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As a graduate stu-
dent, Rabbi Aryeh
Kaplan was described
in a scientific “Who's
Who" as the most
promising young
physicist In America.
When he decided to
devote his overflow-

and teaching of traditional Torah values, the
Jewish people gained a prolific and brilliant
expositor with the uncommon gift of
analyzing and presenting the most com-
plex ideas in accessible terms.

— And when he passed away suddenly
at the age of only 48 with decades of
productive activity still ahead of him, Jewry
lost a priceless, irreplaceable treasure. But
Aryeh Kaplan left a legacy of the thousands
of people whom he touched and elevated,
and of the scores of books and papers that
flowed from his pen.

The Aryeh Kaplan Reader is a collection
of his essays reflecting the broad range of
his interest and genius. From biography to
Kabbalah, from contemporary movements
to cosmic speculation, Aryeh Kaplan was at
home. His writing is original and incisive.
But most of all, it is always clear and to the
point. Every appetite for Jewish themes will
be whetted and satisfied by this book.

True, to read this collection is to feel a

keen sense of loss at the premature passing
of a bright star in the Jewish literary
firmament. But it is an intensely satisfying
_experience as well, because this book is
crammed with substance and enlighten-
ment. We put it down enriched by the
intellectual company of Aryeh Kaplan —
and grateful for this “gift he left behind.”
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T his volume is dedicated

to the memory of

Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan
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“How could the mighty have fallen
in the midst of the battle!”

(Il Samuel 1:25)

|n the battle to unite the Torah with its people,
he was a mighty warrior

and his pen overpowered countless swords.
He is gone from the front, but victory is nearer
because of his magnificent legacy.
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A Tribute to
Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan Y7

Born
NS NYN T
October 23, 1934

Died
ANYnovav
January 28, 1983

Rabbi Yitzchok Hutner, zt’'l, one of the leading scholars and Roshei
Hayeshivah of the last generation, once said that Elijah the Prophet
walks among us in the streets and we do not even take notice of him; as
the Prophet said: ““He (Elijah) will restore the hearts of fathers to their
children, and the hearts of children to their father.” The same can be
said about Aryeh Eliyahu Moshe Kaplan, for he was on a similar mission
of uniting the hearts of the generations.

Aryeh Kaplan’s family originated in Salonika, Greece, and accord-
ing to business records from that country, as members of the Racenati
family his forebears were successful as discount bankers. But Rabbi
Aryeh'’s riches were of the spirit that he had derived from the legacy of
that once great Jewish center.

By all appearances, he had assimilated into the Ashkenazic Jewish
community, having absorbed the Lithuanian method of Torah study
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from the yeshivos he attended. Indeed, he was ordained by Rabbi
Eliezer Yehudah Finkel of the Mirrer Yeshivah in Jerusalem.

In truth, he succeeded in blending together the disparate in-
fluences of Torah in Mir, Salonika, Brisk and others...Chasidism,
Talmudic dialectics and philosophy, and integrated them into his ever-
pure Jewishness. His teachings and writings glow with the full spectrum
of Judaism, as a masterwork of art combines many hues in one original
work.

In the course of a writing career that spanned only eleven years,
Rabbi Kaplan became well-known to thousands of teen-agers and
adults alike. His career began with the five booklets of the Young Israel
Intercollegiate Hashkafa Series: Belief in God; Free Will and the Pur-
pose of Creation; The Jew; Love and the Commandments; and The
Structure of Jewish Law.

Several other booklets, spanning the entire spectrum of Jewish
thought and philosophy, as well as some dealing with basic practice
and observance, were published by the Orthodox Union and its youth
arm, the National Conference of Synagogue Youth/NCSY. These in-
clude: Tefillin—Cod, Man and Tefillin; Love Means Reaching Out;
Maimonides’ Principles—The Fundamentals of Jewish Faith; The
Waters of Eden—The Mystery of the Mikveh; and Jerusalem—The Eye
of the Universe.

He authored a series of anti-missionary tracts that were published
by NCSY, first separately, later combined into one volume entitled The

Real Messiah. The author’s close relationship with the Orthodox Union
also included service as editor of its magazine, Jewish Life, and director
of its Collegiate program.

Rabbi Kaplan was a popular speaker, who addressed every NCSY
National Convention since his association with the organization began,
missing only the two that coincided with the birth of two of his
children. He also spoke with NCSY’s New York Region on a regular
basis, and essentially became the spiritual adviser of its Brooklyn
region. Firmly believing in NCSY’s goals of acquainting unaffiliated and
alienated Jewish teen-agers with their heritage, Rabbi Kaplan was a
prime force behind the teshuvah phenomenon—the return to Jewish
observance. “Throughout history, Jews have always been observant,”
he once remarked. “The teshuvah movement is just a normalization.
The Jewish people are sort of getting their act together. We're just doing
what we’re supposed to do.”

Rabbi Kaplan held an M.A. in physics and his work reflected that
training. In culling Jewish sources for his books, he once remarked, I
use my physics background to analyze and systemize data, very much
as a physicist would deal with physical reality.” This ability enabled
him to undertake monumental projects, producing close to 50 books,
celebrated for their erudition, completeness and clarity. Rabbi Kaplan
brought forth numerous other original works ranging from books ex-
plaining the deepest mysteries of Kabbalah and Chassidism to a unique
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Haggadah combining utmost simplicity and scholarly depth. Some of
his works have been translated into Russian and Dutch, in response to
the quest of searching Jews.

Rabbi Kaplan’s most recent major effort, The Living Torah,
published by Maznaim Press, is a contemporary English translation of
the five books of Moses with maps, notes, illustrations and an annotated
bibliography, all compiled by the author in the short period of nine
months. The Living Torah has been hailed by scholars and students as
the most readable and complete English translation of the Torah ever
produced.

Rabbi Kaplan often had several projects in the works
simultaneously. During the past five years, while compiling The Living
Torah and new manuscripts on tzitzis and the Jewish wedding, Rabbi
Kaplan engaged in the monumental task of translating the 17th century
classic, Meam Loez, from the original Ladino into English. Me’am Loez
is the enormously influential multi-volume work initiated by the
Sephardic Torah giant, Rabbi Yaakov Culi, which expounds the weekly
Sidrah, weaving the Midrashic commentary, philosophic discussion,
and halachic guidelines into one flowing text. The translation, pub-
lished by Maznaim, was entitled The Torah Anthology, and it had been
Rabbi Kaplan’s goal to complete it in eighteen volumes, by Rosh
Hashanah, 5743. At the time of his death, 15 volumes had been
completed.

As his fame grew, Rabbi Kaplan became one of the most popular
magazine journalists in the Torah field. In addition to his service with
Jewish Life, he was a frequent contributor to The Jewish Observer. His
articles dealt with an unusually broad range of subjects, ranging from
the technicalities of Safrus (the scribal arts) and the halachically correct
writing of a get (Jewish document of divorce), to methodology for
countering missionaries, and meditation and prayer. His remarkable
ability of presenting esoteric information in a popular, lively style won
him a wide following. Moreover, the breadth of his knowledge did not
suffer from the pitfall of superficiality. Rabbi Kaplan's articles from The
Jewish Observer form a major part of this book.

His personal example of modesty, midos tovos, great human

warmth and sensitivity, and total dedication to Torah study and life of
mitzvos, was an inspiration to the thousands of individuals whom he

touched. His home was always open to visitors, great and humble, from
every segment of the Jewish community. His Shabbos table was always
crowded with guests attracted to the beauty of the Torah life that he
lived, and to the endless stream of wisdom and Torah insight which
flowed from his lips.

He labored tirelessly, day and night, producing more outstanding
works of great and original Torah scholarship single-handedly than
teams of other authors working in the field. Yet, he somehow managed
to find time for the simplest Jews, perfect strangers, seeking the answers
to the spiritual questions in their lives. None were turned away empty-
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handed. With this buring preoccupation with Torah, which was his
mission in life, he was also a devoted husband to his loyal wife, Tobie,

with whom he gave love and inspiration to their nine children. May his
example be an inspiration, and his memory a blessing.
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Gateway to the Past

T HERE IS A SEFORIM STORE down the block where | frequently drop
in to make purchases to add to my library. In addition to recently
printed works, the store had a large number of older items, some in high
piles on the very top shelf, well out of reach. Whenever | entered the
store, these always aroused my curiosity.

One day, the piles were gone. They had been moved to the base-
ment to make room for the newer books. | finally had an opportunity to
examine these old seforim, and as | did, | found myself walking through
a gateway to the past.

Most of the seforim were some thirty years old, but some were
much older. Many were pamphlets, published by obscure authors, but
others were important classics that are no longer readily available, and
older editions of popular seforim. | only picked up a few items on this
first visit, but eventually | was drawn back, to what was to become an
exciting a#lventure.

A number of seforim seemed very old, and | had assumed them to
be too expensive. On second thought, | priced a few and, to my sur-
prise, found them to be no more expensive than their modern
counterparts,

-5 My First Purchase

My first purchase was a Gemara, the last volume of a Sulzbach Shas
(complete set of Talmud), printed in 5518 (1758). It was an uncanny

The Jewish Observer—April 1975
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feeling, owning a sefer that could have been held by the Vilna Gaon or
the Baal Shem Tov! A comparison with my Vilna Shas showed no im-
portant differences, except in illustrations in Seder Taharos. In the older
edition, they are larger and more detailed—of considerable help in
understanding obscure and difficult texts,

| later learned that the Sulzbach Shas, one of the most esteemed
editions, was the standard reference until the Vilna Shas was published
in 5640 (1880). Sulzbach, Germany, had an active Jewish community,
and was the site of an important Jewish printing concern between 1669
and 1851. Its seforim were renowned both for their accuracy and high
quality.

The Gemara was fascinating to sight and touch. It has the original
binding, in exquisitely hand-tooled leather, with wooden cover boards,
and brass clasps for holding it closed. Embossed on the spine is “’David
Bamberg (the original owner), 1759.” The loving care and craftsman-
ship that went into every facet of the book’s construction spoke
volumes. A Shas such as this cost a working man a year’s wages; and
the set would then become a valuable part of his estate, lovingly hand-
ed down from father to son.

This Cemara was printed by Zalman Madfis (Hebrew for
“printer”’) of Sulzbach. | later found a Machzor (a prayer book for
festivals) printed ten years later in Sulzbach by Reb Itzak ben Leib, son-
in-law of Zalman the Printer, who was evidently still alive. Apparently,
Zalman had set up his son-in-law in business, and he began with
smaller things, such as prayer books and Machzorim.

An important feature of every sefer is its haskamos—letters by pro-
minent Gedolim endorsing its publication. This Machzor has a
haskamah by Rabbi Nasanel Weil, known for his major work, the Kor-
ban Nasanel on the Rosh. Rabbi Nasanel passed away in 5529 (1769),
just a year after this Machzor was printed.

