
RABBINIC LEADERS OF 16-17TH CENTURIES POLAND  (cont)

R. Meir ben Gedalyah (Maharam Lublin) (1558=1616)

R. Meir was born into an eminent family of scholars. His grandfather, R.
Asher, was one of the first rabbis of Cracow. He headed a yeshiva there, and left
behind a work on kabbalah. Maharam studied in Cracow under R. Yitzchak
Shapira, who eventually took the gifted young man as his son-in-law.

At the young age of 24, Maharam already occupied the post of rosh yeshiva in
Lublin. Before he was 30 (1587), he was called to serve as rabbi and rosh
yeshiva of the prestigious community in Cracow, in succession to his
father-in-law who had passed away in 1582. His next post was in Lemberg where
he spent fourteen years until 1613.

Due to a personal conflict - in which an influential scholar claimed that
Maharam had offended the honor of R. Yehoshua Falk, the greatly respected
rosh yeshiva and author who also resided in Lemberg - a schism formed in the
community. Maharam was forced to leave the city by order of the local
government. He then returned to his native Lublin where the post of rabbi was
vacant, and he occupied that post until his death. There Maharam concentrated
on improving the quality of the program offered by his yeshiva. Numerous
disciples flocked to him, including the Shelah.

Maharam strongly opposed the uncritical acceptance of the Shulchan Aruch
as the ultimate authority on halacha. He considered it a closed book, written
without detailing the reasons for its decisions. He felt that it gleaned conflicting
decisions from various authors, instead of independently analyzing each subject
from the sources.

Maharam’s halachic decisions were sought far and wide. Inquiries poured in
even from Italy and Turkey. Some of his responsa were published by his sons
(Venice, 1618). He also wrote Me’ir Einei Chachamim (Venice 1619), chiddushim
on the Talmud. This work is considered indispensable in the understanding of
Tosafos, and it is published in most editions of the Talmud.



Maharam was also acquainted with kabbalah, but he does express
reservations about publicizing kabbalah matters. His grandfather R. Asher’s
kabbalistic work (Emek Berachah) was not printed for this reason.

R. Moshe Mordechai Margolies (1540-1616)

R. Moshe’s father, R. Shmuel, was rabbi of Posen and was highly regarded.
Very little is known about R. Moshe’s early life except that he was a rosh yeshiva
in Cracow, after that post was left vacant by the death of R. Yosef Katz in 1591.

R. Moshe authored Chasdei Hashem (Cracow, 1589), kabbalistic
commentaries on the thirteen attributes of G-d as enumerated in Shemot (34:6,7)
and on Psalms 62:13). He was also editor of the publication Zohar Chadash with
Midrash HaNe’elam (Cracow, 1603). He added many features to it, including
emendations by the Arizal, plus his own comments to this work. He also wrote a
seliicha commemorating the martyrs’ death of two brothers who were killed in e
was a staunch Warsaw in 1596.

R. Binyamin Aharon Solnik of Podayetz (1620)

R. Binyamin was a disciple of Rema, Mahashal, and R. Nassan Nata
Shapira. He lived for many years in Cracow where he studied under the
Rema, and where he remained for many years after his mentor’s death.
After serving as rabbi in various congregations, he accepted the rabbinate
of Podayetz (in eastern Galicia). He remained in this position until his
demise. He was a staunch supporter of Rema’s rulings, upholding his view
even when his own inclination differed from it.  R. Binyamin was thus
instrumental in bringing about the unqualified acceptance of the Shulchan
Aruch both by the masses and by the rabbis.

R. Binyamin’s responsa, Masas Binyamin (Craow 1633), contains 112
answers to inquiries, and a few pages of glosses to the Shulchan Aruch.
This became a respected halachic work which was quoted as an authority
by later scholars. The author was blind and sick for at least the last ten
years of his life. However, this did not hinder him from writing decisions on
difficult questions. Included in his work is a responsum about the



permissibility of a blind man being called up to the Torah. R. Binyamin also
cites the opinions of his contemporaries and others with great respect.

R. Binyamin also wrote a work in Yiddish containing all of the laws
pertaining to women, titled Mitzvas HaNashim (Cracow, 1577). Thus sefer
enjoyed great popularity during the author’s lifetime and went into many
editions.

R. Shimon Zev Auerbach (1550-1631)

The son-law of Maharshal, R. Shimon served as rabbi of Turbin and
Lubomyl, Poland. After his father-in-law’s death in 1573, R. Shimon Zev
served both as rabbi and rosh yeshiva in Lublin (1578-84). Numerous
disciples flocked to his lectures. During the same time Maharam Lublin
directed a neighboring yeshiva in the same city. Due to a quarrel with
Maharam Lublin, R. Shimon Zev left Lublin to serve as rabbi of Premysl,
From there he returned to his home town of Posen where he served as
rabbi (1620-1629).

R. Shimon Lev then left Poland to take up the rabbinate in Vienna for a
short while, and from there he went to Prague to serve as rav of that
prestigious community. He eventually was made Chief Rabbi of Bohemia.

R. Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (Maharsha) (1555-1632)

In his youth Maharsha studied in Posen where he became the
son-in-law of R. Moshe Ashkenazi Heilpron, author of Zichron Moshe
(Lublin 1611). He continued his studies in the home of his parents-in-law
and founded a large yeshiva there supported by his mother-in-law, Eidel.
Therefore he was called after  her name, R. Shmuel Eidels.

Maharsha spent 20 years at his  yeshiva in Posen, but upon the death
of his mother-in-law in 1605, he was forced to seek a rabbinic post in order
to support his family. He successfully served the communities of Chelm,
Lublin (after the death of R. Meir of Lublin in 1616, and Ostroh (1625). In



Ostroh he was again able to establish a large yeshiva and to train many
disciples.

Maharsha produced two very important and comprehensive Talmudic
commentaries, Chiddushi Halachos (Lublin, 1612-21) and Chiddushei
Aggados (1627-32). Both are included in modern-day editions of the
Talmud. Later editions combined these two works, and merged them into
one commentary. In Chiddushei Halachos he carefully analyzed the
Talmudic text together with the commentaries of Rashi and Tosafos. He
thereby attempted to properly comprehend their true meaning in depth.
Every serious student of the Talmud must resort to his commentary for a
serious understanding of the difficulties raised by the prior texts. As for
Chiddushei Aggadaos, Maharsha carefully examined the aggadic portion of
the Talmud, and offered an interpretation to present a clearer
comprehension of its secrets.

The Maharsha was greatly revered by successive generations. His
words were remarkably concise and profound, and helped one to fathom
the true meaning of Torah. Without studying the Maharsha’s commentary,
knowledge of basic Talmudic comprehension would be lost.

R. Avraham Chaim Shor (1632)

R. Avraham’s father, R. Naftali Hirsh, was a well-known and respected
disciple of Rema. His mother was the granddaughter of R. Shalom
Shachna of Lublin. R. Hirsh Shor was himself descended from the French
Tosafist and Torah commentator, R. Yosef Bechor Shor.

R. Avraham served as rabbi of Belz, Kremenitz, and Satanov, but ended
his life in Lemberg. His legacy is not based on his halachic decisions, but
for the chiddushim he presented to his disciples. His most popular works
are his chiddushim on the Talmud, entitled Toras Chaim (v.1, Lublin, 1608;
v.2, Cracow, 1634) which are often quoted by later commentators. In this
work R. Avraham is revealed to be a very independent thinker who does
nor shrink from criticizing the interpretations of Rashi and Tosafos,



repudiating them, and giving his own original commentaries. His comments
are noted for their incisiveness and clarity. His work also contains many
oft-quoted explanations on the aggadic material of the Talmud. After the
commentary of Maharsha and Maharam Lublin, Toras Chaim is considered
to be one of the most important works on the Talmud.

R. Avraham Chaim also authored Tzon Kodashim, chiddushim on the
Talmud order Kodashim. This is the first comprehensive collection of
chiddushim, after the generation of the Tosafos, to be written on this difficult
section of the Talmud. He authored this work together with R.Mordechai,
rabbi of Berzan (d. Lemberg, 1631). This work was published a century
later by his grandson, together with his own substantial additions.

R. Yoel Sirkis (the Bach) (1561-1640)

The Bach’s father was a respected member of the Lublin community. In
his youth, the Bach had the privilege of being in the presence of Maharshal.
There he had occasion to observe Maharshal’s actions, and from these
observations he derived several halachic conclusions.

In his early years the Bach studied under the rabbi of Lublin, R. Shlomo
R. Leibush and R. Hirsh Shor. Later he learned with R.Meshulum Feivush
in Brisk. While still a youth, he was invited to fill the rabbinate of the
Lithuanian town of Pruszany, and thereafter officiated in numerous rabbinic
positions throughout Poland, Galicia, and Podolia (Russia). He eventually
ended up in Cracow, 1619.

Being a man of means, R. Yoel maintained a large yeshiva and
supported some of the students with his own funds. He had numerous
students who later became scholars in their own right.

R. Yoel composed an extensive commentary on the Tur titled Bayis
Chadash, abbreviated Bach, after which it is called today. This commentary
carefully analyzes the text of the Tur, the sources for each passage, and
the Beis Yosef commentary. This brought about new insights, and



sometimes even different decisions. It is now printed in most editions of
Tur.

The Bach also wrote emendations to the entire printed Talmud text, and
the commentaries of Rashi, Tosafos, Rosh, and Rif. These glosses appear
in the margins of the printed Talmudic text, and are considered to be
indispensable to its understanding. He also wrote a commentary on the
Book of Ruth and a kabbalistic commentary on our daily prayers.

The Bach was outspoken and uncompromising in his opinions. He did
not fear to voice them even when his decisions countered some of his
contemporaries. He ruled that chadash (grain which had taken root after
Pesach) could be eaten in the Diaspora. This was contrary to the ruling of
Rema, and what was the accepted ruling of his day. Legend has it that his
outspokenness caused him to be dismissed from several rabbinic positions.


