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Review Essay
Between The Genius and the Gaon: Lost in Translation

The Genius: Elgjah of Vilna and the Making of Modern Judaism.
By Eliyahu Stern. Yale University Press, 2013.

By: ELIYAHU KRAKOWSKI

In his new book, The Genius: Elijab of Vilna and the Making of Modern Judaism,
Professor Eliyahu Stern seeks to redress an imbalance in the literature on
the Gaon of Vilna. Although there have been a number of volumes about
the Gaon, the two most recent volumes in English ignore his Talmudic
and halakhic works, and focus instead on historical questions, his “image”
or his purported messianism.! The importance of these issues notwith-
standing, Stern rightly emphasizes the centrality of the Gaon’s works,
which for the most part consist of biblical and rabbinic commentaries, in
the study of the Gaon as a historical figure.? Professor Stern, in his admi-
rably readable and at times lively volume, attempts to provide a picture of
the Gaon that incorporates the latter’s literary output.

Stern also seeks to overturn the firmly established dichotomy in Jew-
ish history between the labels “traditional” and “modern.” According to
Stern, figures such as the Gaon should be understood not as traditional
or anti-modern but as representative of a distinct stream of modernity
rooted in the culture of Eastern European Jewry. In the best sections of
the book, Stern presents a compelling portrait of Vilna, and makes the
case that Vilna, as a thriving Jewish metropolis, presented its inhabitants
with a very different set of intellectual concerns than those faced by the
minority culture of Western European Jewry. Stern argues that Moses

*  Many individuals provided me with helpful advice. In particular, I would like to
thank Rabbi Benzion Buchman, Craig Berkowitz, Binyamin Goldstein, Avi Ha-
rari, Yaakov Hoffman, and Dr. Haym Soloveitchik for their generosity.

U 1. Etkes, The Gaon of Viilna: The Man and His Image (University of California Press,
2002); A. Morgenstern, The Gaon of Vilna and His Messianic Vision (Gefen Pub-
lishing House, 2012).

2 See Eliyahu Stern, “Modern Rabbinic Historiography and the Legacy of the
Gaon of Vilna: A Review Essay,” Modern Judaism, 24:1 (2004), pp. 88-90.
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Mendelssohn, as a defender of Judaism in a hostile environment, was
more conservative in certain respects than the Gra, who did not share
Mendelssohn’s need to defend Judaism from the outside world. Whereas
Mendelssohn consistently attempts to explain how the simple meaning of
a verse does not contradict the halakhah, the Gaon is not afraid to offer
peshat explanations that go against halakhic interpretation because he did
not need to justify Jewish practice to his Christian neighbors. As an ex-
ample, Stern contrasts Mendelssohn’s stated ambivalence (in the intro-
duction to his Biur) towards Rashbam’s commentary with the Gra’s adop-
tion of certain of Rashbam’s radical interpretations.’

Openness to innovative peshat commentary, however, does not make
the Gra any more modern than Rashbam himself,* so Stern must turn

3 Stern occasionally overstates his case for the Gaon’s radicalism. As an example

of his claim that the Gaon “invokes a historical method to explain discrepancies
between the plain sense of scripture and rabbinic law,” Stern presents the Gra
as saying that “the sexsus literalis of the biblical text allows a priest to enter the
Temple’s sanctum sanctorum whenever he pleases,” and that “access to the sanctum
sanctorum was restricted only later in history, when the law changed” (pp. 80-81).
Stern, who does not provide an accurate source for this statement, misrepresents
the Gra’s view, which is that the Torah itself distinguishes between later high
priests and Aaron regarding this prohibition—the rabbinic law does not contra-
dict the peshat. See Peninim mi-Shulpan ha-Gra, ed. D. Eliach (Jerusalem, 2008),
Leviticus 16:2-3.
Stern likewise misrepresents the Gra in his claim that “according to the Gaon,
even the Bible contradicts itself,” because “the precept in Exodus 21:6 that an
indentured slave must serve his master forever...opposes the injunction in Le-
viticus 25:40 that the indentured slave must work only until the Jubilee year” (p.
80). According to the Gra, there is no contradiction between the verses because
both ate true: the slave indeed bound himself to work forever, but the Jubilee
year frees slaves who sold themselves permanently. See Aderer Eliyabn (Exodus
21:6): 12017 93 AR ROTW 7NN 7N 2217 '02w P Wik 02w vewn — ohyd"
"09WY. See also Meshekh Hokbmah, Exodus 21:6 and the sources cited in Yad /a-
Hokbmah ibid.

4 Stern’s contrast between the Gaon and Mendelssohn parallels a similar contrast
between Rashbam himself and Ibn Ezra. Although one would expect Rashbam
the Talmudist to follow the halakhic interpretation more closely than the phi-
losopher and grammarian Ibn Ezra, in fact the opposite is the case. In part, the
reason for this is Ibn Ezra’s need to respond to the Karaite threat to rabbinic
interpretation. See, e.g., M. Lockshin, “Tradition or Context: Two Exegetes
Struggle with Peshat,” in From Ancient Judaism to Modern Israel, ed. J. Neusner and
E. Frierichs (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989), vol. 3, pp. 182—186. [See also the
comparison between the Gaon’s and Mendelssohn’s circles in E. Breuer, “The
Haskalah in Vilna: R. Yehezkel Feivel’s Toldot Adam,” Torah n-Madda Journal, vol.
7 (1997), pp. 15-40, esp. p. 21.]



Between The Genius and the Gaon: Lost in Translation : 155

elsewhere for evidence of the Gra’s modernity. Stern finds his evidence
in unexpected places—in the implicit worldview he finds in the Gra’s
emendations to rabbinic literature, and in the Gra’s commentary on the
Shulhan Arukh. Here, however, the book falls shott because of a mishan-
dling of the relevant sources. Looking up some of the primary and sec-
ondary sources cited in the book, one finds frequent misrepresentations,
and theories constructed on the basis of these misrepresentations.

This shortcoming is significant not only for our understanding of the
Gra, but also for what it tells us about the nature and problems of con-
temporary academic Jewish studies. Prof. Haym Soloveitchik has recently
called attention to a problem in academic oversight of certain fields of
Jewish studies. According to Prof. Soloveitchik, this problem is limited to
fields with no counterpart in the Western canon, such as Talmud and rab-
binics, in which an outsider has no means to evaluate the quality of a
work.> This book, whose shortcomings relate not only to rabbinic inter-
pretation but also to historical and philosophical subjects, leads one to
suspect that the problem may be a broader one.

The Leibnizian Gaon?

In his chapter on “Elijah’s worldview,” Stern does not attempt to describe
the Gra’s views on their own terms, as they emerge from his writings.
Instead, Stern looks to find parallels between various positions of the
Gaon and of Leibniz, and thus to portray the Gra as “the product of an
idealist philosophic tradition.” According to Stern,

Elijjah was certainly influenced by at least one of Leibniz’s students,
Raphael Levi of Hannover (1685-1779), a rabbinic scholar whom
Leibniz considered to be one of his foremost pupils. Levi’s work,
Tekbunot ha-Shamayim... provided a conduit for post-Copernican
theories to enter into rabbinic thinking. Levi offered new under-
standings of the lunar calendar and emphasized the philosophical
implications of the discovery that the earth was in constant mo-
tion... Before the age of thirteen, Elijah was purportedly already
“studying books on engineering for half an hour a day, and during
that time he would study Tekbunot ha-Shamayin?> (Stern pp. 37-38).

