel 14; Berlin, 1993) and M. Jung, Die wuerttbergusche Kirche und die Juden in der
Zeit des Pietismus (1675-1780) (Studien zu Kirche und Israel 13; Berlin, 1992). My
thanks to B. Gerlach for bringing these sources to my attention.

235K Pinson, “German Pietism and the Jews” Freedom and Reason, Essays in
Memory of M.R. Cohen ed. S.W. Baron et.al., (Glencoe, 1951), pp. 397-412.

2360n the educational theories of the Maharal see, A.P. Kleinberger, Ha-
Mahshavah ha-Pedagogit shel ha-Maharal mi-Prague (Jerusalem, 1962). On his social
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social critic and religious reformer. H.H. Ben Sasson has suggested that
he and his followers are among the most important intellectual
precursors of modernity.23” His teachings not only influenced his
immediate disciples, but a long list of important figures who were
associated with Prague, whether as students in its Yeshiva or as rabbinic
functionaries. It is possible to speak of a “Prague school” of social and
religious renewal which begins with the Maharal and continues into the
eighteenth century.

My concept of the Prague school as an ongoing and influential
tradition is not entirely original. S. Assaf has already demonstrated the
existence of this school and its influence in the area of educational
reform.238 My work on the Libes Briv has convinced me that Assaf’s
original insight should be extended to encompass a comprehensive
program of social and religious reform which was integral to the
teachings of important rabbis and scholars who were associated with the
Prague school. The history of this school and its teachings will illuminate
many important aspects of Jewish social and religious history in the early
modern period in western and central Europe. A comprehensive study of
this school, which is beyond the scope of this study remains an important
desideratum.

The influence of the Prague school on Wetzlar and the Libes Briv is
central. Starting with Wetzlar himself, we find that he studied at the
Yeshiva of Prague under R. Abraham Broda. If one looks at the figures
who most influenced Wetzlar and whom he cites as authorities for his
religious and social views, one finds Prague to be a common
denominator. Among the important influences on Wetzlar are R.
Ephraim Lunshits, R. Isaiah Horowitz, his son R. Sheftel Horowitz, R.
Hayyim Yair Bacharach, and Wetzlar’s teacher R. Abraham Broda. Other
figures contemporary with Wetzlar whose views are close to his and who
can be considered part of the Prague school are R. David Oppenheim,
and R. Jonathan Eybeschuetz. All of the above mentioned were either
rabbis in Prague or studied in Prague. They all share certain basic ideas
about Jewish society and religion which can be traced back to the
Maharal and his teachings.

criticism see, B. Sherwin, Mystical Theology and Social Dissent: The Life and Works of
Judah Leowe of Prague (Rutherford, 1982), pp. 161-184.

237Musagim u-Meziut be-Historia ha-Yehudit be-Shelehai Yemei ha-Beynayim”
Tarbiz 29 (1960), p. 309.

238 Assaf, Mekorot, Vol. 1, pp. xviii-xxvi.
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The Translation

This translation is based on JTS Manuscript 2333. I have compared
the text with the other manuscripts and found no significant variations,
with the exception of JTS Ms. 2256 which has been significantly altered,
as has been noted in my description of the manuscripts above. There are
orthographic differences among the manuscripts, but as Yiddish of this
period has no standard orthography, it would not be profitable to catalog
these differences. My choice of this manuscript was originally influenced
by I. Rivkind’s opinion that it was an autograph. A second reason was
that I had access to the original manuscript, which was helpful on a
number of occasions when the xerox copy was not clear. The Yiddish text
is a faithful transcription of this manuscript. I have not “corrected” the
Yiddish text in any way. In a few cases where biblical verses were
incorrectly cited, I have given the correct citation in the translation, but
have left the Yiddish text intact.

All translations in the text are my own with the exception of the
biblical verses which are based on the new JPS translation with
occasional variances when demanded by the context or Wetzlar’s
interpretative translations. Spellings of names, places and transliterations
of Hebrew and Yiddish words follow the Encyclopedia Judaica.

Wetzlar was quite traditional and always added the encomium
“Blessed be He and Blessed be His Name” whenever he mentions the
name of God. He also adds the traditional encomia when mentioning
religious figures. I have deleted these encomia in the translation.

Biblical verses or rabbinic passages are often quoted in Hebrew and
then followed with a Yiddish translation. In the majority of cases the
translation is faithful to the original and I have indicated that a Yiddish
translation follows a Hebrew passage with [trans.]. Where the Yiddish
translation differs from the Hebrew text, I have translated both.

JTS Ms. 2333 is missing one leaf. N. Porges copied the missing
material from JTS Ms. 2256 and inserted a page into the manuscript. I
have taken the missing material from Ms. Michael 297, Neubauer no. 743
which was written by the same hand as JTS Ms. 2333. The Yiddish text is
a transcription of JTS Ms. 2333.

I have tried to be faithful to the authors style and syntax. Paragraph
divisions were added by myself as was all information in square brackets
[ ]. The page numbers in square brackets refer to the page numbers of the
Yiddish text.
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[1a] To my dear brothers and sisters in this exile. Some loving
thoughts for you concerning the verse “Love your fellow as yourself”
[Leviticus 19:18]. [trans.]

At the same time, however, a sorrowful meditation about our
grievous exile, in concert with a thorough examination of the reasons for
the length of our exile.

And finally, a proposal for the hope of our redemption. We should
live to see the prophecy of Isaiah [59:20], “He shall come as redeemer to
Zion,” speedily in our days, amen.

Introduction

[2a] Listen dearest brothers and sisters. I have endeavored to
compose this Libes Briv for you. Will you show me the same love, as is
proper, and read this brief letter? If there are scholars, they should not
think that it is a waste of time to read Yiddish. They could well say that
were this writer a scholar or a devotee of scholars, he would have
written in Hebrew. However, I ask my dear brothers to pardon me, for I
know that Hebrew is an exalted language and requires a knowledge of
grammar. Whoever is not a good grammarian cannot write Hebrew
without mistakes. I have found [such mistakes] in many new books and
letters, written by so-called scholars. Therefore, I did not want to write in
Hebrew, in order not to publicly expose the weakness of my knowledge
before my dear brothers. Perhaps, exposing my shortcomings would
have prevented you from reading my letter.

Secondly, think of it as a newspaper. Nowadays, the finest and most
important people, scholars and rabbis read them, or have them read to
them.

Third, I ask you to take an example from very great [2b] sages of
Israel, such as Rabbenu Saadiah Gaon and his Sefer Emunot ve-Deot,
Rabbenu Moses Maimonides and his Sefer More Nebukhim and other holy
books which were written in Arabic. Similarly, Sefer Hovot ha-Levavot by
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the sage Rabbenu Bahya was written in Arabic, so that everyone, even the
common man, could read it and acquire benefit from it for himself and
his soul. It was only later that these books were translated into Hebrew
by R. Judah and his son R. Samuel ibn Tibbon.

Therefore, I have written this, my Libes Briv, in Yiddish as a common
man who does not claim, heaven forbid, to be a scholar, to my equals,
common people. But still, if a scholar should happen to read it, perhaps
more good than harm will come of it. Indeed, although I cannot count
myself among the scholars, be assured my dear brothers that, thank God,
I served great scholars for many years and was diligent in my studies,
thank God, at yeshivas. Afterwards, I diligently read very many old holy
books which unfortunately are rarely available and are even more rarely
read by scholars. I can count myself, in good conscience, among the
ordinary students who served scholars. The sage, our teacher Rabbi
Sheftel writes in his book Shefa Tal at the end of the introduction, Ben
Meiah Shanah where he calls himself a disciple of Rabbenu Moses Maimon
and Rabbenu Moses Cordovero. [3a] “The disciples of the wise increase
peace in the world.”! This can be understood [as meaning], those
disciples of scholars who do not consider themselves rabbis, sages, or
scholars increase peace and do not engender controversies. I hope that
this, my Libes Briv will help bring peace to Israel, with God's help.

If as I can imagine some scholars should find it objectionable even to
read these few lines of introduction, I would ask my dear sisters,
especially the wives of scholars, “the wife of a haver is like a colleague,”?
including the learned women who are interested in reading what is new
in Yiddish. “Arise you distinguished quiet women, hear my voice. You
daughters who are quite confident, let my speech reach your ears.”
[trans.] This was indeed said by the prophet Isaiah 32:9. I hope to God
that when you have read this letter you will not, heaven forbid, find
anything offensive in it. Therefore, please ask your dear husbands and
your children [to read] these writings of a man who does not demand
money, much less, heaven forbid, honor, but [writes] only out of inner
sincere love from the bottom of his heart for his dear brothers and sisters
for the honor of God. Take the time to read these few pages for your sake
and mine.

Should someone find a mistake, according to his opinion, or in
reality, [3b] I would ask [them] not to be hasty, but consider that we are
all sinful people. Everyone has faults and naturally can make mistakes.
There is hardly a book that exists that is read by many people where the
author did not err, according to the opinion of some [readers], or in fact.

1B. Berakhot, 64a.
2B. Avodah Zarah, 39a.
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Rabbenu Moses Maimonides writes about this in his small book, Ma’amar
Tehiyat ha-Metim, [and] gives a very nice example or mashal concerning
the verse “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God is one” [Deuteronomy 6:4].3
Also, Rabbi Joseph Albo in his Sefer Ikkarim, book two [has] a note? that is
[addressed] particularly to every scholar. It would be more useful and
sensible to read this entire holy book. He too begs his readers not to be
too hasty in attributing faults to the author when they read a book.
Therefore, I ask you to pass over any mistakes I might make and
completely read the few pages of this Libes Briv with patience. If you
should find some difficulty, do not judge until you have read this letter
completely. I hope and ask God to give you long life as merit for this. He
will give you children and grandchildren who occupy themselves with
Torah and God’s commandments for His great name’s sake, in wealth
and honor. May the prophecy of the prophet Zechariah 14:9 be fulfilled
in our lifetime, “In that day there shall be one Lord with one name.”

Chapter One

[4a] “Love your fellow as yourself,” [trans.] is a central principle in
our holy Torah. It receives approval, not only from all the sages of Israel,
but also from the sages of the world. Hillel went even further. Someone
came to him wanting to convert to Judaism on condition that he teach
him the whole Torah in the time that he could stand on one foot. Hillel
said, “That which is hateful to you, do not do to your friend. This is the
whole Torah. The rest is commentary thereon, go and learn it.”> [trans.]
That you should love your friend as yourself, is a fundamental principle
of our holy Torah. Or as Hillel said, what is hateful or loathsome to you,
you should not do to your friend. This is the whole Torah. The rest is
only a commentary. What person will or can be so blind not to observe
such an important rule and in this manner not seek to observe the whole
Torah and not to take the opportunity to observe this to the highest
degree with all human diligence.

Chapter Two

Before we attempt to observe this principle we must first examine
what is loved, good, and pleasant for us, or what is [4b] hateful, evil, or
repugnant to us, in order that we not do anything contrary or repugnant
to our friend or, heaven forbid, to ourselves. Often, there is something
that we like very much and we think that this thing is good, useful and
pleasant for us. In the end, it turns out to be the opposite. We often

3Ed. J. Finkel (New York, 1939), p. 1a.
4Book 2, chap. 1 (Husik ed., Vol 2, p. 2).
SB. Shabbat, 31a.
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lament that something is bad and repugnant to us and it turns out to be
good and pleasant for us. We find many verses concerning this in
Proverbs and examples in many books. Daily experience also teaches us
this fact. Concerning this, there is an old common maxim that one should
say, “this too is for good”® about everything. Our sages said, “A person is
required to bless the bad just as he blesses the good.”” This is because we
do not know what is bad for us and what is good. Only God alone knows
the final outcome.

Chapter Three

However, in order to examine and reach clear conclusions it is
necessary above all to know and observe that everything God created
under heaven and on earth, no matter how small or how large, is
composed of the four fundamental elements, fire, wind, water and earth. -
[trans.] This point has its truth and is not disputed by anyone until the
present. Indeed, there are some scholars who wish to dispute the number
of fundamental elements. [5a] It is not my aim or purpose to refute them.
I only wish to write that all of creation which contains within it these
four fundamental elements, falls into four categories or types of being.
The first is called inanimate, namely that which lies quietly in the earth
and cannot move. The second is called vegetable, i.e., that which moves
and grows out of the earth. The third is called living and has use of the
five senses, sight, hearing, smell, taste, and feel. The fourth is called
living and speaking. Not only does it live, but it can speak. This are we
human beings.

In addition, we must know that every category has many species and
every species has many individuals. The first category, inanimate,
contains within itself the four fundamental elements but consists of
numerous varieties, many of which are familiar. For example, stone that
cannot be smelted and metals that can be smelted. The stones too are
divided into many types, namely, building stone, slate, and the many
precious stones that are known to us. There are many types of metal that
can be smelted, namely, iron, lead, tin, copper, brass, silver and gold and
all types of metal. I want to leave the examination of this category’s
nature [5b] to the alchemists and materialists.

The second category or substance is vegetable, which grows out of
the ground. This one also contains the four fundamental elements within
it. However, it is called vegetable because it has something additional in
that it has potential to move and grows out of the ground. This category
contains within it very many species which are very familiar to us

6B. Ta’anit, 21a; B. Sanhedrin, 108b.
7M. Berakhot, 9:5.
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humans. Namely, all varieties of herbs, flowers, and grains: rye, oats,
barley, wheat, peas, lentils and many more, as well as all varieties of
trees. Every species has many thousands and thousands of individuals.
Although we call everything that grows out of the earth vegetable and
consider it one category, and although herbs, and all trees or grains are
called one species, every farmer and even more so every gardener knows
that not all herbs or all flowers or all trees or all grains have one nature.
Each species must be treated differently. Each must be sown or planted
in its own time. Every tree, fig, apple, vine, and cherry must be treated
separately. Farmers and gardeners know their nature. God willing, I will
subsequently discuss whether all people are required to study this.

The third category or substance is animals, that which is alive and
contains within itself the four fundamental elements. It also grows, but
has much more. [6a] It has life and five senses. This category, living, also
has many species that are familiar to us. Namely, wild animals that live
in the forests. Lions, bears, wolves, foxes, deer, etc., are all called living.
On the other hand, there are many types of domestic animals. Oxen,
sheep, goats, horses, donkeys, dogs, cats, are all domestic animals and
live. Birds, including chickens, geese, ducks, and similar domestic and
wild fowl are also called living. There are also so many fish that they
literally cannot be described. They are in the category of fish. There are
also all kinds of vermin. Rats and mice are called vermin. Creeping
things, all kinds of worms and insects are in the category of insects and
are living things. Every intelligent individual can decide whether
everything described here is considered to be within the category of
living.

Undoubtedly, those species in the category called domestic animals
do not have the same nature. Is what is good for one, good for the other?
I will take an example from the domestic animals that are best known to
us. A dog and a horse are considered in the category of living. They live
and are in one category; they are both domestic animals. For example, a
master has a very handsome horse and a very handsome and faithful
dog. He loves them both very much, because they serve him very
faithfully, both at home and on the road. The horse and dog also get
along with each other very well. [6b] The dog does not allow anyone to
harm the horse. The horse suffers patiently when the master rides and
puts the dog on the horse or in the wagon with him. One day, the master
comes home with his horse and dog in terrible weather and miserable
roads. The master, as well as the horse and dog are all exhausted. He
puts them in a dry stable and orders that both should be taken care of
and fed well. If the servant puts a large sack of oats before them both,
this is not only good for the horse, but his best [food]. On the other hand,
the dog will die, because it is not his nature to eat oats. Similarly, if the
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servant would put a large pot of meat and bones before both of them,
this is not only good for the dog, but his best food. On the other hand, the
horse’s nature is not to eat meat and bones and he would die.

Every person can find many similar examples of creatures familiar to
us that do not belong to the same species, but are all called living things.
Rather, they comprise many different species that are named domestic
animals, wild animals, and birds, “according to their species,” as we find
in the holy Torah in Genesis 1:21. Similarly, within each species, every
individual is not identical. What one likes is not the same as what
another likes or [considers] pleasant.

[7a] It is not my aim in this Libes Briv to describe the nature of all
creatures. My knowleédge of natural sciences is too weak. This is an
important subject, as many sages and rabbis, whose souls are bound up
in the bonds of eternal life, [have written]. Particularly what Rabbenu
Moses Maimonides writes in his book More Nebukhim, especially in
treatise 1, chapter 34. Every scholar should see what Rabbenu Shem Tov
writes in his commentary on this chapter. Rabbenu Bahya also
recommends it highly in his holy book, Hovot ha-Levavot.

There is a divine emanation [shefa] in every little herb or flower, in
each and every tree, in every living thing, from the biggest wild and
domestic animals, birds and fish to the smallest plant. As King Solomon
said, “Lazybones, go to the ant” [Proverbs 6:6]. One can find important
ethical lessons, if one only considers ants. “How many are the things you
have made, O Lord; you have made them all with wisdom” [Psalms
104:24]. Here one can consider the might and wisdom of God. We can
also recognize that he is “A compassionate and gracious God” [Exodus
34:6]. He is a merciful God and his providence is over each of his
creatures.

The great sage, Abrabanel, writes much about this, especially in [the
torah portion] Vayeze,® concerning Jacob’s dream, “A stairway was set on
the ground and its top reached to the sky” [Genesis 28:12]. He wanted to
show that everything God created, from the earth to the heavens, [7b]
should be contemplated by degrees. Through this one can attain supernal
wisdom. One finds the same [idea] in the book of the great sage and son
of martyrs Moses Albelda, Reshit Da’at, treatise 3, principle 2, chapter 1,
and in other holy books. I only wish to remind everyone the extent to
which they are obligated to examine this according to their knowledge
and abilities.

My aim in this treatise is to examine only one creature, to which my
task belongs. Indeed, the one that God created last, that is, the human
being. This creature belongs to the category of animal. Similarly, since

8Commentary on the Torah (Hebrew), loc. cit.
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man grows he belongs to the category of vegetable. He also contains the
four fundamental [elements] like the category, inanimate. But man has
many more characteristics. He is not only called living, but living and
speaking. A living creature that can speak. The term, speech, makes him
much more advanced in that with his speech he can accomplish much
more compared to other creatures. I do not want to undertake to examine
all of human nature. It would be too lengthy to discuss here, but will be
discussed later.®

Even if one only wants to study man, there is too much to write
about, as many scholars report. One must write many thousands of
pages to consider the might and wisdom of God [8a] with regard to one
limb. Medical science has great knowledge of this as Maimonides
informs us in his Peragim.1% One can also gain not only knowledge of
medicine, but also natural science and anatomical science. Many
scholars, especially Rabbenu Moses ben Maimon make this knowledge an
important discipline. He particularly cites in his Peragim, chapter!! the
verse from Job, “[When] I consider how I am created, I can see the might
and wisdom of God” [19:26]. [trans.] Rabbenu Bahya, in his holy book,
Hovot ha-Levavot also writes extensively about this in Sha’ar ha-Behinah.

I would like everyone to consider this according to his abilities as he
is required to do. My examination only goes so far, that God with his
fullness of mercy and grace, created me as a person that is called living
and speaking. My primary purpose is to thoroughly examine the
primary rule, “Love your fellow as yourself,” [trans.] and how best to
fulfill and observe this, in the way that is beloved and pleasant to God.
Therefore I wish to generally examine how God created the first person,
whom we people are descended from, with God’s help, in order to
explicate this central rule according to our holy Torah. '

Chapter Four

[8b] We find in our holy Torah in Genesis chapter 1, verse 27 how
God created the human being. “And God created man in his image, in
the image of God he created him.” [It] further states in chapter 2, verse 7,
“The Lord God formed man from the dust of the earth. He blew into his
nostrils the breath of life and man became a living being.” It would be
too difficult and too lengthy for me, or someone like me, my dear
common brothers to explicate the meaning of “In his image, in the image
of God.” The learned will find many explanations in the books of the

9Wetzlar does not discuss this later.

10Shemone Peragim, chap. 1.

111 could not find this verse in the Shemone Peragim. The closest parallel is Job 11:7,
at the end of chap. 8.
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sage Rabbenu Moses Maimonides, in the books of the perfect scholar,
Abrabanel, in the Akedat Yizhak, in Sefer Ma’ase Adonai by the sage R.
Eliezer Ashkenazi, and in many similar holy books. I can refer to such
[books] to overflowing, but they remain to be read. The true scholars of
Kabbalah know more and I a poor, sinful and ignorant person must
modestly restrain my hand from writing about it.

As for the other verse, however, “The Lord God formed man from
the dust of the earth. He blew into his nostrils the breath of life and man
became a living being.” The way it is translated in the Yiddish Bible
which was printed in Amsterdam, 16702 is a good translation. “And the
Lord God made the man out of the dust of the earth, and he blew a living
breath into his nostrils and the man had a living soul or neshamah.”
Indeed, if the words [9a] “breath of life” (nishmat hayyim) and “living
being” (le-nefesh hayyah) are too complicated and difficult for us common
people to understand, the scholars and rabbis in the above mentioned,
and other holy books by certain sages and rabbis, whose souls are bound
up in the bonds of eternal life, whose merit should preserve us, find it
sufficient for us common people to know and understand that God first
made a body out of the earth and then blew a living breath into it. This is
how we acquired a holy soul.

Thus, we know that the species called people consists of a body and
a soul. Through our body we, together with other creatures who live,
come under the category of animal, since we too are living. We are much
more advanced, however, because of our holy soul that God gave us, and
are called speaking. Targum Onkelos and Targum Jonathan clearly [give]
this translation of the verse, “He blew into his nostrils the breath of life
and man became a living being” [Genesis 2:7]. “He blew into his nostrils
the breath of life and man became a speaking spirit.”!3 In short, we
understand from this, that we are called speaking because of our holy
soul. This is the highest species that God created under heaven, so to
speak, and placed on the earth.

Chapter Five

So far we have found our sameness or equality. Namely, we people
are called one species, living and speaking, equally consisting of a body
and holy soul. [9b] Nothing remains for us in order to reach our goal, to
properly observe, “love your fellow as yourself,” but to know what is
truly good or bad, pleasant or unpleasant and repugnant to us. With this

12The translation of Yekutiel Blitz, published in Amsterdam, 1678. Wetzlar
probably got the date 1670 from the approbation of the Council of the Four Lands
which was dated 1670.

13Targum Onkelos and Targum Jonathan to Genesis 2:7.
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[information], we can treat and love our friend or encounter him in such
a manner that is good and pleasant for him.

This must naturally be studied by considering all the creatures that
are below us or are inferior to us. What is good and acceptable to that
category, and to consider the goodness and acceptability of that species
and what advantages it has over the category that is below it, or inferior
to it. Is it indeed considered good? For example, the category inanimate,
which lies in the earth, such as stone, or similarly, copper, tin, silver,
gold, consists of the four fundamental elements, fire, wind, water, and
earth. They cannot move or grow out of the earth.

After this follows the category of vegetable, or all things which by
their nature grow from the earth. [They] consist of the same four
fundamental elements as the category, inanimate. However, they are
superior to the inanimate category, or the category which cannot move.
In contrast, vegetable or what grows out of the ground, can move out of
the earth. The better and more beautifully it moves out of the earth, the
lovelier, more beautiful, and better it is than the category inanimate and
therefore, in the nature of the category vegetable quite proper. [10a] In
contrast, if vegetables that are supposed to grow, remain lying in the
earth and do not move, and do not grow out of the earth at all for which
it was created and is called vegetable, it is inferior to and lesser than the
category of inanimate, which is usually considered inferior. Such a plant
is not good or pleasant for itself, much less for another. The category of
inanimate is considered good, in comparison, when it can fulfill the
function for which it was created.

So it is with the category animal or everything that is called living.
This also consists of the four fundamental elements and is also called
vegetable and grows like all herbs, flowers and trees. However, it is far
better than the category of vegetable, which grows and has no life. Most
of all, it has no senses. It cannot move itself from place to place by itself
and run after what it likes or escape from what is harmful to it. It cannot
help itself, much less others of its species. In contrast, is the category of
animal or the species that lives, has its five senses, hearing, sight, smell,
taste, and feel. It can move from its place and according to its nature, run,
fly, swim, or crawl, wherever it wants. It can go to what is good or escape
from what is bad for it. It can serve others in this or other ways, as
quickly, skillfully, or strongly as each species [is endowed] with its
senses and bodily strengths. As lovable or acceptable it is for itself, so it is
lovable, useful, and helpful [10b] for others and for man and is therefore
good.

In contrast, when an animal or living thing does not have full use of
its senses or other physical powers, with which it was created, or out of
lack of aptitude, laziness, disease, or some similar lack, cannot use them,
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much less can they be used by others nor serve them, then such a living
thing is inferior to or less pleasant and useful than a plant, which in its
perfection grows out of the earth and can be used. Therefore, such an
animal is not considered good or pleasant for itself, much less for others.

Dear brothers, so it is with us people. We are called living creatures
that can speak. With the name, living, we are as good as other animals
that are alive. With the great merciful help and grace of God, however,
through the name speaking we also have something which is
incomparably more precious and priceless than all other living things
and all creatures of the earth. This is our holy soul that God gave us. It is
a light, “The soul of man is the lamp of God” [Proverbs 20:27], which is
given to us by God.

[11a] If we use this light correctly for the purposes that God gave it,
we can, with God’s help, attain by degrees the highest level of that which
is pleasant, beloved and most truly perfectly good, that is to the true light
from which our soul derives. “By Your light will we see light” [Psalms
36:10], to attain the life of the world to come. This is called truly good, as
is clearly demonstrated in many holy books. However, everything else in
this world which is good or beloved, is only an imaginary, foolish and
transitory good. This is so clearly demonstrated that every person, who is
only a human being, or wishes to be a human being, can naturally
comprehend that which is truly good and beloved for us.

