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16TH  -  17TH CENTURIES

R. Yaakov Margolies (d1501)

R. Yaakov was a rav in Nuremburg, Germany  where he was considered
to be one of the Torah greats of his generation. He was an expert on the
laws of gittin and chalitzah, and a manual he composed on these laws is
quoted exten18sively by the Rama in the Shulchan Aruch.

R. Yaakov’s sons were also eminent scholars, and his sefer Seder
HaGet was compiled by his son, R. Isaac Margolies, who was a rav in
Prague (d1525).

At the end of his life R. Yaakov was involved in two wide-ranging
controversies, one regarding his disciple R. Yaakov Pollack, and the other
one n reference to a decision rendered by R. Avraham Mintz.

R. Yosef (Yoselman) Loans of Rosheim (1480-1554)

R. Yoselman was one of the greatest advocates for Jewry ever seen.
In 1510 he was appointed parnes u’manhig (guide and leader) of the
Jewish communities of lower Alsace, and was given the right to issue
enactments for the Jews of his district. He was also authorized to issue
bans against recalcitrant members. In addition he had the responsibility to
defend individuals and communities against oppression, and if necessary,
to appeal to the governor and even to the emperor.

R. Yoselman appeared several times before the emperors Maximilian I
and Charles V. Soon after Charles V ascended the throne in 1520, R.
Yoselman procured a letter of protection from him for the whole of German
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Jewry. He also successfully interceded several times with the emperor’s
brother, King Ferdinand, in favor of the Jews of Bohemia and Moravia.

In 1525 R. Yoselman succeeded in protecting the Jewish populace of
Alsace against aggression by the hordes of peasants who had participated
in the Peasants’ Revolt. In 1524-1526 the peasants of southern Germany
rose up against the upper classes and the Catholic clergy. As usual. the
Jewish population of the affected areas suffered quite heavily from the
excesses of the frenzied mob.

In his memoirs R. Yoselman records many cases of persecution against
the Jews of Germany. He records how there were many times unfortunately
when the Jews were forced to become martyrs for their faith. R. Yoselman
defended the Jews before the authorities, sometimes endangering his very
life for their sake. He also defended the Jews against the virulently
anri-semitic attacks of Martin Luther.

R. Yoselman was an eminent Torah scholar, and also found time to put
his thoughts onto paper. He authored Sefer HaMiknah, an ethical and
philosophic work divided into two parts. In Part one, which dealt with ethics,
he concentrated on the evil caused by informers to the government.
Included in this part are many examples of the harm caused by such
informers. In the Second part of his sefer, R. Yoselman, an Ashkenazi Jew,
showed himself to be an adherent of the philosophy of Sephardic Jewry.

R. Chaim ben Betzalel (1515-1588)

R. Chaim was born in Posen, Poland, an older brother of the Maharal. In
1535 he came to Worms, Germany where his uncle served as rabbi. There
R. Chaim opened a yeshiva and began disseminating Talmudic knowledge.
Upon his uncle’s death some 14 years later, R. Chaim was appointed to
succeed him as Chief Rabbi of Worms. Not long after this he was offered
the rabbinate of Friedberg near Frankfort am Main. He served in this
position until his death in 1588.
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R.. Chaim authored Iggeres HaTiyul (Prague, 1605), miscellaneous
interpretations to Biblical, Talmudic, and midrashic passages. He also wrote
Sefer HaChaim, a book on mussar. He wrote both these ethical treatises
during the plague which ravaged Friedberg in 1578. In addition he
composed Viku’ach Mayim Chaim a criticism of Rama’s Toras Chatas on
the dietary laws.

R. Chaim was a careful grammarian and advocated the study of Hebrew
language and grammar. To this he dedicated an entire textbook entitled Eitz
Chaim. He also wrote a super commentary to Rashi’s commentary on the
Chumash, entitled Be’er Mayim Chaim.

R. Yehudah Lowe - Maharal of Prague (1526-1609)

R. Yehudah, the youngest of four sons, was born in Posen, Poland. His
father was R. Betzalel ben Chaim of Worms, and his grandfather was R.
Lowe the Elder of Prague (d1440). His grandfather was a Torah scholar
and a kabbalist of note who traced his ancestry to R. Hai Gaon and ro King
David. R. Yehudah’s brothers were also accomplished scholars and the
progenitors of famous families.

R. Betzalel’s brothers traveled to Poland to study in its famous yeshivos,
while he remained in Worms to take care of his aged father. R. Chaim was
blessed with four sons of his own who were also great scholars in their own
right.