The source for this claim is the introduction of the Gra’s sons to
Aderet Eliyahu, but Stern’s presentation is incomplete. In their introduc-
tion, the Gra’s sons say that as an (eight year old) child, their father spent

5 See his “Reply to Professor Fishman” on his website, haymsoloveitchik.org.
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abont ten days studying astronomy (not engineering) for half an hour a day.°
But more problematic is Stern’s description of the work Tekbunat ha-Sha-
mayim. Instead of being “a conduit for post-Copernican theories,” which
emphasized the philosophical implications of the Copernican revolution,
as Stern claims, the work (until its penultimate paragraph) actually follows
the geocentric model of the universe, and explains Maimonides’ Hi/khot
Kiddush ha-Hodesh accordingly. To put it bluntly, there is not a word in the
book about philosophical implications of the discovery that the earth was
in constant motion.” In fact, it seems that the Gaon did not know about

¢ This introduction was first printed in the Dubrowna, 1804 edition of Mikra'ot
Gedolot with the commentary Aderet Eljyabu, and again in Aderet Eljyabu, New
York, 1950, p. 6: 07 TNV DXY NROM NN 1 121N 7AW 123 7RI
VIR ,IN211 7207 XY NXYA 190w 27w NI MYYH 21,0900 v5a% max A
2902 YA T PR MYW ,01 993 YW XA MWD WY 0% 71905 1901 POy

...0wa NI,

7 See Tekbunat ha-Shamayim (Amsterdam, 17506), e.g., Ch. 16, 19, 22, 23, 24. As
summarized by A. Neher, “Copernicus in the Hebraic Literature from the Six-
teenth to the Eighteenth Century,” Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 38, No. 2,
p. 222: “|Tekhunat ha-Shamayim| expounds in 95 small chapters. . .the indispensa-
ble astronomical topics for the establishment of the Jewish calendar. These top-
ics are based upon the Code of Maimonides...and as a logical consequence,
upon the Ptolemaic system, without deviation or reservation. But here we see,
in the form of a conclusion, a final chapter (the 96th one) breaking abruptly the
logical line followed by the author until this point. This final chapter, in fact,
expounds in twenty lines the Copernican system, supported by a diagram.” In
the story told by the Gra’s sons in their introduction, the eight-year-old Gaon
was able to solve a problem of a group of rabbis who were studying Maimoni-
des’ text—which required knowledge of the Ptolemaic, not the Copernican, sys-
tem. See now the discussion of Tekbunat ha-Shamayim in Jeremy Brown, New
Heavens and a New Earth: The Jewish Reception of Copernican Thonght (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2013), pp. 151-152: “The entire text of this work is based on the
Ptolemaic system. This is not surprising because the stated purpose of the text
is to understand Maimonides’ Laws of the Sanctification of the New Month, and as we
have seen, Maimonides’ pre-Copernican theory is Ptolemaic...”

[As an aside, Brown, p. 149, doubts the existence of any historical relationship
between Raphael Levi and Leibniz, and sees the stories of their relationship as
legends. This doubt was already raised in the 1785 Versuch eines magazins fiir die
arithmetik, p. 124, which noted that Levi was not mentioned in any of the Leibniz
biographies. However, according to the 1793 Biographia Britannica, in its entry for
the mathematician Humphrey Ditton (Vol. 5, p. 264), the German editor of
Ditton’s Discourse on the Resurrection was informed by “Raphael Levi, a learned
Jew who had studied under Leibnitz...that he well knew that Ditton and Leib-
nitz had cotresponded...and that Ditton had sent to Leibnitz a delineation of a
machine he had invented...” If this is true, it would provide evidence of Levi’s
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or did not accept the Copernican view of the universe at all.8
One parallel Stern finds between the Gra and Leibniz has to do with
their understanding of creation. According to Stern,

Leibniz and Elijah also relied heavily on similar strands of Aristote-
lian and neo-Platonic thought in order to explain the process of cre-
ation. Elijah’s knowledge of Aristotle is attested to by a letter that he
and his brother, Yissachar Ber, sentin 1776 to Shaul ben Aryeh Leib
Lowenstam that he deliver to them manuscripts of “Moses Cor-
devero’s commentary to the Zobarand other wondrous works as well
as Aristotle’s Ethies” (p. 44).

Using this letter as proof of the Gaon’s knowledge of Aristotle is
problematic for a number of reasons. First of all, the letter in question
was written by the Gra’s brother R. Yissachar Ber, not the Gra. (The Gra
wrote a separate greeting appended to the end of the letter.) R. Yissachar
Ber’s request of the work tells us he was interested in seeing it, but it does
not tell us whether he ever saw it or whether he remained interested in it
once he did. Finally, even if this letter would tell us that R. Yissachar Ber
and his brother the Gra became experts in Aristotelian ethics, it still gives

relationship with Leibniz. Cf. note in A. Chalmers, General Biographical Dictionary,
Vol. XII (London, 1813), p. 140.]

8 Etkes, The Gaon of Vilna, p. 249, n. 33, cites Tzvi Mazeh who found on the basis

of the Gra’s commentary to Sefer Yerzirah that with regards to astronomy, “the
Gaon’s views were innovative and original in comparison to those prevalent in
the Middle Ages. However, he was entirely unaware of the revolutionary devel-
opments that took place in that field during the seventeenth century.” (See W17’
o0 7"7 8" "D 7R 190 L&A, and the sources collected by Eliezer Brodt in
his article in Hakirah vol. 13, esp. p. 37. See also Magen ve-1inab, n. 35 below:
739507 YROMY O°H01997 93 WANWIW K1) For a contemporary of the Gra who
may have also used Tegbunat ha-Shamayim as a guide to Ptolemaic astronomy, see
R. Foxbrunner, Habad: The Hasidisn of R. Shnenr Zalman of Lyady (Jason Aronson,
1993), p. 83. Interestingly, the Gra’s “enlightened” acquaintance, R. Barukh
Schick, also ignored the Copernican view—see D. Fishman, “A Polish Rabbi
Meets the Berlin Haskalah: The Case of R. Barukh Schick,” AJS Review 12:1, p.
101.
[In fact, according to R. David Luria, had we merited the Gaon’s writings on
astronomy, we would have been able to clarify his “well-known view” that the
Earth is flat—see Aliyot Eliyabu (Vilna, 1892), p. 26 n. 82. However, it seems
unlikely that this was actually the Gra’s view. Cf. R. Aryeh Leib Lipkin, Beraita
de-Shnmuel ha-Katan (Piotrkow, 1901), p. 63; R. Reuven Margaliyot, Nifzotzei Zobar,
vol. 3, p. 19 n. 10; R. Yaakov Ades, Divrei Ya'akov, Kabbalat ha-Gra, vol. 1, pp.
190-191; R. Yehoshua Hartman, Derekh Hayyin, vol. 2, p. 584 n. 560.]

®  Printed in Kitvei ha-Geonim (Piotrtkow, 1928), pp. 7-10.
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us no information about their knowledge or interest in Aristotle’s meta-
physics, which is what Stern is discussing.!0

Haggahot ha-Gra

But Stern’s boldest claim in his discussion of the Gra and Leibniz is his
connection of the Gaon’s “emendation project,” the Gra’s extensive hag-
gahot (emendations) on the entire corpus of sifiut Hazal (rabbinic litera-
ture), to the Gra’s alleged Leibnizian idealism. After providing one exam-
ple of an emendation of the Gaon, Stern makes a remarkable claim about
the nature of these emendations:

A typical emendation of Elijah’s can be found in one of his glosses
to Sifra (Parshata 7, Perek 9, Halakha 1-3)... The rulings in Halakha
2 and 3 are repeated in slightly different form in Halakha 8, and be-
cause of their similarity, Elijah took the liberty of deleting Halakha
8. Elijah’s emendation is obviously historically inaccurate; the
Midrash contains both sections. But his purpose in emending
the Midrash has nothing to do with the historicity of the Mid-
rash, or with the conceptual harmonization of this text with
other recorded opinions, or even with making the text conform
to the Babylonian Talmud. Rather, he refines the text accord-
ing to what he believes the text ideally ought to look like (T/e
Genins, 55).