This can, however, be more clearly and truly demonstrated with the
intellect and from our holy books. It is an important question asked by
many sages. Why has God created man, when he does not need us? In
addition, as all sages agree, God created the whole world for the sake of
man and put everything under his dominion. As at the beginning, it is
clear to see in Genesis chapter one, verses 28, 29 to 44. King David also
clearly says so in Psalms chapter eight. Though it was examined by very
many great sages, no other, [11b] truer, reason was found. God did a
great act of lovingkindness (hesed) when he made us as human beings
and put a holy soul into our bodies which comes from a supernal light.
We bring the soul higher than it was before, to the true light of the world
to come, through good attributes and virtues and by being pious and
doing good. Therefore, we can enjoy those things which are called true,
beloved and good.

God has shown us his hesed even more by giving us a great light or
torch in addition to this light, our soul, which is called “Lamp of God”
[Proverbs 20:27]. This is his holy Torah which is called light (Or) and his
commandments are called lamp (Ner), as the verse clearly states, “For the
commandment is a lamp and the Torah a light” [Proverbs 6:23]. This
great light, our holy Torah, is also called good, as all sages write and as
the verse clearly states, “For I give you good instruction” [Proverbs 4:2].
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Therefore, through the great and good light which is our Torah and
commandments, we can bring the light which is our soul to the highest
level, which is the highest possible good, the life of the world to come.
Through this we can fulfill his holy will, to attain the great hesed or which
God created us people.

Now that we know what is truly good and beloved, we can easily
and immediately fulfill our ultimate purpose, “Love your fellow as
yourself,” to love our friend as we love [12a] ourselves so much as is
humanly possible. When we fully and properly utilize that which makes
us superior as speaking beings, that is our holy soul. In contrast, when
we people as living and speaking beings, heaven forbid, do not utilize
the image, superior to other living beings, which God in his infinite
mercy and hesed has given us for our good, partly out of laziness or
partly, because of our great sins, because of worldly lusts, or similar
weaknesses, we do not do good for ourselves. Consequently, we can
serve others or our friends even less. It is consequently natural to
comprehend with human understanding that we, like other creatures,
when they do not want or cannot use those things which make them
superior to other creatures, are inferior to the species that are otherwise
lower than us. We, heaven forbid, would be worse than other animals
that are lower than us. This is also clearly shown from the verse in Isaiah,
chapter 1, verse 3. “The ox knows its master or purchaser, the donkey the
manger of its master, Israel however, does not know me, and my people
do not want to think about me” [trans.] Everyone can read the end of
Psalms 49 from [verse] seventeen to the end. The conclusion is “Man
does not understand honor; He is like the beasts that perish” [Psalms
49:29].

R. Eliezer Alzar'* interprets this in his book [12b] Maasei Adonai, in
[the section] the deeds of creation, chapter 10, “When human beings do
not utilize or contemplate their perfection or dignity, they are compared
to an animal. But not to a living animal, since the living animal which has
attained the perfection for which it was created, is much better than him.
Rather, such a person is only compared to an animal that is carved out of
wood or some other material. He is compared to a living animal that is
carved or cast.” [trans.]

This is the highest level of that which is not good for us, but is evil
and, may God protect us, hateful and repugnant. We have to exert
ourselves, with the help of God, to keep these sicknesses and hateful, evil
things away, or remove them from ourselves. Instead, we must keep in
mind and aim with all our thoughts and deeds and always work with all

14This should be R. Eliezer Ashkenazi. Cf., C.B. Friedberg, Bet Eked Sefarim (Tel
Aviv, 1954), Vol. 2, p. 656.
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our powers to reach that which is truly good, with the help of God, and
fulfill, “Love your fellow as yourself.” “What is hateful to you, do not do
to your friend.”?> [trans.] And seek to keep our friends from doing
hateful, evil things and to get rid of these things. Through this [13a] we
fulfill “You shall not hate your kinfolk, reprove your kinsman” [Leviticus
19:17]. Help him [attain], with the help of God, that which is truly good
for him. So, we have found with the help of God, that which is useful,
truly good, and beloved to have ourselves guided by it, and to attain our
ultimate purpose, to fulfill “Love your fellow as yourself,” and “What is
hateful to you, do not do to your friend.”16 [trans.]

Chapter Six

Dear brothers, I would like to continue my writing, but I must put
the pen from my hand. My hands become heavy. My eyes are full of
tears. My heart stands in water. I must call out: Woe to me. Woe to me
that I have sinned. I have been wicked. I have transgressed. I am filthy
from my sins. Because of our many sins, I am completely stained and
unclean from sins. My soul, because of our many sins, is also sick. Should
I write my dear brothers a Libes Briv? Should I fulfill, “Love your fellow
as yourself” and “What is hateful to you, do not do to your friend? “
Should I love my friend as myself when I, because of our many sins, do
not love myself? Should I turn my friend into a sinner like myself, and
thereby increase my sins even more? No. No. This is a physician who
cannot heal himself. I do not, because of our many sins, love myself. My
soul is also sick, because of our many sins. How can I love others or cure
them? Therefore, I decided to put my pen down, to lament and bewail
my sins [13b] and endeavor to first heal and love myself. At this
opportunity, I turned to God, with many sighs and tears, to help me and
to provide a physician who could cure or heal me, with God’s help.

Chapter Seven

Listen, dear brothers and sisters. After I had put down my pen, as
mentioned, I dragged around days and years with my thoughts. How
difficult a job it was to cure or heal myself, to make myself good, or to
mobilize within me that which is truly good for me. How to fulfill “Love
your fellow as yourself” was even more difficult. [trans.] I often thought,
must you fulfill “Love your fellow as yourself,” to love your friend with
your and his soul and do what is good and beloved for both of you,
when you cannot do so for yourself? Fulfill the verse with his and your

15B. Shabbat, 31a.
161bid.
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body, with that which is good and beloved for both you and him. Do you
like good food and drink? Fulfill “Love your fellow as yourself” by
giving your friend food and drink. Do you love honor? Give your friend
honor. Do you love money? Give your friend money. In this manner you
can easily fulfill the commandment “Love your fellow as yourself,” and
educate your friend so that he would behave similarly toward his friend.
[14a] This appears to be very easy. However, when one studies human
nature, it is as difficult to fulfill physically as it is spiritually.

Chapter Eight

I must first briefly describe human nature. Namely, we people
contain within us the four fundamental [elements] like all other species
of creation that are below us or inferior to us. It is known to all scientists
that if one fundamental [element] is dominant in man, such is his nature.
Therefore, one can find clear examples of four types of human nature.

First, there exist people who do not think of money, property, honor,
much less their soul, when they have gobbled their fill of food and drink
and other desires of their heart. Such people are no better than the
category of animals, namely domestic animals, wild animals, or fowl.

Secondly, there are people who think more than domestic or wild
animals. They do not ask for food or drink at all, if they could only
accumulate enough money.

Thirdly, there are people who go further. They ask for little food,
drink, or money, if they could attain enough honor to [satisfy] their
vanity. They spend money and provide food and drink when they can
become a leader of the community (Parnas) [14b] or attain some similar
honor.

Fourth, there are people who do not ask for food, drink, or money,
much less honor. In short, they ask nothing for body or soul. They seek
only revenge, saying that revenge is a tasty morsel.

So, dear brothers, how should one fulfill “Love your fellow as
yourself?” If one takes the first type of people, those who only demand
gluttony and drinking to excess, and the lusts of their heart, they are, as
previously mentioned, no better than other animals, domestic or wild
animals. They have various natures like other domestic or wild animals.
As in the above example of the dog and horse, what one likes does not
appeal to another and is contrary to his nature. He is not served by
money or honor. Should I give him food and drink? If I had a good
chicken, there are those who would say, I cannot eat chicken, it does not
fill my stomach. I need good beef. If I give him beef and chicken in
addition, it is not enough. He must have all types of food and deserts. If I
have sweet, he prefers sour, etc. If I want to give him a glass of wine, he
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does not want it. He must have good beer. In short, everyone will
understand that when I want to love such a person like myself and give
him food and drink as good as I have, they can starve because of their
broad necks and normally pleasure filled lives.

[15a] If we take the second category of people, those who seek
nothing in the world other than money and property. Were I to honor
such people, give them food and drink, they would not accept it. Were
they to accept it, they would be neglecting their business dealings. If they
were to accept it and miss their business deals, they would curse me
afterwards and say that I did not do this out of “Love your fellow as
yourself,” but out of spite that he should miss out on his business deal. If
I were to say that I want to share everything with him that belongs to me
and which pleases me, it would not be nearly enough for him. Rather, he
wants to acquire the whole world. Therefore, it is impossible to fulfill
“Love your fellow as yourself” with such a person.

If we take the third category of people, those who, because of our
many sins, have nothing but a puffed up empty arrogance and demand
nothing but honor. When I give them food, drink and sufficient money,
but if I do the slightest thing to damage their honor, with a little word or
some similar foolishness, they become my enemy, and I have badly
handled “Love your fellow as yourself.”

If we take the fourth category, devotees of victory and vengeance, no
food, no drink, no money, no honor, or anything else in the world helps;
only the unleashing of their angry thoughts and deeds. There are many
other differences in human nature to write about. For example, the
natures of people who live under oppressive governments. Human
nature, like the nature of domestic and wild animals, like the nature of
trees, vegetation, different landscapes and what grows in them, has
many differences. [15b] However, I want to pass over this since it does
not serve my primary purpose. Every person can decide that it is very
difficult to physically serve our friend and to behave according to the
verse, “Love your fellow as yourself.”

With these reflections, I once again put down my pen and thought
that God only demands of us that which we can do. That which we
cannot do, we must leave alone.

Here I cannot neglect to write that since the first time I put down my
pen, I tried very hard to search for a helper in many places who would
not only help cure my soul but also assist me in my goal that I have
thought about reaching for many years. How I can fulfill completely the
great principle, “Love your fellow as yourself” with regard to my dear
brothers. Unfortunately, my efforts to find one living person who could
or would help me reach my goal were in vain. Indeed, thank God, there
are people in many holy communities who could, with God’s help, have
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advised and helped me. However, the distance was too great and it was
too difficult for me to travel around to them. It was also too difficult to
write to them. Also in part, the burdens of business, earning a living and
other hindrances made it impossible. Who knows if any of them would
even answer me?

Chapter Nine

[16a] I contemplated the sad and pitiful condition of our grievous
exile in such circumstances. I had already painfully thought about this
for many years. However, now that I could not literally find a single
living doctor in this exile to cure my soul and even more so to
contemplate the grand causes, I decided to leave the living human
doctors and helpers alone in my deliberations. I turned again to my holy
books as my deceased human doctors and helpers. In this way, [I hoped]
to make it possible for me to fulfill the verse “Love your fellow as
yourself,” as I dearly desired, but could not. At the very least, I would
see what was possible for me, with God'’s help, to repair my soul and to
guide my sons and daughters on the just path.

As soon as I turned to my deceased physicians with my painful
considerations about the length of our exile, God brought into my
thoughts the very first physician for my soul. This is Rabbenu Bahya, who
in the very beginning of the introduction to his holy book Hovot ha-
Levavot writes, in the name of a sage, “He who wishes to be truly
cautious, should not anticipate too much.” [trans.] [R. Bahya] continues,
“I said to myself, If everyone who intended to do something good, to
demonstrate the right way or to proclaim justice, [16b] kept silent until
he felt himself perfectly qualified, there would have been no word
uttered since the days of the prophets whom God purified for the sake of
his mission and then crowned with success.”!” Translation, when
someone wants to be concerned with accomplishing good things and to
show the correct path, if he would wish to remain silent until he was able
to fully accomplish his desires, then after our prophets nobody would be
able to begin to speak or to do anything. For God, has chosen the
prophets and strengthened and helped them for this [task].

[R. Bahya] writes further, if someone wished to have all the good
attributes and could not attain them, and would leave behind those he
could indeed partially attain, then all people of this type would be
completely devoid of all good attributes and good deeds. In brief, he
continues more fully that this is, because of our many sins, the incitement

17The Book of Direction to the Duties of the Heart ed. M. Mansoor (London, 1973), p.
101 (English trans. of Hovot ha-Levavot).
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of the evil inclination, who seeks to restrain the person by force from
doing even a little bit of good.

This holy book is readily available in Hebrew and Yiddish!® and
everyone can read it. The condition of our grievous exile never left my
thoughts though I have studied this holy book for more than twenty
years, thank God, and had memorized this introduction. In contrast, I
sadly found very many of our brothers and sisters preoccupied with
clothes and other possessions in their puffed up arrogance and did not
want to remind themselves of the condition of our grievous exile. I
finally had cause [17a] to finish this Libes Briv for my dear brothers and
sisters in our exile and to remind them of our condition so that they
might also take to heart the sad condition of our lengthy exile. However,
nothing held me back except that I wanted to fulfill the verse “Love your
fellow as yourself” properly. I have found myself, however, that it is,
because of our many sins, a subtle, clever incitement and hindrance by
the evil inclination, as is fully explained in the holy book, Hovot ha-
Levavot.

Once again I took the pen in my hand, thank God, and hope to
demonstrate through this reminiscence a great love for my dear brothers
and sisters which is very healthy for their bodies and souls. I hope and
plead to God in his great mercy and lovingkindness that he account it to
me as if I had completely fulfilled the commandment to “Love your
fellow as yourself” and it should be a repair [tigqun] for my soul and God
will resolve everything for the good.

Chapter Ten

If someone would wish to reproach me and say, who is this writer?
He must certainly be some pauper or scoundrel, who must suffer much
exile because of his shabby situation. No my dear brothers, whoever
thinks this is mistaken. Thank God, whose lovingkindness has never left
me. If every hair on my head [17b] and beard were one hundred
thousand tongues, I would not be able to sufficiently praise and thank
God for all the lovingkindness He has done for me. Especially, not only
do I have an honorable income, but also, thank God, for the honor I have
from all of my nobles and important people. Everyone who knows me
and my circumstances would have to admit that less than twenty
thousand Jews in this exile are as honored or favored by nobles and
influential people as I am. Although we all pray in all our synagogues for

18A Hebrew-Yiddish edition was published in Amsterdam, 1716 with Yiddish
translation by R. Samuel of Posen. A Yiddish only edition was published in
Wilhelmsdorf, 1726. There were many Hebrew editions. Cf., Friedberg, Bet Eked,
Vol. 2, p. 353.
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our land’s rulers and their advisers, as our sages say, “Pray for the
welfare of the rulers,”?® I composed a special prayer for his majesty our
king, his advisers and all the nobles.

Were I to write about my inner heartache, especially about our faith,
a hundred folios would be insufficient. Though all nobles and [gentile]
scholars know and admit that we believe in the one true and eternal God
and that our holy Torah, the Torah of our teacher Moses is true, yet we
must suffer many attacks. My constant sigh is to live to see the verse
from Zechariah 14:9, “And the Lord shall be king over all the earth; In
that day shall be one Lord with one name.” I hope that nobody will
disagree with me and everyone, even if they are the richest person, the
greatest magnate, the most influential, will find his share in this grievous
exile.

[18a] Indeed, although the Olelat Ephraim writes in his introduction,
that there are four groups that do not think about the exile. With God'’s
help, this story will be told later.?’ They will nonetheless find their share
in this grievous exile. As soon as they even walk in the street or travel on
the roads, they will have to bear it when the smallest or most
insignificant youth will throw stones or dirt at them and scream the most
insulting curse words at them.

Here one can well ask or reproach me, is this called “Love your
fellow as yourself,” or “That which is hateful to you, do not do to your
friend?” Is this love? Is this what is hateful to you, do not do to your
friend? You yourself admit the indescribable anguish you have about the
length of our exile. So you remind your dear brothers and sisters, some
of whom, perhaps do not even think of it and live happily and contented,
so that their joy is marred and they should live in indescribable anguish.
Dear brothers and sisters, my reminiscence and reflection on our
grievous exile is not for the purpose of leaving you in such anguish,
heaven forbid. Rather, it is to examine the cause of our long lasting exile,
and with the help of God, correct the causes and to clear the evil out of
the way so that we might live to see the above prophecy of Zechariah
chapter 14 and the other prophecies which are clearly found in our
prophets.

Chapter Eleven

[18b] My opinion of the cause of our long exile, is, as befits a
common man, not brought from far away, but from the prayerbook in
which Pirke Avot is printed and which every ordinary man and woman,
boy and girl, even small children who can pray, recite at least three times

19M. Avot, 3:2.
20He does not discuss this later.
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every summer. Right at the beginning, in the first chapter, in the second
mishnah it says, “Simeon the Righteous was of the remnant of the Great
Assembly. He used to say, the world stands on three things, on Torah, on
Avodah and Gemilut Hasadim.” This is translated, Simeon the Righteous,
who was one of the remnant of the Great Assembly, said, the world
stands on three sorts of things, on the Torah, on worship, namely
worship of God, through sacrifices or our prayer, as I will explain further
more fully, and on acts of lovingkindness.

So dear brothers if these are the main three pillars on which the
world stands and we examine how these three things are observed by us,
then there is no reason to wonder about our long exile. Rather, we have
much more to wonder about the great grace and compassion of God, that
he still allows the world to exist and allows us to continue in it. We must
praise and thank Him continually, day and night. [19a] If someone were
to say, only one man, Simeon the Righteous, said this. Who was he? Does
not the name Simeon the Righteous itself show that he already had the
title “Righteous” in those times, but what’s more, he was of the remnant
of the Men of the Great Assembly. And who were the Men of the Great
Assembly? Because of our many sins, not everyone knows. Whoever
wishes to know this, need only read what the erudite scholar Rabbi
Abrabanel writes in the first introduction, in his book Nahlat Avot. The
prophets Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, Ezra the Priest [and] scribe, who
are well known to us, were among the Men of the Great Assembly,
which consisted of one hundred and twenty members, among whom
was Simeon the Righteous. Our holy sages in the Talmud, B. Yomah, 39a,
tell that this Simeon the Righteous was high priest for forty years and
many miracles occurred during his tenure as high priest. Everyone can
see what kind of person he was.

The above mentioned erudite scholar Abrabanel writes even more in
his book Nahlat Avot, in the above mentioned mishnah two, chapter one.
Namely, how Alexander of Macedon wanted to wage war against Darius
King of Persia. He traveled to Jerusalem and the Jews were very
frightened. Simeon the Righteous went out to meet him, as high priest in
his eight garments,?! along with other elders of Jerusalem. As soon as
Alexander of Macedon saw Simeon the Righteous, he alighted from his
wagon and bowed deeply to Simeon the Righteous. All the kings and
officers were amazed. [19b] However, Alexander of Macedon said to
them, do not be amazed. I see the image of this man every time I am
victorious in my wars and vanquish my enemies. I saw him in a dream
last night and he commanded me to do thusly. Alexander of Macedon
went to Jerusalem with him, and left Jerusalem and the Jews in peace. As

21The garments worn by the high priest only the most solemn occasions.
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one sees further in this book, Alexander of Macedon’s teacher, the
famous scholar and philosopher, Aristotle, was with him and he
discussed much with Simeon the Righteous about all the disciplines, both
natural science and theology. Aristotle could not get over his wonder at
Simeon the Righteous” wisdom. Aristotle cites many things in his
writings that were explained to him by Simeon the Righteous.?

Dear brothers, I have troubled you at great length specifically about
this Simeon the Righteous and especially about our holy Men of the
Great Assembly who did much good for us and in particular established
our whole order of prayer which still lives more than two thousand years
later in all communities of Israel. We are as obligated to believe and to
practice what one of these sages said, as our oral Torah as well as our
written Torah. There is no doubt that the world stands on these three
things, as the above mentioned Simeon the Righteous said, namely
Torah, divine service, and acts of lovingkindness. [20a] Whoever wants
to be an proper Jew is obligated to be concerned that these three main
pillars are conserved or maintained in good condition. In the contrary
case, as mentioned, one should not wonder, because of our many sins, at
the length of our exile.

Chapter Twelve — The Pillar of Torah

Many scholars write with regard to the first pillar, namely our holy
Torah, that the world stands on this pillar alone. I, a poor sinner, an
empty and ignorant person can unfortunately judge very little, only that
little which I have found in our holy books, and what I have actually
experienced, seen with my own eyes and heard with my own ears and,
because of our many sins, must still experience daily and see and hear.
My dear brothers, that is, those like me who are only ordinary people,
my goal, is to fulfill out of love, the verse, “Love your fellow as yourself.”
“Your fellow” is translated, your comrade or friend, your equal. In order
to fulfill [the commandment], and to contribute my meager and inferior
opinion, I must first ask the pardon of all sages, rabbis, and learned men,
those who are worthy to carry such titles and who study Torah for the
sake of heaven, that what I am writing here is for my equals, my dear
brothers, and is being written out of love. They should not assail me or,
heaven forbid, become angry that I take God as witness that I am not
writing this to make a spade out of it [Torah],? or to make money from
it, because, thank God, I do not need it. Thank God whose grace has
never left me, I am also not writing this to make a crown out of it,?4 or to

22Cf., Encyclopedia Judaica, 3:448f. for the sources of this legend.
23M. Avot, 4:5.
21bid.
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make a reputation. I know myself and in my life have never [20b]
portrayed myself as a scholar. I am only writing what is true, and as
mentioned, what I have seen and heard. God loves the truth. His seal is
truth. I hope to God that all the true sages, rabbis, and scholars of the
Torah, who study the Torah of truth for the sake of heaven, will agree
with me. My opinion is also strengthened by what I found in many old
holy books by many sages and rabbis whose souls are bound up in the
bonds of eternal life. I hope that their merit will support me and that
through my writings I will remind several of my friends to repair their
souls and my soul will also be repaired. For others, who might dispute it,
thank God, nothing is intended.

Chapter Thirteen

Therefore dear brothers, we common people must first know what
the word Torah means in order to examine how the great pillar of Torah
is conserved. Torah is translated as teaching or law. The root of the word
Torah is yarah. This is translated as instruction or teaching. We find both
our positive and negative commandments in this holy Torah. Positive
commandments means those things that we should do. The negative
commandments are those things that are forbidden to us. These
commandments are called light (ner) and our Torah is called light (or).
This indeed means ordinary light, but it is also used specifically for a
great light as is explained at length above in chapter five. This can also be
seen in the beginning of the Shnei Luhot ha-Berit. [21a] Or is a great light, a
torch. We also find in other verses or ha-boker, the morning light which is
a great brightness and light. Our Torah, laws and teachings are our light
through which we can find the true path and attain the true light of life
in the world to come. Our holy Torah is truly a great and fundamental
pillar.

We must honestly consider how we are required to treat this main
pillar, namely our holy Torah, and how it is treated in reality, in this
grievous exile. As far as I know, it is treated in very negative ways.
Indeed, Rabbenu Bahya the Dayyan lists ten positive attributes in his holy
book Hovot ha-Levavot, Shaar Avodat Hashem.?> This book is printed in
Yiddish for our common use and great benefit. Therefore, every ordinary
person, that is my equals, can read this book. However, I only want to
write about what I have actually seen, heard, and experienced in our
times.

First, concerning common people, especially those in the
countryside. The ordinary person who unfortunately does not have the

25Mansoor ed., p- 108; Zifroni ed., p. 215f.
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ability to maintain a teacher must thank God when his children get so far
as to be able to pray, read and write. It is easy to imagine how much they
know about God, our holy Torah or much less about our faith. Yet, I have
found many such common people who know that there is one God. They
would [21b] gladly allow themselves to be martyred, for the
sanctification of God’s name. They would not knowingly commit a sin.
Their income could turn very bad and yet they would not demand
anything from other people. They have no envy, no arrogance and no
disputes. They behave in such a way that one can truly say as King
David says in, “Happy are those whose way is blameless” [Psalm 119],
verse 3, “They have done no wrong but followed His ways, to
understand God and His ways.” [trans.] However, the majority, because
of our many sins, do not know much more than cattle. Who is
responsible? The common man has no greater ability to have his children
taught more. Our communal and national leaders do not see this, much
less think about establishing a fund for the teaching of Torah to help
common people. I have often personally experienced, that a very wealthy
person who has no children, or whose children are grown would let the
common man drop dead rather than help him pay for a teacher. Such
people ‘fulfill’ “Love your fellow as yourself” in the following way. Since
they are useless, they want their friend and his children to be as useless
as themselves. Often, when a common man complains to the head of his
community, the leader says, of what concern is your pauper trade to me,
I have to worry about the whole land.

It says in Pirke Avot, chapter two [mishnah 2], “Whoever occupies
himself with communal affairs should do so for the sake of heaven.”
[trans.] [21Aa] These communal leaders do not think enough about this.
However, when presentations are made or there is a special occasion,
these communal leaders know no limits to their puffery and in draining
the blood of country people with their authority. They will even skin
people alive. Woe to such communal leaders. Here no one will be
offended, when I write that the rabbis are also partially responsible.
Namely, those rabbis who only think about receiving their rabbinical
salaries, what they receive for performing weddings, and for giving out
many titles of hover. In contrast, they very carefully watch over the
slaughtering and examining of animals. The slaughterers must diligently
come before them for examination, so that they will receive their fees.
However, they have no desire to examine those slaughterers and teachers
who want to slaughter young children, or to say that a fund for the study
of Torah [be established] or that officials be appointed to supervise how
children are brought up and taught Torah and how they should serve
God. These rabbis do not think about these things. I do not want to spend
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much time with such rabbis in this world, much less in the world to
come.

Secondly, I have found both in small and larger villages, and also in
some cities, not only common people, but also wealthy people, who go
further. They have their children taught how to pray, reading and
writing, humash and the reading of the haftorah, so that they can review
the weekly torah reading and recite the haftorah in the synagogue. I do
not want to linger over this group, only to recommend that they read the
above mentioned chapter in Hovot ha-Levavot, where they will find their
title, [21Ab] “with the understanding of a donkey carrying a load of
books.”?6 [trans.] Who is responsible for what I found, heaven forbid,
among some of these people and that conditions are not better? I can
only relate this to what I said about the first group.