I was now fascinated by this family of printers. The Machzor
showed that Itzak ben Leib also had a printing concern in Furth, a print-
ing center for seforim between 1690 and 1868; and sometime later, |
picked up a Reshis Chochmah printed in Furth in 5523 (1763) by this
same ltzak. A note at the end of the Machzor announces that Itzak has
many other seforim for sale at reasonable prices on Alexandrus Street
in Sulzbach...All these discoveries, however, were made much later,
after my collection had increased.

#5 The Fine White Paper of Old

My second important acquisition was a Rashba, printed in Furth, Ger-
many in 5511 (1751). It was printed on fine white paper and is in
almost perfect condition. Using it is a profound experience. | have a
newer Rashba, but learning in one that was in existence when the
United States was still a British colony heightens my awareness of my
link with the past. | was learning in a sefer over two hundred years old,
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while its author lived almost another five hundred years before it was
printed!

Another early find was an Eyin Yaakov (a compilation of
Talmudic Aggados), printed in Amsterdam in 5501 (1741). Unlike pre-
sent editions with commentaries surrounding the text, this edition
places them sequentially. Much to my surprise, | found commentaries
from Rabbis David Oppenheimer and Avraham Broda of Frankfurt,
which are not in my newer editions of Eyin Yaakov.

| also found that the sefer consisted of two parts, and that the se-
cond portion was printed a year earlier. Particularly interesting were
haskamos on the second part that were absent in the first portion. Most
prominent of these is a haskamah by Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua of
Cracow—best known for his Pnai Yehoshua. There is also a haskamah
by Rabbi Eliezer of Amsterdam, author of Ma’aseh Roke’ach, who, as
the printer notes, was then in the Holy Land. The rest of his story is
found in Shivechei Baal Shem Tov (p.126). Rabbi Eliezer had gone to
the Holy Land especially to meet Rabbi Nachman Horodenker, a pro-
minent disciple of the Baal Shem Tov and grandfather of Rabbi
Nachman of Breslov.

Also of Chassidic interest is a Rambam—not nearly as old, but
equally fascinating—printed in Berditchev in 5568 (1808), with the
haskamah of the renowned Rabbi Levi Yitzchak. In his haskamah he
declares his pleasure that the Rambam is being reprinted in his com-
munity, especially since it is using ““good paper, black ink, and large,
clear type”"—no small consideration before these items were mass pro-
duced. The print is actually clearer and more readable than my Vilna
edition, and | have gotten into the habit of using this older Rambam,
especially for the Mishneh L'Melech, which is more legible in this
older edition.

Having done considerable research into the life of Rabbi
Nachman of Breslov, | was delighted to find in this Rambam a
haskamah from Rabbi David Zvi Orbach of Kremnitz. This gaon and
tzaddik was the father-in-law of Rabbi Nassan of Nemerov, the chief
disciple of Rabbi Nachman. Although Rabbi David Zvi had been an
important leader in his generation, virtually nothing is known of him
today outside of Breslover circles. This haskamabh is significant to me as
the &nly writing | have ever seen from Rabbi David Zvi; it records that
he was important enough for his haskama to appear in a Rambam.

@5 Detective Work

All these seforim were fascinating, but easy to identify. | later came
across items that required some detective work, especially so where
the title pages were missing.

The first such sefer that | acquired looked like a Gemara or Rif
with the text printed in large square Hebrew characters, except that it
was surrounded with the Ma’adanei Yom Tov and Divrei Chamudos,
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instead of Rashi and Tosafos. It was obviously a Rosh, but with no title
page, how could | tell when and where it was printed?

It was definitely pre-1867, the year that the acid process of mak-
ing paper from wood-pulp was invented, for wood-pulp paper yellows
rapidly and becomes brittle. Prior to this, paper was made from rags,
and such paper has a distinctive soft feel, retaining its color and
strength for hundreds of years. That is why seforim hundreds of years
old are often in better condition that those printed a few decades ago.
This mystery Rosh was definitely printed on the older rag paper, and
closer examination revealed that it was most probably the handmade
paper used in the 1700's.

More important—until 1820 seforim were printed completely by
hand. It was considered both an art and sacred task, and all involved
would print their names on the last page. Fortunately, this signature
page was still intact, with the names of the zetzer (typesetter) and the
druker (press operator) signed as living or “‘now working'* in Furth. The
first part of the puzzle was unraveled: This Rosh had been printed in
Furth.

To discover the actual date of publication, | had but to consult
Ben Yaakov's Otzar Haseforim, a remarkable book listing each edition
of every sefer printed until 1863. Looking up the Rosh and Maadanei
Yom Tov, | found that the only edition ever published in Furth was
printed in 5505 (1745). | now knew exactly which edition | had.

The publisher of this Rosh was Zvi Hirsch, son of Reb Chaim of
Furth. The copy of the Rashba mentioned earlier was printed in Furth
in 1751, just six years later, and its publisher was ““Chaim son of Zvi
Hirsch z‘l.” During the interim, Reb Zvi Hirsch had passed away, and
the publishing house had been taken over by his son Chaim.

5 The “Yom Tov” Puzzler

While delving into this volume, | discovered another interesting fact.
The Ma’adanei Yom Tov was written by Rabbi Yom Tov Lipman
Heller, best known as the author of Tosefos Yom Tov on Mishnayos.
Yet, in his introduction, Rabbi Yom Tov calls his commentary on the
Rosh ““Ma’adanei Melech” (not Ma’adanei Yom Tov). Behind this
name change is an interesting story. The first edition of this commen-
tary was published by the author in Prague in 5388 (1628), but it was
denounced by the author’s enemies before King Ferdinand Il as anti-
Christian and anti-government. As a result, in 1745, the Furth
publishers feared they would not gain the necessary government per-
mission to print the second edition. They therefore decided to change
the title to ““Ma’adanei Yom Tov,” and included a note that no anti-
Christian or anti-government sentiments were in the work. This second
edition was the one that | had purchased.
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5 The Berlin “Yerushalmi”

A second mystery sefer that | obtained was one that had been rebound,
and bore the label, “Talmud Yerushalmi, Seder Nashim, Berlin.” The ti-
tle page was missing, and there was no signature page at the end of the
volume. | was hard pressed to even verify that it had been printed in
Berlin.

A quick comparison with my Vilna Yerushalmi showed that the
two commentaries surrounding the text on the page were the Korban
HaEidah and the Shiurei Korban. In the Vilna Yerushalmi, this latter is
printed in the back, rather than on the page. In addition, the paper again
showed me that his sefer was at least two hundred years old.

Carefully examining the volume, | discovered that the binder had
inadvertently (?) placed Nedarim at the end rather than Kid-
dushin—which should be the last Mesechta in the volume. There on
the last page of Kiddushin was a clear signature of the typesetter and
press operator: Yisroel ben Moshe of Breslau, “‘now engaged in the
holy work in Berlin the capital.”” The sefer had indeed been printed in
Berlin.

Ben Yaakov reports that the only time the Yerushalmi had been
printed in Berlin was in 5517 (1757), and that this edition had been
published by Rabbi David Frankel, author of the Korban
HaEidah—then rabbi of Berlin. He was quite wealthy, and had the
wherewithal to print his own commentary, this being the edition that |
had in hand.

Rabbi David Frankel had originally been rabbi of Dessau, and
when he moved to Berlin, he brought along a favorite pupil, Moses
Mendelsohn. The differences between master and disciple are
remarkable. Today, anyone studying Yerushalmi finds the Korban
HakEidah indispensable, while Mendelsohn’s works are all but forgot-
ten. | came across a few ancient copies of his Bi‘ur; highly controversial
in their time, they have not been reprinted for over a century, and are
now virtually unconsulted.

5 Sheimos Hunting

With my new interest in old seforim, | sought to add to my collection,
but limited funds severely circumscribed my search. | then had a stroke
of luck. A few individuals heard of my interest and permitted me to
look through their sheimos—old seforim designated for burial. This
was no Cairo Genizah, but if one knows what to look for, fascinating
finds can be made.

The first batch of sheimos came from the flooded basement of an
old seforim store, and had been sitting around for years. Many of the

seforim were mildewed, and as | searched | had to cover my face with a
handkerchief to protect my lungs from the dust.
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An Ancient Nach

My first important find looked like a leather-covered lump of paper.
Taking great care not to tear anything. | was able to open the volume,
and recognized the book of Joshua, with Rashi, and an old Yiddish
commentary. The sefer was badly water damaged and the first few
pages were missing, but it was clearly very old. By trial and error and
with much painful effort | learned to separate the stuck pages without
tearing them. It was a tedious process, and for several weeks, whenever
I wanted to relax at night, | would separate a few pages.

At the end of the Book of Melachim (Kings), | was greeted with a
pleasant surprise. The sefer had a second title page—not unusual
among old seforim—with the place and date of publication:
Wilhelmsdorf, 5449 (1689). Here in my hands was a sefer printed
before the Baal Shem Tov was born! Also, the Yiddish commentary,
Hamagid, which was a compilation of classical commentaries and
Midrashim, was written by Rabbi Yaakov ben Yitzchok of Yanov.

Before long, | discovered that the author of Hamagid—who had
died in 5386 (1626)—also wrote Tz’enah Ur’enah, a popular Yiddish
commentary on the Chumash. His Hamagid, following the same style,
is on the later books of the Bible. According to Ben Yaakov, the last
time this sefer was printed was in 5478 (1718), and it is thus virtually

unknown today. (I later discovered an abridged edition, published in
Kapost in 1818, not mentioned by Ben Yaakov.)

The Commentary from Ismir

In another batch of sheimos | found what may be my most valuable ac-
quisition. It was folded in half and covered with mildew from years in a
damp basement, but it looked promising and | took it home. Carefully
straightening out the pages and cleaning off the mildew, | discovered
that | had a complete sefer, including the title page: B'nei Chayay, by
Rabbi Chaim Algazi of Ismir, printed in 5477 (1717) in Ortokoi, near
Constantinople. It is a commentary on the Four Turim (forerunner of
our Shulchan Aruch), and according to Ben Yaakov, was printed just
this one time. !

| had never heard of either the sefer or its author. Going through
the sefer, | found that the author frequently quotes as his master Rabbi
Chaim Benveniste, author of the Knesses Hagedolah. Another of his
teachers was Rabbi Shlomo Algazi, who served as chief rabbi of Egypt
for forty-eight years.

Rabbi Chaim Algazi was born in Ismir, Turkey, had served as rab-
oi of Rhodes, and in his old age returned to Ismir as chief rabbi. B'nei
Chayay was then edited by his granddaughter’s husband, Rabbi Aaron
Alfandri, author of the Yad Aaron. This sefer thus opened up an entire
chapter in Sephardic Jewish history, and was of special personal in-
terest, since my grandfather was born in Ismir.
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<5 Enter “The Seven Shepherds”

The jewel of my collection is a small sefer also found in a sheimos sack
designated for burial. | had been going through old siddurim and pam-
phlets, when suddenly the unusual square shape of a small sefer caught
my eye. It was a copy of Amudeha Shivah by Rabbi Betzalel Darshan of
Slutzk, in almost perfect condition. When | looked at the date, | could
hardly believe my eyes: “Prague, 5434 (1674).” This sefer was over
three hundred years old!