10

The substance of Stern’s comments about creation is also problematic. Refer-
ring to Maimonides’ (Guide 2:26) rejection of an apparently Platonic statement
in Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Stern claims that, “following kabbalists like Isaac the
Blind (1160-1235), Elijah adopts the simple interpretation of Pirkei de-Rabbi
Elieger that in fact matter existed eternally. Unlike Isaac, however, Elijah justifies
his position with the Aristotelian philosophical language of creation ex nihilo
(vesh me-ayin)” (p. 45). In claiming that for kabbalists matter existed eternally,
Stern seems to have conflated the Platonic view of creation (creation from pre-
existing matter) and the Neoplatonic view (emanation), and I am not sure what
Stern means by referring to “creation ex nihilo” as Aristotelian language. Stern
also seems to be unaware that the Neoplatonic interpretation of yesh me-ayin is a
feature of kabbalistic literature from its inception—see G. Scholem, Origins of the
Kabbalah (Princeton University Press, 1987), pp. 422—426. See also Likkutei ha-
Gra in Sifra de-1zeniuta (Vilna, 1882), p. 38a (“Sod ha-Tzimtzun”). R. Ezra of Ge-
rona already pointed to Maimonides’ rejection of this passage in Pirkei de-Rabbi
Eliezer as the point of difference between Maimonides and the Kabbalah. See
Scholem, Studies in Kabbalah 1, ed. Y. Ben Shlomo (Tel Aviv, 1998), p. 28: 72Rw:
ATYOHR 79927 00 YN T 2093pa TA10 [2"anan] awn 27 R2 D27 APRa 1Pyhaan
nYT O¥ RIN ,NRD2I 1200 PR IRD2D 190D 2°AWS 1R 2102 2010) T
.. JUON.
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In other words, according to Stern, the Gra knew that he was not
restoring the text to its original, error-free condition. The original rabbinic
text itself “contains wasted words and imprecise language that the inter-
preter is tasked with correcting” (58). Stern does not offer much evidence
to substantiate this claim. He appears to be basing his theory on the fact
that the Gra often uses the word “meyutar,” meaning “extra,” in his emen-
dations.!! Stern points to one text to demonstrate that, according to the
Gra, all human texts are flawed—the Gra’s commentary to Proverbs 8:8.
In Stern’s rendering, the Gra contrasts Scripture, which is perfect, with
human texts which are flawed. However, the Gaon says nothing of the
sort. In fact, instead of supporting Stern’s case, the Gra’s comments dis-
prove it. Here I will present Stern’s translation, side by side with the orig-
inal and my translation:

11 This is the text of the Sifra that Stern refers to as the Gra’s “obviously” non-
historical emendation:
ann INR YT T D02 IMT TX°D MY PT n°1a 7907 21 MRYA N3 nmwyz...(z)
DD 2¥ WYY T2 ORTY 12 TIVAWI ARAY MR 0777107 2w P20 70N TN R W
.21 XY N7 MYV 9 7PN MWD T 71
WHR 171 'R YT PT NP2 TX00 MWD P 0022 72INM 220 MY N5 TMwYa (ﬂ)
R 9127 3770 DY WY T2 ORIV 12 VAW AP0 MR 177100 AW RITW 7070 R
DOR anmwya (U) MWD PT D22 723N 21 MY 79N ,AMwya A 7N ,0D
..TX00 ANRPR AWV R A1 Twwa
The Gra deletes the second passage (T NMX) because it is repetitive, ot meyutar. In
his notes, Stern criticizes Gil Petl for failing to recognize “the unique elements
of Elijah's emendations™:
Perl explains certain emendations made by Elijah by noting “deleted entire
line” or “deleted entire passage.” Petl's translation of the word meyutar as
“deletion” misses the philosophic underpinnings behind the emendation...
Of course, Perl did not “translate” meyutar as deletion, but merely noted that the
Gra deleted the text. Stern has done nothing to prove that there are any “philo-
sophic underpinnings” to the word meyutar, which after all is a way of noting
that the text is extra and therefore should be removed.
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Stern: |[...]

Regarding humanly au-
thored texts, many times
we should not accept what
they say for two reasons: 1)
Because what is expressed
lacks clarity or is unintelligi-
ble; 2) Even if it does make
sense, because it is superflu-
ous or it incorrectly con-
nects ideas that never
should have been brought
together. In contrast to
such [writings], Scripture
does not contain anything
that is confused or unintel-

ligible (p. 59).

93 pIX3 mm ohwn
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Proverbs 8:8: All the words
of my mouth are in right-
eousness; nothing in them is
twisted or crooked.

“All the words of my mouth
are in righteousness”—this
cortesponds to the Tal-
mud, which sometimes says
“there are words missing”
and sometimes says “teach it
so” [modifying the text], and
do not say, God forbid,

that this is something
strange, rather it is all
straight.

“Nothing in them is twisted
or crooked” — at times some-
thing is rejected for one of
two reasons: 1) because it is
something  twisted  and
crooked, or 2) even though it
is straight, because it has too
many words and mixes in
strange things together with
its argument and puts an ele-
phant through the eye of a
needle, and about this [the
verse] says that in Torah it
is not that way, rather even
though there is back and
forth, there is no convolut-
edness...and there is also no
twistedness.

In his translation, Stern omits the first half of the Gaon’s comments
on the verse, in which the Gra states explicitly that he is discussing the
Talmud, 7ot Scripture. In the portion that Stern translates, he adds the
words “regarding humanly authored texts,” which are not present in the
text. Stern then translates “Torah” in the Gaon’s comment as Scripture,
when the Gra is in fact discussing Talmud.!2

12 See the Gra’s comment to Proverbs 8:6 in which he explains that the following
six verses correspond to the six parts of Torah: Scripture, Mishnah, Talmud,
Midrash, Mussar and Sod. Stern also ovetlooks the Gaon’s comments to Proverbs
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Not only does the Gaon not distinguish between human and divine
texts—the Gra’s point is exactly the opposite of the one attributed to him
by Stern. The Gaon’s purpose in this passage is to defend rabbinic litera-
ture from charges of imprecision and other faults. Instead of contrasting
the perfection of Scripture with the imperfection of the Oral Law, the Gra
is explaining these verses to mean that the Oral Law—the Talmud and
Midrashim—is free of crookedness and is clear to the discerning. Thus
the very passage Stern quotes as evidence for the Gra’s belief in the im-
perfection of rabbinic texts is proof for the opposite view.!?

In both his discussion of emendations and his chapter on the Biur ha-
Gra, Stern contrasts the approach of the Gaon of Vilna with the “pijpul
school” of R. Yitzhak Canpanton (1360-1463), known as the “Gaon of
Castile.” For Stern, Canpanton stands as an advocate of Talmud’s perfec-
tion, whereas the Gra believes in Talmud’s imperfection. As an example
of Canpanton’s insistence on Talmudic perfection, Stern (p. 125) refers to
the following passage in his Darkbei ha-Talmud, for which I will provide
an excerpt of the Hebrew original:

8:9 which convey the Gra’s attitude toward the midrashei halakbab Stern is dis-
cussing:
9758 RI5T A0 WATR TAI RWT — "2 2°MD1 093 .NYT CRYNY 00w ;1ant oo 092
PI0 PRY WMDN 9MNIAW a1 170 DR WMNTY 'R ,0°727 I DA 22000 13 37R1T
7 a7 "Tvana M oxy” 122 1057 DR WMTW "2 ,am1721 1°Y Dnn 1PV 2,12
2DIDW MR 1M PR 72 By ,1721nH 0OM101 0210 MR TV, P10 1A 990 1o PRY
PV TATR T MV — 10 WM 2T TINR 2T PR mns ,1’:73’7 9 avma21
JTINA NPT YR WO vRh  NYT ORZIMD IR 2RO IRR W P PR
[For a translation of this comment and a perceptive discussion of the Gaon’s
approach to midrashei halakhab, see Jay Harris, How Do We Know This? Midrash and
the Fragmentation of Modern Judaism (SUNY Press, 1995), pp. 234-239.] See also
Haggahot ha-Gra to Ernvin 76b, who objects to the suggestion of Tosafot that the
Talmud contains an error on a mathematical point: .0 X377 12 °"11 7"7 'O
LAvow Y'm ot
13 Stern finds in the Gra’s emendations nothing less than a new philosophy of evil.
According to Stern, “The Gaon’s textual emendation can be understood as part
of his larger project of eradicating evil and error in society,” and “Elijah embroi-
dered the theological concept of evil around the idea of textual error” (60). In
his notes (p. 210, n. 25), Stern backs up these claims with the following:
See Allan Arkush’s discussion of Leibniz’s notion of evil in his Moses Men-
delssobn and the Enlightenment, 12—-14. See also Wellbery, Lessing’s Laocoon,
which notes how for eighteenth-century thinkers, “errors and disputes fol-
low from our inattention to the ideas signified by words.”
This is all the proof that Stern provides for the Gaon’s new understanding of
the theological concept of evil found in corrupt texts.
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In describing the Talmud, the Gaon of Castile and the Gaon of Vilna
both selected the same phrase in Proverbs 8:8, “it contains nothing
twisted or crooked.” Stern has chosen this passage to point to what he
considers to be the distinction between these two sages in their attitudes
toward the Talmud. Instead, it highlights their shared view, that the Tal-
mud is free of error.1>