Third. I found a type in all places and among many people, who go
even further. They say, the child won’t become a scholar. Let him study
Ein Ya’akov. He studies Ein Ya’akov and can repeat in Yiddish what his
teacher has taught him. I can judge very little about what type of book
this holy work is. Undoubtedly, many important things are found in it,
as one finds if one reads the author’s introduction. Every proper scholar
will know Midrash Tehillim, chapter 104, which is mentioned in many
books, especially in the Adekat Yizhak, gate 2. “Rabbi Simeon ben
Yehozadak asked R. Samuel ben R. Nehemiah, since I have heard that
you are a master of aggadah, how did God create the light.” Here it is
clearly seen that great secrets of the Torah are found in the aggadah. The
holy book Ein Ya’akov is composed entirely of aggadot. One also finds
much in the commentaries that now are printed with it. However, one
finds much more in other holy books, in the above mentioned Akedat
Yizhak, in the holy book Neveh Shalom, in Sefer Reshit Da’at, and in the
books of Rabbenu Moses Almosnino. There is also much in the books of
the famous gaon Rabbi Ephraim, the author of Sefer Olelat Ephraim and in
his other books, Ir Gibborim and Siftei Da’at [22a] which are currently
readily available. In addition, Kaftor va-Ferah, which is entirely a
commentary on aggadot, Nefuzot Yehuda and other similar books [are
available]. One finds commentaries on the aggadot in these books, but not
the terrible things which the schoolteachers, who do not know better,
because of our many sins, teach to children and translate. I hope people
will not be offended if, with a thousand pardons, I ask you as an
ordinary man, out of love for my dear brothers, if one fulfills one’s
obligation to God if one admits that a child who cannot learn more than
Ein Ya’'akov and furthermore, from a teacher who, himself, does not know

26The source of this statement is Hovot ha-Levavot, Sha’ar Avodat Elohim, chap. 4.
Cf., A. Hyman, Ozar Divrei Hakhamim u-Pitgameyhem (Tel Aviv, 1972), p. 268.
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more than the translation of the words according to their ordinary
meaning, as his teacher taught him, and who considers all the stories in
the whole Ein Ya’akov to be literally true, should be taught Ein Ya’akov.

I only ask this question, “The heart alone knows its bitterness”
[Proverbs 14:10]. He who examines hearts knows my thoughts, because I
was stirred to consider our condition in this lengthy exile. Because of our
many sins, literally every day I had to hear, from important nobles and
gentile scholars, how they mocked, derided and scorned our faith and
our holy Torah. They flung in my teeth what we Jews have in our
Talmud and what we Jews believe. When I refuted them according to my
minimal abilities, they swore that these things were told to them by Jews,
themselves. [22b] They sometimes even named the Jews. I had to hear
such things, with pain and anguish, a thousand times, because of our
many sins. I ask the great rabbis of the land and other scholars to
consider if such a curriculum of study is correct. I ask them again, with a
thousand pardons, not to take offense. God is my witness that I write this
for the sake of heaven and out of love for my brothers. They should ask
great scholars about the curriculum of studies for their children.
Communal and district leaders should take steps to insure that our holy
Torah and the teachings of our sages, and especially aggadot, which
contain secrets of the Torah should not be, heaven forbid, mocked,
scorned and derided.

Fourth. I have found people, both in cities and villages, who, for the
sake of heaven, want their children to become scholars. They spend great
sums for tuition and bring expensive teachers into their homes. The child
very quickly acquires the alphabet, the prayers, and begins the study of
the humash. Before he can even pray, the teacher says, the child is
assimilating the humash very quickly. He can study very well and it is a
sin to waste the time on humash. He will certainly become a scholar. He
can study Bible by himself when he is an adult. He begins to study
Mishnah with the child. When the child has learned several mishnayot, the
teacher again says, as do other scholars, because of our many sins, it is a
waste to spend the child’s time on Mishnah. He is very intelligent. One
must begin studying Talmud with him. [23a] The child begins the study
of Talmud and does very well. In short, he studies halakhah and Tosafot,
begins to read Torah, and possesses the highest quality, namely
arrogance. Everyone says that the child is becoming a great scholar. The
child becomes bar mitzvah, preaches very well and continues his studies
for several more years.

Everyone says that the youth learns so well that he has the potential
to be a scholar and his father should send him to a yeshiva. This happens
and the father spends large sums of money. The youth spends several
years at yeshivas diligently studying halakhah, Tosafot, and his teacher’s
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casuistry. Eventually, he imagines that he has no further need of the
yeshiva. He can study the rest at home. In short, the youth acquires a
great reputation and matches are proposed for him. His father writes that
he should come home. He arrives home with the title of hover. If he is
from a village, he gets up in the synagogue and preaches a sermon with
elegant explanations that he has composed. If he is from a city, he gives a
casuistic lecture. He acquires great honor in it.

The youth gets married. It sometimes happens in cities that such a
young man is invited to preach in the synagogue after his wedding, since
he has studied in a yeshiva. He stands with haughtiness and arrogance,
with apologies to the holy ark with its Torah scrolls, and preaches
falsehoods. First, the interpretations he presents are, because of our many
sins, swindle and falsehood. Secondly, he says it in his own name. [23b]
He never learned it in his life. The worst aspect of the sermon is that,
because of our many sins, hundreds of children, even those in their
mother’s womb, are cursed by the fact that pregnant and suckling
women wish upon themselves that the child in their womb or at their
breast should, God willing, become like him. God have mercy. It also
occurs quite often that such a scholar, if not right under the wedding
canopy, then immediately after such a sermon, receives rabbinic
ordination. Thus, the scholar is completed.

God have mercy. According to public opinion, the pillar of Torah on
which the world is supported, rests solidly on such types. When all this
is past, the parents and in-laws begin to say, thank God, our child is a
scholar, but “Excellent is the study of Torah together with worldly
occupation.”?” One must acquaint him with business. So the scholar
becomes a businessman. He is a businessman just like he is a scholar. He
only knows swindling and conniving. The swindle of business drives the
other swindle out of his mind and this scholar does not know a single
verse in the whole Torah, much less Mishnah, or the Shulhan Arukh, in
order that he should know how to live like an proper Jew. He never even
dreamed about ethical works. These types, even if, because of our many
sins, they are successful in business, they are the worst and most corrupt
people in this world and in the next. If they are unsuccessful in business,
there is nothing left for such a scholar but to flee.

[24a] Dear brothers, I have spent much time on these scholars and
their curriculum of study. I had to add this, because I have often thought
about the sad and painful condition of our exile. I have experienced how,
because of our many sins, the prosperity of business diminishes and with
how much difficulty and bitterness we must search for our living at
present. The majority of business, because of our many sins, consists of

27M. Avot, 2:2.
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swindle. I finally concluded after I had read many old books written after
the talmudic period, from almost a thousand years ago, the books of
Saadiah Gaon, the holy book Hovot ha-Levavot and the holy books of
Rabbenu Moses Maimonides, until approximately sixty or seventy years
ago, that these great sages only taught the plain truth. They only wrote
books of literal truth and ethics to repair their souls and the souls of
those who read their books. At that time, prosperity and business were
easy and simple and the abundance of wealth was maintained. Today,
however, because of our many sins, our holy Torah is unfortunately
turned into a swindle by many evil scholars. The truth is hard to find.
Similarly, God have mercy, our income and livelihood are difficult and
business is swindle and wealth is very unstable.

In contrast, among the Sephardim, the study curriculum is as God
desires, as the great sage Rabbi Sheftel writes in his book, Vave ha-
Amudim, chapter 5. Therefore, I believe that because of this the
abundance of wealth and business have permanence among the
Sephardim. 1 believe that [24b] many of my dear brothers will agree with
me since I am writing the truth. I do not want to write the truth about
who is responsible for this. Rather, let everyone decide and arrive at the
truth for themselves.

Fifth. There is another type of scholar, who is raised like the fourth
group. Their curriculum of study is identical to the previous group, until
the time of their marriage. After the wedding, however, they are far
better than the previous group. They do not intend, heaven forbid, to
take a wife, give her a ketubah and a divorce to the holy Torah.?8 Rather,
he knows very well that he must set aside time for the study of Torah. He
also goes to older and greater scholars to seek their advice on what he
should study, for the sake of heaven. He is advised to study a page of
Talmud every day. In cities, people go so far as to establish societies for
the study of Talmud. They are called Shas society or Shas fund. There is
an established time every day when they study a page of Talmud
together. There is no doubt that the talmudic sages explained our oral
Torah sincerely and truthfully. The whole Torah is not contained only in
our dear Talmud. Rather, it is a great pharmacy where all remedies may
be found and all the wisdom to cure our body and soul. However,
everyone must know the remedies that are healthy for him, according to
his nature. He must take from the pharmacy that which is healthy for
him. If there are two sick people, one with stomach problems and the
[25a] other with a headache because of a head cold. If the one with the
stomach problems obtains spirits and ointments for head colds from the

28This expression is found in an earlier work, Igrot Shelomim. Cf., Assaf, Mekorot,
Vol. 4,p.115n. 3.
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pharmacy and applies them to his head or washes his head with them or
inhales them, his stomach will not get any better. When the one who has
a headache because of a head cold, takes the stomach drops, his head
cold will not disappear.

Dear brothers, I repeat again that I am only writing the truth which I
have unfortunately seen with my own eyes and heard with my own ears.
It is certainly true that the rabbis of the land who, God with his holy will,
caused to be rabbis, must be proficient not only in the four Turim but also
in the Talmud so that they can explain the basis of every law and not,
heaven forbid, to be mistaken in law or instruction, or err in a matter of
halakhah. Similarly, heads of yeshivas and other teachers, who have
students, or judges who are elected by the will of God, must certainly
have this education, as do young men and other young scholars who
aspire to these positions, for the sake of heaven. It is obvious and healthy
since we need to have rabbis, judges and especially scholars of Torah
who raise up students for the sake of heaven.

But I am writing to my dear brothers, my equals, who are
businessmen and who have no intention or ability to become rabbis or
even less to teach students, to tell them what are they obligated to study,
[25b] for the sake of heaven, so that they can repair their soul. I spoke to
these scholars who are members of Talmud study societies. I also stayed
with them for several weeks in several communities. I swear, I heard
several of them recite the grace after meals and others the daily prayers.
They could not read Hebrew, but mangled the words. I saw and heard

- such scholars at night when they were very tired stay up, for the sake of
heaven, until midnight studying their page of Talmud, and the next
night spent three to four hours at the class. I thought about why they
spent so much time in casuistic argument so that they almost came to
blows with each other. I found, because of our many sins, that no pure,
no impure, no kosher, no treif, no guilty, no innocent, no ritually suitable
or unsuitable, no forbidden, no permitted, no law, much less ethics or
strengthening of faith, or answering of heretics resulted from their
casuistry. Because of our many sins, it was not worth that a scholar
should spend a minute of his time, for the sake of heaven engaged in
this.

At this opportunity, I discussed with several of those who were my
good friends and asked them to tell me what kind of repair for their soul
comes out of their studies. I examined which tractates they spent their
time with and studied in the past three or four years. What laws did they
learn from this, through which they could fulfill the commandments of
our holy Torah? What kind of ethics [26a] for their soul? Could they in
their relations with nobles and gentile scholars defend their faith and
sanctify the name of God? Were they able to demonstrate the unitary
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truth that we believe in one true God? They were silent and had no
answer to give me.

I had the book Havvat Yair brought to them and showed them what
the author writes in responsa 123 and 124, pages 115b-118. I asked them
if they would not do better if they studied the tractates relating to Tur
Oreh Hayyim and study in conjunction with it Shulhan Arukh, Oreh
Hayyim. I told them that they could not do better than to study grammar
as much as possible. Thereby, they would be able to read Hebrew
properly and pray to God. I asked them further if they did not think that
it was very necessary that they read ethical books, in order to improve
their deeds, adding a recommendation for the holy book Hovot ha-
Levavot. Immediately, I read the introduction and showed them several
useful things in it. I also showed them that the famous sage R. Isaac Luria
ordered his students to study the Hovot ha-Levavot daily. The famous sage
Rabbi Isaiah writes similarly about the Hovot ha-Levavot in his book Shnei
Luhot ha-Berit, at the beginning of the section, Bet Aaron. In addition, the
end of the section Asarah Hillulim is an extract from the book Hovot ha-
Levavot. Also, even Rabbenu Moses Maimonides ordered his son to read
the book Hovot ha-Levavot daily. In short, I convinced several, with the
help of God, to change their curriculum of study, [26b] in the manner
suggested by the very learned author of the Havvat Yair. They promised
with a handshake to study the book Hovot ha-Levavot diligently. They
kept their promise and thanked me ever after for this.

I cannot corrupt my pen and paper with some of the haughty and
arrogant answers that I received, but only report what several answered
me, for the sake of heaven, from the Talmud. “God has only the four ells
of halakhah in this world.”? In addition, “Whoever studies halakhot every
day is assured that he has a share in the world to come.”? I asked several
people to tell me what is the translation of the word, halakhah. However,
they did not know the correct answer. I finally showed them the
explanation of this talmudic passage in the book Neveh Shalom treatise
seven, chapters one and two. Thereby, I convinced them that they did not
understand this talmudic passage or aggadah better than any other.

I also found common people who quoted the passage, “Everyone
who reads Pereq Shirah every day is guaranteed a place in the world to
come.”3! They believed that if they only recite Pereq Shirah every day,
they have the world to come, and can continue doing all manner of evil.

29B. Shabbat, 98b.

30B. Niddah, 73a.

31This statement is found in Sefer Ikkarim, Book 3, chap. 1. I. Husik in his edition,
Vol. 3, p. 9 n 1, cites S. Baer, Siddur Avodat Israel (Roedelheim, 1868), p. 574 n, that
there is no such statement in Talmud or Midrash. He cites this passage in Sefer
Ikkarim as the earliest reference to this statement.
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No, my dear brothers, Rabbi [Judah the Prince] and R. Eliezer did not
understand it this way. Praise God, I gave a correct interpretation of this
verse which is too lengthy to write here. It is also not my purpose.
Whoever wants to know an explanation of this, can read the Sefer Ikkarim,
Book three, chapter one. Thank God, my explanation agreed with this
book for the most part.

The reason I have written so much about this type of scholar is that
[27a] because of our many sins, the scholars who rely on this above
quoted talmudic passage and believe that if they study one or more
pages of Talmud everyday, and are certain of their share in the world to
come are very numerous. They not only do all sorts of evil things, but
also, because of our many sins, they cause the name of God to be
desecrated among common people who say that scholars are among the
most contemptible people, doing the worst deeds. I heard this with my
own ears. They believe, because of our many sins, that all scholars are so.
They do not respect scholars and are reluctant to hire them or to allow
their children to study. I ask my dear brothers to recognize whether this
does not cause us to bemoan our situation, that such scholars should
support the Torah, the main pillar on which the world exists. Woe to us
for we have sinned. How is our holy Torah diminished and scorned!
How is the holy name of God desecrated! How is our faith put to shame
and ridicule! What merit will support us, to redeem us from our painful
exile?

What is most sorrowful, is that, because of our many sins, I found
worthy people, who know and understand much better than I could tell
you, how our holy Torah should be studied, but they tearfully lamented
that because they are poor they must give lectures and have students.
They would be considered ignoramuses and would lose their income if
they did not participate in the swindle. Does not one have reason [27b] to
cry loudly, oh woe? I may not write who is at fault here, but will allow
every worthy and just person and those who study Torah for the sake of
heaven to decide.

Sixth. I found a group of scholars who go even further and study the
tractates of Talmud related to the Shulhan Arukh. But which sections,
those related to Hoshen Mishpat. They reflect on the Talmudic passage,
“He who wishes to become wise should occupy himself with the laws of
monetary matters.”3? Many such people are to be found, because of our
many sins. However, they do not understand what our sages meant
when they said, “he who wishes to become wise should occupy himself
with the laws of monetary matters.” Rather, they employ their wisdom
and learning in order to give people advice in lawsuits and to acquire a

32B.Baba Bathra, 175b.
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reputation as great scholars. In addition, people should employ them as
advocates. I do not want to spend much time on this group, since the
great scholar, the author of the Havvat Yair, wrote enough about this
group in the above mentioned chapters.® I only wish to write about what
I experienced and what I heard with my own ears.

Once, in a certain place, a wealthy man had a great dispute with
several friends with whom he was in partnership. The dispute was over a
substantial sum, several thousands. Just as this wealthy man was
intending to have them arrested by the authorities, I visited this place
and stayed with this wealthy man. The other people were overjoyed
since they knew me. They were wealthy and honest people. They
complained to me about the shameful things that the wealthy man
wanted to do to them. The wealthy man also complained to me about the
great sum of money owed him. In short, with the help of God, [28a] in
several hours I was able to propose a compromise. At this opportunity,
the partners, who had major disputes among themselves dissolved their
partnership. As mentioned, I was present, thank God, and I drew up a
new partnership agreement for three years. I did not, heaven forbid, take
a penny for this since it is not my livelihood.

Later, the partners had a major lawsuit against each other and
invited three arbitrators. The matter reached such a condition that the
just partner called upon me [to testify] about what happened between
them. I received a friendly letter asking me to testify. I did not, heaven
forbid, want to transgress, “If he will not give information, etc.”
[Leviticus 5:1], so I traveled to the place where the court was meeting and
gave my testimony. One of the litigants, who had done an evil thing,
brought an advocate, who, because of our many sins, had the title of
judge in his community. This advocate so twisted the matter that even
the court had great anguish. However, it seems that the representative
sat over the Sefer Meirat Eynayim so diligently that one of the litigants
opened the Sefer Meirat Eynayim and said, this is the thing from which
these rogue scholars take all of their dirty tricks. “My soul was saddened
to hear such things.”3 I could not eat anything that day, out of anguish.
It goes so far, because of our many sins, that because of such scholars it is
a popular proverb among ordinary people that our holy Torah would be
quite good but the rascals and thieves took it over [28b] and twist it any
way they want. “Woe to the ears that hear such things,”3% how our holy

33Responsa 123 and 124.

34The refrain of the piyyut “Ashrei Ayin Ra’atah Kol Eleh” found in the Avodah
service of Yom Kippur. Cf., D. Goldschmidt, Mahzor le-Yom Kippur (Jerusalem,
1970), p. 486.

35pesikta Rabbati, chap. “Judah”.
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torah and true scholars are shamed and mocked. I know quite well who
is responsible.

Seventh. There is a group who spent their time like the above
mentioned fourth and fifth groups. They have other tricks. They examine
the decisors (posekim) and memorize sections of all four parts of the Tur.
Then, they deceive the public that they know all four parts of the Tur by
heart. In the event that they cannot become rabbis because they have no
money, they become spiritual advisors and teachers, or teachers of evil,3
for wealthy people. They decide what is forbidden and permitted,
heaven forbid, even laws of menstrual purity. May God have mercy.
Concerning this, I know too many examples to write about them. I have
many reservations about it. Those who are responsible for this have to
answer for it.

The eighth group go even further. They study diligently and write
what they think are novellae on the Torah, part halakhic novellae and
part commentary, and finally publish a book. They travel around with it
or send it out to be sold. I do not want to disparage the good that is
found in such books. However, I wish to write that I saw in the library of
the great and famous sage Rabbi David Oppenheim, the Rabbi of Prague,
a printed book, [29a] the name of which I forgot, because of our many
sins, in which it says that eighty years ago, several great scholars of the
land proposed a ban of excommunication that no new book should be
printed, whether commentary on the Torah or halakhic work.3” We have
enough, thank God, with our Talmud, Tosafot, Rabbi Asher, Alfasi,
Maimonides, and many other commentators. In addition, there are the
Turim and the later authorities (akhronim). I do not know who has any
use for these new commentaries on the Torah or halakhic commentaries.
The proper scholar derives little benefit from them and they are of no use
to the common man. It is just like a wealthy man who is indulgent and
generous and demonstrates his generosity only to other wealthy people,
while letting poor people starve. God help us. Such scholars may be
partly excused because, sadly, they do this for their benefit and need. On
the other hand, there have been books printed lately that not only contain
lies and falsehoods, but also contain, because of our many sins, vile
insults and abuses. I would gladly name these books if I did not respect
the great rabbis who gave their approbation to such books. I very much
wonder how such sages could allow themselves to be deceived. How

36This is a pun on moreh hora’ah which is a rabbinic title and moreh ha-ra’ah,
teachers of evil.

37This is probably a reference to the ban on the publication of new books which
was issued by the Council of the Four Lands in 1685. Cf., I. Halperin, “Haskamot
mi-Vaad Arba Arazot be-Polin” Kiryat Sefer 11 (1934), p. 108f.
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could they allow themselves to be shown a few pages by the author and
believe that the whole book is good? The authors are then very expansive
with the approbation and, because of our many sins, the public is
deceived. In the meantime, I recommend that every scholar read what
the famous sage rabbi Ephraim[29b] writes in the introduction to his
book Olelot Ephraim, concerning the verse, “The making of many books is
without limit” [Ecclesiastes 12:12]. This in itself delays the redemption.
There is no end to our exile, because of our many sins. With the help of
God, I will express my opinion further on, below.

The ninth group are scholars who spend their time in the yeshiva like
the fifth and sixth group. However, as soon as they get married, they buy
themselves a rabbinical position, with their parent’s money or with their
own. They do not even have a trace of a beard, which is an impediment,
because of our many sins, as is clearly stated in the Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh
Deah, chapter 242, paragraph 13. The tragic examples are unfortunately
so well known both in the lands of Poland and Germany, that my pen
cannot write about it. It would be better to write lamentations about this.
One of the most painful aspects is that these young rabbis, with their
arrogance and haughtiness, deceive not only their compatriots who were
blinded by their money and made them rabbis, but also good ordinary
people. They know how to deceive rich people and even parnasim and
leaders of communities and lands with their composed sermons and
learned discourses. As a result, whoever is an eminent scholar, an
upright and just person and studies the Torah for the sake of heaven, or a
senior scholar who understands this misfortune cannot speak out. The
rabbi arrogantly says that this is an old fashioned scholar, or makes him
out to be an ignoramus. The prophet Isaiah has already cried woe over
this, [30a] when he said in chapter 5, verse 20, “Woe to those who call
evil good and good evil.” [trans.]

Here I cannot restrain myself from writing a commentary on a
talmudic passage, that appears difficult to most people. I ask that it not
be held against me or interpreted as arrogance. It is an old proverb that
one may insert a bon mot into the shemoneh esreh. The Talmud says in
Sukkah 29a, “On account of four things are the luminaries in eclipse.”
Rashi3®® explains: The moon and stars. On account of those who
perpetrate forgeries; On account of those who give false witness; On
account of those who rear sheep and goats in the land of Israel; And on
account of those who cut down good trees.” This is translated, because of
four things are the lights flogged, namely the moon and stars. This is the
way Rashi translates it and so is it commonly understood. The four
things are: First, because of the people who write false things or lies.

38Ad. loc.
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Secondly, because of the people who give false testimony. Third, because
of those who raise small cattle in the land of Israel, that is animals such as
goats who eat and destroy plants in fields and gardens. Fourth, those
who chop down good fruit bearing trees, so that they cannot be used or
benefit derived from them.

This passage appears difficult to understand for all scholars, that
because of such things the moon and stars are flogged. Rashi himself
writes, “I have not heard a reason for this.”? [trans.] Indeed, [30b] Rabbi
Samuel Edels [Maharsha] wishes to give an explanation of Rashi’s
commentary. However, his lack of knowledge of astronomy, or the
- movements of the moon and stars, makes it even more difficult. What
happens when there is a eclipse of the sun or the moon? Many common
people think and believe that the sun or moon are, heaven forbid,
flogged. Whoever has a little bit of understanding can explain that it is a
natural process. Namely, when the moon crosses the path of the sun, and
through this blocks the light of the sun we get an eclipse of the sun.
Similarly, the moon and other stars, when one crosses the path of the
other, one blocks the light of the other. This is called likah in Hebrew. Did
Rashi who through his commentary on the sages of the Torah and
Talmud gave us a complete light, mean something we do not
understand? Or, is Rashi quite obvious, since prior to this it says in the
gemara that the sun is lukah. The word “lights” according to the ordinary
translation is translated as moon and stars.

However, the Akedat Yizhak in his introduction gives an explanation
contrary to Rashi and brings the sage Algazi*® to help him. Every scholar
can read this. He translates the words meorot lokin, the light of the
intellect is flogged, so that one cannot find the truth, and gives an
explanation that everyone can read at his convenience. I liked this
commentary very much and in my time I could not [31a] understand this
talmudic passage differently. I hope Rashi will pardon me a million
pardons that I do not understand his explanation and that I follow the
explanation of the Akedat Yizhak. Hopefully his merit will help me. I also
translate meorot lokin that the light is struck for us, so that we, because of
our many sins, have to walk in darkness. We cannot find the true light
and truth in our holy Torah. Indeed, this is because of the four causes
mentioned in the Talmud. Namely, first those who write false things or
lies, these are the people who write commentaries of the type mentioned
above, and allow them to be printed. Unfortunately, they contain many
lies, swindles, and falsehoods.

39bid.
40This should be Al-Gazali.
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Secondly, the people who give false testimony. These are, with a
million pardons, the rabbis who allow themselves to be misled and give
their approbation to such books. They testify that this book contains
positive things and through this the public is misled. With God’s help, I
will discuss later why I have to write such things.

Third. Those who raise small cattle that destroy plants in fields and
gardens in the land of Israel. These are the young cattle, I mean those
who raise the young rabbis and accept them as rabbis among Israel.
Where they are accepted, they destroy everything and in the end will
themselves be destroyed. I do not want to write much about this, because
I am certain that, God have mercy, I will find thousands of witnesses
[31b] who will agree with me that I have written the truth.

Fourth, are those who chop down the good fruit bearing trees, so that
we cannot use or enjoy their good fruits. These are the good, worthy,
pious, just, scholars and judges who only study the Torah of truth for the
sake of heaven and gladly want to repair the world. They are, because of
our many sins, chopped down through these evil young rabbis and other
evil scholars as mentioned above. They degrade these worthy people
among the common people, the wealthy and the communal leaders. We
are thereby made blind to the true light of our holy Torah.