The sefer consisted of discussions and derashos regarding the
“Seven Shepherds’: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Aaron, David and
Solomon. As with most unfamiliar seforim, | first examined the
haskamos. Most prominent was that of Rabbi David ben Shmuel of
Ladmir, the author of the Turei Zahav on the Shulchan Aruch. Another
was from Rabbi Moshe ben Yitzchok of Lublin, son-in-law of the
Maharsha, and author of the Mahadura Basra. One of the printers sign-
ed at the end of the volume is Reb Avraham, son of “Horav HaKadosh,
Rabbi Aaron of Uman.”

At first | learned little about the author of this small sefer. The
haskamos mentioned that Rabbi Betzalel was from Kobrin, and the
Shem HaGedolim states that he had written other seforim, the most im-
portant being Korban Shabbos, published in 5451 (1691). Other
references mentioned that besides Slutzk, he had been Maggid
(preacher) in Boskovitz and Premishla. Then | recalled seeing his name
in the Lubavitcher Rabbi’s Memoirs (Vol. 1, p. 208): In his travels, Rab-
bi Zechariah Yeruchem of Nemerov had visited this very same Rabbi
Betzalel! Also prominent in the account are the authors of haskamos on
this sefer, such as Rabbi Zvi Hirsch of Brisk and Rabbi Naftali Hirsch
Ginsburg of Pinsk.

My copy of Amudeha Shivah was from a second edition, the first
having been published in Lublin in 5426 (1666). According to Ben
Yaakov, this sefer was printed for the third and last time in Dyhernfurth
in 5453 (1693). A few phone calls to extensive libraries convinced me
that | may well have the only copy of this sefer in the United States.

Some people might consider this inconsequential, but there is
something very special about owning any sefer over 300 years old,
even if it were not rare or valuable. We all are aware of how ancient
our heritage is, and even the briefest visit to the Holy Land provides
one with visible proof of this, stretching back thousands of years. Still,
our sages teach us that ““hearing is not the same as seeing,” and, as in
the case of many other things, a constant reminder is most helpful.

| must also emphasise that this relatively rare sefer was found in a
sack of sheimos, consigned for burial. Had | not gone through these
sheimos, it would have been permanently lost, together with a number
of other interesting seforim. This should provide an object lesson that
before any sheimos are buried, they should be gone over by someone
familiar with old seforim.
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Although many of these seforim do not have a high monetary
value, they form part of our irreplaceable heritage from Europe, a world
that no longer exists. Anything buried and {ost from this heritage is lost
forever.

25 Private Lives

Most interesting about old seforim is the private history and lore they
reveal. The name of an owner long gone stares up at you, and you
wonder who he was, and how the sefer passed from hand to hand.
Sometimes a string of names is found, as in one sefer presented as a gift
in 1798, 1845, and again in 1932. Another sefer was owned by M.).
Loeb, and the inscription tells us that in 1870 he lived in Beaumont,
Texas—just 25 years after Texas had joined the Union. If one had the
time, he could spend many hours merely studying the inscriptions in
seforim.

A striking example is a Machzor that | have, printed in Offenbach
in 5563 (1803). This Machzor belonged to Samson Sichel, and in the
back, we find an entire family history. A daughter Miriam was born in
1860, Gittel a vear later, and a son, Berman, in 1863. The births of
three other sons, Hirsch, Avraham and Yonah, are also noted. Then, in
blurry, tear-stained letters, we find the record of the death of three of
these children; and later, in happier strokes, the wedding dates of the
other three. The last entry was in 1900, when the family apparently was
preparing to emigrate to America. One could construct an entire family
history from these notes alone.

Compared to some great collections, my accumulation of old
seforim is not extensive, nor does it contain any really ancient samples.
Itis not a collection worthy of a great museum or library, but rather one
to which an ordinary individual with limited resources can aspire.
Before becoming involved with these seforim, my library was meant to
be learned, and most of my seforim were in constant use. These older
seforim occupy a high shelf, and while occasionally used for learning,
they mostly serve as a special inspiration. Somehow, they make the
ages in which they were printed and written all the more immediate,
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Treasures

INCE MY FIRST GROPINGS through musty basements, | have found

that there are many people who share my interest in the fascinating
world of antique seforim, and that many extraordinary private collec-
tions exist. Just two blocks from my house, | found an individual who
has an extensive collection of seforim printed over three hundred years
ago. Equally fascinating are the seforim stores of Manhattan’s Lower East
Side, but with limited funds, serious buying is out of the question.

Nonetheless one can find much of interest—even with very
limited resources—if one’s eyes are open. On a ““field trip”” not too long
ago, my nine-year-old daughter, Avigail, found a Choshen Mishpat
printed in Amsterdam in Elul 5458 (1698)—just two weeks before the
Baal Shem Tov was born. Even my six year old son, Michah, found a
first edition of the Tiferes Yisrael on the Mishnah, perfectly intact,
printed in Hannover in 1830. Very proud of their “finds,” the children
have a greater interest in the contents of these seforim.

There is a very wide range in people’s knowledge of antique
seforim. Experts can, with a single glance, tell where and when a sefer
was printed. By contrast, the vast majority of the public has close to no
knowledge whatsoever of the rich history of our seforim.

Undoubtedly, this is because almost everything that the average
person needs is currently in print, whereas in the not-too-distant past,
many important seforim could be found only in ancient editions.
:Jdonetheless, an older sefer can provide insights not available in newer

itions.

The Jewish Observer—May 1976
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% An Uncensored Gemara

28

A good example of this: | recently dug up (quite literally) an old Gemara
Nedarim from a bin of old seforim consigned for burial. The first forty
pages were missing, but the type style and the printer’s marks indicate
that it was probably printed in Amsterdam in 5404 (1644). Since so
many editions of the Talmud were printed, it will take more research to
verify this date, although it seems likely for a number of reasons.

Most interestingly, this old Gemara was not censored. Shortly after
the first printing of the Talmud, Christian scholars began to study it for
passages they deemed objectionable. They censored these pages from
subsequent editions, often deleting entire paragraphs—both from the
Talmud itself, and from its commentaries. In addition, before any sefer
could be published, it was submitted to a censor for approval. Thus, for
a long time, the entire tractate of Avodah Zarah, which appears to
criticize other religions, could not be printed at all.

Most of these deletions were published in a small pamphlet,
known as Chasronos HaShas. Although the wording of the deletions is
provided, they are often difficult to place in proper context. An impor-
tant example of this is the entire discussion of the Talmudic doctrine that
“The law of the government is the law” (dina demalchusa dina). In his
commentary on Nedarim (3:11), the Rosh (Rabbi Asher Yechiel) cites
the opinion of earlier authorities who sharply limit the scope of this rule.
This discussion is very important to a Torah understanding of how to in-
teract with a duly-constituted non-Jewish government, but it is deleted
from most editions of the Talmud. Thus, it is not to be found in the Vilna
Shas, which is the edition now most commonly used and reprinted. But
in this ancient fragment of a Gemara, the discussion can be found in its
entirety.

5 Four Pages from 1575

For a long time, | would delight in the mere discovery of a sefer from the
1600's. Anything earlier seemed to be in the province of libraries,
museums, or advanced collectors with unlimited funds. My lucky finds
did include items three hundred years old, but this seemed to be the
outer limit.

Then once, when sifting through a stack of old covers and loose
pages put aside for burial, | came across four strange-looking pages from
the Rambam’s Mishneh Torah. The only commentary on this edition
was the Kessef Mishneh plus, on one page, the Maggid Mishneh. What
had happened to all the other commentaries usually printed with the
Rambam?

Of the major indices of antique seforim, the most important is Ben
Yaakov's Otzar HaSeforim, which attempts to list every sefer printed
through 5623 (1863). Another is Chaim Dov Freidberg’s Beis Eked
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Seforim, which is more up-to-date and also provides the number of
pages of many editions. This latter feature is often of great help identify-
ing an edition when all else fails.

A quick check of these indices told me that the Rambam with only
Kessef Mishneh had been printed only once—in Venice in the year
5335 (1575). Even during his lifetime, Rabbi Yosel Karo was recognized
as a giant among giants. His Shulchan Aruch is the accepted code of
Jewish Law, and his commentary Beis Yosef on the Tur is considered
among the greatest analytic works on halachah (Jewish Law) ever writ-
ten. He was considered the greatest sage in his generation and people
from all over the world sent him questions for his decision.

In his old age, the “Beis Yosef’ (as he is called) began his last
work—the Kessef Mishneh, a commentary on the Rambam’s
monumental Mishneh Torah. Although the Rambam’s code encom-
passes the entire body of Talmudic law, he did not cite any sources, and
unless one knew the entire Talmud by heart, it was impossible to deter-
mine the context from which all of these laws were extracted. An earlier
commentary, the Maggid Mishneh, was of some help, but it only
covered six of the fourteen books of the Rambam’s code.

Upon completing the Kessef Mishneh, he sent the manuscript to
Rabbi Menachem Azariah of Fano, a renowned Kabbalist and author of
Asarah Ma’amoros, then rabbi of Venice. Since Venice was a great
center of Jewish publication, the Beis Yosef requested that Rabbi
Menachem Azariah see that his commentary was properly printed.

Overjoyed to have the merit of printing a work of the Cadol
HaDor, the leading figure of his generation, Rabbi Azariah personally
paid for its publication. He took it to Bragadini, a prominent printer, and
the first volume came out in 5334 (1574). While the Beis Yosef lived to
see the first three volumes published, the fourth was printed in 5336
(1576), shortly after his death. Thus, incidentally, we are currently
celebrating the four hundredth anniversary of the prindng of the Kessef
Mishneh.

Here in my hands, | actually had a few pages of this Kessef
Mishneh, whose printing had been commissioned by the author
himself. Perhaps he had even touched it! Or if not, maybe this copy had
been handled by the great Rabbi Menachem Azariah of Fano. To us,
people of that generation are legendary. Handling even a piece of
paper—a leaf from a book—that was directly associated with them
makes their presence all the more real.

2 The Strange Tanach

A few months later, | was searching a Brooklyn seforim store, for several
items currently out of print. | noticed a pile of old seforim in a dusty cor-
ner, and never one to miss such an opportunity, looked them over
carefully. At the very bottom of the pile was an old Tanach, the later
Prophets. The cover had been largely eaten away by worms or termites,
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but the inside was in good shape. It was only lacking the first and last
signature (the section of page made from one large printed sheet), mak-
ing it impossible to identify from the title page or from printer’s marks at
the end.