Maharal served as rabbi in several localities. His first rabbinic post was
in Nikolsburg, Moravia to which he was elected in 1553. Eventually he
became Chief Rabbi of all Moravia. Maharal enacted many edicts for the
religious and economic improvement of the communities of Moravia, where
he served as their spiritual leader for twenty years.

Maharal left Nikolsburg in 1573 and settled in Prague where he opened
a yeshiva and taught numerous disciples. He was an outspoken opponent
of the widespread pilpul method of Talmudic study introduced by R. Yaakov
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Pollak. He specifically opened his yeshiva for the purpose of expounding
Talmud and halacha using a logical method without pilpul. He also stressed
the study of Mishnah and established Mishnah study groups throughout
Prague. Among his disciples were R. David Ganz and R. Yom Tov Lipman
Heller.

Maharal took an active part in the interests of the community, as he had
formerly done in Moravia. He was also responsible for the formulation of
the by-laws (takanos) of all newly founded communities of Bohemia. While
in Prague, Maharal began redacting and publishing his many manuscripts.
His first work was Gur Aryeh (Prague, 1578-79), a
super-commentary to Rashi’s Torah commentary.

In 1584 Maharal temporarily left Prague and accepted the rabbinic post
of Posen, only to return to Prague in 1588. Maharal’s fame as a saint and
miracle worker then began to spread along with his reputation for wisdom.
It came to the attention of Emperor Rudolph II of Austria, who had a private
audience with him at the royal palace in the winter of 1592.
That same year Maharal again left Prague and reassumed the rabbinical
post of Posen and its neighboring communities. He remained there till 1598
when the Prague community officially installed him as their Chief Rabbi.

Maharal was a profound thinker and a prolific author. He synthesized
kabbalistic concepts with aggadic and midrashic material, discarding the
kabbalistic terminology and presenting his material in a style uniquely his
own. His writings stress the conceptual aspect of the aggados, pointing out
that they contain profound truths. He emphasized repeatedly that all of the
sayings of the Sages are profound and true, and may not be disregarded.
Maharal wrote an entire work, Be’er HaGolah to explain some aggados
which appear to contradict science and to be illogical.

Maharal also had strong opinions about Jewish education. He was
against the practice of teaching young children Talmud. Instead he
espoused the system proposed in the Mishnah (Avos 5:21) which should
be followed. Only when a child reached the age of 15 should one begin to
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study Talmud. He felt that only after a firm foundation in Scriptures and
Mishnah should one be introduced to Gemara. He also was opposed to the
study of the weekly parsha and felt that Scripture should be studied in
sequence from beginning to end, thereby covering all of the material.
Maharal also stressed the great importance of chazarah - intensive and
constant review of one’s learning. He also felt that the study of Mishnah
was essential for adults and instituted Mishnah study groups in Prague and
other towns.

Among the wondrous deeds of Maharal, the story arose that in order to
combat the popular blood libel that Christians used against the Jews almost
every Passover, he fashioned a man out of clay. He then imbued this figure
with life and supernatural powers, using kabbalistic incantations, and
directed it to protect the Jewish community.

R. David Ganz (1541-1613)

Born in Lippstadt, Germany, at a young age, R. David went to Cracow
and stayed at the home of the Rama where he was both raised and taught.
He later settled in Prague (1564) where he studied secular disciplines,
especially astronomy and mathematics. His best known work is Tzemach
David (Prague, 1592), a historical chronicle divided into two parts, Jewish
and non-Jewish chronology. In his introduction, R. David wrote that the
knowledge of history brings one closer to G-d, to recognizing the thread of
Divine Providence, and to realizing how G-d protects his people. Although
many kingdoms have arisen and fallen, the Jewish nation continues to
exist.

An expert astronomer and mathematician, R. David corresponded with
some of the foremost scientists of his day. He was also allowed access to
the observatory in Prague. R. David composed a work on astronomy with a
heavy stress on the calculation of the Jewish calendar. He also traced the
development of astronomy among both Jews and non-Jews.

R. Yitzchak Chayes (c1616)
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R. Yitzchak was a descendant of the sages of Provence and served
successfully in the rabbinates of Prossnitz and Prague (1584-1587). He
attracted numerous disciples with his erudition and saintliness. R. Yitzchak
was a fervent adherent of the pilpul method of learning so popular in that
era.

