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GREAT RABBANIM of MID to LATE 17th CENTURY POLAND

R. Shimshon of Ostropolle (1600-1648)

R. Shimshon was a grandson of R. Shimshon ben Betzalel, rabbi of
Kremenitz, who was a brother of the Maharal of Prague. During his short
lifetime he gained great renown, and was considered to be a legendary
figure while still alive. Wondrous stories have been preserved about him, a
reflection of the great esteem and reverence in which he was held.

R. Shimshon was a scholar of outstanding stature, and was considered
a most saintly personality. It was said that as a holy man, the hidden
secrets of the Torah were revealed to him by Divine Inspiration (ruach
hakodesh). He himself mentions secrets of the Torah which were revealed
to him in dreams and by deceased Torah greats.

R. Shimshon applied the method of remez (hidden allusions by various
methods) to the study of Kabbalah. His excellence and brilliance in this field
was legendary. His sharp and masterful explanations for seemingly
unintelligible texts were famous, and were spread by word of mouths for
generations. R. Shimshon authored Dan Yadin (Amsterdam 1767), a
commentary on the kabbalistic work Karayim and Machneh Dan, an
extensive commentary on the Zohar. Shortly before his death, various
collections (likutim) of his sayings were printed, the most popular of which
is named Likutei Shoshanim (1694)

R. Shimshon met a tragic martyr’s death in Polnoe, Ukraine, together
with 10,000 Jews on the 3rd of Av 1648. A contemporary reported that R.
Shimshon gathered around him 300 sages, all dressed in their burial
shrouds and “taleisim”. They then engaged in intensive prayer until their
gruesome deaths at the hands of the Cossack mob, perpetrated in the
synagogue of their town. R. Shimshon was aware of the impending
catastrophe, and had warned the local Jewish communities to repent or to
face Divine punishment, all to no avail.
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R. Yehoshua ben Yosef of Cracow (c1648)

R. Yehoshua was born in Vilna into a family of scholars. His brother and
brother-in-law filled rabbinic posts, and his father was a talmid chochom. In
Vilna he learned together with another brilliant youth, R. Meir HaKohen, the
father of the Shach. At a young age he left his home town and traveled to
study in the famous yeshivos of Poland. He was a disciple of R. Shmuel of
Premysl, son of the rabbi of Cracow, R. Feivush. He also learned under the
Maharam and R. Yehoshua Falk Katz. R. Yehoshua then held the
rabbinical posts of Grodno (1634-38), Tiktin, Premysl, and Lemberg. He
was finally called to be rosh yeshiva in Cracow. His pupils were such greats
as the Shach, R. Gershon Ashkenazi, and R. Menachem Mendel
Auerbach.

A noted halachist, R. Yehoshua carried on an active correspondence
with the foremost sages of his time - the Bach, the Taz, R. Nassan Shapira,
R. Menachem Mendel Krochmal, as well as others. R. Yehoshua was also
an expert kabbalist and corresponded with R. Shimshon of Ostropelle on
various aspects of the “secrets of the Torah”. R. Yehoshua was truly one of
the great luminaries of his generation. Even his older contemporaries
addressed him in terms of the greatest reverence. The gaon, R. Nassan
Shapira of Cracow, marveled at his powerful memory and his incisiveness.
He had total recall of the entire Talmud with the Rosh, together with the
halachic codices and responsa literature.

His spirit of independence led him to reject the blind acceptance of the
Shulchan Aruch as the last word in halacha. He cited the Talmudic dictum,
“A judge may rule only according to what his eyes [intelligence] sees”. He
criticized works of both the Rishonim and Acharonim, feeling that there is
no place for deference in the words of the living Torah. R. Yehoshua
authored Meginei Shlomo (Amsterdam, 1715), designed to answer all
difficulties that Tosafos raises against Rashi. He claimed that Rashi once
appeared before him and declared, “You always rescue me from the
mouths of the lions and their cubs [Tosafists]”. He also authored a
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collection of responsa (Shealos U’Teshuvos P’nei Yehoshua), and
additional responsa can be found in the works of his contemporaries.