Biur ha-Gra and the Rise of the Yeshiva

Another element in the Gra’s modernity, according to Stern, is the role
played by the Gra’s commentary on Shulpan Arukh. Describing a shift in
authority from the “kebillah structure” to the yeshiva, Stern argues that,
“This shift was encouraged by Elijah’s commentary to the Shulhan
Arukh..Indeed this pathbreaking commentary, Elijah’s magnum opus,
contributed to the transformation of eastern European Jewish intellectual
life away from a code-based culture that reflected the governing institu-
tion of the kehillah toward a modern religious one revolving around the
model of persuasive education adopted by the Volozhin yeshiva” (115).

Before evaluating this claim, we should look at one example of the
Biur ha-Gra provided by Stern. According to Stern,

A typical comment made by the Gaon in the Biur assumes a famili-
arity with Talmudic texts from three or four very different tractates.
The reader would be expected to know the positions of each
Tanna...and Amora...as well as the medieval commentaries of
Rashi, Tosafot, Asher ben Yechiel, and Maimonides...The Gaon ex-
plains these source documents sometimes with only a ten-word
statement that might cite three or four different authorities (123).

Y Darkbei ha-Talmnd, ed. Y.S. Langeh (Jerusalem, 1981), p. 22.

15 In point of fact, as Daniel Boyarin has noted, the sensitivity to each word dis-
played by R. Yitzhak Canpanton’s school goes hand in hand with a critical ap-
proach to texts and textual emendation (Boyarin, “Darkam ba-Kodesh: al Shitat
Limmud ha-Talmud be-Kerev Megorashei Sefarad,” Pe’amim 3, p. 76 and n. 14).
Appreciating the fact that the Gaon of Castile and the Gaon of Vilna shared an
approach to rabbinic texts, we can understand why the Hazon Ish, perhaps the
twentieth-century’s leading proponent of the Vilna Gaon, was also a leading
proponent of R. Yitzhak Canpanton’s Darkbei ha-Talmud—see Darkbei ha-Tal-
mud, ed. Y.S. Langeh, p. 10.
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Stern gives the following example of the Gra’s concision, which I will
rovide together with the text of the Shulpan Arukh and my translation:

Stern: For example, when Karo
interprets the biblical injunction
against sacrificing an animal with
its child as referring to specific
animals,

Elijah comments: ‘See there
[Chullin] 79b and in the Mid-
rashic work Torat Kobanim [Emor,
section 8, chapter 7]. But Rabbi
Isaac Alfasi [Chullin 27b] and
Rabbi Asher ben Yechiel [Chullin
chapter 4, topic 3] say it also re-
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Shuthan Arukeh: The prohi-
bition of “it and its off-
spring” applies only to a
kosher domesticated ani-
mal, as it says (Lev. 22:28):
“And an ox or a sheep, you
shall not slaughter it and
its offspring on one day.”

Binr ha-Gra: 1bid. [Chullin]
79b and in Torat Kobhanin,
cited by R. Alfasi and R.
Asher: ““An ox’ — and not
a non-domesticated ani-
mal; ‘a sheep’ — and not
fowl.”

fers to a bull, and not a non-do-
mesticated animal, a sheep nor
chickens’ (p. 123).

Whereas Stern sees the Gra as pointing to a dispute about the param-
eters of the prohibition, the Gra is in fact just referencing the source for
the Shulban Arukh’s uncontroversial ruling. According to Stern’s reading
of the Biur ha-Gra, both R. Isaac Alfasi and R. Asher hold a view at odds
with the explicit verse cited by the Shulhan Arukh. This example does not
demonstrate the Gra’s extreme concision, because he is after all just quot-
ing a source, but it does prove the importance of familiarity with rabbinic
modes of writing. To accurately convey the nature of the Biur ha-Gra one
must be able to recognize the Gra’s intentions. In this case, as in many or
most of his comments, the Gra is simply referring to the earliest source
tor the Shulpan Arukl’s ruling.

According to Stern, the primary focus of students prior to the Gaon
was the Shulban Arukh, and not the Talmud. This changed in the eight-
eenth century, and “at the heart of this shift from code to commentary
was the larger sociopolitical transformation of late eighteenth-century
eastern Huropean Jewish life and specifically the Gaon’s commentary
to Karo’s great code” (121). To prove this ambitious thesis, one would
need to demonstrate at least three things: First, that prior to the Biur ha-
Gra, the focus of study was on codes and not on Talmud. Second, that
the Biur ha-Gra made an impact on the way people studied. And third, that
the Gra was in fact opposed to codes. However, not only do these things
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remain unproven, but based on the sources Stern himself provides, one
can demonstrate or make a better case for their opposite.

First, with regards to study prior to the Gra, as noted by Prof. El-
chanan Reiner (in an article quoted by Stern), the eighteenth century saw
a revolution in the printing of Talmudic commentaries. Reiner sees the
publication of the Prei Yehoshua as the turning point, noting that in the
125 years starting from the 1616 printing of the first volume of the Yaw
shel Shlomo until the printing of the Prei Yehoshua began in 1740, there were
only about fifteen exegetical books on the Talmud printed, “none of them
amounting to even a quarter of the size of the Pnei Yehoshua.” By contrast,
in the seventy years following the Prnei Yehoshua, 1740—1810, “about one
hundred such books were composed, some of them as voluminous as the
Pnei Yehoshua” This renewed interest in Talmudic commentaries led to
the eighteenth-century publication of the unprinted portions of Ma-
harshal’s Yam shel Shiomo, which had come to a halt in 1636, as well as the
republication of the Talmud commentaries of the Spanish rishonin—Ram-
ban, Rashba and Ritva—which had not been printed for two hundred
years. According to Reiner, this shift is undoubtedly based on “the new
trend initiated, and best represented by R. Jacob Joshua Falk” and his Prei
Yehoshua.'o But whether or not the Pnei Yehoshua was responsible for the
shift toward Talmudic commentary, this trend was already well underway
by the time the first volume of the Biur ha-Gra was printed in 1803. The
shift toward Talmudic commentary preceded the publication of the Biur
ha-Gra, and it is therefore difficult to hold the Gra responsible.!”

Second, with regards to the influence of the Biur ha-Gra on the emerg-
ing Yeshiva: In assigning significant influence to the Gra’s work, Stern
relies on Gil Petl’s conclusion that, “contrary to the suggestions made by
Etkes and Stampfer, it seems that the GRA might well have exerted sub-

16 Flchanan Reiner, “Beyond the Realm of the Haskalah—Changing Learning Pat-
terns in Jewish Traditional Society,” Simon Dubnow Institute Y earbook 6 (2007), pp.
128-129. See also Yisrael Ta-Shma in Sidra 15 (1999), pp. 182-183.