I'again ask you not to be offended by my sharp writing, because I am
writing nothing but the truth which I have seen and heard. Great need
has driven me to write this. Especially, about the approbations that great
rabbis continue to give to books, because I have found another group of
scholars, who are called kabbalists. I must write beforehand that I am not
worthy, heaven forbid, to discuss such scholars of truth, much less to
write about this wisdom. I have no knowledge to adjudicate. I only wish
to write about what, because of our many sins, occurs in our times. The
whole public is familiar with the followers of Sabbetai Sevi, may they rot
in hell. The holy community of Frankfurt am Main, may God establish it
forever, did much to eradicate this obstacle, and “was moved by
zealousness for the Lord, the Lord of hosts.”4! Why did this obstacle,
[32a] because of our many sins, come into the world? He who knows the
truth, would not disagree that it was because of the modern kabbalists.
Indeed they are young men and some unmarried youths who have not
studied Talmud and halakhic authorities, much less ethical works. Some
are self taught, God have mercy on us, without a teacher.

Concerning this, I saw a kabbalistic book which is considered to be a
light unto Israel. I do not want to name the author because several rabbis,
known throughout the diaspora, whose souls are bound up in the bonds
of eternal life, gave their approbation to this book. All of them called the

41A paraphrase of I Kings 19:10.
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author an eminent and pious sage. He was supposed to be in reality
pious and all his life acted piously and ascetically. Yet, I was shown and
saw with my own eyes that in this book on pages 13 and 39a and 39b,
Sabbetai Sevi is clearly called the Messiah.? I knew several of these great
sages, and to separate between living and dead,*? served some of them.
The whole public is aware that these same scholars were the greatest
persecutors of the evil believers in Sabbetai Sevi, in order to exterminate
them. Were not these sages misled, to so easily give their approbation to
this book? I do not want to write anymore, heaven forbid, about this
author, much less about this true wisdom which I am not worthy to
mention, much less to write about. I do not want to deceive but to gladly
fulfill the verse, “Love your fellow as yourself.”

Too many of these young kabbalists came to my attention to write
about. [32b] [I want] to warn my dear brothers. Be careful of anyone
whom you do not know who calls himself a kabbalist unless you are
assured by great elders and students of the Torah from large
communities that these are true kabbalists. Do not be misled by them,
much less learn from them. Indeed, many world class scholars, especially
the great and eminent sage Rabbi Isaiah, in his holy book, Shnei Luhot ha-
Berit, treatise one, writes, as does his son the sage Rabbi Sheftel in his
book Vavei ha-Amudim, the pillar of Torah, chapter five, and the true sage
and physician Rabbi Joseph Candia, in his book, Mezaref le-Hokhmah,
highly recommend that one is obligated to study this wisdom. But one
must first know which prerequisites one must know and study, how old
one must be, what kind of teacher does one need, and how one must
behave while studying it. It is very difficult for a common man like
myself, especially one engaged in business, but it is particularly difficult
to find a proper teacher. Therefore, it is best for us common people to
continue in our ordinary way, to conduct ourselves according to what is
written in our Shulhan Arukh, read ethical works and to study other holy
books, to become accustomed to good attributes and observe our
commandments in order to repair our souls.

Everyone can read what the Havvat Yair writes on p. 94 about this
science. A householder asked him what is the meaning of “For the sake
of the unification of the Blessed One, etc.”44 He assured him that he
himself [33a] does not know. This great sage is known as having been an
eminent scholar. His knowledge of the science of kabbalah can be readily
seen. Yet, as one reads in this responsum, he did not want to display his

42] have not been able to identify the book referred to here.

43This indicates that some of the people he is referring to were still alive while
others had already died.

44A Lurianic kabbalistic formula recited before performing a commandment.
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knowledge to other people. One can see further from this responsum in
the Havvat Yair what he told his best friend as an illustration. This
responsum and what he cites in the name of the great sage, his father,
from page 190 to 201b, should be read by every scholar. One finds the
same thing among the early sages, who were great kabbalists, but did not
want to appear so.

The same thing can be seen in the Akedat Yizhak gate 55, question 2,
where he writes about kabbalah, “I am ignorant and do not know,” as if
he knows nothing about it. Yet, one can see in the same gate that he was
well acquainted with kabbalah. I am writing about this at great length so
that the ordinary person will have no need to take notice of or to say the
“yehi razon” or “ribon” prayers which are printed nowadays with many
holy [divine] names. Perhaps it would be better if he did not say them.
The author of the Ikkarim writes much about this in Book 1, chapter 18,
and Book 2 chapter 28, and adds much to our report. Whoever wishes to
know more about this true science should read in the book Neveh Shalom
treatise 5, chapter 5, what kind of holiness is contained in this wisdom,
who should study it, how one should behave, and how one can, heaven
forbid, be easily be led astray. Therefore, I again ask that every common
man and at least younger scholars and of course unmarried youths
should pay attention that they [33b] first know the required
prerequisites, so that they act with holiness and not, heaven forbid, wind
up on the wrong path.

So dear brothers, I have listed how our holy Torah is unfortunately
mistreated by most people, and how, because of our many sins, the
majority if not the entire public are misled. In the instance where there is
an honest and upright scholar, who would gladly wish to lead us on the
correct path, and could do so, he is silenced or even cut off completely.
Therefore, our Torah is called or, a great torch, and our commandments
are called ner, lamp, as is clear from the verse, “The commandment is a
lamp, the teaching is a light” [Proverbs 6:23]. These commandments or
lamps can be found in our holy Torah. The light of the or, the great torch,
must be lit. When the holy torch is extinguished, or the foundation pillar
on which the world is supposed to stand, is ruined, should we then
wonder about the reason for the length of our exile or our tragic
situation? Rather as King David, says in Psalms chapter 119, verse 36,
“My eyes shed streams of water because men do not obey Your
teachings.” [trans.] We have much more reason to cry day and night over
how we observe our holy Torah. We also have to thank and praise God,
day and night, for being so merciful and slow to anger. He does not only
leave us alive in this exile, but also keeps his holy [34a] promise, in his
holy Torah, Leviticus 26:44, “Yet even then, etc.” like a merciful father.
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Chapter Fourteen
The Pillar of Divine Service

Dear brothers, the second foundation or pillar on which the world is
supposed to stand is called divine service [avodah]. We must first know
what divine service is before we examine how this foundation should be
maintained. What is the translation of the word avodah? The root of the
word avodah in our holy tongue is eved, that is, a servant. Avodah is
translated by everyone as service. Therefore the service we render to God
is a foundation on which the world stands. If all the people who ever
existed, from the beginning until today were put together, they could not
repay their obligation to God for the favor that He does for only one
person. The question then is, how can we or with what should we serve
God and fulfill the foundation of service? We are especially obligated in
this since God himself has called us servants, Leviticus 25:55, “For it is to
me that the Israelites are servants: They are my servants.” We are also
often commanded in his holy Torah to serve Him. We have no other way
of serving God than with our prayer, as is clearly stated in our holy
Torah, and as we recite in the shema morning and night. [34b] “To love
the Lord your God and serve Him with all your heart” [Deuteronomy
11:13]. [trans.] Also the verse in Exodus 23 verse 25, “You shall serve the
Lord your God.” [trans.] These verses are understood by all scholars as
meaning that “service (avodah) is prayer.”4> Therefore, we support the
foundation of avodah with our prayers.

There are indeed some scholars who wish to translate the word
avodah as sacrifices. We are also reproached by many of those who are
not of our religion. They say that since we can no longer offer sacrifices,
we have no more service of God through which we can acquire our share
in the world to come. Thank God, I was able to change their minds.
Maimonides very thoroughly explains the reason for the sacrifices. He
writes how God once commanded us to offer sacrifices and that the
verses “To serve Him with your whole heart” [Deuteronomy 11:13] and
“Serve the Lord your God” [Exodus 23:25] mean nothing other than
prayer. This can be clearly demonstrated from the prophets. I Samuel
chapter 15, verse 22, “Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and
sacrifices as much as in obedience to the Lord’s command? Surely
obedience is better than sacrifice, compliance than the fat of rams.”
[trans.] The prophet Jeremiah says in chapter 7, verse 22, “For when I
freed your fathers from the land of Egypt, I did not speak with them or
command them concerning burnt offerings or sacrifice.” [35a] [trans.]
King David clearly says, “True sacrifice to God is a contrite spirit”

45B. Ta’anit, 2b.
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[Psalms 51:19]. [trans.] Thus, it has been clearly shown that God is not
well served with sacrifices. “To serve Him with your whole heart”
[Deuteronomy 11:13] cannot be translated as anything other than prayer.

Listen all my dear brothers and sisters. Help me examine how our
worship, i.e. prayer, which we are highly obligated to serve God and in
addition is a foundation on which the world exists, is maintained by us.
The question is, should we first examine what we pray or how we pray?
My opinion is to first examine how we recite our prayers. Here, because
of our many sins, I will find twenty thousand witnesses as to how people
who do not have a synagogue or who recite their prayers at home, pray.
In addition, how prayers are recited in literally all synagogues. I do not
want to write much about people who pray at home. I only wish to
mention that I saw a book written by a well known priest in Prague, or
by one of his students, in German [35b] and Yiddish on the side.4¢ He
writes about how Jews recite their prayers in their homes. When
somebody comes to them to do business, how they speak to him, what
words they use, part in Hebrew, and how they tell their wives or
servants what to do. Some stand in the window when they pray and pay
attention to which passers by have business. They call to him or they tell
their wives or servants in Hebrew to call them or what they should do.
Some even go into the street in their phylacteries. Some, heaven forbid,
go into the stable in the midst of their prayers and in their phylacteries.
Indeed, this was not written by a Jew, yet it is true. On occasion, because
of our many sins, I have seen and heard the same myself. Many
thousands of witnesses, because of our many sins, can be found who
have seen and heard the same thing.

Unfortunately, I did not find much good to write. I want to write
even less about how our worship, our prayers, are conducted in our
synagogues. Only what I, because of our many sins, heard many
hundreds of times from gentile nobles and scholars, about what they
often saw in many communities when they visited our synagogues. They
confronted me with what goes on in our synagogues and how we carry
out the divine service with the greatest ridicule. One person sits
scratching his crotch and mumbles at the same time. The other rests with
one hand on his prayer stand, vigorously scratching his head, [36a] and
also mumbles. The third grabs his prayer stand with both hands, rocks it,
and mumbles while looking around. The fourth takes some snuff and
asks the others if they would like some. Five or more people come over
and take a pinch while continuing to mumble. Fifth, some come to the
synagogue not thinking about mumbling, but begin to gossip and joke

46Probably a reference to Franciscus Haslbauer S.]., Gruendlicher Bericht von dem
Christenthum (Prague, 1720-1722).
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with their neighbors. They argue with each other until a shouting match
breaks out. Then they return to gossiping, joking, or arguing. Sixth, there
are many who pray earnestly. However, each prays with such
disorganized loud screaming that it is impossible to pray with devotion
since each confuses the other. There is too much to write about what they
say of the behavior of youths and children and those who run around the
synagogue and what kind of business they carry on. The only question is
whether or not they told me the truth. Were I to testify before the Great
Court, I would have to admit that not only is it true, but I have often seen
and heard this, because of our many sins, in all places. Some even decide
to spend their time in the synagogue inciting people against one another.
The result is not only arguments but even fist fights break out in the
synagogue. I have no doubt [36b] that, because of our many sins, many
thousands will testify that this is all too true.

I do not yet want to ask about how we recite our prayers. Rather, I
ask, can there be, because of our many sins, a greater public desecration
of the divine name? We are supposed to be called a holy people. Our
synagogue is called the house of God. Does not the prophecy of Jeremiah
chapter seven, verses 10 and 11, refer to the way we behave in the
synagogue? “And they come and stand before me in this house which
bears my name and say, We are safe? — To do all these abhorrent things!
Do you consider this house which bears My name to be a den of thieves?
As for me, I have been watching declares the Lord.” [trans.]

Dear brothers, when we consider how we, because of our many sins,
recite our prayers, do we not have more reasons than Ezra the scribe to
say, “O my God, I am too ashamed and mortified to lift my face to You”
[Ezra 9:6]. [trans.] Let us examine if we would behave thusly when we
are called before a king, a minister, a nobleman, or before someone from
whom we want something. Would we behave thusly [37a] in their homes
or in their presence? How do we behave in the house of God where we
congregate for the same purpose, to differentiate millions of times, to
plead before God? In contrast, let us see when we come to an inn or
similar house, and a gentile eats, how he says his prayer with awe and
fear. Those who have not eaten join him in prayer. I have not seen, but
have been told, how services are conducted with awe in their churches. It
is enough that for my part I have written only what I have personally
seen and heard, because of our many sins, how our prayers are recited. I
leave it to each person to examine if I have written the truth or falsehood.
In addition, to decide if we do not have more reason every hour and
minute to say as Ezra did, “O my God, I am too ashamed and mortified
to lift my face to You” [Ezra 9:6]. Why does it not occur to us, woe to us,
we have sinned. We do not know how to be ashamed. As Jeremiah and
Zephaniah said: Jeremiah 6:15, “They have done abhorrent things — yet
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they do not feel shame, and they cannot be made to blush.” [trans.]
Zephaniah 3:5, “The wrongdoer knows no shame.” [trans.] Are we,
unfortunately, so far fallen that we do not know to be ashamed before
God.

Thus, it is no wonder, because of our many sins, how we serve Him,
when we examine further what we worship or what we ask in prayer.
For my part it is no wonder [37b] how we worship God in His house.
One would wish that every community or land would undertake an
investigation, whether there are three people out of a thousand who
know what they are praying. I do not want to write about women or
girls, but men. Dear brothers and sisters, when somebody talks and does
not know what he is saying, how can he have intent, or awe, when the
heart does not know what the mouth is saying. Indeed, there are many
who are of the opinion that as long as one prays in Hebrew, his prayers
are acceptable even if he does not know what he is saying. They
encourage common people to believe this. However, I would suggest to
everyone, whether they be scholars or even someone who only has the
common sense given him by God, that they recognize the ancient
proverb quoted by many scholars, “Prayer without intent (kavannah) is
like a body without a soul.”4 [trans.] This is a living thing, but not a
person. The prophecy of Isaiah 29:13 is even clearer about this, “My Lord
said: Because that people has approached me with its mouth and
honored me with its lips, but has kept its heart from me, and its worship
of me has been a commandment of men learned by rote.” [trans.]

Here again, I must praise the Sephardim or Portuguese and how they
recite their prayers and serve God in an orderly manner or with kavvanah
in their synagogues. [38a] The reason is that they know what they
worship. They understand what they are saying and praying. One can
examine the Sephardim or Portuguese and see if there are even three that
have not studied Torah, Prophets and Writings. At a minimum, they
understand Hebrew and know what they pray. One should not suspect
me, heaven forbid, of being more a friend of the Sephardim than of my
dear brother Ashkenazim. Why is it that I love the Sephardim and their
methods of study and prayer? My sole purpose is to fulfill out of love for
my dear brother Ashkenazim, the verse “Love your fellow as yourself,”
and to consider the reasons for our tragically long exile and sad situation.
My aim is particularly to learn how the prosperity of business and
wealth daily diminishes among us Ashkenazim, while among the
Sephardim, thank God, it has durability.

477, Hyman, Ozar, p. 551 cites the Shnei Luhot ha-Berit as the source of this
statement.
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I am also not writing this off the top of my head. Rather, because of
what I have found in many holy books, especially what the sage Rabbi
Sheftel writes in his book, Vave ha-Amudim, pillar of Torah, chapter 5 and
pillar of worship, chapter 11. This book is widely available in all places.
Everyone can read, or have read to them, how this pious sage came to
Amsterdam and the order of study he found among the Sephardim, and
how he also decries that this order of study is not found among us
Ashkenazim. He asks all the leading scholars to get together so that such
an order of study will be instituted among us, without any change. The
author of the book Siftei Yeshaynim, [38b] page 8, writes extensively about
the order of study he found among the Sephardim. He also implores that
this order of study be instituted among us Ashkenazim. Asking alone does
not help, because of our many sins. One must wonder that this pious
sage Rabbi Sheftel writes in the pillar of worship, chapter 10 that one
hundred years ago, in the holy community of Frankfurt, literally all holy
societies studied the meaning of the prayers for the whole year so that
they should understand what they were praying to God. No doubt this
custom still exists in that holy community. One must wonder that there
are so many scholars and important, upright, God fearing people in this
holy community who would gladly fulfill “Love your fellow as
yourself,” that they do not fulfill it and influence other communities and
villages to observe this custom. All teachers should teach their children
along with humash, the translation of the prayers that they recite every
day, so that they may understand what they pray. It would be very
deplorable if this good custom were no longer in use in that holy
community. All the old customs come back into fashion, and this old
good custom which is nicest, best, and most suitable for our souls is not
reinstituted. It is no wonder, because of our many sins, that we remain in
our lengthy exile and do not prosper.

It is even more of a wonder that ordinary people, both men, [39a]
women and girls are forbidden from praying in Yiddish, so that they will
be understand what they are praying and pray with proper kavvanah in
the way that is pleasing to God. These scholars give a reason from the
Talmud, “He who prays in Aramaic is not helped.”4® They gave the
common people to understand that the angels do not understand
Yiddish. However, I write in Yiddish that these scholars do not
understand the Talmud, and insult and demean God who knows all of
man’s thoughts and examines their hearts. There are so many verses in
our holy Torah that refer to this that I cannot write them all. We pray to
God, as Maimonides writes in his fifth article of faith and all scholars
concur, “To him alone, it is right to pray, and that it is not right to pray to

48 A paraphrase of B. Shabbat, 12b.
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any being besides Him.” [trans.] How can we forbid prayer in Yiddish
and say, heaven forbid, that it is not understood? Here again I must
praise the Sephardim or Portuguese who allow their wives or common
men who do not understand Hebrew to pray in Spanish or Portuguese.
They also printed prayerbooks so they could pray what they understand.
The meaning of this Talmudic passage is found in many books,
particularly in the book Asarah Ma’amarot Eim Kol Hai, chapter 31, which
the Kol Yehuda*® explains. The pious sage Rabbi Sheftel, in the above
mentioned chapter, pillar of worship, names many books and sages who
forbid praying in any language except those one understands. He cites
the verse [39b] in Isaiah 29:13, “With their mouth and lips they honor, Me
and their heart is far from Me.”

Dear brothers, I believe everyone will agree with me that when we
consider our order of prayer and how we pray, because of our many sins,
the length of our exile and our poor situation in all things are no wonder.
Here I must agree with our Talmudic sages when they say that the world
is supported only by the Torah. If we studied the Torah properly, and if
we first studied the Torah of Moses that God himself gave and his
prophets and in the language Moses and the prophets spoke, that is,
Hebrew, and if every proper Jew would understood this, he would also
understand what he is praying and without any doubt our order of
prayer would also be different. Our tragic situation and lengthy exile
would also change. God is merciful and hears everyone’s prayer. Here I
do not need any great proof from the Torah. Rather, it says in Ashrei,
which everyone recites three times every day, “The Lord is good to all
and his mercy is upon all His works” [Psalms 145:9]. [trans.] “The Lord is
near to all who call Him, to all who call Him with sincerity” [Psalms
145:18]. [trans.] “He fulfills the wishes of those who fear Him. He hears
their cry and delivers them” [Psalms 145:19]. [trans.] [40a] This is
sufficient proof and familiar to everyone. As the common proverb has it,
I am an expert in it like I am in Ashrei. He knows how to translate this
one chapter like he knows the whole Torah. I have no need to further
examine the order of prayer or worship. I only wanted to show that the
situation of our prayer is similar to that of our holy Torah. All ethical
books are full of this. I would only wish that these scholars would read
what is prayer, in the book Neveh Shalom, treatise two, chapter 1, and in
the Sefer Ikkarim, Book four, from chapter 16 to chapter 23.

49This should be Yad Yehuda.
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Chapter Fifteen
Gemilut Hasadim

With the help of God, we will continue our examination of the third
foundation on which the world stands, that is gemilut hasadim. In order to
write the truth about this, I spent years searching all over and could not
find an understanding of what gemilut hasadim or gemilut hesed is or what
the words mean. I finally asked several great scholars and several
important and pious people, to tell me what is gemilut hasadim. They
laughed at me and said, one should do good. However, I asked: good is
called tov in Hebrew. Hesed is translated as gnad [grace].’? They said that
one should show gnad to everyone.

I further asked them if we poor sinful people can say that we possess
gnad. Rather, [40b] King David says in Psalms chapter 62, verse 13, “And
faithfulness (Hesed) is yours, O Lord.” This is translated, to you God is
gnad. In addition, in the thirteen attributes,> one of God’s attributes is
called rav hesed. Jeremiah chapter 9, verse 23, says, “For I the Lord act
with Hesed.” Translation, I am the Lord who does gnad. They gave me
explanations that I cannot write because, in truth, I am ashamed to write
them.

I often heard from nobles, when we asked them for gnad, the
response that gnad is with God. We sinful people have no gnad to give
out. I again asked my scholars and good pious Jews, what is the meaning
of the word gemilut. They gave me the truthful explanation that gemilut is
translated as “requite.” I asked them further to explain what “requite”
means. Unfortunately they did not truly understand the translation, until
I told them. “Requite” is when I have received or benefited from
someone, that I “requite” this in every way possible. Indeed, they wanted
to engage in casuistic arguments. However, I proved my point with
many verses from our holy Torah, many of which they were not
acquainted with or did not remember. First, the story of Barzilai the
Gileadite who did a good deed for King David. King David wanted to
take him home. Barzilai said to King David, II Samuel chapter 19, verse
37, “Why should your majesty requite me with this repayment?” [trans.]
[41a] Further, Jeremiah chapter 51, verse 56, “For the Lord is a God of
requital.” [trans.] Further, Joel 4:4, “Are you requiting me.” [trans.]
Further, Proverbs, 19:17, “He who is generous to the poor makes a loan
to the Lord; He will requite him his due.” [trans.] In brief, I showed them
so many verses, that I was finally forced to show them a verse in the holy
Torah of Moses. Deuteronomy 32:6, “Do you thus requite the Lord, O

50The Blitz and Witzenhausen Yiddish translations of the Bible also translated
hesed as gnad.
S1Exodus 34:6-7.
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dull and witless people?” [trans.] Thus, it has been clearly demonstrated
that gemilut hesed means none other than, I have to requite the good that
has been done to me.

I then asked them, gemilut hesed is for poor and rich. What kind of
hesed have I received from a poor person that I am required to requite
him? How can I repay an extremely wealthy person for his hesed? They
admitted to me that they had not thought about this so extensively. I
must continue to write how far I searched to know the meaning of
gemilut hesed. 1 asked several poor people, since our sages say that
“gemilut hesed is both to rich and poor.”5? The poor, however, did not
have anything to tell me that there is such a thing as gemilut hesed.

I finally asked wealthy people and some young magnates who were
learned. [41b] They told me that they had not read anything about this.
However, I told them that all the ethical works write a great deal about
this, and I was willing to show it to them. They laughed at me. It does
not mean gemilut hesed at all. Rather, there were initials G”H. The Gimel
stood for ga’avah (arrogance) and the Het stood for hutzpah (insolence).
The printer had made a mistake and thought it meant gemilut hasadim.
This explanation was so pleasing to people that it is believed, because of
our many sins, in all places. Thousands of witnesses can attest, because
of our many sins, to the arrogance and insolence. There are unfortunately
at present evil examples of great controversies which were engendered
by great arrogance or insolence. According to my opinion, this is the
greatest reason for the length of our exile. Indeed, whoever sees the great
insolence which exists in the world at present, has a great consolation in
our exile, that this is a sign of the Messiah’s coming, since our sages say
“With the footsteps of the Messiah, insolence will increase.”>? [trans.] On
the other hand, the arrogance is so great, because of our many sins, that it
is impossible for the Messiah to come. I wish to refer briefly to all ethical
works, those that are printed both in Hebrew and Yiddish, that
arrogance, because of our many sins, is the greatest vice in the world.
King Solomon, who was the greatest sage that ever existed, says quite
briefly in Proverbs 16, verse 5, “Every haughty person is an abomination
to the Lord.” [trans.] Our sages say [42a] it even more briefly, “Everyone
who is arrogant is a fool.”> [trans.]

Dear brothers, how can there be a more wretched person in the
world than he who is unworthy before God, and is considered a fool by
our sages. Therefore, I do not want to spend much time on this, because
it is not my purpose. Also, because of our many sins, I am a filthy sinner

52Tosefta Peah 4:19.
53M. Sotah, 9:15.
541 have not found the source of this statement.
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and am not in a position to give a rebuke. Rather, I had to write only that
I could not find any explanation or translation of gemilut hasadim among
rich and poor, and hardly from any living person, whether rich or poor.
However, our sages said that “Gemilut hasadim is practiced towards the
poor, the rich, the living and the dead.”5> [trans.] So I looked for an
explanation among the dead, namely, in my old holy books which were
written many hundreds of years ago by the greatest sages of the land,
whose souls are bound in the bonds of eternal life, may their merit
protect us. Here I found sufficient explanations. Indeed, King David
gives a sufficient explanation in Psalms chapter 62, verse 13, “And Hesed
is yours O Lord.” To you O Lord is gnad. Chapter 33, verse 5, “The earth
is full of the Lord’s faithful care.” The verse is translated, the whole earth
is full of God’s gnad.

The question then is, what kind of gnad do we people have. Because
of our many sins, I must again mention what I heard from many nobles,
whom I visited and asked them for gnad. They answered me that gnad is
with God and we poor sinful people have no gnad. Rather, we are
required [42b] to serve all people, and they reminded me of the above
mentioned verse. I found many explanations of the verse, “And Hesed is
yours, O Lord, to reward each man according to his deeds” [Psalms
62:13], in Hovot ha-Levavot, Sha’ar ha-Bitahon, chapter 4, section 6. This
book is, thank God, at present readily available in Yiddish and everyone
who is like me can read it. In addition to the Akedat Yizhak, gate 14, there
is a treatise entitled Hasdei Adonai which contains twenty-six
explanations of this verse that every learned person can read at his
convenience. Sefer Ikkarim, Book 3, chapter 5, gives an explanation of
Jeremiah chapter 9, verse 22, “Let not the rich man glory in his riches,
etc.” I will write about the translation and explanation of this verse later,
God willing.