In a dark comer, | also found an old copy of the Mishnas
Chassidim, where the missing first and last page had been filled in by
hand. Overcoming the natural trepidation spawned by limited funds, |
asked the owner to price these two books. He had to consult his partner
and suggested that | call in a few days. When | did, | was pleased to
discover that both books would only cost a few dollars. | brought my
latest finds home where | could examine them at my leisure.

First, | noticed that the Tanach was printed on crisp, firm paper,
like that of a dollar bill—the fine linen paper that was used for many ear-
ly seforim. Next, that the pages were not numbered—very significant,
since page numbers were introduced to seforim in the mid 1500°s. Un-
til that time, only signature numbers had been used.

The Tanach already appeared to be an interesting and exciting
find. To better identify it, | checked the commentaries. The books of
Isaiah and the Twelve Minor Prophets contained the commentaries of
Rashi and Ibn Ezra, while Jeremiah and Ezekiel had Rashi and the
Radak. | consulted the standard indices to see when books were printed
with these commentaries.

Sure enough, it was the second Mikra’os Gedolos ever printed
dating back to 5283 (1523)—the first one had been published five years
earlier. But more important, it was the first edition of the Ibn Ezra on the
Prophets ever printed!

Type and Justification

To verify my findings, 1 showed the sefer to Mr. A.L. Frankel, who,
together with his father, David, was once one of the world’s most prom-
inent dealers of antique seforim. He backed my conclusion, indicating a
few distinct features that distinguish the Venetian type styles. This was
my first introduction to analysis of type styles, an important tool in
dating printed materials.

He also pointed out another feature—the way the lines were
justified. In printing terminology, justification simply refers to making
the margin even. Lines inevitably vary in their number of letters, and if
no effort is made, some would be longer than others. In modern prin-
ting, justification is accomplished by varying the space between letters
and words. On this page, for instance, the less letters on a line, the
greater the space between words. Also, some words are hyphenated
and completed on the following line.

In Hebrew, the division of a word at the end of a line is not permit-
ted, making this all the more difficult. In sacred scrolls, justification is ac-
complished by widening certain letters known as (sic) dilatabiles. In
other early manuscripts, however, scribes completed a short line by in-
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serting the first letter from the next line.

Until more sophisticated methods of justification were introduced,
early printers adopted this method, squaring off the margin by inserting
the first letter from the following line. This is usually a distinct hallmark
of the very early seforim, since this method of justification was largely
discontinued in the mid-1500's. Nonetheless, | recently came across a
Teshuvos Rashba printed in Vienna, 1812, where this technique was
employed.

2% Seforim from Venice

Venice is generally not thought of as an important Jewish city, but dur-
ing the 1500’s it was. Around 5269 (1509), German invasions drove
many Jewish refugees into Venice. They were too many in number to be
expelled, so in 5276 (1516), they were herded into nearby “New Foun-
dry.” This had important philological implications, for the ltalian ex-
pression for “New Foundry” is Chetto Nuovo, and many authorities at-
tribute the word “ghetto’” - for a segregated Jewish quarter—to this
episode. Yet so many young people today do not even realize that the
original ghetto-dwellers were Jews!

During this era, Venice emerged as a prime world center of
seforim printing—especially due to the activities of Daniel Bomberg.
The first edition of the Talmud was printed here, establishing the
pagination and style for all subsequent editions. This had special value
to me, since this also occurred in 5283 (1532), the very year my Tanach
was printed.

Seforim are not meant to be museum pieces, but are of greatest
value when they are actually used. | therefore make frequent use of this
Tanach. The paper is highly durable and the print is crisp and
clear—much better than any present edition. Once, very late at night, |
was looking up something in the Ibn Ezra. Before | realized it, | was just
turning pages, contemplating all the history that has taken place in the
450 years since this volume was printed:

When it was printed, Rabbi Yosef Karo was still a young man, and
had only begun writing his Beis Yosef a year earlier. Rabbi Moshe
Isserles, the Rama, was only three years old. Rabbi Moshe Cordevero
(the Ramak), dean of the Safed school of Kabbalah, was only a year old.
Neither the Ari nor Rabbi Chaim Vital had even been born. The great
population shifts that moved the center of Judaism from the Mediterra-
nean lands to Eastern Europe were just beginning.

Turning the pages, | could almost see the years flying by. Who had
held this volume? Had it been in the hands of the Radbaz, the Maharal,
or the Shach? Was it in the library of Rabbi Eliahu Mizrachi or the
Shelah? Had the Alshich or the Metzudos David made use of it while
writing their commentaries? The very possibilities seemed to forge a
physical link with these giants.

Of course, there was no direct evidence of such contact. The only

TREASURES 31



32

name that | found in the volume was that of Yosef ben Yaakov Vega,
whom | am still trying to identify.

5 The Incunabulum

Meanwhile, | had not devoted much attention to the other volume,
even though it had some interesting features. It was obviously a copy of
the Mishnas Chassidim, a Kabbalistic text by Rabbi Emanuel Chai Rikki,
containing the commentary Mafte’ach Olomos by Rabbi Moshe of
Dragatshein. Even though it had no title page, time and place were easy
to ascertain, since the only edition was printed in Zalkiev in 5505
(1745).

The first and last signatures were missing, and had been replaced
by handwritten pages—the only available means then for replacing
missing leaves. Judging from the paper and writing style, the handwrit-
ten pages were inserted in the late 1700's.

In addition, a small manuscript, containing several chapters from
the Sefer Gilgulim, was bound at the beginning of the book. The writer
noted that he copied these chapters from an edition of Sefer Gilgulim
printed in Frankfurt-Am-Main in 5444 (1684). Obviously, the book was
out of print, and writing by hand was his only means of obtaining a
copy. The next edition of the Cilgulim was printed in Zalkiev in 5534
(1774), so it can be assumed that the manuscript was written before
then.

Even though the practice is forbidden, binders often used leaves
from old seforim in binding newer volumes. In this case, the binder had
used two leaves from a Mishnayos Nega'im as end papers, the papers
attaching the book to its cover. Initially, | did not pay them much heed,
but one evening | examined these end-papers more closely, and im-
mediately realized that the leaves contained parts of the Mishnah with
the Rambam’s commentary—and nothing else. But when had the
Mishnah been printed with nothing but the Rambam’s commentary? A
quick look at the indices gave the answer: Naples in 5252 (1492) and
Venice in 5306 (1546). But which one was it?

This was raising exciting possibilities. If it was the Naples edition,
it was not only from the first edition of the Mishnah ever published, but
it was also an incunabulum. Incunabulum refers to a book printed
before 1500, and to collectors, these are the rarest and most valuable
items. This is true of books in general; but since so many seforim were
destroyed in persecutions and pogroms, Hebrew incunabula are par-
ticularly rare.

Before | could properly examine these two leaves, | had to remove
them from the covers. Very carefully, | removed the covers and soaked
them in a large pan, meticulously separating the paper from the cover
boards. Laying paper towels under the leaves so that they would not
tear, | gingerly lifted them from the pan. There before me were two in-
tact leaves, in good condition, containing the eighth, ninth and tenth
chapters of Nega'im.
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How was | to determine from which edition they had come? Then
it struck me: In the margin of my big *“Yachin U’Boaz’* Mishnayos, there
were Chilufey Cirsa’os—variant readings. Two of the most important
editions cited were those of Naples and Venice. | would only have to
see which one fitted my copy.

Carefully checking the variant readings, | found that my copy con-
formed exactly to the readings of the Naples edition. It was indeed an
incunabulum: two leaves from a sefer printed in 1492, the year best
known for the discovery of America and the expulsion from Spain. As
an added coincidence, | discovered this incunabulum on Columbus
Day!

5 More on the Leaves

My first information regarding this edition came from the introduction
to the “Yachin U’Boaz,” that there were only ten known copies of this
Mishnayos in existence. Further information came from David Frankel’s
catalogue of “Hebrew Incunabula,” itself a rarity that | had found
among some sheimos. Here | found that this edition had been the last
sefer printed in Naples by Joshua Solomon Soncino, completed on May
8, 1492. Since many anti-Christian sections—omitted or changed in
later editions—are contained in their complete form in this edition, it
was subject to particular attack. | also discovered that only two copies of
this rarest edition of the Mishnah are known to exist in the United States,
and these in major libraries.

Owning one kindled in me an interest in Hebrew incunabula in
general. The first book had been printed by Guttenberg around 1455,
and just twenty years later, the first Hebrew book, a Chumash with
Rashi, was printed in Reggio, Italy. The very next Hebrew text to be
printed—a year later—was the Tur, which in those years—before the
Beis Yosef—served as the most popular code of Jewish Law. By 1500,
close to a hundred different books had been printed.

The invention of the printing press may well have been the
hashgachah (Divine governance’s) measure for perpetuating the
mesorah after the dispersal of the thriving Jewish community from Spain

in 1492...Similarly, some have pointed out that the introduction of the
photo-offset process in the 1940’s was a Divine measure for replacing
the millions of sacred volumes that were destroyed in World War Il, and
could never have been reprinted by conventional means.

In all the world, only a thousand examples of Hebrew incunabula
are known to exist—that is, approximately ten copies of each sefer
printed. The rest were either worn out and buried, or destroyed in the
periodic book burnings, characteristic of those times. Among surviving
incunabula, most are now in major libraries or museums, with only a
handful still in private hands.

TREASURES 33



«5 Open Eyes

All this demonstrates that for one who keeps his eyes open, there are
still many treasures to be found, even without spending much money.
fSuch treasures are often unidentified and are buried as sheimos...lost
orever,

This is not only true of seforim hundreds of years old, but even of
those printed a generation or two ago. Many such seforim, printed in
Europe, are still in use in synagogues and private libraries, but as they
become worn, a good number are being buried. How long will it be
before a sefer printed in Vilna in 1890 will also be considered a rare
treasure? It is something that comes from a world that no longer exists,
and once it is gone, it is gone forever.

I would encourage young people who are building seforim collec-
tions to include some older editions, if only to preserve them for future
generations. Providing a tangible link to the giants of the past, these
seforim will be objects that our children and grandchildren will
treasure,
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Rabbi Yaakov Culi, Y7yt

/i IT MAKES YOU FEEL LIKE becoming a better Jew.”

This was the first reaction of a friend after examining several
chapters of MeAm Loez, which | had recently begun to translate into
English. His words did not surprise me. While working on the book, |
too had felt tugs at my heartstrings, and | found myself saying blessings
with more feeling, being just a bit more careful of my religious obliga-
tions. The sefer is indeed like a magnet, drawing a person closer to
Torah.

For close to two hundred years, MeAm Loez enjoyed unparallel-
ed popularity among the common folk of Sephardic Jewry. A large and
expensive set was often given as a gift to a new son-in-law, much as a
Shas (set of the Talmud) is today. In many synagogues, the regular
evening Torah-study session between Minchah and Maariv centered
on this book, and a number of groups were formed for the express pur-
pose of studying it. It is said that Rabbi Chaim Medini, famous as the
author of the encyclopedic work Sedei Chemed, would join such
groups, so greatly did he value its wisdom.