17 In this context, it is worth noting the assessment recorded by R. Betzalel Landau
(“Ha-Shuthan — Arukh ve-ha-Gra,” Machanayim 97, pPp- 4040,
http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/kitveyet/mahanaim/shulhan/landoy.htm), that the
Binr ha-Gra marks the end of the period of the Shulban Arukh and its classic com-
mentaries: 0’0197 5w 09910 amnn YD RITR"IAT IR 02,0 AW D°17%N
W IIDYPN AN KT RN, W AW P00 12 079100 ,07700 KW
[See also the expanded version of this essay in Landau, Ha-Gaon he-Hasid mi-
Vilna (Jerusalem, 1978), pp. 70-85, 313-317.]
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stantial influence in the world of early nineteenth-century rabbinic schol-
arship.”!® But Stern has misapplied Perl’s thesis—Perl finds the Gra’s in-
fluence specifically among those scholars who, “unconstrained by the dis-
tinctive mold of the modern yeshivah,” followed the Gra in their study of
texts neglected by the Yeshiva curriculum.’” By contrast, as Prof. S.Z.
Havlin notes, the dominant method of the Yeshiva and the Talmudic
compositions it utilized was not that of the Gaon. The style of the Yeshiva
was that of the “new pilpu/’ characteristic of the works “Mishneh la-Melekhb,
Peri Hadash, Mapaneh Ephraim, Ketzot ha-Hoshen, Netivot ha-Mishpat, Urins ve-
Tumim, Noda bi-Yehuda, Sha'agat Aryeh, Mirkevet ha-Mishneb, Hiddushei R.
Abkiva Eiger, Hiddushei ha-Rin, Avnei Nezer, Minpat Hinnukh, and others like
them.”? For Yeshiva students, the Gra’s often cryptic comments were
not a ready source for these kinds of hiddushim.!

18 Gil Petl, The Pillar of Vologhin: Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin and the World of
Nineteenth-Century Lithuanian Torah Scholarship (Academic Studies Press, 2012), p.
137. See Stern, p. 248, n. 71.

19 See Petl, pp. 9-10, 4260, 127-142. For another such example, see B. Brown,
The Hazon Ish: Halakbist, Believer and 1eader of the Haredi Revolution (Magnes Press,
2011), pp. 461-462.

20 S.Z. Havlin, in Yeshurun vol. 5 (1999), pp. 697-707:

DIVIPA 17109 1TARW 19K T2 71X, WRn DOPRA 2 TRRN KN 1 RD 127 W InnK?
NRY ONIAT DR 2RV RITWT ,RPNT 1327 ,0070 217 R 2NN DR 123w IR L0773 N
,OPTIPA 170779 L1982 °ODIN0NT YER P2 N2 Twan 2R PR O3 RN L..0377
,Pw% 1T 2T TITR 2SR KXW AR PR uYRD .070W 097172 39797 KX
D HY PO IWID® NN IPOYIW KXW ANR OR 19 O 00 9772 292 12
MY 5w ,aponvn ML W a0 0K MOPna nanaa Tnha 917 L emvaon
,0%N2WMA MNP MO .NIXY 72°WR 072 WY 770 SWITH 1w ,Npn
,O°IDR 73NN WM 019 ,791n7 MIwn 021902 DOWITT 200 NIND LL.WTN I1AT 1970 v
,MWNAT 12577 IR NARY AT ¥ 00001 20K L, 0DWRT MPNI TN M
TR .02 RV 27°MT2IM TI0 DAA L1 1R 0" WITN IR RPY MO
027 AIRIW N2 L,RMINT IR D M0 2RO K DR N7 D21TA00 avSw K99
192% X7 0°17%W ,N1AIN0Y NINXP NIV MIPRT 098P 021X 19100 , 7R NXMINm 3P

07w Y MDRWY PI9°0 072 KXk

2l See R. Aharon Kotler’s approbation to R. E.M. Bloch, Ruah Eliyabn (Lakewood,
NJ, 1954):

NTI% 101 DO1TVY TV DYDY WRYY 2OPAR ,PIARY MMTI 9173 27902 TR
X"M37 1127 °7272 7 wBn 03 3"AR IR ,0NAR 7N WITHA 20027 v opnwh
,7277 DY DNy 17AVW S219RY IRY 0021 2°NW IR NAR 72°02 27Y071 ,MITAR Ma°ha

D7V 712 XY T NMOUW 7"121,1°7272 731 IR MR 77 WK X
In this portrayal, only after “reaching the depths” of a sugya can the scholar ap-
preciate what the Gaon intended, but beforehand one cannot appreciate the
Gra’s word(s).
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The Gra and the Shulhan Arukh

Finally, Stern’s theory is based on the assumption that the Gra opposed
the Shulhan Arukh because he was opposed to codification of halakhah.
According to Stern, the Gra was opposed to codes because they present
only one opinion, whereas “Elijah’s writings highlight the method of Tal-
mudic commentary that accounts for ‘both correct statements and other
statements that contradict them”” (130-131). But this description is con-
tradicted by the testimony of the Gaon’s sons in their introduction to the
Biur ha-Gra that the Gaon intended to write a code that would have pro-
vided only his own conclusions:

TR RDY NP NVT Y AR°00 ROW N0 WITPR 100 SNvaw T 2 nw
9% ,°31 KDY AWITRA YORY YOI KD V1T M0 0OYD YRR NPT Nyt
SV 27 23009 YRR AYTA 29 TYRTINGD NSO poD Ryt ) mouan
JhY 2owAh PR NVARYY NPT NPRT2 INROT YR 7R NN
SDONWA A DWW 7 PRYINNR OVD 07 WY NP0 219Y 201w 310 PNwp2

In studying the reception of the Biur ha-Gra, it is worth noting the evidence
provided by its supercommentaries. In the introduction to his Taklin Hadatin
(Minsk, 1812), R. Yisrael of Shklov already noted the necessity for a commentary
on the Biur ha-Gra: 2% 0°73 197 220 MM N MY 2192 N1 TR 710"
"1, But this need has gone largely unfulfilled until the last few decades and
still remains incomplete. In the first such commentary, R. Eliezer Landau’s
Damesek Eliezer (Vilna, 1868) on the Biur ha-Gra on Oraly Hayyim, the author ex-
plains that the purpose of his work is to increase the study of the Binr ha-Gra,
which “until now is like a sealed book, which almost no one seeks”: 22 7¥51 IR
MR WINT PR VYN 0NN 9903 KIT 73 TY WK R"IAT R 227177 1270, In the
introduction to his Piskei ha-Gra (Vilna, 1902-1904), R. Tzvi Hirsch Lempert
expresses his astonishment that so few study the Gra’s commentary: 717 7IRM
0°27 PRI ITRN WS 0°27 KD WR.L.DINM TR0 9T XM 70 IR R
oY% ORI WY 1R 20 MW 99K 11 AR N7 PYITM 1°I27 Y71 RD 1IN 2OWHNwn
5P R"MAT 10 M272 poavia. R, Abraham Isaac Kook, who saw the Gra as a
model for his project of unifying the halakhah with its sources, also recognized
that the Biur ha-Gra was hardly used because of its terseness: N8 23"
"DI7AT IMROP 2190 VYN 2" RIT QTP AN R"AT NNC22 WY (Hara ar
ha-Rav, Jerusalem, 1920, p. 14). His own commentary, Be'er Eliyabu (first pub-
lished in Sefer ha-Gra, Jerusalem 1954), covers only the Biur ha-Gra on the first
section of Hoshen Mishpat. The commentary Birkat Eljyabu, which R. Barukh Ra-
kover began publishing in 1968 under R. Kook’s inspiration, now contains
twenty-seven volumes, but is still missing the entire Yoreh De‘ab section of
Shulpan Arukh.
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According to this testimony, the Gra’s intended work would not have
presented multiple views; it would have presented only one view—the
Gaon’s.?3 If the Gra opposed the Shulhan Arukh, it was not because it was
a “monolithic code,” but because it was not /is code. Instead of explaining
the Biur ha-Gra as an attack on codes, a better explanation would be that
it attempts to unify the Shulpan Arukh with its sources, while also provid-
ing the Gra’s conclusions where they differ from those of the Shulban
Arukh. 1In this view, the Biur ha-Gra thus serves as a completion of the
Shulhan Arukh. And in fact, this is how the Gra’s student R. Yistael of
Shklov described the Biur ha-Gra and its relationship to the Shulhan Arukb,
as we will see.