I only wish to mention here that, thank God, I finally found through
these holy books, a truthful explanation of the translation of gemilut hesed
and what it is. Particularly, what the famous scholar R. Eliezer Ashkenazi
writes in his book, Ma’ase Adonai, on the verse, “And Hesed is yours, O
Lord, to reward each man according to his deeds” [Psalms 62:13]. But
first, we must recognize that everything that we poor sinful people have
in this world, or benefit from God, we have not earned, and much less
can we repay it. Rather, God gives it to us out of pure hesed. All people in
the world will admit and recognize this. Therefore, the explanation of
gemilut hesed is that everyone receives and enjoys hesed from God. We
must repay this hesed to other people who have not received this hesed
from God. It is therefore correct when our sages say that gemilut hesed is

S5Tosefta Peah 4:19.
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[43a] given to rich and poor. Otherwise it is hard to understand how an
ordinary person can do gemilut hesed for a rich person? However this is
correct. There often occurs that a rich man, whether at home or on the
road, misses, or does not have something which is very important, but
cannot be obtained for money. Often it is only a pipeful of tobacco or a
pinch of snuff. Someone else has this through God'’s hesed. He must repay
this hesed and assist the rich man with this. Now we know what gemilut
hesed is, or means. '

Dear brothers and sisters, gemilut hesed is the third foundation on
which the world stands. We will examine how this is practiced and
maintained. From my perspective, I have found, because of our many
sins, that gemilut hesed is practiced by very few people and in few
communities. However, I have found many people who translate the
word hesed differently, as shame [shand]. They also demonstrate this from
the Torah, Leviticus 20, verse 17, “He sees her nakedness and she sees his
nakedness, it is a shame [Hesed].” This hesed is correctly translated as
shame. They are not satisfied with this type of shame, but very
energetically endeavor to bring shame and damage upon their friends.
Not only do they spread malicious gossip, but they shame their friend to
his face. This is not enough, because of our many sins. Instead of doing
acts of hesed to others the hesed that God, in his great mercy and
lovingkindness, does to them, they requite it in this way. It is a shame
before God, [43b] and before the whole world. They endeavor to
encroach on their friend’s boundaries in order to cause their friend
damage, even though they derive no benefit from it. All this is not
enough. They denigrate their friends before nobles and even inform on
them. I have heard so much from many nobles, because of our many sins,
that this is certainly a shame. The prophets, in Jeremiah 6:15 and
Zephaniah 3:5 said their prophecies about the above mentioned things.
They are not embarrassed and do not know their shame. The unjust
know no shame.

I do not want to bring up how others who do not practice this
shameful hesed, practice the proper gemilut hesed, since as I mentioned
above, because of our many sins, I cannot nor do I want to reprove
others. I know all too well, “Improve yourself and then improve
others.”% I have much to improve within myself, because of our many
sins, and have much need of a preacher of rebuke for myself. My whole
purpose is only to gladly fulfill, “Love your fellow as yourself,” as I have
often mentioned.

I have found no other means than to remind my dear brothers and
sisters of the sad conditions of our lengthy exile and to examine its

56B. Baba Mezia, 107b.
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causes. With the help of God, this will help my dear brothers find a
means to be redeemed from our distressing exile. I cannot leave out what
the famous sage, Rabbi Ephraim writes in the introduction to his book,
Olelot Ephraim. [44a] This sage and worthy in Israel very strongly
deplored the length of our exile. He writes that three groups are
responsible for this. First are the very wealthy who have enough money
and goods to satisfy everything their heart desires. Second are those who
require nothing from the world but gluttony and drink. They do not
think about God, much less about exile. Third are our rabbis and leaders
who, because of our many sins, are not united. They are jealous of each
other and that is why they never come together in unity, to examine and
improve [this situation]. I hesitate to write what the famous sage Rabbi
Joseph Jabez writes about this in his book Ma’amar ha-Ahdut, chapter 3.

However, I must also write what the above mentioned Rabbi
Ephraim says in the introduction to his book Siftei Da’at, where he also
considers the length of our exile. I wish that every scholar would read
this introduction. However, he writes that he found in a book in which a
friend had added a note that those people who do not think about the
length of our exile are like a drunkard who sits in his house drinking,
while the house is burning down around him, heaven forbid. The
drunkard feels nothing, singing and shouting like a drunkard until he is
finally burnt. So too, the majority of people in our exile are like
drunkards, because of our many sins. It is burning around them.
Unfortunately, many of our fellows must put up with it, but they do not
notice anything. They go on [44b] in their drunkenness, in their
arrogance, and in the desires of their hearts, until, heaven forbid, they
become corrupted.

So, dear brothers, this author wrote his book in the year 5340 [1580],
that is 169 years ago, and he already writes how he found in a book that
someone had written his friend that he considers the community to be
drunk, but it has unfortunately helped very little. So may I be allowed to
write my dear friends, out of love, and to remind them that we are at
present, not only drunk, but as the saying goes, totally blind drunk.
Because of our many sins, we fulfill what the prophet Isaiah 44:18 says,
“They do not know nor do they have judgment: Their eyes are
besmeared and they see not; And their hearts so that they do not
understand.” [trans.] We see, because of our many sins, so many
examples, literally in all communities, besides other places, that, because
of our many sins, not only whole houses, but whole families are being,
heaven forbid, uprooted. The children and grandchildren of people who
were worth, not one hundred thousand, but literally millions, are
wandering beggars, because of our many sins. I do not wish to name
them, out of respect for both the living and the dead. People will have to
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agree with me, not only in the largest holy communities like Frankfurt,
Fuerth, Mainz, Mannheim, Hamburg, Berlin, Halberstadt, but also in
other large places, Vienna, Hannover, etc. In every place, [45a] because of
our many sins, one can find living examples.

Dear brothers and sisters, should we not think about the length of
our exile and sad condition, at least once. Should it be said, God have
mercy, about us in this generation that we are blind, like King Solomon
says in Proverbs 4:19, “The way of the wicked is like darkness; They do
not know what will make them stumble.” [trans.] Or should we be
sighted, as Rashi has it, “The wicked saw it, but took no moral lesson or
example from it.”%’ I ask you out of brotherly love not to rely on your
great wealth, your influence, or your wisdom. Some think that their
wisdom is so great that they will foresee everything sufficiently early.
Some think that their wealth is so great that they will have enough for as
long as they live, and some think that they are so influential that they do
not have to worry. See what the prophet Jeremiah writes, chapter 9,
verses 22 and 23. “Thus said the Lord: Let not the wise man glory in his
wisdom; Let not the strong man glory in his strength; Let not the rich
man glory in his riches. But only in this should one glory: In his earnest
devotion to Me. For I the Lord act with kindness, justice and equity in the
world; For in these I delight — declares the Lord.” The translation of this
verse is easy enough to understand.

The author of the Ikkarim, Book three, chapter five, gives a truthful
explanation of the verse which I will summarize in Yiddish. “Thus says
the Lord. Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom” and assume that the
wisdom is his, that he has this [45b] from himself and he can preserve it
for himself. “Let not the strong man glory in his strength,” and boast that
his strength is from himself, and that he created it himself and can
preserve it for himself. “Let not the rich man glory in his riches,” and not
boast that wealth is his and that he created it and he will preserve it for
himself. “But only in this should one glory: In his earnest devotion to
Me” [Jeremiah 9:23]. If someone wishes to boast, let him boast that he
knows and understands that I am the Lord and understands that I am the
one who created and gave everything. “[I] act with kindness, justice and
equity in the world” [Jeremiah 9:23]. He is the one who does hesed and
what He gives is out of pure hesed.

We cannot give him anything in return for this. He does justice freely
for which we cannot give him anything. We should also do thusly. The
wise man, the strong one and the wealthy one should know God and that
He gives everything freely with hesed. Let the wise man use the wisdom
given him by God to give good advice and teachings freely to others with

57Rashi on Proverbs 4:19.
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hesed. Not like some wise men who utilize their wisdom to deceive other
people. They often incite people against each other, which results in great
controversy. The strong person should use the influence freely given him
by God not to cause others to fall, but to freely help others with hesed in
order that no harm or injustice come to them. The rich man should use
the wealth freely given him by God, not only [46a] for his own needs, but
should freely give charity with hesed. The verse continues, “For in these I
delight — declares the Lord” [Jeremiah 9:23]. [trans.]

From this verse and its commentary, we have clearly demonstrated
above, what is gemilut hesed, and what is the holy will and desire of God.
Namely, He gives us everything freely out of hesed. We should also freely
share everything that we enjoy through His hesed. These two verses have
sufficiently demonstrated the meaning of gemilut hesed, the way God
wishes to have it. It is to be wished that every person would keep just
these two verses in his heart and in his mind and thoughts. It is my view
that we have sufficiently examined how gemilut hesed is thought of and
maintained by us. When we consider this and how our Torah and
worship are preserved and observed, the length of our exile and our sad
state are no wonder. I wanted to remind my dear brothers of this, with a
heartfelt plea, out of great love and to fulfill “Love your fellow as
yourself,” in a small way.

Dear brothers and sisters, I do not want to leave you in pain over the
length of our exile, with my memoir. I will gladly go to great lengths to
fulfill “Love your fellow as yourself,” in order to find a way to be
redeemed from our lengthy exile. If I could only find a few brothers or
colleagues [46b] who might be able to fulfill “Love your fellow as
yourself,” and through this, with God’s help, assist our brothers, in
general, to fulfill this verse. I have great hope for this, with the help of
God, and his manifold mercy and hesed.

I must first bring up another major principle from our Torah. It
consists of five words. Namely, “You must be wholehearted with the
Lord your God” [Deuteronomy 18:13]. I would like to assure my dear
brothers that everything I have written until now and that which I will
continue to write, with the help of God, has no other intention than “You
must be wholehearted with the Lord your God” and “Love your fellow
as yourself.” I am not writing this, heaven forbid, as I have often
mentioned above, “to make a spade from it,”>® to make money. Thank
God, I do not need it. I give this work to my dear brothers and sisters as a
completely free gift. I do not demand money for it, heaven forbid. I do it
even less “to attain the crown of honor”% from it. Thank God, I have

S8M. Avot 4:5.
59 A paraphrase of M. Avot., 4:7.
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never in my life looked for honor or credit. It is best known to God that I
am writing this only for the sake of heaven.

Therefore I am assured that in His great mercy and hesed, he will help
me awaken more hearts through my writings who will support me and
help me further to fulfill my final purpose. This is the primary reason
that I wrote my Libes Briv in Yiddish, so that every honest Jew will be
able to read it. I am not in a position to write even one percent [47a] of
what is written in old holy books that are printed in Hebrew which the
ordinary person cannot read. This is why dust and mold remain on many
holy books. However, the rabbis, communal leaders and other scholars
who have at least read the Shnei Luhot ha-Berit and Vavei ha-Amudim are
not concerned with the order of study and worship and even more so
how we might finally be redeemed from our lengthy exile. I do not want
to give my own reason for this, but will be satisfied with the reason given
by the famous sage Rabbi Ephraim in the above mentioned introduction
to his book Olelot Ephraim. He wrote about the rabbis and leaders of the
generation and gave a reason why, because of our many sins, our lengthy
exile goes on in this way.

It is well known to me that we are called a holy people and, thank
God, “The people of Israel are holy.”¢? I know, thank God, common
people so to speak, who, sadly out of financial need, are not scholars
because they could not afford to study in their youth. Afterwards,
however, they became wealthy, thank God, and even communal leaders.
Such honest and God fearing people have so much inner fear of God that
I cannot give sufficient praise and thanks to God. They see very well and
are willing to spend money to better our deplorable situation, both in
Torah and in worship of God. Yet they cannot begin to apply themselves
before some rabbis or scholars tell them that they do not understand. It is
an old proverb that one paves the street with fools. Therefore I want to
pave the street for my dear friends and hope [47b] that, with God’s help,
they as wise men will find the right way and will recognize what is
pleasing to God, and will fulfill the verse of the prophet Hosea chapter
14, verse 10, “He who is wise will consider these words, he who is
prudent will take note of them. For the paths of the Lord are just; The
righteous will walk on them, etc.” [trans.]

So my dear brothers, my opinion and guidance again goes first to
maintain our holy Torah and worship or prayer. It should be the concern
of the many rabbis and sages of Israel, faithful, God fearing, communal
leaders, scholars who study for the sake of heaven and generous wealthy
people that, at a minimum, every ordinary person living wherever
should be able to have his child taught the prayers and humash. At the

60This phrase occurs numerous times in the Talmud. Cf., Hyman, Ozar, p. 287.
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very least, the teacher should teach the humash in such a way that the
child knows and understands what he is learning and at least knows
what is our holy written Torah. This can happen very easily if only the
teacher would first read the text to the child before he studies it with
him. That is, just the simple translation, in order that the child should
understand what he is learning, or should learn. I assure you that it will
be easier for the teacher and the child. The teacher would not find it
much trouble to translate the words. The child will [48a] assimilate it
more easily when he understands the words that he should translate.

Dear brothers, do not think that because a fool is writing this, that he
is paving your street. Our sages say “No one is as wise as the one with
experience”®! or to translate as the common proverb has it, an
experienced fool is smarter than an inexperienced sage. I assure you that
I have tried this and have given this instruction to many teachers who
found it to be true. They blessed me when the child knows so much
humash. It is very easy when one learns the meaning of the words. The
child then also understands what he is praying. Not only is our holy
written Torah strengthened, but I am assured that our worship will also
take on another appearance. I hope, with the help of God, that in all holy
communities or other places that God fearing and upright people and
true scholars who until now did not have the heart to do so, because they
found no help will come forth and assist us, with the help of God.

However, the old custom must not be forgotten. In the community of
Frankfurt am Main, may it be preserved, householders who did not have
the opportunity to study in their youth, formed themselves into societies
for the study of Torah. Those who were able, hired a teacher for their
homes who at a minimum taught them to understand the meaning of the
prayers. If it could be added that the teachers [48b] also teach the
children Hebrew grammar, it would be something that could not be
improved upon. I hope to God that upright people will be found who
know how very important and useful this is, and in addition, will help.
The famous grammarian, R. Zalman Hanau, left us adequate grammar
books which are easy to study, with the help of God.

Here I must interject a small addition for my dear sisters, the
daughters of Israel. Namely, to respond to why they are also not taught
humash, the Prophets and Writings when young so that they will, at a
minimum, understand Hebrew, which is called our holy mother
language by all nations. It will not be difficult for them to learn and they
will at least know what they are praying to God. I know quite well that
many scholars, in all places, will dispute what this ignoramus has written
here. He did not know the Talmudic passage, “Whoever teaches his

61Hyman, Ozar, p. 42 cites Akedat Yizhak, gate 14 as a source.
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daughter Torah, it is as if he taught her tiflus.” These scholars will not
become angry when I write that, thank God, I know quite well the
mishnah in tractate Sotah, 20a, and the Talmudic discussion of it, on which
Rashi bases himself, page 21b. However, these presumptuous scholars do
not know the translation of the word tiflus. I know this from experience. I
asked many conceited scholars, who rely heavily on this talmudic
passage, that no [49a] girl or woman should study humash or TaNaKH, to
tell me what the root of the word tiflus is in Hebrew, or how it is
translated? They could not tell me the root, much less tell me the
translation.

One honest and upright Jew sadly wanted to demonstrate the
translation from the verse in Job, chapter 1, verse 22, “For all that, Job did
not sin nor did he give tiflah to God.” However, I showed him the
commentary of Ibn Ezra on the word tiflah.6? “Like insignificant, the
matter was that nothing came out of his mouth that had no reason.”
[trans.] I also showed him that the root of tiflus is TaFeL. In comparison, I
immediately showed him the verse in Job 6:6, “Can what is tasteless be
eaten without salt,” where the word indisputably means none other than
a thing that has no taste. Indeed, there is a verse in Jeremiah, chapter 23,
verse 13, “In the prophets of Samaria, I saw tiflah.” Also Job 24:13, “And
God does not regard it as a tiflah.” Both of these verses would show it if
tiflah had another meaning. Radak, in his commentary on the verse in
Jeremiah explains it as, “Something bad that has no taste.” [trans.]
Concerning the verse in Job, Ralbag explains the word tiflah as,
“Something that has no taste.” [trans.] Therefore, from these two verses it
can also be understood that the word tiflah means something that has no
taste. In comparison, Ezekiel 13, verse 10, “Daubing with plaster,” verse
11, “Say to the daubers of plaster,” [49b] verse 15 “Those who daubed it
with plaster.” All the commentaries, Radak, Abrabanel, and even the
Targum, explain it as a building built with bad bricks, without straw, or
with bad mortar. They particularly call it, something that has no
permanence. Indeed, the only explanation that Rashi gives is, false
words. In comparison, Ezekiel 22:28, “Her prophets daub the walls for
them with plaster.” Rashi gives the same explanation. It is a thing that is
not fully or properly constructed and has no permanence. Lamentations
2, verse 14, “Your seers prophesied to you, delusion and tafel.” Rashi
clearly states, things that have no taste, and adds false words. Thus,
everyone who no longer understands the term can clearly see what Rashi
meant. Therefore I have not only demonstrated, with clear verses from
our holy Torah that the term tafel can only be translated as something
that has no taste or permanence, but this is even more clear from our

62Ibn Ezra on Job 1:22.
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dear Talmud. Indeed there is a clear mishnah in tractate Niddah, 62a, or in
the Mishnah [Niddah], chapter 9, mishnah 7, “tafel spittle.” Rashi in the
Talmud, and Bartenura all explain tafel, as tasteless, something that has
no taste.

Thank God, this evidence caused many scholars to agree with me
that the statement in the Mishnah or Gemara which says, “He who teaches
his daughter Torah, it is as if he taught her tiflus,” can only be translated
as something that has no taste or permanence. This is because a woman
is a weaker creature who does not have the strength of a man. I must also
add that the Gemara®® brings the verse “I, wisdom live with prudence”
[Proverbs 8:12]. It was widely neglected [50a] because R. Eliezer forbade
it. In comparison, one must know that the word Torah does not only
mean the written Torah. Rather, it is particularly the oral Torah that is
meant. It would be too lengthy to demonstrate it here. It is enough that I
have demonstrated the meaning of the word tafel from our holy Torah
and Prophets. Whoever can admit to the truth will agree with me that I
am correct. Finally, Ben Azzai clearly states in this mishnah,%* “One is
required to teach one’s daughter Torah.” [trans.] It would be better if
women would study the Oral Torah [Talmud] and through this would
provide for many men. It is greatly to be regretted that such evil scholars
do not allow daughters of Israel to study the written Torah and through
this learn their holy mother language, Hebrew. In contrast, they allow
daughters of Israel to learn foreign languages, French and Italian, and
through this gentiles visit them. Because of our many sins, this is more
worrisome. Better that they should study our holy language through
humash and prophets as children with a honest and upright teacher. I do
not want to write too much about this, because it is not my place.

Praise God, whose lovingkindness has not departed from me. I
cannot thank and praise God enough that when I was ready to write this,
I found a great helper who agrees with my position. The great rabbi and
sage, Rabbi Jacob, rabbi of the community of Emden, son of the famous
sage Hakham Zevi, also strongly laments this in his prayerbook, in Sha’ar
Shalekhet Halon ha-Mizri, [50b] page 76, and Sha’ar Shalekhet Halon ha-
Mizri, page 78b. Every scholar can read this.

I added this interjection about women because I know that the souls
of the daughters of Israel come from God, just like those of the sons of
Israel. Though they are not obligated in many time bound
commandments, they are still obligated in other commandments and are
prohibited from transgressing the negative commandments. I must add
two clear verses to this profusion. Exodus 19, verse 4, “Thus shall you

63B, Sotah, 21b.
64M. Sotah, 3:3; B. Sotah, 20a.
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speak to the house of Jacob and declare to the children of Israel.” Rashi
interprets this, as do all other sages, “The house of Jacob, these are the
women.” Targum Jonathan says, “Thus shall you say to the women of
the house of Jacob.” It is clear that women are also commanded by the
Torah. Deuteronomy 31, verses 11-12, “When all Israel will come, etc.
You shall read this Torah before all Israel, gather the people, men and
women, etc. That they may hear and learn and revere the Lord, your God
and to observe every word of this Torah.” [trans.] Thus it is clear to see
from our written Torah that our women should study and observe these
teachings.

The Akedat Yizhak and Abrabanel both have the same commentary.
Women should listen in order to revere God and to refrain from
transgressing negative commandments, in order that their observance
should be like that of men. This is why it says, “To revere the Lord your
God and to observe faithfully” [Deuteronomy 31:12]. [51a] “Take care
lest you forget” [Deuteronomy 8:11], means none other than negative
commandments. Thus, both of these great sages write that women are
equally required to revere God and to observe the prohibitions of the
negative commandments, just like men. At a minimum, I believe that
women endure as much, if not more, and have as much reason to pray to
God, to praise and thank Him, as do men, and ought to know what they
are praying. I assure you that many pious women lamented, with bitter
tears, that they stand in the synagogue and pray with the community,
but they do not know what they are praying. They hear the cantor
reading from the Torah scroll, but they do not know what he is reading.
The women of other nations know our holy written Torah better than do
our own women. One allows the women to read the Ze’enah u-Reenah or
the Yiddish humash, which contain much midrashic and aggadic
material. This is the same as teaching Ein Ya’akov to ignoramuses. They
think that what the Yiddish translation contains is the pure Torah of
Moses. I assure you, it would be more desirable if the daughters of Israel
studied the written Torah.

I cannot write about the desecrations of God’s name that I have
experienced. I must write just this, because of our many sins. One
woman said that the prophet Jeremiah was, heaven forbid, descended
from a prostitute. She wanted to wager and show me that it was in our
holy Torah. She got her Yiddish humash and, because of our many sins,
clearly showed me in the haftorah of shemot or the haftorah of matot, “The
words of Jeremiah, the son of Hilkiah” [Jeremiah 1:1].65 I cannot write

65This is based on the comments of Rashi to Jeremiah 1:1, which says that
Jeremiah is descended from Rahab the zonah, mentioned in Joshua 2:1. The
normal translation of zonah is harlot. However, Rashi in his commentary to
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more, because of our many sins. Everyone can [51b] read it. If it were not
the Sabbath, I would have thrown this Yiddish humash into the fire, out
of anger. In any event, whenever I see a Yiddish humash, I cross out this
passage. Would it not be better if our women understood the written
Torah? At the very least, women and ordinary men who were not able to
study in their youth, should read the so called Yiddish Bible which R.
Yekutiel translated into Yiddish, instead of the Ze’enah u-Reenah. I have
written this for the distinguished women, in order that they will also
help motivate their dear husbands to endeavor to improve our order of
study and worship, and to shorten our lengthy exile.

I want to write more of my insignificant and unworthy opinions
about our order of education, with the help of God. When the child has
already studied the written Torah, as discussed above, and his father is in
a position to give him some more education, but not in a position to let
him become a proper scholar, I believe it is much better that he is taught
Mishnah, instead of Ein Ya’akov. The child can assimilate it as easily as Ein
Ya'akov and it will be much more useful. I have already discussed the
teaching of Ein Ya’akov previously. In particular, when the child studies
the tractates of the Mishnah which belong to the Shulhan Arukh, Oreh
Hayyim, such as Berakhot, Shabbat, and other similar ones, the child will
learn many laws and will be able to learn [52a] Shulhan Arukh, Oreh
Hayyim very easily in his youth or in any event when he is an adult. At
the very least he will know how an honest Jew is supposed to live.
Finally, it will be so much more useful to him. He might even be able to
read a useful Hebrew book. At a minimum, he will be able to read the
Yiddish ethical works, for his spiritual development, which presently,
thank God, are widely printed in Yiddish, such as Menorat ha-Maor,
Hovot ha-Levavot, Shevet Musar, Hakirat ha-Lev, Simhat ha-Nefesh, Lev Tov,
and others like them.

I must mention that if a common man, and even more so a woman,
wishes to read the holy book Hovot ha-Levavot, they should not read the
Sha’ar ha-yihud, because the way it is printed in the Yiddish edition is not
understandable. Only a scholar would be able to understand it. Before
discussing what else is necessary, I must first mention what King David
said in Psalms 119:30, “I have chosen the path of faith.” Maimonides has
made known his thirteen articles of faith in order that my dear brothers
might earnestly undertake the path of our faith and in order that every
Jew know what he should believe. The thirteen articles of faith are
printed in all prayerbooks. They are also included in Yigdal. Many

Joshua 2:1 follows the translation of Targum Jonathan which translates zonah as
innkeeper. This became the accepted understanding of this passage in Rabbinic
literature.
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thousands say Ani Ma’amin and sing Yigdal, but they do not know what
they are saying or what they are singing. R. Abraham Jagel published his
book, Lekah Tov, which has been printed in good Yiddish many times, so
that everyone can understand it. [52b] The printer, R. Israel Jessnitz also
printed it in a prayerbook.®® It had an effect on some people, but the
majority have no desire to see it. God may have mercy, that I saw more
than twenty years ago that Professor Hardt of Helmstadt®” printed the
book Lekah Tov in Yiddish and German,® so that everyone can see what
are the Jewish principles of faith. Several years ago, the pietist®® Professor
Waehner of Goettingen also printed it,” to show our true faith. Because
of our many sins, it remains untouched among us. Thousands of Jews do
not know what they believe. As a result of this, I had to hear much
desecration of God’s name and scorn from many nobles and gentile
scholars concerning our faith and lifestyle. Should God be accused? I
hope that my dear brothers will take this to heart and at least teach their
children the thirteen principles, which are printed in Yiddish in all
prayerbooks. They should also see that every child learns the Lekah Tov
by heart in Yiddish. Thereby, they will at least know what they are
supposed to believe.