Nowadays MeAm Loez in Hebrew has become a popular Bar-
Mitzvah gift. Nevertheless, many yeshivah students seem to shun it, as
part of a common prejudice against anything written in the ver-
nacular—for the MeAm Loez was originally written in Ladino.

True enough, this work was specifically written for the common
man. Far from talking down to the common man, however, the author
uplifts the reader with a rich anthology of Torah thought from the
Talmud, Midrash, Zohar, halachic literature, and philosophy, together
with in-depth discussions and analysis.

The Jewish Observer—April 1977
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%5 The Author

The author of MeAm Loez, Rabbi Yaakov Culi, had enjoyed a reputa-
tion as one of the giants of his generation. He was born in Jerusalem in
1689 to Rabbi Machir Culi (1638-1728), a well-known scholar and
saint who was a scion of one of the leading Jewish families of Crete
(Candai). Crete had belonged to Venice, but in 1645, the Turks inva-
ded this island, and laid siege to its capital and chief cities. This siege
lasted for twenty-five years, one of the longest in modern history, and
resulted in almost two hundred thousand casualties.

When the Turks were finally victorious in 1669, the island’s
economy was in shambles, with the Jews suffering most of all. Fleeing
with his remaining wealth, Rabbi Machir eventually settled in
Jerusalem around 1688. Here he found a city of scholars, boasting such
luminaries as Rabbi Chezkiel di Silva (author of Pri Chadash) and Rabbi
Ephraim Navon (author of Machaneh Ephraim). Leading the communi-
ty was Rabbi Moshe Galanti, who had been appointed as the first
Rishon LeTzion, Chief Rabbi of the Sephardic Jews, in 1668. Rabbi
Machir was drawn to another prominent sage, Rabbi Moshe ibn
Chabib, and soon married his daughter.

Their first son, Yaakov, was born in 1689, a time of great upheaval
in Jerusalem. It began with one of the worst famines in memory, caus-
ing many to flee to other locales. A second, even more severe blow to
the Jewish community was the death of the illustrious Rabbi Moshe
Galanti. This Torah giant had been an undisputed leader for twenty
years, and his passing left a great void in the community. His place was
ﬁltl\e(li) tl))\/ Rabbi Yaakov’'s maternal grandfather, Rabbi Moshe ibn
Chabib.

<5 His Grandfather’'s Legacy

As a child, Rabbi Yaakov showed great promise, rapidly gaining
reputation as a prodigy. He was raised on his grandfather’s knee, and
by his sixth year, was questioning some of his Talmudic interpretations.
Although he was only seven when Rabbi Moshe ibn Chabib died, the
memory of his grandfather deeply impressed him for the rest of his life.

A year later, tragedy struck again, when his mother died. His
father soon remarried and the family moved to Hebron, and then to
Safed. Here the young genius advanced rapidly in his studies, and
began the major task of editing his grandfather’s numerous writings.
Probing his father and other local rabbis for information, he became
aware of the gigantic stature of Rabbi Moshe ibn Chabib.

Among the things that he learned was that his grandfather had
been born in Salonica in 1654, descending from a famed family with
origins in Spain. Among his ancestors were Rabbi Yosef Chabiba (circa
1400)—the author of the Nimukei Yosef, and Rabbi Yaakov ibn Chabib
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(1459-1516—the author of the Eyin Yaakov). His grandfather had lived
in Constantinople for a while, and then came to Jerusalem at the age of
sixteen. In 1688, when but thiry-four, he was appointed head of the
great Yeshivah founded by Moshe ibn Yeush, a philanthropist friend
from Constantinople. When Rabbi Moshe ibn Chabib died at forty-two,
he had already earned a reputation as one of the greatest sages of his
time.

«5 The Constantinople Venture

Rabbi Yaakov was determined to publish his grandfather’s works.
Since adequate printing facilities did not exist in the Holy Land at the
time, he went to Constantinople, where he had hoped to find financial
backing for this task. He arrived in the capital of the Ottoman empire in
1714.

A sensitive young man of twenty-four, Rabbi Yaakov was aghast at
conditions in Constantinople. True, the city had many sages who toiled
day and night to uplift the community, as well as a great Kolel (institute
of advanced study), known as the Hesger, but in general, community
life was sinking. Constantinople had been a center of Shabbatai Tzvi’s
false Messianic movement, and more than any other city, it had suf-
fered from this heretical spirit. Jewish education was virtually nonexis-
tent, and most of the populace was barely literate in Hebrew. People
did attend synagogues, but beyond this, Jewish life was on the verge of
total disintegration.

Winning support from a Chaim Alfandri, he began work on his
grandfather’s classical work Cet Pashut, a profound treatment of the ex-
tremely complex laws governing Jewish divorce (see “A Get in
Monsey,” elsewhere in this volume). This was finally printed by Yitz-
chak Alfandri, a relative of Chaim, in 1719 in Ortokoi, a suburb of Con-
stantinople. (The only other sefer | know published in Ortokoi is Bnei
Chayay, in 1717. This is described in “Gateway to the Past,”
elsewhere in this volume.)

3 Disciple of the “Mishneh LaMelech”

At this time, the undisputed leader of Sephardic Jewry was Constan-
tinople’s Chief Rabbi, Rabbi Yehudah Rosanes (1658-1727). He learn-

ed of the brilliant scholar who had come to town, and before long, had
appointed him to his Beis Din (rabbinical court)—no mean ac-
complishment for so young a man. Rabbi Yaakov Culi soon became
the prime disciple of this leader of world Jewry.

Rabbi Yaakov had just finished printing his grandfather’s Shemos
BeAretz, when tragedy struck the Jewish community. His great master,
Rabbi Yehudah Rosanes, passed away on 22 Nisan (April 13), 1727.
During the mourning period, the sage’s house was looted, and a
number of his manuscripts were stolen. The rest were left in a
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shambles, scattered all over the house. Assuming authority rare for a
man his age, Rabbi Yaakov Culi undertook the responsibility of
reassembling these important writings and editing them for
publication.

During the first year, he completed work on Perashas Derachim a
collection of Rabbi Yehudah’s homilies. In his introduction to this
book, Rabbi Yaakov Culi mourns the loss of his great master...But his
main work had just begun: Rabbi Yehudah had left one of the most
significant commentaries ever written on the Rambam’s Mishneh
Torah, the monumental Mishneh LaMelech.

Rabbi Yaakov spent three years carefully assembling and editing
this manuscript. Contemporary scholars struggle through the lengthy,
profound sequences of logic found in this commentary; to be sure, the
editor was in perfect command of every one of these discussions.
Where certain points were ambiguous, or where additional explana-
tions were required, Rabbi Yaakov added his own comments in
brackets. In 1731, the work was completed and printed as a separate
volume. Just eight years later, it was reprinted with the Mishneh
Torah—below the Rambam’s text, on the same page—one of a half
dozen commentaries accorded this singular distinction.

Today, the Mishneh LaMelech is included in all major editions of
the Rambam’s code. Studying it, one also sees Rabbi Yaakov Culi’s

bracketed commentaries and notes. At the beginning of every printed
Rambam, one can find his introduction to this work. Thus, at the age of

forty, he had already won renown as a leading scholar of his time.
«5 His Own Life Work

Having completed the publication of the works of both his grandfather
and his master, Rabbi Yaakov began to search for a project that would
be his own life work. There is no question that he could have chosen to
write the most profound scholarly work, joining the ranks of so many of
his contemporaries. Instead, he decided to write a commentary on the
Torah for the unlettered Jew. As he writes in his preface: This might
strike many of his colleagues as strange. Why would he, a scholar of the
first water, write a work for the masses? Surely one of his stature should
address himself to the scholarly community! But apparently he was
otherwise motivated: How could he engage in scholarship when he
saw Jewish life disintegrating all around him? How could he close his
eyes to the thousands of souls crying out for access to the Torah?

«5 Ladino — The Language of his Work

As his vehicle of expression, Rabbi Yaakov chose Ladino, the common
language spoken by Sephardic Jews. Ladino is to Spanish as Yiddish is
to German. Written with Hebrew letters, it looks very strange to the un-
trained eye; but with a little experience and a good Spanish dic-
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tionary—it rapidly becomes comprehensible.*

Ladino was developed among the Jews of Spain. As long as the
Jewish community flourished there, Ladino was written with the
Spanish alphabet, with a liberal sprinkling of Hebrew thrown in. It was
not very different from the language used in much of today’s Torah
literature, where Hebrew is intermingled with English.

After the Jews were expelled from Spain, they gradually dropped
use of the Spanish alphabet, and began writing it with Hebrew letters,
which they knew from their prayers. At first there was no literature in
this language; it was used primarily in correspondence and business
records. The first books in Ladino appeared in Constantinople—a
translation of the Psalms in 1540, and one of the Torah in 1547. A few
years later, the first original work was published in this language, Regi-
miento de la Vida (Regimen of Life) by Rabbi Moshe Almosnino.

While a few other classics, such as Chovos Halevavos (Duties of
the Heart) and the Shulchan Aruch had been translated into Ladino, the
amount of Torah literature available to those who did not understand
Hebrew was extremely sparse. It was this vacuum that Rabbi Yaakov
Culi decided to fill. As he points out, even such major works as the
Rambam’s commentary on the Mishnah, and Saadiah Gaon’s Emunos
VeDeyos (Doctrines and Beliefs) had been written in Arabic, the ver-
nacular in their time. But no work of this scope had ever been attemp-
ted in the vernacular.

25 The Scope of MeAm Loez

What Rabbi Yaakov had planned was nothing less than a commentary
on the entire Bible, explaining it from countless approaches. Where the
Scripture touched on practical application of the Law, it would be
discussed in length, with all pertinent details needed for its proper
fulfillment. Thus, for example, when dealing with the verse “Be fruitful
and multiply,” the author devotes some fifty pages to a discussion of
the laws of marriage, including one of the clearest elucidations of the
rules of family purity ever published in any language.

Then, as now, considerable money could be gained in publishing
a successful book. Here the saintliness of the author comes to the fore.
In a written contract, he specified that all the profits realized from sales
of the book were to be distributed to the yeshivos in the Holy Land, as
well as the Hesger Kolel in Constantinople. He would only retain for

*In my own efforts to translate MeAm Loez, | found the Hebrew, itself a transla-
tion from the Ladino, unwieldy—every ambiguity seems multiplied tenfold. Strug-
gling with the Ladino original was far more fruitful, and with a little experience,
the words started to take form. Thus, mr 13, a very strange and foreign-looking
word when sounded out, was the Spanish word for nothing more strange than
ludaism.

Another expression that took me by surprise, »1:m ™ =20, when sounded
out, yielded Senor del Mondo—""Master of the Universe.”
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himself the standard commission given to charity collectors.