According to Stern, “Elijah’s main point of contention with Karo had
to do with the misreading of classical rabbinic sources, most notably the
Talmud. Yisrael of Shklov noted that the Gaon often ctiticizes the Shulhan
Arukh for failing to list—and sometimes even to follow—opinions ex-
pressed in Talmudic sources.” Stern provides no reference for this claim,
and I have not found it in R. Yisrael’s discussions of the Gra in the intro-
ductions to his various works.?* Instead, one finds a very different picture
of the Shulbpan Arnkh and the Gra’s relationship to it. In R. Yisrael’s intro-
duction to his Pe’at ha-Shulhan, he presents a history of halakhah until his
day, consisting of a paean to the codes that preceded his,?> the Mishneh
Torah and the Shulpan Arukh, and to the Biur ha-Gra:

7707 0770 92 5Y NP0 NIDRA 2901 MON0ND NIDIOR CHya Wwap
WY 2OPHR WIR TR PIRXT DITAT QTNRT T WP PWKRMN D"vaw
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2T " BT M2 1 2R BTR Ohpa 11OmIan R 1Ry LN
2"an77 YW WS 8"V T 1A12 2O 271277 222 NI VAIR 17V
DR YVPRA AT LLD00R 2RI 190NN WINNIW 22T WITT 1903 9

22 Introduction to Biur ha-Gra, Orah Hayyim. The introduction is written in the first
person singular although it is signed by both sons of the Gra.

23 Stern himself quotes this introduction (p. 131), but he does not note that it con-
tradicts his thesis.

2+ In addition to his introduction to Pe’at ha-Shulban, see also his introductions to
his Taklin Hadatin, and to the Biur ha-Gra on Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyinr:
TIRAT SIR2 DW NTAT NIRD DIAIW T2 DITAT WD MR 272 X220V a0V 0
YR LI 707 991 0w 1 Mpn R ¥R YW 820m 7200 90 By e 0"
,0"'W MW NPAI0 932 PIRTR Wan R DT PIRAT R0a oy v'wa 1oyna 9o any

M9 D% 71D AYT IR R

%5 R.Yisrael of Shklov named his code Pe’at ha-Shulban to be “an ending and com-

pletion” to the four volumes of Shulhan Arukh (title page, Pe’at ha-Shuihan, 1836).
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R. Yisrael views the Biur ha-Gra as a work that completes the Shulhan
Arukh by “attaching” it to its sources in the Talmud, Tannaitic literature
and the Rzshonim. There is no hint of the view attributed to him by Stern,
in which there is a sharp division between the Shulhan Arukh and the Tal-
mud, with the Gra on the side of the Talmud against the Shulhan Arukb.
Stern does not provide a source for his claim, but even if such a source
would exist, it would conflict with R. Yisrael’s portrayal of the Gra in his
other works, a fact that Stern ignores.

As an example of “Elijah’s emphasis on the Talmud” that “lies at the
heart of his critique against Karo,” Stern provides the following:

For example, in Yoreh De‘ab 46:1 Karo presents a list of various bless-
ings one recites upon awakening, ranging from praising God for the
ability to hear when one is awakened by the rooster’s crow to thank-
ing God for strength when putting on one’s belt. Karo’s list is
roughly 110 words. Elijah’s comments to Karo’s list comprise no
more than fifteen words, “and this list was arranged by Rabbi Asher
ben Yechiel and Jacob ben Asher, but Alfasi and Maimonides com-
piled another list, and our version is different [than both lists] and is
based on the Gemara [Berachot 60b]” (126-127).

In fact, the Gra’s comment (which is in Orah Hayyim, not Yoreh De‘ah)
has nothing to do with a critique of Karo for “misreading” the Talmud,
nor is it a critique at all. The Gra is merely pointing out different versions
of the Talmud—Maimonides’ and R. Alfasi’s version differs from R.
Asher’s, and both of these differ from our printed version. The Gra is not
accusing R. Alfasi, Maimonides, R. Asher and the Tur of misreading the
Talmud—there is only one misreading here.26

Another example Stern gives of the nature of the Biur ha-Gra concerns
the contrast between the Gra’s commentary and his allegedly pilpulistic
predecessors. “Unlike the pilpulists, who sought to smooth over contra-
dictions, Elijah considered it ‘well known that the author of the Shulhan
Arukh contradicts himself, and there is nothing unique about this’ [ey# ba-

% Biur ha-Gra, Orah Hayyim 46:1: 0"2m™1 7" 22K ,70 WK N0 1 N0 Mwwd
IR NT°0 O3 N33 WHW ROPN NN 70,
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zeh kinm)” (1206). In this case, the Gra does say what he is quoted as say-
ing;?” however, it does not mean what Stern thinks. As R. Eliezer Landau
already explained in his supercommentary Damesek Eliezer (Vilna, 1868),
the Gra means simply that because of the composite nature of the Shulbpan
Arukh, it quotes responsa with which the author does not agree on every
point.28 This point is discussed at length, with examples, by R. M.A. Pe-
trover. Stern himself quotes this article elsewhere but makes no mention
of it here.?

The Gaon and Maimonides

Having demonstrated to his satisfaction the Gra’s opposition to codifica-
tion, Stern goes on to explain that the Gaon’s real target is Maimonides’
code:

Eljjah criticized not only Karo but also the originator of the medieval
halakhic code, the great sage Maimonides... He repeatedly points to
places where Maimonides’s interpretations are dachuk (forced) and
tamuha (implausible). Elijah’s harsh words did not go unnoticed.
Some have argued that the Binr ha-Gra on the Shulchan Arnkh may be
more accurately thought of as a Biur on Maimonides: “At times, even
when the Shulchan Arukh did not adopt Maimonides’s position and
does not even make mention of it, Gra ignores the Shulchan Arukh’s
comments and attempts to explain the opinion of Maimonides.” So
pervasive was this sentiment that the editors of the most recent and
authoritative edition of Maimonides’s code (published by the
Frankel publishing house in 1982) lifted the Biur tfrom the Shulchan
Arnkh and placed it beneath Maimonides’s text (127-128).

In his note (p. 245 n. 51), Stern cites “Petrover, ‘Le-Darkho shel ha-
Gra bi-Biuro le-Shulhan Arukh,” 743-745, and the examples he cites to
support his claim.” In fact Petrover’s article (actually on pp. 745-7406)
makes the opposite point. According to Petrover, the editors of the

27 Binr ha-Gra, Orah Hayyim 498:4: :77°3 0123 712 R ,)"0pn 02 w'"n? 1Mo ¥"waw AR,

28 Damesek Eliezer, 498:15.

2 Petrover, Yeshurun vol. 4 (1997), pp. 747-748:
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Frankel Mishneh Torah erred in collecting the Biur ha-Gra and placing it
underneath the words of the Rambam, because sometimes even where
the Shulhan Arukh is citing the Rambam word for word, the Gra’s com-
ments are explaining only the Shulpan Arukh and not the Rambam. The
examples that Petrover cites are examples of this phenomenon, where
although the Gra is ostensibly commenting on the language of the Ram-
bam, in fact his comments relate only to the Shulhan Arukh.

According to Stern, the Gra’s criticism of Maimonides’ rulings “re-
flect his more general criticisms of the medieval philosopher’s inability—
in his philosophical and legal writings alike—to take seriously the totality
of the Jewish canon.” In other words, Maimonides presents not the con-
flicting views found in the sources, but only the view that he accepts. Stern
argues that the Gra rejected Maimonides’ halakhah and philosophy be-
cause of Maimonides’” “philosophical essentialism,” by which he means
Maimonides’ failure to reckon with divergent opinions in rabbinic litera-
ture. If the Gaon was opposed to “philosophical essentialism,” as Stern
claims, he would share this critique with postmodern thought.30 But there
is no evidence that the Gra actually held this view.

Stern bases his claim on a single text, the Gra’s well-known condem-
nation of Maimonides’ rationalistic philosophy (Yoreh De‘ah, 179:6). Alt-
hough Stern is aware that “scholars from the past century have interpreted
this passage as a denunciation of philosophy,” he argues that the Gra’s
comments “are directed not at studying philosophy, but rather at the way
a philosophical approach may ignore linguistic nuance” (129).

The passage in Shulpan Arukh upon which the Gra is commenting
discusses the permissibility of reciting an incantation on a scorpion
wound:

108 WML NN 2PV PDWIY on Y 92Y0 v"'vp B0 YT 8O, W
SN R I2I0M PRIT 2YR0 DIPIN N2T7 PRW 9D DY ARY ,NIW2 170K
19Y INYT 770N XYW 973

One who was stung by a scorpion, it is permitted to recite an incan-
tation for him, even on the Sabbath, and even though it does not
help at all—since he is in danger they permitted it, so that he will
not lose his senses.