R. Avraham Rappaport Shrentzel (1584-1651)

R. Avraham’s father was a communal leader and recognized Torah
scholar in Cracow, and his grandfather R. Aryeh Leib was a rabbi in
Prague. R. Avraham was a child prodigy, and at his bar mitzvah he gave a
derasha in the Cracow synagogue. This derasha was published in Cracow,
1598, and was probably the first such publication of its kind in history. In his
youth R. Avraham studied under his father and R. Meshulam Feivush, the
rav of Cracow.

R. Avraham married the daughter of R. Mordechai Shrentzel of Lemberg,
a noted scholar and successful merchant. Living in Lemberg he studied
under R. Yehoshua Falk HaKohen. Now that he was a man of means, R.
Avraham declined a rabbinical position, but chose instead to found a
yeshiva in his home. He headed this yeshiva for over 42 years and taught
many disciples. R. Avraham was also an important member of the Council
of Four Lands, and was the caretaker of all funds for the needy in the Holy
Land. He was particularly noted for his own generous charity.

R. Avraham authored a collection of responsa (Ostroh, 1696) whose
second part consisted of sermons, eulogies, and commentaries to aggadic
passages in the Talmud. Interspersed among the responsa are the writings
of the rabbis and scholars who communicated with R. Avraham. R.
Avraham also wrote Seder Gittin, a manual for writing and giving a get.

R. Yom Tov Lipman Heller (1579-1654)

R. Yom Tov was raised by his grandfather in Wallerstein (Bavaria)
Germany. He first learned Torah in Friedburg, and then went to Prague
where he studied under the Maharal and R. Ephraim Lunshitz. At the age
of eighteen he was appointed to the position of dayan in Prague. After
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many years he moved to Vienna to serve as its rabbi. Then in 1627 he
returned to Prague where he was appointed rabbi of that community.

In 1631 R. Yom Tov left Prague and journeyed to Lublin for the marriage
of his son. There he was received with great honor, and his erudition was
much appreciated. In 1632 he was called to the rabbinate of Nemirov,
Ukraine, and in 1643 he was appointed rabbi of Ludmir, Volhynia, Poland.
While there he received an invitation from the community of Cracow to
serve as its spiritual leader and successor to the Bach. When the rosh
yeshiva of Cracow, the Pnei Yehoshua, passed on a few years later, R.
Yom Tov succeeded him as head of that advanced Talmudic center.

During the Cossack uprising of 1648-49, R, Yom Tov composed selichos
and a memorial prayer dedicated to those who had perished in the
massacre. He also did much to alleviate the plight of the numerous agunos
whose husbands had been reportedly killed, but the validity of the evidence
attesting to their deaths was unavailable. R. Yom Tov used all of his
erudition to find a way out of the dilemma in which these women found
themselves.

R. Yom Tov composed many outstanding works, the best known being
his Mishneh commentary, Tosefos Yom Tov (Prague 1597) with many later
additions by the author (Cracow 1644). This commentary is today
published in almost all big Mishneh editions. It is indispensable to the
serious student and is discussed by virtually all later Mishneh and Talmud
commentators. R. Yom Tov was inspired to write this work because of the
renewed interest in Mishneh study stimulated by the Maharal of Prague.

R. Yom Tov died penniless without even leaving sufficient money to
purchase shrouds for his burial. He never accepted gifts and was most
careful never to have any monetary dealings with the community, for fear of
coming into contact with money not earned honestly. R. Yom Tov, however,
did leave many distinguished descendants.
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R. Moshe ben Yitzchak Yehudah Lema (1605-1658)

Very little is known about the life of this outstanding sage. Lema is not
his family name, but an unusual and obscure nickname for Yehudah. R.
Moshe was a disciple of R. Yehoshua ben Yosef (Pnei Yehoshua) of
Cracow. In 1637 he was appointed to the rabbinate of Slonim, Lithuania,
and in 1650 to that of Vilna, the Jerusalem of Lithuania. R.Moshe had
numerous famous students, but he left Vilna in 1655 to assume the
rabbinate of Brisk, where he spent the last three years of his life.