When the child has studied this, as I have described, and has the
possibility, with the help of God, to study further and become a scholar,
then there is certainly nothing better than to continue with the study of
Talmud and halakhic commentaries. It would be very good if he has a
keen scholar as a teacher who can sharpen his intellect. It is to be wished
that he first study those tractates which belong to Shulhan Arukh, Oreh
Hayyim, and afterwards [53a] those which belong to Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh
Deah, in order to fulfill, “To atone for himself and his household”
[Leviticus 16:6].

I want to relate further what the sage, the author of Havvat Yair,
writes in detail in his responsum number 123, about when the child
becomes a youth and, with the help of God, is in a position to attend a
yeshiva. I find myself in no position to give my opinion, much less to
insert myself among the giants. Many great sages have written against
the study of hillukim. Here I must again write that there is no wise man

66] have found no evidence for the existence of such an edition. Rivkind, “Der
Mehaber”, p. 307 n. 5 came to the same conclusion.

67Cf., M. Steinschneider, “Christliche Hebraeisten” Zeitschrift fuer Hebraeische
Bibliographie Vol. 3 (1898), p. 17 n. 210.

68Helmstadt, 1704.

69Wetzlar uses the term ha-hasid.

70There is an anonymously printed edition of the Lekah Tov, Goettingen, 1742. It is
reasonable to assume that this is the edition referred to by Wetzlar. G.A. Waehner
was the author of Antiquitates Ebraeorum de Israeliticae (Goettingen, 1743).
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like one who has experience or as an experienced fool. If I had not served
my teacher and master, Rabbi Abraham Broda of Prague for four years
and studied his hillukim quite well, I do not believe I would have been
able to understand the holy books that I studied afterwards. I must bring
this up in honor of my master and teacher, the above mentioned sage to
the delight of his soul. First, his lifestyle was that during the whole week
he ate nothing that came from a living being. Second, he did indeed teach
hillukim, but only in the beginning of the semester, in the summer until
after Shavuot, in the winter until Hanukkah. Afterwards, one had to study
Talmud or halakhic works, to fill one’s belly. Every Sabbath between
minha and ma’ariv, he would interpret a text with casuistry, to sharpen
the students. He often said, at the same time, that he believed the
explanation to be false. He only gave the explanation to sharpen the
students.

Third, his personal supervision of [53b] of his students, not only if
they were studying well. He examined them in small groups. Rather, he
quite often assembled the students and lectured on ethics and morals. He
also had people who would go around and inquire about the students’
behavior. Fourth, his love for his students. Every student who desired to
study was like the apple of his eye. Fifth, everything he did was for the
sake of heaven. This can be demonstrated by the fact that not only did he
not take money from an ordinary student, much less from a poor one,
but maintained several hundred students who did not have funds out of
his own pocket. Many thousands of students, may God protect them, in
all communities and countries, can testify that this is completely true. I
can affirm with stringent oaths that he did not take a penny from me
during the four years that I studied with him in Prague. When I
departed, I shed many tears that I could not repay him. He asked if I had
sufficient funds for the trip home and wanted to force money on me. In
this way his teachings, thank God, were successful. Many thousands can
testify to this. I believe that the order of study was not central when the
head of the yeshiva behaved in such a manner. In previous times, one
was what he said, or what someone else said about him.

In my time, the same order of study was continued in the holy
community of Prague by the famous sage, the Rabbi of the community,
Rabbi David Oppenheim, and the sage Rabbi Elijah, author of Eliyahu
Zuta. [54a] Nobody derived benefit from a student. Rather, the Rabbi of
the community, mentioned above, distributed hundreds to poor
students. Such an order also existed in my time, in the holy community
of Frankfurt am Main, in the days of the great and famous sage, Rabbi
Samuel, the son of R. Hayyim Isaiah’! and the great scholar, Rabbi

711 was unable to identify him.
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Samuel Shotten.”? I write my opinion again, not heaven forfend, to enter
among the giants whose souls are bound up in the bonds of eternal life,
but only as an experienced fool. So long as a youth studies in a yeshiva,
the study of hillukim at the beginning of the semester cannot hurt him.

I continue, however, further, with the help of God. When we come
home from the yeshiva, in peace and health, and become householders,
what should we study in order to repair our souls and acquire life in the
world to come? Indeed, we must have rabbis, heads of yeshivas, judges,
and teachers to teach students, as mentioned above. It is obvious that
those who aspire to positions as rabbis and judges, and to earn a
respectable living from this, must obviously study Talmud, Tur and all
the later commentaries. The rabbis must also study hillukim in order to
strengthen the Torah and teach students. I am not in a position, heaven
forbid, to prescribe a personal order of study for them which is for the
sake of heaven. Rather, my goal is to fulfill, “Love your fellow as
yourself.” “Your fellow,” specifically my fellows who are householders,
who pursue commerce and do not want to be, or much less can be, rabbis
or judges. They are also required to set aside time for Torah study. [54b]
What are they obligated to study in order to repair their soul? Indeed,
everything that one studies for the sake of heaven is quite good, but one
should learn from the example of King David who asked God, “Guide
me in your true way and teach me, for you are God my deliverer”
[Psalms 25:5], “Lead me in the path of your commandments” [Psalms
119:35], “Turn my heart to your decrees” [Psalms 119:36], “Let my heart
be undivided in reverence for your name” [Psalms 86:11], “Open my
eyes that I may perceive the wonders of your teachings” [Psalms 119:18].
One should also ask God to show the true path to his Torah and
commandments and in particular to reverence for God. The most
necessary thing for a householder to know is Shulhan Arukh, Oreh Hayyim
and the Talmudic tractates which belong to it. A householder who lives
in a community where he cannot consult a rabbi or scholar when a
question arises, must also know Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh Deah, in order that
no failure occur in his house. Because of our many sins, instances
occurred to me, that were it not for God's help and if I had not studied
Yoreh Deah, evil scholars would have fed me non-kosher foods several
times. Also the contrary, they declared things non-kosher that were
kosher. I can cite many examples of this. I would like to advise every
householder to be attentive and not to decide what is permitted or
forbidden, much less, heaven forbid, menstrual purity, where it is not
necessary. I can boast that, thank God, in my life I have not even decided

72Cf., M. Horovitz, Frankfurter Rabbinen (repr. Hildesheim, 1972), index, s.v.,
Samuel Hakohen Schotten.
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as simple a case as an egg that fell into kotah.”3 If a householder knows
enough to live as a kosher Jew and sets aside a time for Torah study, for
the sake of Heaven, and asks God as King David asked God, then I am
certain that God will help him [55a] and show him the true path which is
good for his soul, in commandments, worship, and reverence for God.

I do not find it necessary to recommend reverence for God, because
everyone knows the verses in the Torah of Moses. “And now O Israel
what does the Lord your God demand of you? Only this: To revere your
God” [Deuteronomy 10:12]. “You must revere your God” [Deuteronomy
10:20]: “You shall fear your God: I am the Lord” [Leviticus 19:14], “If you
fail to observe faithfully all the terms of this teaching that are written in
this book, to reverence this honored and awesome name, the Lord your
God” [Deuteronomy 28:58]. King David said, “Serve the Lord in awe”
[Psalms 2:11]: King Solomon said, “God has brought to pass that men
revere Him” [Ecclesiastes 3:14]. “The sum of the matter, when all is said
and done: Revere God” [Ecclesiastes 12:13].

Whoever wishes to know the fundamental meaning of reverence for
God should read Ikkarim, Book 3, chapters 31 and 32. I assure him that he
will be completely satisfied. It is clear in all holy books and especially in
our beloved Talmud which says “to consider whether we come to serve
[God] out of love or out of fear.””# Fear alone helps very little, when we
perform commandments or give charity, as many people do, because
they are afraid of death or divine punishment. Or, if they perform
commandments or give charity because they will receive a reward. This
too is not the correct way. As our sages write in tractate Avodah Zarah
and Pirke Avot, “Do not be like servants who serve the Master in the
expectation of a reward.””> Rather, it must happen out of love for God,
and love of God must be pure and honest.

If someone would want to ask the question, how can this happen
naturally, that I can [55b] purely and honestly love someone whom I am
supposed to fear greatly, and indeed do fear? The answer is too lengthy
for me to write. Rather, everyone should read or have read to them, the
above mentioned chapters 31 and 32 in Ikkarim, Book 3, and further until
the end of the treatise. They will find an answer that will fully satisfy
them, particularly concerning the verse, “Serve the Lord in awe, and
tremble in fright” [Psalms 2:11]. I only wish to write that which is true,
that everything we do should be out of pure love of God, as is often
mentioned in our holy Torah. We say this in the Shema every day,
morning and night. “You shall love your God” [Deuteronomy 6:5] and

73A metaphor for an obvious matter, cf., B. Erubin 62b; B. Ketubot 60b.
74B. Megillah, 25b.
75M. Avot, 1:3; B. Avodah Zarah, 19a.
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“To love the Lord your God and serve Him with your whole heart and
soul” [Deuteronomy 11:13].

Dear brothers, here someone will again ask me a question. How is it
possible to love someone I do not know and whose essence I cannot
know? Here I must answer that it is indeed true that as poor sinful
people we cannot know His essence. Even the holy angels do not know
his habitation and say, “His glory has no place.” However, we find in our
holy Torah, Deuteronomy 4:39, and we say it every day, morning and
night, in Oleinu le-Shabbe’ah, “Know therefore this day and keep in mind
that the Lord alone is God in heaven above and on earth below.” King
David commanded his beloved son, King Solomon, I Chronicles 28, verse
9, “And you my son Solomon, know the God of your father and serve
Him with single mind and fervent heart.” [56a] In Jeremiah 9:13 God
says, “Understand and know me, for I am God.” From this it can be seen
that we should understand or know Him. It cannot occur in any other
place but the prophet Isaiah who says in chapter 40, verse 26, “Lift up
your eyes to the heavens and see who created these.” When one sees and
contemplates the great vault of the sky, the great light — the sun, the
moon and so many stars which have moved in one order for five
thousand - five hundred and nine years, must this not have been made
by a great omnipotent and eternal God. The love of God must be
awakened when one contemplates how all the creatures of the earth,
even the smallest of creatures, were created with omnipotence and
wisdom, and with what great lovingkindness all creatures are
maintained and nurtured.

Because of our many sins, the majority of people fulfill Isaiah 5:12,
“There was lyre, etc., but they never gave a thought to the plan of God,
and take note of what He is designing.” They do not recognize God’s
works in order to know Him through them, much less to consider what
kind of eternal, omnipotent, gracious Lord He is. At the same time, He is
an eternal, omnipotent, gracious and compassionate Father. What is
more, they do not even want to know themselves, that they are lonely
weak creatures and poor sinful people. In contrast, the great omnipotent,
eternal, gracious and merciful Father continually and with hesed [56b]
supports us with His divine providence and shows us great compassion.
Since they do not contemplate this, because of our many sins, they
cannot know, much less love God. Some would dearly love to know God
through His works and love him with a pure heart. The verse in Isaiah
chapter 44, verse 18, is, because of our many sins, fulfilled through them.
“They are blind and cannot find the true path.” [trans.]

Listen all my dear brothers. I am prepared in every instant with the
greatest joy to allow myself to be slaughtered and burned as a sacrifice
for His one true name, out of the great, truthful, and highly responsible
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love that I have for God. Yes, even to allow myself to be hacked into
thousands of pieces for Your love, since my ultimate purpose is to fulfill,
“You must be wholehearted with the Lord your God” [Deuteronomy
18:13]. “Love your fellow as yourself.” I want to advise you with a pure
heart, before all else, to diligently study the book Hovot ha-Levavot. You
will be able to learn in Sha’ar ha-yihud that God is the one true and
omnipotent God and Lord. In the Sha’ar ha-behinah you will know for
yourselves what kind of miserably weak creatures we are. At the same
time, that God is a merciful Lord, full of hesed and the hesed and
lovingkindness that he shows us. The whole book will show you a path
and will be a cure [57a] for your soul. Finally, the conclusion of Sha’ar
ahavat adonai will help you to the proper love of God. Do not think that I,
as a poor sinful worm, recommend this book to you. The divine
kabbalist, R. Isaac Luria told his disciples and Maimonides commanded
his son to read this holy book daily. I have also mentioned previously
that the great sage, the author of Shnei Luhot ha-Berit, often recommended
this book. There is a summary of this book at the end of his Asarah
hillulim. All the old holy books always call this book, “the holy book.” I
am certain that when you will have read this book several times, you will
thank me profusely, and the merit will protect me and all of Israel. I ask
you to read in it as long as you live. I assure you that I have read and
studied it more than fifty times and every time found something new in
it, as the author, Rabbenu Bahya himself recommends.

However, to return again to the path of the pillar of Torah. I am
certain that if a scholar will have diligently read the above mentioned
holy book Hovot ha-Levavot, in the way it says in our holy Torah, “In your
mouth and in your heart, to observe it” [Deuteronomy 30:14], and study
it with care as the author often recommends in his book, particularly in
Sha’ar ha-bitahon, his lifestyle will be set right. And if he will further ask
God as King David asked, [57b] “Open my eyes that I may perceive the
wonders of your teaching” [Psalms 119:18], “Guide me in your true way”
[Psalms 25:2], that God will open his eyes and lead him in the true path
that he should follow.

I find it necessary to recommend one more book to my dear brothers,
according to my meager understanding, because, as mentioned above,
King David said, “I have chosen the way of faithfulness” [Psalms 119:30].
God, himself, also says in Hosea 2, verse 22, “And I will espouse you
with faithfulness, then you shall be devoted to the Lord.” As this prophet
says in chapter 6, [verse 1] “Come, let us turn back to the Lord, etc.” In
verse 3, “Let us pursue obedience to the Lord, and we shall become
obedient.” Every Jew is required to be strong in his faith. Our sages say,
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in particular, in Pirke Avot, “Know what to answer a heretic.”76 Thus, it is
not enough for a scholar to study the thirteen articles of faith as they are
printed in the prayerbook, but the way Maimonides wrote them in [his
commentary] on the Mishnah, “All of Israel have a share in the world to
come.””7 Afterwards, he should study the Sefer Ikkarim most diligently.
Here my dear brothers must not become angry when I recommend that
they put aside their arrogance. Whoever cannot get through the Sha’ar ha-
yihud in Hovot ha-Levavot, or even in the Sefer Ikkarim which has passages
that are very difficult to understand, should acquire a teacher who will
teach him. If he cannot get a teacher, he should get a few friends, so that
they can help each other. The principle is that when it is for the sake of
heaven God will help. As our sages say, [58a] “When someone wishes to
purify himself, he is helped.””® Thank God, whose hesed has not left us,
there are scholars in all communities who know these and other similar
holy books. I have, thank God, definite information that these books are
studied by groups in a number of holy communities.

A certain scholar and householder from the holy community of
Frankfurt am Main assured me that he saw [a copy of] the Sefer Ikkarim in
that community which contained the signature of the famous communal
leader Zalman Trum,” who was known as the wealthiest person of his
day. In the book was inscribed that this book had been studied many
times in his daily study group. I am therefore certain that whoever
studies this book once with diligence will thank me all their life. Many
scholars have already thanked me, praise God, and swore to me that they
found things there that they did not previously know at all and through
this, thank God, got the desire to study other similar holy books. They
thanked and praised God that He “opened their eyes and showed them
the wonders of his holy Torah,”8° not only to repair their souls to the
supernal light. Rather, through this they understood many verses,
talmudic passages, and midrashim, which they could not understand
previously, or give a correct interpretation.

However, if there are to be found scholars who would think that I
want to lead them on a wrong path, heaven forbid, and, because of our
many sins, consider these books secondary works, I first want to write
that I recommend them so highly for the reason that King David [58b]

76M. Avot, 2:19.

7M. Sanhedrin, 10:1. Maimonides, in his commentary devotes a paragraph or two
to each article of faith, while in the prayerbook, the articles are listed in single
sentences without commentary or explanation.

78B. Shabbat 104a; B. Yoma, 38b.

7°1 was not able to find any information on him in the standard histories of
Frankfurt Jewry.

80A paraphrase of Psalms 119:18.
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says, “I have chosen the path of faith [Psalms 119:30].” Not only should
every scholar be strengthened in his faith, but he should know how to
defend our faith and our holy Torah in all circumstances and against all
faiths. In addition, he should be a spiritual guide, to [help others] serve
God wholeheartedly, and only out of love for God. Through this, the
pillar of Torah will be strengthened.

Indeed, the great sage, the author of the Havvat Yair, responsum 156,
page 115b, writes about those who study the books Akedah, Ikkarim, and
the Kuzari, “those generations who stayed away from these studies did
well.” He only writes this about youths. “I have heard that they study
this in their youth.” It is indeed good that they should first study to “fill
their bellies” with Talmud and Codes in the way that the sage, the above
mentioned author, writes in this responsum. However, a householder
who, with the help of God, has already completed these studies cannot
study anything better, for the sake of heaven.

I only wish to refer to the approbations of the greatest scholars of the
land when this book was printed with the commentaries, Shorashim and
Anafim 8! In particular, the brief comment of the famous pietist and sage
Rabbi Isaiah Horowitz, author of the Shnei Luhot ha-Berit, who wrote “I
have sealed the truth on a true thing with the truth of the Torah with
fundamental principles.” This sage and pietist called this book, “a true
thing with the truth of Torah.” I believe it is not necessary to further
recommend to you the study of this book, which is useful for every
scholar. Everyone can read the other approbations and the introduction
by the author of Shorashim and Anafim.

I want to recommend one more thing [59a] that the great sage, Rabbi
Isaac, writes in his introduction to the three books, Ma’amar ha-Ahdut,
Yesod ha-Emunah, and Or ha-Hayyim, which were authored by the famous
sage and pietist, Rabbi Joseph Javetz. Namely, our Torah is called a tree,
as King Solomon said, “It is a tree of life to those who cling to it”
[Proverbs 3:18]. A tree consists of roots which lie in the ground and out
of the ground grow branches, twigs and leaves. If a leaf, twig or branch
falls from a tree or is broken off, the tree remains standing and one can
enjoy its fruits. However, when the root rots or is destroyed, the whole
tree and its fruits are destroyed. So too is the tree of our holy Torah. The
principles of faith are the roots of the tree. The commandments are the
branches, twigs and leaves. When someone, heaven forbid, damages a
twig or leaf or even breaks off a branch from the positive or negative
commandments, he can still enjoy the fruits of the world to come,
through other commandments. The Talmud in Hullin says, “a heretic in

81Sefer Ikkarim, Venice, 1618.
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one thing is not a heretic in the whole Torah.”82 There are many
commentaries on the mishnah, “All of Israel have a share in the world to
come.”8 Also, Ikkarim Book 3, chapter 29, writes a commentary on the
talmudic passage, “God wanted to reward Israel so He increased Torah
and commandments for them.”® If someone cannot observe some
commandments and properly observes others, he can still have his share
in the world to come through these commandments. In contrast,
whoever, heaven forfend, damages the roots, the principles [59b] of faith,
he is called, heaven forbid, one who denies the fundamentals.

Dear brothers, who wants to put himself in such danger, heaven
forbid, to be a denier of the fundamentals, and not to take time or make
the effort to read these useful books mentioned earlier, that is Ma amar
ha-Ahdut, Sefer Yesod ha-Emunah and Sefer Or ha-Hayyim left to us by the
famous sage and pietist Rabbi Joseph Jabez. I hope, with the help of God,
that whoever will read these books for the sake of heaven, will have a
repair for his soul. He will thank God for “opening his eyes” and will be
further “worthy to see the wonders of our holy Torah”# and other holy
books.

Since the sage, the author of the Havvat Yair, recommends the Sefer
Akedah, I must tell you, my dear brothers, what happened to me with this
author. It would be much too extensive to describe my life’s journey and
how God helped me to the study of these holy books. I only want to
write that after my marriage I diligently studied the Talmud and Codes
that every householder needs to know for several years. Thanks to God, I
always reviewed the laws for every holiday and continue to do so. At the
same time I also wanted to study ethical works and other holy books in
order to repair my soul. God, in his great mercy and lovingkindness,
helped me to learn the whole of the holy book, Hovot ha-Levavot. I later
acquired the Sefer Ikkarim on a journey. [I also acquired] the holy book
Neveh Shalom and Sefer Reshit Da’at and eleven books by the great and
wise sage, Rabbi Isaac Abrabanel, [60a] and more similar books. Indeed, I
heard many scholars, some of whom called these books tekhuna books,
some, philosophical books and others, secondary works. I did not pay
much attention to them because I found that these scholars did not know
how to translate the word tekhuna. I found that the term philosophy is a
Greek word, lovers of wisdom. The only reason they are considered
secondary works is, because of our many sins, many scholars do not
understand them.

828 Hullin, 5a.

83M. Sanhedrin, 10:1.

84M. Makkot, 3:16.

85A paraphrase of Psalms 119:18.
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Finally, I acquired the book Hazut Kashe which was authored by the
famous sage Rabbi Isaac, the author of the Akedat Yizhak. He writes in
treatise 5, pages 8b and 9a, that one should stay away from philosophy in
such a manner, that I literally became faint and literally tore my
garments as a sign of mourning, that I had spent my time with such
books, and in particular the Sefer More Nebukhim. I had also previously
taught my children, may God protect them eternally, the Sefer Hovot ha-
Levavot, as was mentioned in this book. May God protect us, I wrote and
warned my children to stay away from all such books, because I knew
what kind of sage and truthful scholar the author of the Akedah was, even
though I did not have his book, Akedat Yizhak.

Not long afterwards, God led me to Hamburg [60b] and a scholar
who was a honest and upright person, may his soul be bound up in the
bonds of eternal life, came to see me and brought a book to sell me, a
commentary on Job called Meir Iyov. When I opened the book to look at
the title page, I saw it said, “Sefer Meir Iyov by the complete scholar Rabbi
Meir, son of the divine philosopher R. Isaac Arama, author of the
Akedah.” 1 was aghast. I thought that it was impossible that the Sefer
Hazut Kashe could have been written by the sage, the author of the
Akedah, because he had forbidden the study of philosophy and his son
signs himself, the son of the philosopher. However, I discovered that the
same person is the author of the Hazut Kashe. I was very confused until
two months later when, as if it was sent from heaven, I was able to
purchase the Sefer Akedat Yizhak. 1 discovered that this book is pure
divine philosophy covering the whole Torah, from the first word to the
last, and the five scrolls. If I were to praise this book, my pen would go
too far. However, I am assured that, thank God, there are scholars in all
communities who have studied this book and will agree with me. In
honor of the author, I want to write an ethical story, with the help of
God, from this book at the end of my work.

My ultimate purpose is only that I finally discovered the difference
between divine philosophy and Greek philosophy which did not believe
that there is a creator of heaven and earth. This Greek philosophy, which
does not believe [61a] that there is a creator of heaven and earth is
discarded by other nations and is called heathen philosophy. I hope that
whoever has studied these holy books has found the truth. Here I must
highly recommend that every scholar who has the possibility should
study the Sefer Emunot ve-Deot of Rabbenu Saadiah Gaon. I would also
highly recommend Rabbenu Bahya, and his holy book Hovot ha-Levavot. 1
also have cause and obligation to recommend the More Nebukhim of our
master, teacher and Rabbi, the great sage and true scholar, Maimonides. I
do not find it necessary [to recommend] his Sefer Yad ha-Hazakah and his
commentary on the Mishnah with the introductions, particularly his
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commentary on Pirke Avot with his introduction, Shemone Peragim, since
they are sufficiently well known. I would wish that every scholar would
own and read the Sefer Hasagot of the sage and scholar Rabbi Moshe
Alashkar. He will then find how this sage, Rabbi Moses Alashkar, repaid
those who wrote against the More Nebukhim.

At this opportunity, I correctly understood the whole of Psalm 19
which had previously been difficult for me to understand. King David
a”h said, “The heavens declare the glory of God, the sky proclaims his
handiwork” [Psalms 19:2]. [trans.] “Day to day makes utterance, night to
night speaks out” [Psalms 19:3]. One day tells another and one night tells
or proclaims knowledge to the other. “There is no utterance, there are no
words, whose sound goes unheard” [Psalms 19:4]. [61Db] [trans.] “Their
measuring cord extends over the whole earth and their words to the ends
of the world” [Psalms 19:5]. [trans.] Afterwards, King David says, “The
teaching of the Lord is perfect, renewing life; the decrees of the Lord are
enduring, making the simple wise. The precepts of the Lord are just,
rejoicing the heart; The instruction of the Lord is lucid, making the eyes
light up. The fear of the Lord is pure, abiding forever; The judgments of
the Lord are true, righteous altogether. More desirable than gold, than
much fine gold; Sweeter than honey, than drippings of the comb”
[Psalms 19:8-11]. [trans.] And so through the whole Psalm.

Dear brothers, it would be too extensive to write a word by word
commentary on this whole Psalm. There are already many truthful
commentaries printed in the Sefer Ikkarim, some in Book 1, chapter 5,
some in Book 3, chapter 3, in Sefer Akedat Yizhak gate 49 and other places.
However, it is particularly important and useful to read Sefer Neveh
Shalom, treatise 8, chapter 6, and also the fourth sermon, “a remembrance
of creation,” in Sefer Nefuzot Yehudah. I will only briefly write my opinion
about the cohesion of this chapter which is useful for my purpose. [62a] I
only wish to ask. King David said, “The heavens declare the glory of
God” [Psalms 19:2], [trans.], and so forth. One day tells the next, one
night tells or proclaims knowledge to the other. There is no utterance or
words and its voice is not heard. How is it transmitted, when one tells
the other and no voice is heard, and their speech goes to the end of the
world? Indeed, Maimonides writes in his More, part 2, chapter 5, that the
spheres are living intelligences. Who has ever heard the heaven tell, or
the day talk or the night say. Therefore, one cannot give any other
interpretation but that of the author of the Ikkarim, who writes in Book 3,
chapter 1, “he who recites Pereq Shirah every day is assured of his share
in the world to come.”8 This does not mean that if someone babbles and
sings Pereq Shirah he has acquired the world to come. Rather, one must

86Sefer Ikkarim Book 3, chap. 1.
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contemplate each creature that God has made. This is what one finds
when one says it. However, I said that R. Eliezer said, “he who occupies
himself,” one must occupy himself with Pereq Shirah and contemplate
everything. Through this, one can have the world to come. Every scholar
can read this chapter with pride.