The Gra objects to the Shuthan Arukh (who is quoting Maimonides)
saying that incantations do not work. Here is Stern’s translation of the
Gra’s comments, together with the original and my translation:

30 T. Bagleton, The Llusions of Postmodernism (Blackwell, 1996), p. 97: Essentialism is
“one of the most heinous crimes in the postmodernist book, a well-nigh capital
offence.”
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Stern: All those who came after
Maimonides differed [because
they did not use his rational
allegorical interpretive tech-
nique]. For many times we
find magical incantations men-
tioned in the Talmud. Maimon-
ides and philosophers claimed
that such magical writings and
incantations, and devils, are all
false. However, he [Maimoni-
des] was already reprimanded
for such an interpreta-
tion. For we have found many
accounts in the Talmud about
magical incantations and writ-
ings....

Philosophy is mistaken in a
majority of cases when it in-
terprets the Talmud in a su-
perficial manner and destroys
the sensus literalis of the text. But
one should not think that I in
any way, Heaven forbid, actu-
ally believe in them or in what
they stand for. Rather, [what I
mean)] is that everything written
follows according to its sensus
literalis but all of these things
have within them a hidden es-
sence [that must be inter-
preted]. Not the meaning of the
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Maimonides (Hilkhot
Avodabh Zarah 11:11) ...But
all who came after argued
with him, because many in-
cantations are given in the
Talmud, and he followed
the accursed philosophy
and therefore he wrote that
magic, [magical] names, in-
cantations, demons and
amulets are all false, but
they have already struck
him on his head, for we
find many stories in the
Talmud based on names
and magic... and the To-
rah testified “they became
serpents,” and see the Zo-
har ad loc.,! and so too
amulets in many places and
incantations too many to
count.

But philosophy seduced
him with her many per-
suasions,’? to explain the
Talmud all in an allegor-
ical manner and to uproot
it from its simple meaning,
but God forbid, I do not
believe in them [the philos-
ophers], neither of them
nor of their masses,3? ra-
ther everything is like its
simple meaning but also
has an inner meaning, not
the inner meaning of the
philosophers which

31 Exodus 7:12: 31307 P01 ,3000 WK 199U, Zohar, Parashat Va'era: 0% 27 MK
ynwn KXp ,n X1 9TINR 3777 LRIPYT N2 ROR IR XD 172VT AN 52 XOWAT RAN R
2°1°1N% 1AM 20007 ,8p77 " .

32 Proverbs 7:21: M7 702 po02 ,A0R7 202 IMT—“With her enticing speech
she caused him to yield, with her flattering lips she seduced him.”

33 Bzekiel 7:11: 072 71 91 oongn X2 odingn X2 agn &9 vw mun? ap opng— < Vio-
lence is tisen up into a rod of wickedness: none of them shall remain, nor of
their multitude, nor of any of theirs: neither shall there be wailing for them.”
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philosophers who toss
[the sensus literalis of the
text] into the refuse, but the

should be thrown into
the refuse, [and] which is
external, but of the masters

[inner sense] of the masters of of truth [Kabbalah].
truth (128).

To paraphrase the Gra’s comment: Citing the many incantations in
the Talmud, the Gra explains that Maimonides, under the influence of
“the accursed philosophy,” did not believe in “magic, holy names, incan-
tations, demons, and amulets,” but all who followed Maimonides argued
with him based on the many Talmudic passages discussing these things.
According to the Gra, Maimonides explained these passages allegorically,
but the Gra says of himself that he does not, God forbid, believe such
things, rather all these passages are literal although they contain an inner
[kabbalistic] meaning.

For Stern, however, the Gra accepts Maimonides’ rationalism, and
objects only to his allegorical interpretation. In this view, the Gra like Mai-
monides rejects the Talmud’s accounts of magic, but whereas Maimoni-
des allegorically reinterprets the Talmud to his liking, the Gra does not.
According to Stern, “In Elijah’s view, references to demons, magic,
charms, and other irrational objects and ideas cannot be ignored—though
not per se because he thinks they actually exist.”’34 Stern refers to “Elijah’s
admirer Menashe Illya” according to whom the Gra “criticized those who
interpreted Midrash according its literal sense when the Midrash went
against reason” (129). This does not tell us what the Gra defined as
“against reason.” Besides the evidence in this Biur ha-Gra, other sources

3 Elsewhere Stern appears to take a different view:
Scholars point to the Gaon’s rejection of mystical intermediaries as indica-
tive of his rationalist leanings. Elijah, they claim, did not believe in ghosts
or otherworldly beings. This is not so: the Gaon affirmed that one could
theoretically receive knowledge through divine intermediaries, but he was
adamant that none of Ais knowledge came from such sources (153).
As a reference to the scholars who viewed the Gaon’s rejection of maggidim as
indicative of his rationalism, Stern refers to Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson, “Ishiyuto
shel ha-Gra ve-Hashpa’ato ha-Historit,” Zion 31, nos. 1-2 (1966): 44-53; and
Immanuel Etkes, The Gaon of Vilna: The Man and His Image, 26—29. In fact, neither
of these two scholars makes any such claim. As support for his own view, that
the Gra accepted the possibility of maggidim, Stern refers to “Elijah’s commen-
tary on Proverbs 19:32 in Mishlei im Binr ha-Gra.” No such verse exists; Ben-
Sasson (n. 29), however, provides the correct reference to Proverbs 19:23, where
the Gra discusses sleep as a time for heavenly study.
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corroborate the Gra’s differences with the modern rationalist’s
wortldview. 3>

In his notes, Stern tells us that earlier interpreters of this Biur ha-Gra
“base their interpretation on the passage in the Gaon’s writing where he
is said to have called philosophy arurah” (p. 245 n. 52). In fact, this single
word was not the basis of “their interpretation”; the entire passage attests
to the Gaon’s view.?¢ Stern then refers us to “Shmuel Joseph Fuenn,

3 For some relevant sources on the Gra’s attitude toward interpretation of Hazal,
philosophy and supernatural phenomena unmentioned by Stern, see: R. Yitzhak
Isaac Haver, Magen ve-Tzinah (Amsterdam, 1855) p. 49, regarding the Gra: o
52 Wanwaw R L2 127 93 oW 0°anaa opn 932 prm Mmyna pirma o 9o
QW 5" "127 223 AR AN MM 09101995,

R. Menahem Mendel of Shklov, introduction to the Gra’s commentary on Aot
(Shklov, 1804):
7°IV77 17197 HAPANI 17197 SN2 AWRD ,WITPA 107 CNYAY WR TR 127 PN YR TI00X
..AI0 T 79NN 9913 1"HOMIR AW RIT ORTIW PIRAT 1°27 K1 1"00°IR 0o W
X7 AR ,MA0M WITRPA 100 DMWTIDN IRYY 1987 00277 OYAWA TINRY SNYNII MR
RN AT NRY DONRIT LT 29 AW N0 TR QW Y AT PARNT 0,09 1P0R 0wh
2T
According to R. Menahem Mendel, the Gra said that he would have demonstrated
to Aristotle the possibility of miracles by performing one himself. See also R. Hayyim
Volozhiner, introduction to Sifra de-Tzeniuta (Vilna and Horodna, 1820):
192 5NN LRI MPRYY SN2 ROTA 1MTYY 1 9 AMT0 NIWH a0vT 3708 o
R172% °nLRNT DAR QYD NARA 3 Y% oW ,0713 R172% 2" RPOY D172 027 1R RO ANvA
NINR 0,7V MW SNPDOTI MWK ¥ 'R 711N 123 A9 NWY VAR STV 090
W A" DR AW WM ,IR T 20 12 PROXWY IR 1 1127 97 NI 0w 1 XN
See also Biur ha-Gra la-Nakh, Isaiah 2:6, ed. M.Y. Katzenellenbogen (Jerusalem,
2002), p. 80 and n. 49. The Gra’s attitude toward philosophy has been discussed
extensively in the journal BDD—see, e.g., R. Shuchat, BDD vol. 2, pp. 93-95.