R.Moshe composed (Cracow, 1670) a running commentary on Shulchan
Aruch, Even HaEzer, which was later published in almost all editions of the
Code. His authority as a halachist was immediately recognized in his
generation, and he is quoted extensively with great reverence.

R. Shabsai HaKohen (the Shach) (1622-1663)

R. Shabsai’s father, known as R. Meir Ashkenazi because of his
Germanic origin, was a respected scholar. He first served as rav in
Amstibovi, Lithuania, and later of Mohilev, Poland. He was the author of
responsa which are included in his son’s Gevuras Anashim, and his son
references him numerous times in other works of his.

R. Shabsai was a child prodigy, and at the age of twelve he was
accepted at the yeshiva of R. Yehoshua ben Yosef. He also studied under
R. Yehoshua Heshel of Cracow. He then married the daughter of R.
Shimon Wolf of Vilna, great-grandson of Rema. His father-in-law provided
for all his needs, so that the Shach was able to concentrate undisturbed
upon his studies.

Soon after his marriage, R. Shabsai was appointed to the post of dayan
in the Vilna beis din. In 1645 he went to Cracow , and in the following year
published his work on Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah, entitled Sifsei Kohen,
abbreviated Shach, after which he is called. He began his monumental
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work at the age of eighteen, and the greatest scholars of his generation
acknowledged his brilliance.

However, the Shach’s serene Torah study was disturbed by the Cossack
massacres of 1648-49. It was at this time that he composed his Megillas
Eifah (Lodz, 1924) depicting the trials and tribulations of his generation. He
also wrote Selichos VeKinos (Amsterdam 1651), liturgical compositions for
recitation on 20 Sivan, the day chosen to commemorate the massacres.
One of those pieces, Kel Maleh Rachamim - which contains a eulogy for
one of the martyrs, the aged sage, R. Yechiel of Nemirov - is printed in
many siddurim.

When the combined forces of the Russian czar and the Cossack hordes
reached Vilna in the summer of 1655, the Shach fled to Lublin, only to flee
that city three months later when the Cossacks murdered 10,000 Jews
there on 14 Tishrei, 1656. The Shach now sought refuge in Bohemia, first
spending a short time in Dresnitz, until he became rabbi of Holleschau in
Moravia. He remained there until his death at the young age of 41.

The Shach, in his short lifetime, became known as a superior Talmudist
and halachist of the highest authority. His decisions were accepted in most
cases as the final word of the law. The Shach was an independent thinker,
and he did not hesitate to disagree with his predecessors nor his
contemporaries. He rendered decisions according to Talmudic logic and
deduction, and his criticisms are often quite extensive. He particularly
disagreed with R. David HaLevi, author of Turei Zahav and known as the
Taz. The Shach emphasized in his Nekudos HaKessef that he had no
personal feud with the Taz, who was 35 years his senior and an accepted
authority. He stated that his refutations were inspired only by his love of the
truth.

The Shach also composed a commentary on Shulchan Aruch, Choshen
Mishpat, published in Amsterdam, 1653. In many instances he merely
added references to the responsa literature already existing. Only when he
wanted to elaborate on a novel view of his, or where he felt the Shulchan
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Aruch or some other authority had erred, does he go into elaborate and
extensive discussion. The Shach was gradually accepted in the scholarly
community as an authority par excellence.

On studying the Shach, one is often overwhelmed by the mountain of
quotations that he quotes from earlier authorities. He had superior mental
capabilities, sometimes ascribed by later scholars to supernatural powers.
When the Shach on Yoreh Deah was published in 1648, R. Shabsai was
merely 24 years old and had already written a lengthy commentary on the
Tur. During his short lifetime he also composed numerous other halachic
works.