The work was originally planned to consist of seven volumes, en-
compassing all the books of the Bible. In the two years that the author
worked on it, he completed all of the book of Genesis (Bereshis), and
two-thirds of Exodus (Shemos), a total of over eleven hundred large
printed pages. (In the current Hebrew translation, this fills over 1800
pages.) Then, at the age of 42, on 19 Av (August 9), 1732, Rabbi
Yaakov Culi passed away, leaving his work unfinished.

The contemporary Sephardic sages saw the strong positive effect
MeAm Loez was having on the community, and thus sought others to
complete the work. Rabbi Yaakov had left over voluminous notes, and
these would be incorporated into the continuation. The first one to take
on this task was Rabbi Yitzchak Magriso, who completed Exodus in
1746, Leviticus in 1753, and Numbers in 1764. Deuteronomy was
finished by Rabbi Yitzchak Bechor Agruiti in 1772, These latter sages
followed Rabbi Culi’s style so closely that the entire set can be con-
sidered a single integral work.

Never before had a work achieved such instant popularity. But
even greater than its popularity was its impact. Thousands of readers
who had been almost totally irreligious suddenly started to become
observant. A new spirit swept through Sephardic communities, similar
to that engendered by the Chassidic movement upon Ashkenazic
Jewry a half century later. Very few sefarim in modern times have had
such a great impact on their milieu.

¢ Reprints and Translations

The MeAm Loez was reprinted at least eight times, in cities around the
Mediterranean region. The volumes were so heavily used that few
copies of the older editions are existent—they were literally worn out,
just like a Siddur or a Chumash. An Arabic translation published under
the name of Pis’shagen HaKasav, was prepared by Rabbi Avraham Ler-
si, and was published in various cities in North Africa between 1886
and 1904. An edition of Bereshis, transliterated into Spanish letters,
was published in 1967 by the Ibn Tibbon Institute at the University of
Granada, Spain.

Although this was one of the most popular volumes in Sephardic
countries, it had been virtually unknown to Ashkenazim, who general-
ly do not read Ladino. With the destruction of most Ladino speaking
communities in World War 11, the number of people who could read
the MeAm Loez in the original diminished. Translation of the entire set
into Hebrew in the late 1960’s finally brought it to the attention of the
contemporarv Torah world. Although the original name of the sefer
was MeAm Loez, in the Hebrew edition, the word ““Yalkut” (An-
thology) was added. One reason for this was the fact that certain por-
tions, which the translator felt were not pertinent to our times, were
omitted.

40 The Aryeh Kaplan Reader



In naming his work, Rabbi Yaakov Culi based the title on the
verse, “When the Jews went out of Egypt, the house of Jacob from a
strange-speaking people (MeAm Loez), Yehudah became His holy one,
Israel His kingdom” (Psalms 114:1). Through the medium of this book,
he had hoped that his people would emerge from the shackles of ig-
norance. Yehudah in his own reference alludes to Yehudah Mizrach, a
Constantinople philanthropist, who underwrote the costs of the print-
ing of the first edition. His reference to the last phrase in this verse was
then meant to be a prayer that his work would bring Israel to once
again become part of “’His kingdom.”’

He succeeded, perhaps beyond his fondest dreams. A half cen-
tury after his death, Rabbi Chaim Yosef David Azulai (the Chida) wrote
of him, “He was expert in the Talmud, codes and commentaries, as we
can readily see from his book MeAm Loez, which he wrote to bring
merit to the multitudes. Fortunate is his portion.”
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Battle for Survival

AMBAM, RABBI YOSEF KARO (who wrote the Shulchan Aruch),Rab-

bi Isaac Luria (the Ari-Zal, leading 16th Century Kabbalist)—these
are the towering names in Judaism’s glorious heritage...names in which
all of Jewry takes deepest pride. All were Sephardim.

Today, Sephardic Jewry is threatened with extinction—not just
cultural extinction as Sephardim, but total extinction as Jews. Yet, little
of our information, discussion and concern focuses on this segment of
Jewry. In Israel, where the majority of its citizens come from Sephardic
and Arab lands, the awareness is somewhat sharper, and there are ac-
tive programs aimed at maintaining the Jewish fidelity of the Sephar-
dim, some geared more specifically for the preservation of the Sephar-
dic heritage.

Hundreds of thousands of Sephardic Jews live outside of Eretz
Yisrael, many of them recently uprooted from old communities where
they had been secure in their Jewish heritage. Today, they flounder
without fast anchorage in the values of their past.

Teaching Sephardic children should be a very distinct undertak-
ing. First, their rich Sephardic heritage of minhagim (customs) and
Torah leadership are to be perpetuated. In addition, the Sephardic
temperament should be taken into account. This can mean preserving
a t'mimus (wholesomeness) that has flourished for centuries without
being exposed to the more corrosive elements of Western culture. It
can also mean taking into account the capacity of Sephardim for ex-

42

The Jewish Observer—January 1975

The Aryeh Kaplan Reader



treme reaction to an encounter with Western “‘sophistication” and
mores—witness the Black Panther movement in Israel today.

A network of schools especially geared for Sephardic children has
existed since 1944, and it is now being extended to accommodating
them in new surroundings. This article is a survey of the Ozar Hatorah
network.

5 The Old Pattern

Since the latter part of the 19th century, the only widespread education
system serving youth in Sephardic lands was secular, under the
auspices of the Alliance Israelite Universelle. Organized in 1860, one
of AlU’s aims was to set up training programs for backward Jewish
communities. The emphasis was on secular education and French
culture, with little regard for religious or Jewish education—with the
net result that the process of assimilation was hastened.

For the most part, the world Jewish community seemed hardly
aware of these communities; and members of the indigenous leader-
ship, having completed their studies in France, sincerely believed that
the road to salvation lay in cultural assimilation, looking upon Jewish
religious studies as something of the past. Thus, Casablanca, for exam-
ple, had a Jewish population of 80,000 in the early forties, but no com-
munity school. Funds were not lacking, but no one devoted time and
effort to organize such schools. In various degrees, this same pattern
prevailed thoughout North Africa and Asia Minor.

5 The Founders

Viewing this situation, a group of dedicated laymen met under the
leadership of Mr. Isaac Shalom, of blessed memory, a well-known
Syrian born manufacturer in New York City, who was a magnanimous
contributor to all Torah causes, Ashkenazi and Sephardi alike; and Mr.
Joseph Shamabh of Israel. They were later joined by Mr. Ezra Tuebal of
Buenos Aires, originally from Aleppo, Syria. These men acted on the
initiative of Reb Shraga Feivel Mendlowitz, of blessed memory, who is
known as the guiding hand behind the growth of Torah in the United
States, through Mesifta Torah Vodaath (which he led for decades),
Torah Umesorah (which he founded), as well as numerous other in-
stitutions. Mr. Mendlowitz (as he insisted on being called) urged Mr.
Shalom to recreate in Sephardic lands the Torah Umesorah plan of
establishing a Torah Day School in every American community. Mr.
Shalom and company recognized the need for immediate action and
set about creating a cohesive network of schools without counterpart in
America, by virtue of central funding and control.

An initial $400,000 was raised, primarily by Isaac Shalom and
Ezra Tuebal. An office was opened in Jerusalem, and large sums were
allocated to assist existing educational institutions, especially primary
religious schools. After the establishment of the State of Israel, twenty-
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nine schools were opened there by the organization, but when the
Israeli government assumed responsibility for most primary education,
and Chinuch Atzmai emerged as custodian of most of the religious
schooling, Ozar Hatorah closed its operations in the Holy Land.

@5 Iran

44

The first country outside of Israel where Ozar Hatorah set up schools
was Iran, where 80,000 Jews lived. Most of these lived in spiritual and
physical poverty, cut off from the centers of Jewish learning for many
generations, and with little knowledge of the basic principles of
Judaism. Local religious leadership had been virtually wiped out (in
pogroms in the 19th century) and surviving leaders had shockingly lit-
tle Jewish knowledge. Study of Talmud had been forgotten, and it was
doubtful if a single fully qualified rabbi existed in the entire country.

The ignorance of the average Jew was abysmal. In the city of
Meshed, for example, the entire Jewish community of 20,000 went
underground and officially became devout Moslems. Only in the 20th
century, when the late Shah reinstated religious liberty, did they openly
return to Judaism, but with no knowledge of what it was all about.
Other communities were not much different. The Alliance Israelite
Universelle had set up schools in the main centers and in some small
towns, but only half an hour per day was devoted to teaching prayers,
and then only in primary grades.

Ozar Hatorah appointed Rabbi Isaac Lewi as director of its Iran
operation. He traveled extensively throughout the country, visiting
small towns and villages. Wherever he could find someone who knew
Hebrew, he opened a school, using whatever accommodations were
available, no matter how primitive or unsuitable. An arrangement was
also made with the AIU, whereby Ozar Hatorah would provide ten
hours per week of Jewish education in all AIU primary schools, main-
taining responsibility for both teachers and curriculum. This arrange-
ment is still in effect.

When it became obvious that the Torah education of Iran would
require more funds than Ozar Hatorah could provide, the American
Joint Distribution Committee was approached for a subsidy. |DC open-
ed its own office in Teheran, providing a general assistance program
which included school lunches, medical aid, and a substantial educa-
tion subsidy.

Today, Ozar Hatorah maintains a network of forty schools in iran,
servicing 8600 pupils. A yeshivah teachers’ training school in Shiraz
has graduates in Ozar Hatorah schools across Iran. The Jewish popula-
tion of Iran remains stable at around 80,000 due to a high living stan-
dard and the enlightened attitude of the Shah, with no trend toward
emigration. Assimilation has to some degree been halted by the work
of Ozar Hatorah, and the spirit of Jewish consciousness in ran has to a
large degree been revitalized.
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Libya and Syria

Tripoli, Libya, had a Jewish population of 29,000 at the end of World
War Il, but only a few hundred pupils attended the religious schools,
and the study of Torah had all but ceased. After the war, Yeshivah Neve
Shalom was opened through the efforts of the chief rabbi of Tripoli, and
the student body grew to eighty. A teachers’ seminary was also found-
ed, and Ozar Hatorah sent teachers from Israel to provide intensive
courses. Jewish soldiers stationed there during the war had also organ-
ized a Hebrew School, but it was now faced with many problems,
primarily a shortage of funding and staff. Ozar Hatorah sent teachers
from lIsrael, and also assisted with part of the budget.

With the raising of Jewish consciousness in Tripoli, the entire
community immigrated to Israel in 1950-51. No youth remained
behind, and Ozar Hatorah closed its Tripoli operation.

The founders of Ozar Hatorah were born in Syria, and with its
post-war Jewish population of 14,000, this became an important base
of operations. Two primary schools are still operating in Damascus and
Aleppo, with 350 pupils each. In 1971 the Damascus school was sin-
gled out by the governmental education department as the school with
the highest marks—all pupils tested passed final primary school ex-
aminations with honors.