I only want to add to my interpretation of how this sage interpreted
the verse, “The heavens declare the glory of God” [Psalms 19:2]. When
one contemplates the movements of the heavens, one can learn about
God’s glory, just as if they would say or tell us. So too, it is with all
creatures. [62b] One can learn about God’s glory, wisdom, and
omnipotence, particularly when one contemplates the whole world and
the order of day and night. This is divine philosophy, to know and study
God’s wisdom and abilities. Not only in the time of King David, but
before and after it there were great scholars, such as Aristotle and other
Greek philosophers. They attained a very high level of understanding, as
is possible to read in their many books. However, these scholars did not
have any Torah and denied the God of heaven and earth, or that there is
a creator of heaven and earth. Therefore, King David warned us about
this wisdom and wrote immediately afterwards, “The teaching of the
Lord is perfect, renewing life; The decrees of the Lord are enduring,
making the simple wise. The precepts of the Lord are just, rejoicing the
heart; The instruction of the Lord is lucid, making the eyes light up. The
fear of the Lord is pure, abiding forever; The judgments of the Lord are
true, righteous altogether” [Psalms 19:8-10]. [trans.]

In contrast, whoever does not observe God’s Torah, commandments,
precepts, instructions and judgments and does not fear God, his soul is
corrupted and blind. All of his wisdom is false and has no basis. In
contrast, one must also [63a] contemplate the verses that King David
previously said about how one must contemplate the glory, wisdom and
powers of God. Similarly, as mentioned previously, all scholars who do
not have our holy Torah, commandments, and fear of God are blind, full
of falsehoods and are false teachers. Thus, when we want to study our
holy Torah, we must properly recognize God, love and fear him, and
want to serve him from the heart. We must also know theology. Not
every scholar or soul is qualified to study the wisdom of Kabbalah. At
present, because of our many sins, we are missing true scholars of this
subject. I have no doubt that if someone will first study the Sefer Hovot ha-
Levavot and Sefer Ikkarim or at least the Sefer Akedat Yizhak, he will
understand not only many verses in our holy Torah, but whole chapters
in the Prophets and Writings, many Talmudic passages, midrashim and
aggadot, that he did not previously understand. In particular, he will
come to know, with the help of God, many theological concepts. I have
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no doubt that many scholars who will study these books will agree with
me and they will thank me.

I must again write that nobody is as wise as one who has experience.
As an experienced fool, I can best testify how much these two holy
books, namely Sefer Hovot ha-Levavot and Sefer Ikkarim, with the help of
God, [63b] helped me and enlightened my eyes in the Torah of truth.
However, listen my dear brothers, I write this only for His sake and to
fulfill, “Love your fellow as yourself,” and not, heaven forbid, to lead
them on a wrong path. Therefore, I obligate myself here for the sum of
five hundred ducats. This writing should be as valid as a promissory
note prepared by a major court, with reliable and upright witnesses.
Rather, I want to pledge or guarantee that if a community or holy society
of ten householders will have studied these books and regret it and not
agree with me that they were led on the just and proper path, may the
five hundred ducats be forfeit. They should be given as charity to the
poor of the land of Israel and of the community where these books were
studied. Since it would be too difficult for me to travel everywhere, to all
communities, and it would be too difficult to travel to every learned
scholar, I therefore wish to obligate myself that they should come at my
expense to the holy community of Frankfurt am Main or the holy
communities of Hamburg and Halberstadt which are close to me. Who is
just can be decided by arbitrators. I wish to name in advance three
arbitrators who are famous and recognized sages, may God lengthen
their days in office. I did not have the privilege of seeing two of them,
much [64a] less to know them. Those who think that, heaven forbid, I did
not lead them on the proper path, can easily send someone to one of
these communities and take as many arbitrators as they want. If, heaven
forbid, I will be found to be wrong, I will immediately pay the fine of five
hundred ducats and their expenses.

Dear brothers, I hope that out of these writings in which I
recommend these books so highly, nobody will be able to assume other
than that I wrote this for His sake and to fulfill, “Love your fellow as
yourself.” I have found some evil people who put these books alongside
many other books by great sages from the time of Saadiah Gaon, which
were written by great sages. In particular, the books of the sage
Maimonides and other holy books by several sages and famous pietists
who were not careful with their flames. They did not understand these
books and called them not only secondary books but also excluded
books, heaven forbid. There is much to write about this, but, because of
our many sins, I do not have the time. When I occasionally have a free
day, I would be busy with worldly needs and also partly charitable acts. I
wasted ten days to four weeks. As a result, because of our many sins, I
do not have the time that I would dearly love to sanctify in public His
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great name and his Torah of truth and the honor of the teachings of
many famous sages who taught the Torah of truth, for the sake of
heaven. They wrote in order to repair their own soul and those of others,
as every [64b] honest Jew is obligated to maintain. I trust in God that
when our order of study, as previously mentioned, as well as these holy
books will be studied diligently in all communities, there will be found
students of Torah who will sanctify His great name and His holy Torah.
All of these holy books will be maintained and the pillar of Torah will
have a sturdy foundation. Our order of worship, that is prayer, will be
much improved, and our acts of lovingkindness will be done with truth.
With the help of God and his great mercy we will be set free and
redeemed through this from our exile.

Chapter Sixteen

I must mention two things that will improve our worship services.
First, the rabbis, communal leaders or synagogue wardens, all those who
have authority in the synagogue, should insure that order is maintained.
The great tumult and confusing loud prayer that everyone, from children
to adults, engages in is, because of our many sins, not only a desecration
of God’s name for the gentiles who come to our synagogues, but this
commotion confuses anyone who wishes to pray with proper kavvanah.
The cantor also often becomes confused in his prayers, not only because
of the ordinary screaming of those who want to compete with the cantor,
but there are those who come in the middle of the prayers and begin to
pray from the beginning with such loud screaming that their neighbors
and other people [65a] cannot continue with their own prayers.

Secondly, it is indisputably certain that our sages said, “worship is
prayer.”87 Since the destruction of the Temple and we cannot offer
sacrifices anymore, may God have mercy, our prayers or divine worship
have taken the place of the sacrifices. When one considers what is the
translation of the word tefillah, it is “asking.” Our whole order of prayer
is none other than we ask Him for what we desire from Him. So dear
brothers, let us take an example. When we receive everything good from
a human king or person all our lives, we are correctly obligated to serve
him. Is this service when I ask him that he should continue to help me
and when we cannot serve him? Are we not at the very least obligated to
praise and thank him? So dear brothers, let us consider what kind of
merciful, compassionate and long suffering God, The Blessed One, King
of Kings is, what kind of acts of lovingkindness He does for us from the
moment we are born, how He nourishes us, and the compassion and

87A paraphrase of B. Ta'anit, 2a.
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lovingkindness He shows us from our childhood and so long as we are in
this world. If there were as many writers as people since the creation of
the world had hair on their [65b] heads, they could not write it all. Much
less so can I, a poor sinful worm, write about this. How can we repay this
obligation? Even if all the people since Adam until the present were all
alive, they could not repay God for the lovingkindness that He does for
one person. Beyond this, not only can we not serve Him, but we continue
to sin everyday and not observe His commandments. Is this service
when we ask Him to help us and do good for us in the future? Our sages
indeed said, “prayer is worship.” Prayer of the type described above, is a
very exalted thing as demonstrated by many holy books. It takes the
place of sacrifices. We must consider that God called his Temple a house
of prayer. Isaiah 56, verse 7, “And let them rejoice in my house of prayer,
their burnt offerings and sacrifices shall be welcome on my altar; my
house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.”

The question is, did one do anything in the house of prayer beyond
offering sacrifices? What did the Levites do? Why did they have musical
instruments? For no other reason than to sing songs and play on their
instruments. How many choristers with musical instruments were there?
I only want to mention one verse, I Chronicles, chapter 25, verse 7,
“There were 288 who taught how to sing to God, the Lord.” [trans.] This
is how it was done in the Temple which God called a house [66a] of
prayer. Along with the sacrifices, God was worshipped with song. The
question is, with what songs do we worship God alongside our prayers
which are supposed to be the substitute for the sacrifices? Some want to
answer that we fulfill this with the pesukei de-zimra and halleluyah.
However, one must know that there is a difference between hallel and
zimra or shir. We have enough songs in Psalms. We have the Shir ha-
Yihud, which is divided into sections for every day of the week, and was
compiled by R. Samuel he-Hasid and R. Judah he-Hasid.

They are great songs and praises to God. May God have mercy on
the way they are sung. They are not sung but mumbled. The cantor does
not say what the congregation is saying, and the congregation does not
say what the cantor says. Who is responsible? The ordinary person
unfortunately does not understand what he should sing or say. It is
beneath the dignity of our scholars and some rabbis, to recite Psalms,
much less the Shir ha-Yihud with the cantor in the synagogue. They think
little of God. They do not think about who Moses was, how God did the
miracles for him and all of Israel and helped them through the sea. How
did Moses our teacher and the Israelites thank God for this? They said
shira. “Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord, Etc.”
[Exodus 15:1]. What did King David do to worship and praise God? He
wrote songs and praises. What did King Solomon do? We find in I Kings
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chapter 5, verse 12, “His songs numbered [66b] one thousand and five.”
[trans.] In addition, the Song of Songs which is holy of holies. What did
the prophetess Deborah do when God helped her? She sang a song,
Judges 5:1, “And Deborah sang.” “I will sing to the Lord, will hymn the
Lord, the God of Israel” [Judges 5:3]. The prophet Isaiah says not only in
5:1, “Let me sing for my beloved,” but he also assures us in his prophecy
in chapter 26:1, “In that day this song shall be sung.” In the messianic
age, songs will also be sung. In comparison, the last mishnah of Tamid
says, “we will sing a song in the future, in the day that will be completely
Sabbath and rest for eternal life.”88 We recite this every Sabbath and
festival in Ein ke-Elohenu.

We also find in the Talmud that songs and praises are pleasing to
God, as the Talmud says in Berakhot [7b] “who was Ruth that she was
worthy that David, who sang songs and praises to God, was descended
from her.” So too, God forbid, it says in the tokheha, Deuteronomy 28:47
“Because you would not serve the Lord your God in joy and gladness.”
[trans.] Concerning this, the Talmud says in Erakhin 11b, “what is the
meaning of worship with joy and gladness of heart, this is song.” [trans.]
Thus, it is clear to see that God in the tokhehah is angry because they do
not worship him with song. Should not such scholars be ashamed before
God and fear [67a] when they will read these verses and Talmudic
passages. I hope to God that they will be ashamed when an ordinary
man or woman will read this whole passage to them when they see a
scholar who does not recite the Shir ha-Yihud and remind them how they
fool God. For they say everyday in Yishtabbah, “for to you our God and
God of our fathers, song and praise are pleasant.”? God desires song and
praise, and yet they do not want to recite it.

It is to be wondered that scholars in particular do not want to recite
the Shir ha-Yihud. On the day of the giving of the Torah, on Shavuot, we
interrupt the Torah reading and recite Akdamut, because it is a great song
and praise to God. Why do they not want to recite the Shir ha-Yihud?
There is no need to interrupt their prayers. In addition, Akdamut is in
Aramaic while the Shir ha-Yihud is in Hebrew, and contains more truthful
songs and praises. Which author was a finer person, the one who wrote
Akdamut or the Shir ha-Yihud? 1 do not want, heaven forbid, to insert
myself between two great mountains. I would very much like to find a
learned scholar who could give me a reason why he does not want to
recite the Shir ha-Yihud. I do not know the reason, thus I will not write
about this.

88M. Tamid, 7:4.
89A phrase from the Yishtabbah prayer, found in the prayerbook.
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Dear brothers, I know very well that, because of our many sins, I am
a poor, sinful and ignorant worm. I would gladly not have undertaken to
write about this, particularly since the Shir ha-Yihud is [67b] recited by
very few scholars. In many communities it is not recited at all. Thank
God, as long as I have been a householder, I have recited it diligently and
caused that my community recites it slowly, word for word. Yet I did not
have the heart to say anything about this publicly, much less to write
about it. However, God provided me with an assistant or helper, may
God lengthen his days, the true scholar and sage who was rabbi in
Emden, Rabbi Jacob, may his light shine, son of the famous sage Hakham
Zevi, who in his prayerbook, which I just acquired this year, gives a
public halakhic ruling, which every scholar can read, from page 175b to
178. Because I am concerned that this prayerbook has not been widely
distributed, and also for the common man who does not understand the
holy books so well, which though they have been long in print remain
closed to him. Therefore I will write the reason that the scholars wish to
know, in Yiddish. I hope that the merit of the author of the Shir ha-Yihud
which he authored for the sake of His great name, will support me and it
will be a repair for my soul.

The reason that some communities and also some scholars do not
recite the Shir ha-Yihud is to be seen in the Levush ha-Tekhelet, section 133.
The great sage Rabbi Solomon Luria abrogated this in all the
communities where he was rabbi. The Levush writes that he does not
want to give the reason. The Levush also writes, however, [68a] that not
all communities followed this ruling. The Levush also wonders that these
communities recited the Shir ha-Kavod, Anim Zemirot, which the sage
Rabbi Solomon Luria (Maharshal) did not abrogate. This is why some
communities and scholars do not recite the Shir ha-Yihud. However, he
does not give the reason and many scholars do not know the reason.
Whoever wishes to know the reason should look in the Responsa of our
teacher and master, the famous and great sage, Rabbi Moses Isserles,
responsum 126, where he will find the reason. Heaven forbid, I poor
sinner do not want to insert myself among the giants. However, as the
sage Rabbi Samuel Judah [Katzenellenbogen] writes in this responsum,
“the matter seemed bad to me, etc.” It must have disappointed him very
much that people did not want to recite this.

Now, as mentioned, the sage Rabbi Jacob [Emden], may God
lengthen his days, has issued a halakhic ruling that it should be recited.
Therefore, I may write that the reason is because of one stanza of six
words. According to my opinion, sages and rabbis would have done
better to change six words if the author had, heaven forbid, made a
mistake, instead of completely abrogating such songs that we are
obligated to recite everyday. One could object if it were kabbalistic or
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difficult to understand. However, I assure you that whoever understands
the Sha’ar ha-yihud in Hovot ha-Levavot will easily understand the whole
Shir ha-Yihud. We have, thank God, many scholars and worthy people
who after they have studied Hovot ha-Levavot agreed with me. [68b]
Indeed, upright people asked me that they did not understand the
words, “kol ha-nirim ve-ha-niskalim ve-ha-madaim be-eser kelulim, ve-sheva
kamayot, ve-sheish nidot, ve-shalosh gezerot, le-itot u-midot,” in the Shir ha-
Yihud for the fifth day [Thursday].”® In particular however, the words
“sheva kamayot, ve-sheish nidot, ve-shalosh gezerot.” Indeed, in many
prayerbooks which have commentaries, the kamiot are given more than
one explanation. In some, they are explained kabbalistically, and some
think that the word kamiot is a Greek word.

I gave some people an explanation according to my own poor
understanding and they liked it. I will write it out of love for my dear
brothers and not, heaven forbid, to portray myself as one who can give
explanations, but only to show that the author of these songs wrote them
in pure Hebrew. Indeed, if much of it can be understood kabbalistically,
it can similarly be understood in simple Hebrew. Just as the whole Torah
is called a tree, as mentioned above. A tree has its roots hidden in the
earth and we cannot see it or easily reach it. The tree itself, with branches,
leaves and fruits is above ground, and God lets the sun shine on it so that
we can see it and derive benefit from it. So too, our holy Torah consists of
two explanations. One of them is secret and hidden just like the roots of
the tree which we do not see and is difficult to reach. The second
explanation is called revealed and, thank God, is like [69a] the tree with
branches, leaves and fruit which freely stands out of the earth and God
lets the sun shine on it, in order that we should be able to see well and
utilize it to the best of our abilities.

‘This is the meaning of words ha-nirim ve-ha-niskalim. Ha-nirim is
translated, those things which we can see with our eyes and is on the
earth. Ve-ha-niskalim is translated, those things that we cannot see with
our eyes and are not physical. They are purely intellectual and must be
contemplated with the mind. Ve-ha-madaim be-eser kelulim is translated,
those things that we know or are familiar with through ten primary
principles, the ten primary sources that one finds in everything that
exists in this world and can be contemplated. Indeed, this can be read in
some prayerbooks and in Yiddish in Hovot ha-Levavot, Sha’ar ha-yihud,
chapter 7. Scholars, however, can read it in Sefer Ruah Hen, chapter 10,
which at present, thank God, is readily available.

I find it necessary to quote it here in Yiddish, but I would ask the
scholars who study Torah for the sake of heaven, and upright people to

9O0Shirei ha-Yihud veha-Kavod, A.M. Haberman (Jerusalem, 1948), p-39.
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read what the Akedat Yizhak writes in the third section (sha’ar) concerning
the passage, “the world was created with ten statements.”®! The sage,
Rabbi Moses Albelda writes about this in his book Olat Tamid, with
regard to the ten commandments, pages 176 and 177. In addition, what
the above mentioned rabbi of Emden, the sage Rabbi Jacob, may he
enlighten the world, writes in the introduction to his new prayerbook,
page 27b. I may not quote it here, but only write the ordinary translation
[69b] of what are the ten principles. Namely, the essence of a thing and
nine accidental things that come to a thing or that it has. They are, 1 -
how large, 2 — how it looks, 3 — something that cannot exist alone, but
must be associated with something else. For example, when I say
someone is a master. He cannot be a master if he does not have someone
else who is his servant. He cannot be called a master if he does not have a
servant who so names him. Or if I say this is a servant, he must
necessarily have a master. 4 — when he is. When is he born or when he
came to a place. 5 — where he is. 6 — what kind of condition is he in. Is he
standing, sitting, or lying down, etc. 7 — knowing that which is not part of
his body. Rather, what belongs to him or what he bought — houses,
clothes, gardens and similar desirable things. 8 — the things he works or
makes. 9 — a thing that is worked or made. The author of the Shir Ha-
Yihud gives as the great song and praise of God, that we cannot give Him
enough titles. We also cannot comprehend Him, as he explicitly said
previously. We cannot comprehend Him as He is, or what to compare
Him to, etc. So he says further that from these ten primary sources which
we know [70a] about Him we also cannot say. First, we do not know His
essence or character, and concerning the other nine principles which are
accidental we can and should say even less concerning God.

Further, the words sheva kamayot are pure Hebrew. Sheva is translated
seven and the root of the word kamayot is kamah, how. However, here one
must know that the word kamah in Hebrew, or how, can be said seven
ways. 1 — how long. 2 — how wide. 3 — how high. 4 — how far from east. 5
— how far from west. 6 — how far from south. 7 — how far from north.
More how’s about one thing cannot be said in Hebrew. Therefore, all
these seven how’s cannot be said about God. I believe that this
explanation of sheva kamiot can be understood by everyone in its simple
meaning without kabbalah. If someone would want to ask, one can say
how one more way, namely how does he appear, black or white.
Therefore it must be mentioned that in Hebrew this is not called kamah.
Rather, it is eich and eich belongs to this statement, as can be seen in all
books and commentaries.

9IM. Avot 4:29.
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The words sheish nidot are pure Hebrew. Sheish is six and the root of
nidot is nad, and it means movement from one place to another, as it says
in Genesis 4:12, “You shall be a ceaseless wanderer on earth.” Rashi says,
“you have no permission to live in one place.”? The Targum says, “you
will be a wanderer in the land.”*3 Psalms 11:1, “How can you say to me,
take to the hills like a bird.” Proverbs 27:8, “Like a sparrow wandering
from its nest is a man [70b] who wanders from his home.” This can only
be translated as moving or wandering from one place to the other. Let us
consider how many ways a thing can naturally move or wander from
one place to another. One will not find more than six ways, up and down
and in the four directions. Therefore, six nidot or the six natural
movements should not be said about God.

Further, and shalosh gezerot, ve-itot, u-midot is also pure simple
Hebrew. Shalosh means three. Gezerot is translated as command. There
are three primary commands from God for the whole world and
everything that is in the world. This is have, something has become that
previously was not. Ve-nifsad, and must again disappear. Thus,
everything must become what it is according to God’s command, even if
it does not desire to. It must remain, according to God’s command, as
long as it is His holy will, even if it no longer desires to remain. It must
again disappear, according to God’s command, even if it no longer
desires to disappear. I believe that this explanation is correct. Indeed, our
sages in Pirke Avot count “against your will” five times. Namely, “against
your will were you formed, against your will were you born, against
your will you live, against your will you die, against your will in the
future you will give an account before the King of Kings, the Blessed
One.”%* Here we must understand that to give an account can only be
said about one person. “Against your will were you born” can only be
said about one living being. The other three are primary commands
which apply to the whole world and especially to all creatures [71a] or
things that grow. There are plants or inanimate objects in the world
which only God created. It can also be said, as mentioned above, “against
your will were you formed.” It is only through God’s command that they
were created. It is only on God’s command that they remain or live as
long as it is His holy will. They die or disappear according to God’s
command.

Shalosh itot is also simple, as all commentaries explain it. Three times,
the past, the future and the present time. Shalosh midot are also as their
simple explanation, three types of measure. Namely that which is

92Rashi on Genesis 4:12.
93Targum Onkelos on Genesis 4:12.
%M. Avot 4:29.
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measured with ailin or dry weight with which one measures grain, wheat
and similar things, and wet measure with which oil, wine, beer and
similar things are measured. It says further especially, “concerning God
one cannot say one thing out of all these, because He created them all.”
[trans.] Thus, this can all be understood in a simple way without
kabbalistic explanations. Be assured that the whole Shir ha-Yihud can be
understood in this way, when simple people will learn the meaning of
their daily prayers as well as the Shir ha-Yihud. If they cannot easily
obtain a teacher, they should first read the Shir ha-Yihud for the first day,
in Yiddish translation. I hope to God that they will acquire the desire to
read further in Yiddish or to learn the meaning of the words from a
teacher. I am certain that our order of worship, [71b] that is prayer, will
be conducted differently, when the ordinary person will understand the
meaning of the words that he prays to God or sings to praise His holy
name. The Shir ha-Yihud will be said better and more easily, word for
word, and it will be a significant aid to our redemption.

I ask you my dear brothers, for God’s sake, do not suspect me,
heaven forbid, that I have troubled you, or written too much about the
Shir ha-Yihud. Rather, be assured that I have written so much about this
because the Shir ha-Yihud is called “for the sake of the true unity of His
great and blessed name.” I am prepared every instant to allow myself to
be sacrificed as Isaac was sacrificed on the altar, for the sake of His great
name, and similarly to fulfill “Love your fellow as yourself.” I wrote this
as a supplement because it is my hope that the order of worship in our
synagogues will be improved through this. I hope to God that when our
order of study and order of worship will be instituted, as mentioned
above, even gemilut hesed will be changed through this. I find it necessary
to mention this at the end for the improvement of our gemilut hesed. As
mentioned above, I am only writing my own poor understanding in the
hope that we will finally be redeemed from our lengthy exile, and to
encourage my equals, my brothers, to help me fulfill “Love your fellow
as yourself.” They should have the image of the verse before their eyes,
“You must be wholehearted with the Lord your God” [Deuteronomy
18:13]. However, along with it, “Fear no man” [Deuteronomy 1:17]. You
should not fear any person in the world, and only [72a] act with truth for
the sake of His name.

Therefore, I must also cite the following for the sake of God and in
order to fulfill, “Love your fellow as yourself.” Namely, I have
sufficiently examined the reasons for our lengthy exile according to my
poor insignificant opinion, how the three things on which the world
exists, our Torah, our worship, our gemilut hasadim are observed by us.
The ordinary person has no responsibility for those things which relate to
Torah and worship, because these things must be learned. In contrast,
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gemilut hesed literally consists of natural human love and there is no
doubt that we are human, because God himself so named us. Ezekiel 34,
verse 31 “For you, my flock, flock that I tend are men; and I, your
shepherd, am your God - declares the Lord God.” He not only calls us
people but we are called a holy people. We are not only called a holy
people, but we are God’s servants. We are also called God’s children. The
verses are so well known that I do not need to cite them.

However, I have often had to battle with great anguish. How is it
that we as people, because of our many sins, a holy people, servants and
children of God, go against our human nature with regard to gemilut
hesed? Because of our many sins, it is better observed by all other nations
than by us. Similarly, our sages themselves say concerning the verse,
“Sin is a reproach to any people” [Proverbs 14:34], there is no gemilut
hesed found among us as people.?® Rather, because of our many sins, one
literally finds more love for one another among wild animals, cattle, and
fowl [72b] than among us people, in such a consideration of our human
nature. As mentioned above, God not only called us people, but as
previously mentioned, we are called a holy people, God’s children and
God'’s servants.

I found in the same verse in Ezekiel 34:31 that we have another
name, namely God’s sheep, “You are my sheep” [trans.]. Concerning
this, my question becomes even stronger, for there is nothing more pious
than sheep. When one wishes to call someone truly pious, one says that
he is as pious as a sheep. We too are called God’s sheep. How is it then
that, because of our many sins, we are so angry with one another.
Concerning this, I remembered what the prophet Isaiah said chapter 53,
verse 6, “We all went astray like sheep, each going his own way.” This
prophecy, because of our may sins, has been fulfilled in us. We have
gone astray like the sheep, each going his own way. The question then is,
when the sheep go astray and each runs his own way, who is
responsible? Nobody can say other than that the shepherd is at fault. We
are truly called God’s sheep and, because of our many sins, go astray.
Thus, naturally, because of our many sins, nobody is responsible other
than our shepherds. The question is, who are our shepherds? Who
should guard us and watch over us? I would rather not write it because I
am afraid that I will make enemies.

