
RABBINIC LEADERS OF 16TH CENTURY POLAND

Throughout the 15th century the Jews of Poland remained heavily
dependent on their brethren in Germany. Most of the original rabbinic and
educational leaders of Poland were German-born and educated. But in the
16th century, the situation was reversed, and Poland became the center of
Torah learning for the Jewish world. The Polish yeshivot now began
exporting its students to serve as rabbinic leaders throughout Germany,
Central Europe, and Italy. The growth of Torah scholarship in this century
can be attributed to two great rabbis, R. Yaakov Pollak and R. Shalom
Shachna.

R. Yaakov Pollak (c1455-1530)

R. Pollak was the first famous Polish-born Talmudic scholar and rabbinic
leader. He was a disciple of R. Yaakov Margolies of Nuremberg, and he
later served as rabbi and rosh yeshiva in Prague. There he was embroiled
in a bitter halachic dispute with the rabbis of Padua, Italy, regarding his
attempt to annul a marriage without the necessity for a divorce.

In 1490 or 1500, R. Yaakov’s mother-in-law had given one of her
daughters, who was still a minor, in marriage to a promising Talmudist.
Later, regretting this step, as the intended groom was much older than his
bride, the mother asked him to consent to a divorce which he refused to do.
According to Talmudic law, a minor married to someone based on the
consent of her mother or brother, has the right to void her marriage before
reaching her majority. She can do this by a declaration of miun, indicating
her dissatisfaction with the match. As a result she does not need to have a
get, an official divorce. R. Yaakov consequently then granted his
sister-in-law an annulment.

Following the annulment, all the local Italian rabbis and scholars rose in
protest against R. Yaakov. A former rabbinic authority had expressly
forbidden the use of miun for fear that it would lead to many family and
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halachic problems. Among R. Yaakov’s many opponents was R. Yaakov
Margolies of Nuremberg, his former mentor. R. Margolies declared a ban
upon R. Pollak as long as he persisted in his decision. R. Yaakov paid no
heed to these threats, and he permitted his sister-in-law to remarry without
a bill of divorce. This stirred up a tremendous fury in the rabbinic world. The
greatly revered R. Yehudah Mintz of Padua was consulted, and he wrote a
responsum which strongly censured R. Pollak. He advised him to go to the
grave of R. Yaakov Margolies, who had died in the interim, and to ask his
forgiveness. R. Moshe Isserles (Rema) of Cracow accepted this ruling, in
spite of the overwhelming protest against it. This is evidence of the great
regard in which Rema held R. Pollak, the teacher of the Rema’s own
mentor and father-in-law, R. Shalom Shachna of Lublin.

Due to the bad feelings in Prague, R. Pollak decided to return to his
native Poland and to accept the post of rabbi of Cracow. He was warmly
received and revered by Polish Jewry. In Cracow he became embroiled in
another bitter controversy, this time with R. Avraham Mintz (son of R.
Yehudah) of Padua. This resulted in much acrimony and in declarations of
excommunication from both sides.

After living in Cracow for over 20 years, R. Pollak journeyed to Israel
and spent some time in Jerusalem. On his return strip he stopped in Turkey
where he became acquainted with R. Avraham Treves. Upon his return to
Poland, he took up residence in Lublin where he died on the very same day
as his opponent, R. Avraham Mintz. In spite of the grave reverence in
which R. Pollak was held, his grave was surrounded by a fence, and could
not be approached closely in deference to the ban which had been
pronounced against him.

R. Pollak refused to leave any written works behind him, as his modesty
would not permit him to be the halachist for future generations. He
preferred that each authority decide the law according to his own
deductions. His teachings remained in the hearts and minds of his pupils,
and served to influence the Talmudic and halachic methods of many
generations to come.
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R. Yaakov Pollak is most known for developing a most unique method of
Talmudic study called pilpul. Pilpul was a generic term used to describe any
sort of convoluted talmudic discourse. It was even used sometimes to
describe the discussions of the Amoraim of the Gemara. Pilpul uses
linguistic inferences to draw intricate conclusions, heaping premise upon
premise to prove a central theme. This methodology became very popular
in Poland, although it did prove to be rather controversial in numerous
quarters.  It was strongly criticized by other Talmudic scholars, both inside
and outside of Poland. As a result, in later generations it was brought more
in line with other accepted Talmudic study norms used the world over.
Pilpul, however, forever remained a part of Polish Jewish life and Torah
study, and it was used to sharpen the minds of its adherents, and to
stimulate them to further study.

R. Pollak was renowned throughout the Polish Jewish world for his
scholarship and genius. It was during his lifetime that Jewish Poland began
to gain recognition as a center of Torah learning and as the rabbinic
authority for the Ashkenazic world.

R. Shalom Shachna (c1490-1558)

R. Shachna was one of the most prominent disciples of R. Yaakov
Pollak. He continued the process of Talmudic development in Poland
inaugurated by his master. After R. Pollak’s death in 1530, R. Shachna was
appointed his successor as rabbi of Lublin and head of the great Talmudic
academy, yeshiva, founded by him. R. Shachna served as Rosh Yeshiva
for over 40 years, and almost all the great rabbinic leaders of Jewish
Poland in the 16th century were his students. Thousands of students
flocked to his lectures, and the Lublin yeshiva became one of the greatest
yeshivos to ever exist in Poland.

Like his master, R. Pollak, R. Shachna did not leave any written works.
He was an extremely modest man and did not wish to be relied upon in the
halachic decisions of future generations. After his death, his post as rabbi
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and Rosh Yeshiva of Lublin was filled by his son R. Yisroel, a celebrated
Talmudist in his own right.

While R. Shachna was rabbi of Lublin, there arose autonomous Jewish
courts and councils. In 1533, King Sigismund I allowed the Jews to try civil
cases according to their own law. R. Shachna, as the leading scholar of
Polish Jewry, headed the rabbinic court of Lublin. It soon came to be
recognized by both the Jews and the king as the supreme authority in
Jewish civil law. Great rabbis and communal leaders from other areas of
Poland and Lithuania came there for counsel, direction, decisions, and
policy. These visits usually took place at the beginning of spring, in
conjunction with Lublin’s great annual trade fair. Eventually there sprung up
an ad hoc council of rabbis and communal leaders that established itself as
the governing body for Jewish Poland.

By the 1560’s this council was institutionalized and recognized as an
official autonomous legislature, court and executive by both Jewish and
non-Jewish Poland. By the early 17th century, a second meeting of the
council was established for regular autumnal convocations, this time in the
Galician community of Yaroslav, in conjunction with its annual trade fair.
This council came to be known as the Council of Four Lands. It effectively
ruled Polish Jewry until its dissolution by the Polish authorities in 1764.
Only in Poland did the Jewish community have so much internal control
over their society for such an extended period of time.
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