36 To explain the Gra as he did, Stern had to overlook or reinterpret much of what
the Gra says. According to the Gra, the Torah itself tells us that Pharaoh’s sor-
cerers successfully turned their staffs into serpents—thus the existence of magic
does not depend on the proper method of interpretation of rabbinic texts—but
Stern omitted this section from his translation. Stern also incorrectly adds to his
translation that others rejected Maimonides “because they did not use his ra-
tional allegorical interpretive technique.” However, those who argued with Mai-
monides argued not about an interpretive technique, but about the existence of
these supernatural phenomena. Stern also misconstrues key sections of the com-
ment. He translates Mpy21 >¥%;7 7772 9277 X137 w197 a0R% 2172 1007 8001070
"uwsn NI to mean that “Philosophy is mistaken in a majority of cases when
it interprets the Talmud in a superficial manner.” In fact the Gra says nothing
about “a majority of cases” or “superficial” interpretation. Instead, the Gaon is
employing a verse from Proverbs (7:21) to say that the allure of rationalist phi-
losophy led Maimonides astray; as a result, Maimonides interprets the Talmud’s
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Matisyahu Strashun, and Hillel-Noah Maggid Steinschneider, Kiryah
Ne'emanah: Korot Adat Yisrael be-Ir V'ilna (Vilna: Yitzchak Funk, 1915), 169,
where the authors claim that this phrase was put in by later editors.” The
passage Stern is referring to (which is not by the authors he mentions and
is not on the page he mentions) does not claim that this phrase was added.
On p. 160 of Kiryah Ne'emanab, there is a letter by R. Tzvi Hirsch Katzen-
ellenbogen in which he says that the entire passage is an interpolation.’”
However, Stern does not mention any of the numerous sources attesting
to the authenticity of this Biur ha-Gra.>® Finally, in the above note, Stern
refers us to an article by Prof. Alan Brill “on the way in which this term
was supposedly inserted by later editors.” In this article, Brill does not
discuss this term or how it was supposedly inserted at all.?

accounts of magic allegorically and rejects their literal meaning. Stern interprets
"AOWR? X PPINY" to mean that philosophers discard the literal meaning,
when it means that the supposed “inner meaning” that philosophers find in the
Talmud should be discarded.
3T Kiryah Ne¢'emanab, p. 160:
SJ"WI) Qhl7ke] M2972 K" 200w 73w 73"797 WOR Awn 2N TIRAT 277 791 nynw
52K — 121 121 TR X20010T R w1 ST 2"annn vy (3" P u"vp @0 'Y
P"o " o Y 37"“27) 127 7120 MY d"wn 12 1221, "D TRPTR S 10X 137 720
QPRY w90 191 "0"2n0m 891 K17 R? 077977 DR R KDY 7aR" K" 0127 v (it
TIR°22 737 92 PRI WK WORY,A9RD 00027 W72 17011 10Yn RY° X7 02w R"A7 27
AW DRI WORT DR 70N 700 R ,A0970 NYwa RN
3 See e.g., Yabia Omer (Yoreh De'‘ah 1:9) where, after citing the above passage in
Kiryah Ne'emanah, R. Ovadiah Yosef continues:
90 DIDTT MIR? RIWINW) ,R™N? WM 201 R (XK"Y 2 A7) ¥R MYV '02 O9IR
PR K" 27w ,(2"37 1207 297 NITY 059 RIT AR WP T 2N 9921 K"
5"I7 7RI P2 2" 8"YY W' 1991 ,WTR T 202 oREnl (N0 DY uyp o) 7"
TR M " WY LAY PR L AIRRI ARMP AR ,‘7"1.'! 0°7277 7702 HY ayIn "aT>
vapw 5" R M7V 9"y ,‘7"].'! 2"p "% 127 mnT (vy TVJSJ) M7°0M7 7902 010N
,(3 MR R PI9) bW 1aR2 RE9M PAXS ' 2" K" W T 200 9" 071277 MR
XM 07272 T PRY 2R WD XYW LRI D P02 KX 1w
Y.Y. Dienstag notes the Haskalah motivations behind the doubters’ claims
(Dienstag, Talpiyot vol. 4, pp. 255-256). See also R. Mordechai Halperin, Assia
75-76 (2005), n. 27, http://98.131.138.124 /articles/ ASSIA /ASSIA75-76/AS-
SIA75-76.02.asp, and the response of R. Aharon Linderfeld, Assiz 83-84 (2008),
pp. 220-231, http://98.131.138.124/articles/ASSIA /ASSIA83-84/ASSIA83-
84.18.asp, esp. the quote at n. 39. On how the wotd “ha-arural’” was omitted in
later printings of Shulban Arukh, see Dienstag, p. 257. [The text has been restored to its
original form in the recent Mekhon Yerushalayim edition of Shulban Arukh.]
3 Alan Brill, “Auxiliary to ‘Hokhma’: The Writings of the Vilna Gaon and Philo-
sophical Terminology,” in Moshe Hallamish, Yosef Rivlin, and Raphael
Shuchat, eds., Ha-Gra u-Veit Midrasho (Ramat Gan: Bar-Tlan University Press,
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According to Stern, the Gra says that no human production is free of
error, and even if the Gra did not say this, we can. However, the errors in
this work are of a different quality from those that we should reasonably
expect.*0 Anyone who has studied the Biur ha-Gra knows that it is almost
impossible to understand what the Gaon means without looking up the
sources he cites. Although different explanations have been given for the
Gra’s extreme concision, perhaps the Gra wanted his readers to see the
sources firsthand, and not to rely on mediators. The Gra is rightly seen as
advocating a return to the primary sources, and not relying blindly on the
authority of later interpreters of these sources. In some contemporary
Jewish circles, the allegedly objective authority of academia has become
the final arbiter that cannot be questioned. But if the example of the Gaon
has not convinced us this is a mistake, the example of The Genins should.

xR

2003), 9—11. In this article, Brill discusses how different compilers of the Gra’s
writings use philosophical terminology, and how these compilers “developed or
deleted these terms based on their own approaches.” Stern apparently assumes
that the editor of the Gra’s commentary on Yoreh De‘ah added in the word “ha-
aruraly” because of his anti-philosophic agenda (although the Biur ha-Gra was
written by the Gra himself, and is therefore not pertinent to Brill’s discussion).
The editor of the commentary on Yoreh De‘ah was R. Menahem Mendel of
Shklov. Brill’s conclusion is that in contrast to other compilers of the Gaon’s
works, “in the writings of R. Menahem Mendel of Shklov, the philosophic terms
are ever present.”

40 This review does not discuss Stern’s chapter on the Gaon’s opposition to Ha-

sidism, which unlike other sections of the book does not contain a significant
new thesis. It does however contain some interesting errors. On p. 93, Stern
quotes the Gra (commentary to Sefer Yetzirah, 1:9) as saying, “And all the philos-
ophers and rabbinic exegetes who followed in these philosophers’ footsteps
were mistaken. For He is beyond comprehension.” What Stern translates as
“He” should be “it’—the Gra was referring not to God as beyond comprehen-
sion, but to the rainbow as a supernatural phenomenon: 927 X1 nWRR 17 191"
927 RITW D7 DNIR D°OWNRIT OWIONT O°01012°57 95 12 Wanwn ,77an° 19%¥Rn
"2oWi 11 1997, (See also Aderet Eliyahn, Gen. 4:20.)
In discussing the charge of Sabbatianism brought against the early Hasidim,
Stern refers to the accusation that the Hasidim screamed chants such as “Ba-
Ba.” According to Stern, this was “a refrain invoked by the followers of Sabbatai
Tzvi that switched the sequence of the letters algph and bet as a way of symbol-
izing the randomness and antinomian nature of language” (p. 101). Despite this
highly creative interpretation, if one looks at the source of this accusation, the
eighteenth-century editor explains that the chant must have been 712 772, which
using the system of ¥"2 N"X is equivalent to *2¥ *Naw=x"w (M. Vilensky, Hasidin
u-Mitnaggedim, vol. 1, pp. 66-67).