However, I have the verse before me, “You shall be wholehearted
with the Lord, your God” and similarly, “Do not fear any man.” [73a] I
do not want to write falsehoods since my whole purpose is “Love your
fellow as yourself.” I must write the truth out of love for God and love

95The primary rabbinic exegesis of this verse is in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana, 2.5.
However, none of the interpretations say this.
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for my brothers. I cannot name any others as our shepherds than our
communal leaders and our rabbis. Less offense can be taken when one
considers that we as people are called God’s people, God’s servants,
God’s sheep and God'’s children. There is nothing missing in our nature
but good shepherds to lead us. Our shepherds do not even need a long
shepherd’s crook to lead us, but only their mouths to lead us with words
of musar. If the verse, “Sin is a reproach to any people” [Proverbs 14:34],
has the meaning that, because of our many sins, the love of hesed is more
fashionable among all the nations than among us, it is because at least
every Sunday or on their holidays they hear musar from their preachers.
When their preachers experience that an evil thing happens in their
community, they protect nobody and preach publicly about it. Because of
our many sins, God have mercy, we are not watched over by our
shepherds as people, not even as sheep. Rather, we are raised like wild
cattle and predatory animals. I believe that if they did not have fear of
the government, or fear of the nobility, each would take from the other
with violence. Rather, worse than wild animals, each would try to
devour the other. Who is responsible? Truly, nobody but the shepherds.
Our sages say, “Leave it to Israel, they are holy .”% Israel is called holy.
Because of our many sins, they [73b] are not being led.

However, remember for blessing the righteous sage, Rabbi
Abraham,%” the rabbi of Amsterdam, who previously had been the rabbi
of Halberstadt for many years. I heard with my own ears and it is still
known to many people in this community, may God preserve them, that
he gave a class on musar every evening after the evening prayers and
maintained his community in good condition. One hears similar things,
thank God, about many other great sages of the land, may God protect
them and lengthen their days. Indeed, the householders have their
societies and have a class everyday. When they hear about an occurrence
in their community that is not proper, they get up in the middle of the
year, during the week, preach and strongly rebuke the community. They
fulfill, “You should be wholehearted with the Lord, your God”
[Deuteronomy 18:17]. “You shall fear no man” [Deuteronomy 1:17]. They
watch over their flocks and defer to no person, be he wealthy or a
communal leader.

In contrast, because of our many sins, there are many rabbis who
have nothing to do. They have no responsibility for a yeshiva, nor acting

%A paraphrase of B. Pesahim 66a. “Leave it to Israel, if they are not prophets, they
are the children of prophets. My thanks to Dr. Ze’ev Gries for bringing this
source to my attention.

97B. Auerbach, Geschichte der Israelitischen Gemeinde Halberstadt (Halberstadt,
1866), p. 63. He was the son of the Court Jew Liebmann Jost. Cf., S. Stern Court
Jew, p. 184.
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as a judge, nor communal responsibilities. They do nothing but preach
on Shabbat Shuvah and Shabbat ha-Gadol, only to show off their learning
and intellectual acuity. The rest of the year, however, their work is to
obtain their rabbinical fees, which they charge for conducting weddings,
testing ritual slaughterers and examiners to give them authorization to
slaughter. They extract even more from wealthy people through flattery
and syncophancy. I have often explained the reason why all rabbis have
the title N”Y. This is an abbreviation for Ner Yisrael (light of Israel), our
light who should lead us on the correct path to life in the world to come.
One must understand that every light, whether it is from oil, tallow or
wax should provide light for us. They draw the oil, tallow or wax to
themselves and [74a] they consume it. Through this we have a benefit,
that we can see well by the light. In contrast, there is often a bad light,
which draws to itself the oil, tallow, or wax and consumes it, but burns
very dimly and one has no benefit from it, and one must sit in the dark.
So too are our rabbis.

There are true sages, some of them I have had the honor to know
personally, and some only by reputation, who cannot live in certain
communities. They must receive their rabbinical salary in an orderly
manner, and have all of their needs met. In return, they light the way to
life in the world to come for us. Everyone who is called an Israelite
should benefit such rabbis beyond their salaries, each according to his
means. Our talmudic sages write enough about the rewards of benefiting
a scholar. In contrast, because of our many sins, we have rabbis who are
like a candle that only consumes the wax, oil or tallow, as described
above, and burns darkly. They only want to extract the fat from us for
themselves. They do not lead us at all to the life in the world to come. I
do not want to undertake to write what I cannot prove. The prophet
Ezekiel in chapter 34, where we are called God’s sheep will provide me
what to write. “The word of the Lord came to me: O mortal, prophesy
against the shepherds of Israel. Prophesy and say to them: To the
shepherds: Thus says the Lord: Ah, you shepherds who have been
tending yourselves! Is it not the flock [74b] that the shepherds ought to
tend? You partake of the fat, you clothe yourself with the wool, and you
slaughter the fatlings; but you do not tend the flock. Etc.” [Ezekiel 34:1-
3]. [trans.] Everyone can read the rest of the chapter, how harshly God
threatens to punish the shepherds, particularly verses 8-10. The Prophet
Jeremiah says the same thing in chapter 23, verse 1, “Ah, shepherds who
let the flock of my pasture stray and scatter — declares the Lord.
Assuredly, thus said the Lord, The God of Israel, concerning the
shepherds who should tend my people: It is you who let my flock scatter
and go astray. You gave no thought to them, but I am going to give
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thought to you, for your wicked acts — declares the Lord” [Jeremiah 23:1-
2]. [trans.]

God says the same thing through the prophet Zechariah 11, verse 17,
“Oh, the worthless shepherd who abandons his flock! Let a sword
descend upon his arm and upon his right eye! His arm shall shrivel up;
His right eye shall go blind!” [trans.] [75a] Rashi and the Targum explain,
“A sword on his arm and his right eye” as, the shepherd has the sword in
his hand to slaughter the best sheep and his right eye gazes on the fat
sheep or the wealthy, in order to rob them. That is why his right arm will
shrivel up and his right eye will be blind.

Nobody can be offended when I write what God said about the
shepherds through his prophets. There may be some communal leaders
that may be offended that I call them shepherds. I must excuse myself
and say that I did not write this out of my own head, but when it says in
Ezekiel 34:2, “O mortal, prophesy against the shepherds of Israel,” Rashi
interprets it “concerning the communal leaders of Israel.”*8 The Targum®
understands it not only here as “communal leaders of Israel,” but
everywhere where it says “shepherds,” he translates it as “communal
leaders.” All communal leaders who are offended by this can read it and
see for themselves. So too, Zechariah 11, verse 17, “O, the worthless
shepherd.” The Targum translates it as “woe to the foolish communal
leaders.” [trans.] They are such foolish communal leaders or shepherds
that they allow themselves to be led astray by other evil shepherds and
to hire such evil shepherds, partly through flattery and partly allow
themselves to be blinded by money. However, it is desirable that the
communal leaders as shepherds should be concerned that the rabbis or
shepherds that they hire [75b] should properly guard their sheep.

In those places that have no societies, or few of them, or have no
scholars who can give classes for the householders, it is the responsibility
of the communal leaders, when they hire a rabbi, to explicitly demand
this of him. Particularly in those places where the rabbi has little to do, he
should give a class in musar every evening in the synagogue, just as was
done by the sage Rabbi Abraham, rabbi of the holy communities of
Halberstadt and Amsterdam. If the rabbi does not have time every
evening, then at a minimum, he should be required to do this every
Sabbath or during the week. When the rabbi travels around in the
surrounding area to certify slaughterers and examiners, or to conduct
weddings, he should also oversee the orders of study, worship and
gemilut hesed and rebuke his flock, and lead them in the correct path, as
the prophet Ezekiel [chapter] 34 proposes. He should strengthen those he

9%8Rashi on Ezekiel 34:2.
PTargum Jonathan.
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finds weak, heal those he, heaven forbid, finds sick, and mend those he
finds broken, bring back those pushed away, and search for the lost.

Because of our many sins, there are national communal leaders and
shepherds, as already mentioned above, [who cover their eyes] and not
only do not see the rabbis or shepherds through their fingers, but behave
in a manner similar to the shepherds. Like those the prophet Ezekiel
called shepherds, they only seek to extract the fat from the ordinary
person. I again ask that my sharp writing not offend anyone. I have often
assured you that it is only out of love and “Love your fellow as yourself”
[76a] that I am writing primarily for my equals. Therefore this is
addressed particularly to my equals, to fulfill, “Love your fellows as
yourself.” Namely, because of our many sins, I am fouled by sin and
worthless. My equals who are also not useful, who are called communal
leaders or even rabbis should think about the harsh punishments God
has prepared for the shepherds. They should improve themselves and
properly tend their sheep and lead them to Torah, worship, and gemilut
hasadim. I hope that because of this, or through its merit, God will help
me, with His help, improve myself and we will finally be redeemed from
our exile. I must write out of love for my brothers who are more pious
and better than I, poor sinner, more reasons why I wrote so much about
the shepherds. This happened because it was my desire not only to
examine the reasons for our lengthy exile, but also to write the truth.

I do not want to leave my dear brothers mired in this great anguish,
but rather want to find a means by which we can be redeemed from our
exile. Thus, I not only have a means here, but want to show a great hope
for our exile. Namely, there really are such shepherds, as mentioned
above, because of our many sins, and I know them. If I would be asked
by true sages about this, I would name them, and, because of our many
sins, prove it with hundreds of witnesses. In addition, the prophets
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah through whom [76b] God warned such
shepherds to punish them. Similarly, afterwards he promised us the true
shepherd, our true redeemer. Similarly, everyone can read chapter 23 in
Jeremiah, Ezekiel 34, and Zechariah 11 and the following chapter. There
is nothing to doubt in it. However, our sages said that “the Son of David
will not come until the generation is completely evil or completely
good.”1% [ hope that not only all the sages and rabbis of the land, all the
communal leaders, but everyone who can strengthen and exert himself
should do what little he can, publicly write and help clean out the evil
shepherds or improve them, in order that the order of Torah study,
worship, and gemilut hasadim will be improved in the way that it is
pleasing to God. Because of this merit, we should live to see the

1008, Sanhedrin, 98b.



Libes Briv 123

prophecy fulfilled, “In that day there shall be one Lord with one name.
[Zechariah 14:9]”

Since I promised to write a moralistic tale from the Sefer Akedat
Yizhak, I would like to cite it here. Indeed, this book is written in a very
elevated style and parts are difficult to understand. The author of the
Akedah cites this at length in gate 101, in his commentary on “See, I set
before you this day life and prosperity” [Deuteronomy 30:15]. I wish to
cite it as briefly as possible and to the best of my abilities.

There was once a king of a tremendously large country. In this land,
nobody [could become] a noble, [77a] an advisor or high officer, much
less a king, [before] his good deeds, character and knowledge of all
branches of wisdom were carefully examined. All nobles, advisors, and
important people were created in this manner. This king had three sons
whom he loved very much. He called them and explained to them the
rules of the land when they became adults. Nobody can become
important or receive high office unless he has significant good deeds and
a knowledge of all branches of wisdom. They must travel in the world,
learn all branches of wisdom to the extent possible and become
accustomed to good deeds, until he writes them to come home. They had
no choice, even if they did not want to leave their land because they had
no desire for greatness or an important position. All three had to travel to
foreign lands.

They traveled a great distance over land and water. In the distance
they saw a mighty castle with buildings and gardens. They had seen
nothing like it in their lives. They were very eager to come to this castle
and gardens. When they arrived at the gate, there was a guard, a very
old man. They asked him if they could go and see the garden. The guard
said to them. You can go in and see everything and eat [77b] and drink
what you want. However, I tell you that you cannot remain here forever.
When you will be ordered to, you will have to leave. They went further
and there was another guard who was covered with boils from head to
foot. He told them that they could enjoy everything, but could not take
anything with them when they left. Further along there was a third
guard. He was a large powerful man and was so handsome that they had
never seen anyone like him. This guard told them that they could enjoy
everything but should not eat any unhealthy fruit. They should only eat
that which is good and healthy if they want to be handsome.

The three brothers joyfully entered the castle and gardens. They were
so full of herbs, flowers, fruit trees, all kinds of animal life, waters to
drink everywhere, containing all kinds of fish, all sorts of pearls and
diamonds, gold and silver, that they wandered around for fourteen days
and were not satiated. Each one contemplated something different and in
their contemplation of the castle and gardens they separated, each to
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contemplate a different thing. One of them was only attracted to the
lovely fruits and good food and drink. He did not think about, much less
enjoy anything else. He devours and drinks so much good food and
drink [78a] that he becomes so fat that he literally could not walk
anymore.

The second one thinks about nothing other than silver, gold,
diamonds and pearls. He is not concerned with any other creature or
food and drink. Rather, he gathers so much gold, silver and precious
stones that he literally cannot carry it. He eats and drinks what comes to
hand. He only thinks about what he can gather and drag along.

The third one, however, does nothing but contemplate every flower,
every fruit, every bird, every animal in its wondrously beautiful nature.
Everything according to its wondrous species, all manner of fish, and the
arrangement of buildings, gardens, lakes, and streams. In the course of
this he eats and drinks all the healthy and good foods and drinks in an
orderly manner. He is careful not to eat or drink the unhealthy, as the
guard had told him. Through this, he becomes very healthy and
handsome. However, he often walks around in anguish wanting to know
the lord who arranged this with such wisdom, so that he can ask him
about all that his intellect cannot comprehend. This drives him on
continually. Every time he contemplates great, beautiful and wondrous
things, he again endeavors to find the lord, or a person who can show
him the way. As he contemplates everything, he finds some very rare
and precious pearls and diamonds. He reminds himself not to take them,
[78b] yet he takes these pearls and diamonds. In any event, he can hide
them in his mouth and take them with him. As each one is busily
engaged in his activities, a messenger arrives with the command that
they should come home again. The one who did nothing but eat and
drink gluttonously was in great anguish that he had to leave behind all
the good food and drinks. He could not take them with him.

The second one has even more anguish because he cannot take along
all the silver, gold, and precious stones. He gathers together a load that
he literally could not leave with.

The third one, however, is very happy that he has seen and
contemplated so much. He has eaten and drunk in an orderly manner
and was taking along one of the most beautiful pearls and precious
stones, which he had wisely hidden in his mouth. Thus, he could empty
all of his pockets and clothes. He had taken nothing. However, he has
anguish and still seeks to see the lord or master of this great and
wondrous work. When they left the garden, the first one who had done
nothing but eat and drink gluttonously left the garden in peace. As soon
as he came into another atmosphere and no longer had the good food
and drink, he immediately collapsed and died like an animal. The other
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one, who did nothing but gather silver, gold, pearls and precious stones
[79a] and carried such a heavy load that he could barely carry it, as soon
as he wanted to leave the garden, the guards beat him from head to foot
until he was a mass of wounds. He had to leave behind the whole load
that he had gathered. The third one, however, emptied all of his pockets
and bundles and showed that he had taken nothing and left the garden
with joy and honor.

Both of them traveled home and arrived before the gate of the castle.
When the guards saw the one covered with wounds and filth, they
laughed and asked him what he wanted. Crying and whimpering, he
told them that he was born in the castle and the king had sent him away
and now had called him back home. When the watchmen heard this,
they laughed even more and had some youths throw him on the garbage
heap. When the other one came with a royal appearance, and identified
himself to the watch with great wisdom, he was immediately taken to the
king with great honor.

When the king asked him what he had seen and what he had
accomplished, he told the king at length everything he had seen and
contemplated. He also brought the beautiful pearls and precious stones
to the king. He complained to the king that he had not been able to see
the lord or master who had made these beautiful things. The king
rejoiced very much when he heard this. He sat him near himself [79b]
and talked much about the lord or master who made all this.

Making innumerable distinctions, we are born into God'’s kingdom
through his hesed. Indeed, the soul and body do not gladly enter this
world. Therefore, all children cry when they enter this world. The soul is
told that it can attain no higher virtue in the supernal light, if it does not
earn it through its work in the person through Torah, commandments
and good deeds. The soul is then sent into this world into the body of
man. Just like into a garden with all kings of herbs, trees, fruits, animals
and birds, all types of waters, drinks, fish, silver, gold, pearls, diamonds
and all types of lovely buildings, as mentioned above. However, it is told
that it cannot remain in the body and the garden, which is this world, but
must leave again, as we find in Genesis 3:19, “For dust you are, and to
dust you shall return.” It is also told that it can take nothing with it, as
mentioned above, “For naked came I out of my mother’s womb and
naked shall I return” [Job 1:21]. [trans.] Third, it is told not to partake of
any unhealthy things if it wishes to appear handsome. It should not be
deceived by the imaginary beauty of this world. Rather, it should be very
careful concerning what is good and healthy and what is truly good, as
we mentioned. [80a] As Moses, our Teacher a”h says in our holy Torah,
“See, I set before you this day life and prosperity, death and adversity”
[Deuteronomy 30:15]. It later says, “Choose life” [Deuteronomy 30:19].
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When we people come into the world, we look around a mighty,
beautiful garden with great joy, as mentioned above. We rejoice in the
garden and much good is done for us until after the bar mitzvah or
eighteen to twenty. Then, we people divide into three types of people
like the above mentioned three brothers. Many people do nothing in the
world but eat and drink gluttonously, whore around, and follow the
desires of their heart. They become so fat that they almost cannot walk.
They do not want to think about anything else. Second, there are many
people who do not want to think. They ask for little food and drink. they
eat and drink what comes to hand. They only think about gathering
silver, gold, pearls and precious stones. Day and night are equal to them.
They search the whole garden and would gladly gather all the silver,
gold, pearls and precious stones and accumulate such a load that they
can barely walk.

Third, there is a type of person who, because of our many sins, is
very rare. They only go around and contemplate the great wonder and
beauty of creation and awesomely beautiful buildings. As the prophet
says, “Lift high your eyes and see: Who created these?” [Isaiah 40:26].
They eat and drink what is good and healthy, in order to maintain their
life. [80b] They do not allow themselves to be misled by the imaginary
beauties of the foolish world and everything in it. They remind
themselves that they will again have to leave the garden and will not be
able to take anything with them, because it is forbidden. Yet, they can
take along a few rare beautiful pearls and precious stones that they do
not have to put into their sack or pockets, but can deposit on themselves
with wisdom. Namely, that which they need for themselves in the world
[to come]. They can take with them all the acts of charity and
lovingkindness that they have done. They contemplate everything with
great pleasure and joy. Yet, they have great anguish that they cannot
meet the lord who organized everything or the great master who made
everything so beautiful, and ask about the great wonders that they
cannot understand. As Moses our Teacher a”h, the teacher of all
prophets, himself desired and asked, “Pray let me know your ways”
[Exodus 33:13], “Oh, let me behold your presence!” [Exodus 33:18].

Each of these three types of people goes along on his way until once,
a messenger, i.e. the angel of death, comes and says that the king wants
them to leave and come back home. The first is horribly frightened that
he has to leave the garden, or this world, and leave behind and not take
with him all the good food, drink and their heart’s desires. The second
one even more so, since he thinks that he can drag along everything that
he has assembled, but not everything that is in the garden, or this world.
The third, however, leaves with joy because he lived in the manner [81a]
that the guards had commanded him, through our holy Torah and
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commandments. He is, however, troubled and looks around everywhere,
to know the lord or master. The first one leaves the garden taking
nothing along with him, but when he comes into another atmosphere
and no long has the food, drink, and heart’s delights, he collapses like a
beast. Concerning this, King Solomon said in Ecclesiastes 3:18-19, “So 1
decided, as regards men, to dissociate them [from] the divine beings and
to face the fact that they are beasts. For in respect of the fate of man and
the fate of beast, they have the same fate: As the one dies so dies the
other, etc.” And further in verse 20, “Both go to the same place; Both
came from dust and both return to dust.” Everyone can read these verses
in Yiddish or Hebrew, with whatever commentaries he wishes.

The second one, however, who in his acquisitiveness wanted to take
everything along, as soon as he wants to leave the garden, he is
immediately horribly beaten, heaven forbid, by the guards and must
leave everything behind:

The third one, however, who are the scholars or similar honest
people who maintained what they were commanded, leave the garden
with joy and honor. They take precious stones and pearls with them that
they had hidden in their mouths. These are the Torah, songs and praises
which they repaired and they take along similar things that are hidden
on them, mitzvot, charitable acts and acts of lovingkindness.

When these two come to the gate of the world to come, the angels
look at the rich man who was so horribly beaten. They ask what he
wants. He cries and says [81b] that this was once his home and the King
of Kings, God, had sent him away to the other world and now has called
him back. The angels laugh at him and have the youths come, these are
the avenging angels, who throw him into the dungeon. When the other
one comes, who is healthy from Torah and mitzvot and shines from good
deeds, they ask him who is he? He tells them how the King of Kings,
God, sent him into the other world and has called him back. He tells
about everything he repaired and contemplated. He shows them his
precious stones and pearls, charity and acts of lovingkindness. At the
same time, he tells them of his anguish that he had not been able to meet
the lord or master. He is brought in and received with the greatest honor.
He is led before the King of Kings, the Holy Blessed One, and he enjoys
the pleasure in the light of [eternal] life.

Dear brothers, I had brought this parable in Yiddish to the best of my
ability. Everyone can mirror himself in it. The scholars can read this story
themselves in the Sefer Akedat Yizhak, along with the following story and
the other four gates. I hope, with the help of God, they will have the
desire to study this whole book from beginning to end:
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Glossary of Terms and Names

Aggadah (pl. aggadot) — Narrative ( as distinguished from legal) passages
in rabbinic literature (Talmud and Midrash).

A”H — Abbreviation for, “of blessed memory.”

Akdamut — Aramaic poem by R. Meir ben Isaac Nehorai read in the
synagogue at the beginning of the Torah reading on Shavuot.

Almosnino, R. Moses — (c. 1515-c. 1580), scholar and rabbi in Salonika.

Ani Ma’amin - “I believe,” the first words of Maimonides’ “Thirteen
Articles of Faith.” Used as term for these “Thirteen Articles.”

Anim Zemirot — Synagogue hymn attributed to R. Judah ha-Hasid (d.
1217). Often sung at the conclusion of the Sabbath morning service.

Ashkenazim — Jews from Central and Eastern Europe.

Ashrei — Psalm 145. A prayer in the morning and afternoon services.
Cordovero, R. Moses — Important kabblist in 16th century Safed.

Ein ke Elohenu — A prayer at the conclusion of the Sabbath service.

Gemara — Part of Talmud (Mishnah and Gemara) consisting of
commentaries and discussions of the Mishnah.

Haftorah — Section from the Prophets read in the synagogue on sabbaths
and festivals.

Halakhah — Legal traditions of Judaism.
Hallel - Psalms of praise.
Hanukkah — The festival of Lights.

Haver — Colleague, scholar.
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Hillukim — Type of Talmudic analysis popular in the early modern period
in Central and Eastern Europe.

Hoshen Mishpat — Section of the Shulhan Arukh dealing with torts and
other aspects of business law.

Hover — An honorary title indicating that its possessor studied in a yeshiva
and is considered a scholar.

Humash - The five books of Moses.

Judah ha Hasid — (d.1217). Important medieval pietist and mystic. Central
figure in pietistic and mystical movement called “Hasidei
Ashkenaz.”

Ketubah — Marriage contract.

Luria, R. Isaac - Important kabbalist in 16th century Safed. Founder of the
Lurianic school of Kabbalah.

Ma’ariv — The evening prayer.

Midrash (pl. Midrashim) — Homiletical and exegetical interpretation of
scripture by rabbis , from the first to 10th centuries. Also refers to the
body of literature containing this exegesis.

Minhah — The afternoon prayer.

Mishnah (mishnah) — First collection of rabbinic legal writings codified by
Rabbi Judah the Prince, 200 c. C.E. Each section within the Mishnah
is also called a “mishnah.”

Musar — Ethics; chastisement. Designates books of moral theology.
Oleinu le-Shabbe’ah — Prayer which concludes the service.

Oral Torah - Rabbinic teachings, as opposed to “Written Torah,”
scripture.

Oreh Hayyim — Section of “Tur” and “Shulkhan Arukh” relating to daily
life and holidays.

Parnas (pl. Parnasim) — Communal leaders.
Pereq Shirah — Anonymous tract containg hymns in praise of God.

Pesukei de Zimra — “Psalms of Praise,” introductory prayes of morning
service.

Pirke Avot — “Ethics of the Fathers,” tractate of the Mishnah.
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Samuel ha-Hasid — (12th century). Important pietist and father of Judah
ha-Hasid.

Sephardim — Jews tracing their origins from the Iberian Peninsula.
Shabbat ha-Gadol — The sabbath before Passover.

Shabbat Shuvah — The “Sabbath of Return.” The sabbath between Rosh
Hashannah (New Year) and Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement).

Shas — “The Six Orders,” a term denoting Mishnah and Talmud.
Shavuot — Festival of giving of the Torah.
Shema — “Hear O Israel.” Deuteronomy 6:4.

Shemoneh Esreh — “The eighteen Blessings,” the central prayer of the three
daily prayers.

Shir — Term for psalms of praise.

Shir ha-Yihud — “Hymn of Unity.” Medieval liturgical poem divided into
seven parts. It was traditional in some synagogues to recite a section
each day of the week at the end of the service.

Shir ha-Kavod — See “ Anim Zemirot.”

Shulhan Arukh — Code of Jewish Law by R. Joseph Karo (16th century),
composed of four parts, Oreh Hayyim, Yoreh Deah, Hoshen Mishpat,
and Even Hoezer.

TaNaKh — Torah, Nevi'im, Ketubim. The Hebrew Scriptures.
Tosafot — Important medieval commentary on the Talmud.
Treif — Not kosher.

Tur (pl. Turim) — Halakhic compendium by Jacob ben Asher (1270?-1340)
consisting of four parts, Oreh Hayyim, Yoreh Deah, Hoshen Mishpat and
Even Hoezer.

Yeshiva — School for advanced studies.

Yigdal — A hymn based on Maimonides’ “Thirteen articles of Faith.” It is
often sung at the end of services in the synagogue.

Yishtabbah — A prayer which is part of the morning service.

Zimra — Term for psalms of praise.
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