Morocco

Morocco was very different from Iran when Ozar Hatorah began
operations there in 1947. Far from being indifferent t~ religious educa-
tion and tradition, the majority of Moroccan Jews* _re fully conscious
of their heritage, and proud of the influence of Moroccan Jewry when
Fez (Fas) was a center of Talmudic scholarship—serving as the base of
the Rif (Rabbi Yitzchak Al-Fasi) and the Rambam. Up until the 19th
century, this tradition of Jewish learning remained strong.

Since the 1890’s, the French Alliance Israelite Universelle has
been providing education geared to the needs of the contemporary
labor market. Young Moroccan Jews obtained sufficient French educa-
tion to become white collar workers and bank clerks, but very little
Jewish education. Virtually nothing was done to qualify new rabbinical
leaders to replace the learned rabbis of previous generations, and
schools of higher Jewish learning existed only in Marrakesh, Menkes,
and Sefrou. Meanwhile, thousands of Jewish children had no educa-
tion at all, secular or religious, and roamed the streets, dirty, ill-fed and
unhealthy.

Nonetheless, the majority of Moroccan Jews remained true to
their heritage, and when Ozar Hatorah entered the area, they respond-
ed enthusiastically. Within a short time, committees were formed in
most Jewish communities, with a central coordinating body in
Casablanca. Existing Talmud Torahs and Yeshivos were given financial
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assistance and new ones were created. Here too, the Joint Distribution
Committee gradually took over a major portion of the financial burden.

The creation of the State of Israel brought about a change in the
Moroccan Jewish community. Although not especially harassed, many
of its members looked towards a better life in Israel, and by 1966, some
100,000 had emigrated. Thousands more went to France, looking for a
better economic future. Despite this massive emigration, however, the
number of students in Ozar Hatorah schools has increased.

Today, the situation in Morocco is fairly stable. Ozar Hatorah cur-
rently maintains 23 schools there, and out of a total Jewish population
of 32,000, some three thousand students, or 60% of the school-age
population, attend these schools.

<5 France

Today, France presents one of the great educational challenges con-
fronting World Jewry. Unlike Iran, Syria and Morocco the situation in
France is not at all stable. The intermarriage rate in France is over
60%—as high as 80% in smaller communities—and at the present rate,
the Jewish community can become extinct within two generations. An
intensive identity-through-education program is urgent.

> The French Past

46

France has one of the oldest Jewish communities in Europe, and was
famed as a seat of Jewish learning during the time of Rashi and the
Tosafists. The community suffered a significant decline over the cen-
turies as a result of the Crusades, persecution, and plague; and during
World War Il, over 90,000 French Jews perished in the death
chambers, leaving a post-war population of 150,000.

Over the past fifteen years, this relatively small population has
been inundated by almost half a million North African Jews, mostly
from Algeria and Tunisia, with a sprinkling from Morocco, Libya and
Egypt. Educated in French, and with the same rights as overseas French
citizens, these ““Pieds Noirs'’ (“black feet,” a French term usually ap-
plied to the descendants of French settlers in North Africa), as they
were called, settled mainly in the Paris area, Lyons, Marseilles, Nice
and Toulouse, completely altering the Jewish complexion of these
communities. Many settled in communities in southern France where
no communal structure had ever existed.

Among these immigrants the situation is particularly appalling. Of
some 120,000 Jewish school children between six and sixteen, only
some 4,000 attend Jewish schools. Many of these immigrants do not
comprehend the relevance of their Jewish heritage, and are over-
whelmed by the advanced, sophisticated non-Jewish environment that
they encounter. The indigenous Jewish community feared that the
massive new influx of immigrants would lead to new anti-Semitism.
This, in turn, led the older community to strive even harder to
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assimilate, as well as to disassociate itself from the newcomers.

The French Jewish leadership that did work to help found their ef-
forts unequal to the situation; the immigrants outnumbered the natives
three to one. Many local communities were largely assimilated and
made little effort to preserve the Jewish identity of the refugee chldren.
The Fonde Sociale, the old established official body that looks after
Jewish interests and is entrusted with Jewish education, suffers from a
lack of funds, since the lion’s share of money raised goes to Israel, with
only a small fraction returned to the French community.

Assimilation is so rampant that a process that took four genera-
tions in America is taking place in a single generation among these im-
migrants. Most were religious when they came to France, and the ma-
jority still maintain kashrus, taharas hamishpachah and synagogue at-
tendance, but observance is rapidly waning, with Sabbath observance
the first thing to go. The generation gap is enormous, and many
children who intermarry have parents who strictly adhere to the tenets
of Judaism.

Even though the immigrants are Sephardim, they get along very
well with their Ashkenazic counterparts, and in many ways, those who
are religious have succeeded in vitalizing Jewish life in France. In many
areas, they are the most insistent in demanding religious institutions,
Hebrew schools, and kosher meat. Thus, in Montmartre, Paris, there
are currently over thirty kosher butcher shops which cater mainly to the
Sephardic immigrants. And even though most immigrants are lower-
middle or working class and state schools are free, they pay com-
paratively high tuition fees to send their children to Jewish schools.

Thus, even though the situation is critical, fertile ground does ex-
ist for spreading Torah education. The immigrants do respond with
great interest, encouragement and commitment. Even teachers are
available, trained both in Morocco and France. What is lacking,
however, is seed money and people to get things started.

Ozar Hatorah came into France in 1961, opening its first school
in Lyons. Since then, its program has expanded dramatically, and it cur-
rently runs twelve schools in France, with an enroliment of 1400—dou-
ble that of last year. Half of its maintenance budget of $1.2 million is
raised by the French community, with the rest provided by Ozar
Hatorah. Still, the number of schools is inadequate, and a number of
important communities have no schools at all.

Thus, for example, Nice had a population of 20,000 Jews, mostly
from North Africa. Yet, it was not until 1971 that this community open-
ed a kindergarten, primary school, and Talmudic Studies Center, with
the help of Ozar Hatorah. The effect was so dramatic that one of the
parents, who had a thriving law practice, decided to close his office
and devote his full time to Torah study.

Marseilles had a population of 80,000 Sephardic Jews, but no
communal center, and only a small Akiba School run by the Jewish
Agency. A Mr. Philip Cohen bought a house, surrounded by a large
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tract of land, with borrowed money, and established a Kollel with ten
married men. Soon a kindergarten and primary school were also
started. When two large organizations paid off his debts, he borrowed
more money to start a secondary school. The skeleton of a four-story
building has been completed for this purpose, but $400,000 is needed
before it can be completed.

Sarcelles, a Paris suburb, has 2000 Jewish families, who recently
purchased a large tract of land to build four school buildings at a cost of
$1.5 million. The first structure should start going up imminently.

As the number of secondary school graduates increases so does
the need for higher Jewish education. There are a handful of yeshivos
in France, and many Ozar Hatorah graduates go on to higher Torah
study. There is aiso a school for women teachers in Strasbourg, and
plans exist for a school for male teachers as well. One of the most in-
teresting yeshivos is run by Rabbi Eliahu Abithol, especially set up for
post-graduate university students. There are currently 40 students in
this three year course, many who are graduate students in medicine,
mathematics, law and other disciplines.

For most university students, the situation in France is con-
siderably worse than here in the United States. A delegation of 500
students from the University of Nice recently came to the heads of the
community, complaining about the total lack of Jewish facilities on
campus, and asking for at least a Jewish canteen. This, however, only
highlights the lack of Jewish facilities for university students outside of
Paris, since there is no official organization to meet their needs. Mont-
pellier, a university town with 1200 Jewish students, has neither kosher
food nor a center for spiritual guidance. The same is true of Grenoble,
another important university town.

The four thousand students currently attending Jewish school
represent the French Jewish community’s main hope for the future.
Still, they represent less than two-thirds of one percent of the total
Jewish population, and less than three percent of the school age
populace. A tenfold increase would be needed to guarantee survival,
and much more if the community is to flourish and grow. If nothing is
done, chas veshalom, we may witness the demise of the entire French
speaking Jewish community, once one of the most vital segments of
world Jewry. This is a responsibility that cannot be taken lightly.

% Future Plans

L)

Among the future plans of Ozar Hatorah is the opening of a network of
schools throughout North and South America. With more than half a
million Jews, schools are still severely lacking in South America, and
much effort is necessary if assimilation is to be abated. Montreal has
over 50,000 Moroccan Jews, yet it has but one school for them with less
than 200 students, and even this is insufficiently supported. In many
Western Hemisphere communities funds are available, and all that is
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needed is organization and people to coordinate the effort,

Our sages teach us that all Jews are responsible for each other. As
long as the spiritual life of any Jew is in jeopardy, none of us can be at
ease.
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Key 73 and
The Vulnerable jJew

NTIL RECENTLY, CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY activity directed toward

Jews was almost a joke. We were aware of their efforts and the
materials that they were distributing, but we were also aware that
almost all of it ended in the trashcan. In those days, the total number of
conversions numbered less than a dozen annually, and in the entire
country there could not have been more than a few score
meshumadim (apostates) calling themselves ““Jewish Christians.”

In the past two years, however, this situation has changed radical-
ly. Almost everyone is now aware of the missionaries’ remarkable and
disturbing progress. They have been making significant inroads on the
Jewish collegiate scene, and converts now number in the thousands.
What was once a disturbing joke is now a cause for much concern
within the Jewish community.

A far cry from the seedy naive approach of previous decades,
these modern missionaries are now launching a slick, hip campaign.
They offer brochures and pamphlets that are strictly “with it.” They
have begun a concentrated campaign through the media, and have
found a generation of value-hungry Jewish youth ready to swallow
their bait. Millions of dollars are presently being expended in this
effort.
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5 Key 73

Although not directed especially at Jews, Key 73 raises a major point of
concern in the Jewish community. It is active on a national scale,
launched with a major television special, and has a mass appeal that is
bound to reach a large number of Jews of all ages. There is no question
that this will strengthen existing missionary activity, and provide an at-
mosphere where more and more of our youth are exposed to Christian
doctrines. In order to appreciate the problem, it is important to under-
stand the history, purpose, and scope of Key 73.

Key 73 has been called one of the most ambitious projects in the
modern history of Christianity, aiming at overwhelming the United
States and Canada with the Christian message. It is supported by most
major Protestant denominations, as well as a good number of Catholic
dioceses.

«+5 The Scope

The planned scope of Key 73 includes programs of Bible study, public
prayer, door-to-door visits by Christians to their nonbelieving
neighbors, and similar activities. It is projected that these programs will
be carried out on the local level by some 200,000 Christian congrega-
tions. The national Key 73 headquarters in St. Louis is meanwhile put-
ting together films and brochures, as well as radio, television and
newspaper advertisements, promoting the cause of Christianity. All this
is being financed by a fund-raising drive that is expected to raise several
million dollars.

@S The Genesls

Key 73 grew out of a 1967 editorial in Christianity Today, which called
upon all Christians to pool their efforts to promote the faith. Billy
Graham and other prominent ministers were struck by the idea, and
held a meeting in Washington, D.C. to discuss it. They picked 1973 as
the earliest practical target year.

An offshoot of this was the Christian Consciousness Revival, held
two years ago in Dallas, Texas, and attended by some 75,000 young
people. A number of top evangelists met and set a goal of Christianizing
both America and the world within ten years. A great deal of attention
was directed toward the Jews, and millions of dollars were pledged
toward missionary activities in this direction. This was the birthplace of
many missionary activities directed toward the Jews.

These missionary groups are not spontaneous uprisings. They are
part of a well-financed, well-organized shmad effort. Worse yet, they
have been notoriously successful.
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@5 The Vulnerable jJew
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At no time in history has the young Jew been as vulnerable to the en-
ticements of Christian missionaries as at the present.

To begin with, the Jewish collegiate is the victim of an educa-
tional system that has utterly failed to teach him Judaism as a viable
lifestyle. As a rule, his Jewish education consisted mostly of history and
language, totally lacking in insights into the depths of Torah and
hashkafah (religious philosophy). In discussing their Jewish education,
most collegiates look back at it as a totally negative experience. Too
many of our educators seem totally unable to communicate a sense of
meaningfulness, relevancy, and excitement in their teaching of
Judaism. In the non-Orthodox community the problem has assumed
overwhelming proportions, but even our own synagogue schools are
guilty of failing to impart to our children any deep understanding of
Torah and Yiddishkeit.

Not finding any ideological outlet in Judaism, the contemporary
Jewish youth has turned to other avenues. He has become active in
every new cause, whether it was civil rights, the free speech move-
ment, anti-war protests, Black Panther rallies, Biafra or Bangladesh. He
has experimented widely with grass, hash and acid. He shuttled from
one cause to the next, from one fad to another. He is a child of his
generation, desperately seeking roots and searching for meaning in life.
He feels exhausted and alone, yearning for something that will make
life worth living.

We find our Jewish youth flocking to dozens of disciplines and
creeds. They are found in the ranks of Hindu consciousness,
transcendental meditation, Zen, Subud and Yoga. Beyond these, they
have explored the entire landscape of pop therapies and enthusiasms.
Desperately searching youth are ready to turn every passing idea into
an object of faith. The Whole Earth Catalogue, tarot cards and the |
Ching all have served as fundamental texts for our deluded Jewish
youth.

All of these expressions indicate a profound need for religious
values and experience. Of these, the “new’ Christianity has been the
most recent, popular and obvious expression of this need.

The Appeal of Christianity

All these disciplines and creeds tend to satisfy our youth's driving need
for certainty, purity and involvement transcending the self. Christianity
has become more popular than the others because it provides all this
and more. The missionaries come bearing instantaneous, push-button
forgiveness of sin, and an apparent end to all guilt and self-disgust.
They offer companionship in a lonely world and authority in a society
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that has become progressively more rootless and permissive. They can
explain and justify present suffering in simplistic terms, and at the same
time, offer the hope that good will triumph. Lulled in the bosom of
Christianity, a confused boy or girl can once again become an innocent
child.

Beyond this, Christianity has also been made a very enticing part
of the youth culture. Plays and movies such as Superstar and Godspell
contain themes with which Jewish youth can easily identify. Songs ex-
plicating Christian values, once the fare of Sunday morning church pro-
grams, now find their way into the Top 40. Almost subliminally, these
values have become part of our youth culture, leaving our rootless
youth particularly vulnerable to the message of the missionaries.

25 “Judaism? — We Did it Already!”

The ultimate tragedy is that many of these youths will search
everywhere for an answer except in Judaism. They feel that they know
about Judaism—they have gone to Hebrew School—and they feel no
compulsion to re-explore it. The picture that they have been given of
Judaism is so negative in their eyes that it is not even worth
considering.

A prominent Jewish thinker once suggested that much of our
alienation problem would be solved if all our Hebrew Schools and
Talmud Torahs were shut down. This would at least leave our youth
with the opportunity to search for Yiddishkeit. While | would not ad-
vocate anything quite so radical, our ideas concerning Jewish educa-
tion—especially on the non-Yeshivah level—certainly need a major
overhaul.

We find our youth yearning increasingly for the transcendental.
But what efforts have been made to teach our children the transcenden-
tal elements of Judaism? How much stress is placed on Hashem as the
basis of our religion? How much is taught about the spiritual nature of
the mitzvos?

Our youth are overburdened with feelings of guilt and alienation.
But what percent of our curricula deal with the fundamental concepts
of teshuvah? How much emphasis is placed on the profound dif-
ferences between Judaism as a lifestyle and that of middle-class
Americal? How much is taught about kedushah and taharah (sanctity
and purity)? Unfortunately, the very elements sought most by our youth
are often dismissed by our educators as being “‘too religious.”

Judaism obviously does have the answers. Every believing Jew
knows this. Judaism and Torah have provided us with meaning and
depth for more than three thousand years in every possible culture, and
have been eminently successful in meeting myriad challenges. But
unless we can communicate this to our youth, they will remain increas-
ingly vulnerable to the efforts of the missionaries—and worse.
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5 The Iceberg

Although the missionary problem is very grave, it is merely the tip of
the iceberg. True, it is a very dramatic problem and we are losing
thousands of our youth to these missionaries. Yet, for every young boy
or girl that converts to Christianity, there are over a hundred lost to
Judaism in any number of other ways. An alarming and growing ma-
jority of our youth is being claimed by intermarriage, assimilation and
general alienation. When reports tell us that eighty percent of our
youth never go to synagogue, even on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kip-
pur, something is dramatically wrong. When we find that almost half of
our youth are intermarrying, then we know that we are faced with a
problem of awesome dimensions. The missionaries exist but they are
only a small facet of this problem.

In some ways the missionary movement and Key 73 might
ultimately be good for the Jewish community. Undeniably, those
whom we lose represent an irrevocable tragedy. Nonetheless, even
evil will contain an element of good and can further Hashem’s goals.
And the missionary movement can have a positive aspect if it awakens
us to the larger problem facing the Jewish community.

Our situation is not unlike the person who is ill but unaware of
it—even when he learns that all is not well, he delays seeking treat-
ment. But when symptoms get worse and pain sets in, he seeks a physi-
cian. The symptoms may be most painful, but when they force the in-
dividual to seek treatment, they may ultimately save his life.

There is absolutely no question that American Jewry is mortally
sick, dying a slow death, and very few of us are doing anything about it.
Of course, Yiddishkeit is flourishing in some communities, but this
represents but a miniscule percentage of the total Jewish population.
The rest of American Jewry is almost terminally ill, while the religious
community continues its business as if nothing unusual were
happening.

Suddenly we find ourselves suffering unbearable pain—witness-
ing Jewish boys and girls converting to Christianity. Should this evil
push us to try to cure the disease, then it may also prove to be a blessing
in disguise. If we start seeking a cure, then there may be hope for Jewry
as a whole.

«3 Diagnosis: Domination of the Inauthentic

The first step, of course, is to carefully diagnose the disease, of which
shmad is only one symptom. The blurring of lines between authentic
Judaism and spurious innovations represents a larger and more serious
aspect of this disease. Our youth can all too readily see through the
sham of non-authentic ideologies sold under the banner of Judaism,
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and they then tend to dismiss the authentic together with the spurious.
We must reject this falsehood, and make it clear that there is only one
authentic Torah Judaism, and that it alone offers meaning and purpose
in the truest sense of the word.

5 Isolation of the Torah Community

e

S

Another aspect of the disease has been the isolation of the Torah com-
munity and its indifference to the plight of American Jewry at large. The
general feeling was, ““As long as my own children go to yeshivah—as
long as they grow up to be shomrei mitzvos—then everything is all
right.” There were some concerned groups, such as NCSY and
Lubavitch, but they represented only a very small portion of Torah
Jewry’s resources. It was only when we began to feel the threat to our
children that we have begun to react.

It is sad but true that we have not been our brothers’ keepers.
There are many detailed laws, stemming from mitzvos of Torah origin,
directing us to speak up when we see others going astray. It is time that
we began to study and know these dinim. The Gemara tells us that
when the Beis Hamikdash was destroyed, even the most righteous of
men were killed because they made no effort to lead their brethren to
the true path. The Rambam comments that Hashem had promised that
they would survive, and that this was the only time that He ever annull-
ed a good decree. The point is that our responsibilities extend beyond
our doorsteps.

Recently, such gedolim as Rabbi Moshe Feinstein and Rabbi
Gedaliah Schorr spoke out, saying that even yeshivah students should
devote some time in helping bring others back to Yiddishkeit. In the
case of yeshivah students a heter is needed to permit them to take time
from their sacred studies toward this end. But those not immersed in
Torah study certainly have always had the obligation to be concerned
for the uncommitted. Every one of us must find his way of responding
to the unspoken cry for help that is in the hearts if not on the lips of our
estranged brothers.

Judaism Without Religion?

In many ways, the missionary problem affords us a unique opportunity
to teach Judaism as a religion. In the past, those advocating the
religious aspects of Judaism often represented an uncomfortably small
minority in the total Jewish community. The vast majority found their
area of concern in Zionism, social action, and fund raising. Many
young Jews were never given any opportunity whatsoever to confront
Judaism as a religion.

The missionaries, however, are selling religion, and can therefore
only be fought with religious truth. At a recent meeting, a prominent
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Reform leader declared that only the Orthodox can effectively combat
the missionaries. The students attracted to the missionaries are those
who have an interest in religion. Only the truths of Judaism can provide
a potent antidote.

Our anti-missionary activities may therefore force many students
to confront their Jewishness for the first time in a purely religious light.
We are prompting a most basic question from them. While declaring
that their being Jewish is directly opposed to Christianity, we leave one
question unanswered: What does being Jewish favor?

5 Attacking the Cause by Strengthening Jewish Awareness

It is obvious that any success on the part of the missionaries is closely
related to the widespread intellectual and spiritual paucity on the part
of our youth. We must move to reverse these trends, especially through
educational youth programs. Our leaders must encourage Jews of all

ages to seek a broader and deeper understanding of our great Torah
teachings, imbibing a new Jewish awareness. This cannot be a mere in-
tellectual exercise, and much more is needed than logical proof and
demonstrations. The missionaries do not try to appeal to logic. They are
quite aware of the holes in their arguments. But they are very skilled in
the use of experiential involvement and emotional appeal.

5 Judaism: Feel It and Think It

We must counteract this with an experiential involvement and emo-
tional appeal for Judaism. This, of course, must be combined with an
intellectual approach. The study of Torah is one of the most important
doors to Judaism, and it is intellectually both logical and stimulating.
But another very important approach is to allow students to “taste and
see”” what true Judaism is all about.

The two most successful organizations in reaching out to uncom-
mitted Jewish youth have been NCSY and Lubavitch. These organiza-
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