R. Yitzchak wrote Pnei Yitzchak (Cracow, 1591) in two parts. The first
part includes laws found in Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah set to rhyme, and
the second part is a commentary on the poetic part, with additional halachic
material. His son R. Monish Chayes added two poetic elegies: one elegy
on the destruction of the city of Posen by fire in the year 1590, and another
to lament the death of his 18 year old son. R. Yitzchak also wrote Pachad
Yitzchak (Lublin, 1573), a commentary on the Talmudic passage in Gittin
which deals with the destruction of the Temple and other aggadic matters.
He also wrote Siach Yitzchak (Prague, 1687), a compendium of the laws of
Pesach set to rhyme.

R. Yitzchak had other sons and grandsons who became prominent
rabbis of their respective generations.

R. Shlomo Ephraim Lunshitz (d1619)

A disciple of Maharshal, R. Ephraim (the name Shlomo was added
during an illness) served as rosh yeshiva in Lemberg, and from 1604 until
his death as rabbi of Prague. R. Shlomo Ephraim excelled in the field of
homiletics and authored numerous works,all considered to be classics. He
is particularly known for his Torah commentary, Kli Yakar
(Lublin, 1602).

R. Ephraim also authored selichos to be said at a special service on 2
Adar in remembrance of the suffering of the Jews of Prague during the
pogroms perpetrated there in 1611.

R. Yeshayah Horowitz (the Shelah) (1560-1630)
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R. Yeshaya was born either in Prague or Lemberg, Poland. He
descended from a long line of scholars, and his father, R. Avraham, was a
scholar of note and a disciple of the Rama. R. Yeshaya and his brother
studied under their father in their youth, but also under some of the great
rabbis of Poland. R.Yeshaya journeyed to Cracow where he became a
pupil of R. Shlomo Leibush of Lublin. He also studied under Maharam
Lublin and R. Yehosua Falk Katz. His talents were recognized at an early
age, and soon after 1590 his rabbinical career began. His various posts
took him throughout Poland and Russia to important Torah centers such as
Dubno, Ostroh, Posen, and Cracow.

R. Yeshayah’s reputation spread far beyond the confines of Poland and
Russia, and he was called to serve the rich and flourishing community of
Frankfurt am Main about 1606. R. Yeshaya remained there until 1614 when
the calm of the community was disturbed by the anti-semitic Fettmilch
uprising. They did not return to their homes until 1616, and thereafter the
day of 20 Adar was designated a joyous day called Purim Vinzenz.

Returning to Prague R. Yeshaya served there as rabbi together with R.
Ephraim Lunshitz until the latter’s death in 1619. At that point R.Yeshayah
was named as his successor. R.Yeshaya at that time was a renowned
halachist and kabbalist, and an experienced spiritual leader.

His soul, however, yearned for the air of Eretz Yisroel. Following his
wife’s death in 1620, he began to think seriously of departing for the Holy
Land which he finally did in 1621. He left behind his friends and family, and
resigned from his post as rabbi of Prague. He shared his actual departure
date with only one or two intimate friends, but not to the public or even to
his children. Having already made up his mind, he didn’t want anyone to
dissuade him from leaving.

As a parting gift to his children and numerous disciples, R.Yeshaya
wrote an ethical will in which he outlined the ideal way of life. It included
customs and laws for the whole year, elaborations on the fundamental
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tenets of Judaism, basic instruction in kabbalah, a commentary to the
Torah, and many other miscellaneous matters. This monumental work, one
of the gems of Jewish ethical literature, was called Shnei Luchos HaBris
(Amsterdam, 1649), or Shelah. It won its author everlasting fame, and both
the work and its author are reverently called the Shelah HaKadosh. This
work grew in size and scope as it was being written, and R. Yeshayah
could not finish it while yet in Prague. He completed it only after spending a
number of years in Eretz Yisroel, and sent it to his children in Europe.

R. Yeshayah’s journey took him through Germany and Italy, and from
there on to Syria. He was received in the old Jewish communities of Aleppo
and Hamah with the greatest of respect. He was even asked by the
scholars of Damascus to remain and become their spiritual leader.
However, his heart was set on living in Jerusalem, and he accepted the
post of rabbi and rosh yeshiva to the Ashkenazic community of Jerusalem,
without receiving a salary.

In Eretz Yisroel R. Yeshaya was given the opportunity to acquaint
himself with the kabbalistic writings of R. Chaim Vital - thus becoming
familiar with the system of the Ari  which was practically unknown in Europe
at that time - and with other kabbalistic manuscripts.

However, in 1625 life in Jerusalem was made intolerable for the Jews
due to the tyrannical rule of Ibn Farukh and his brother-in-law Othman Aga
who extracted large sums of money by pillage and torture. During the
Shabbos morning service on the 11th day of Elul, fifteen rabbis and leaders
of both the Sephardic and Ashkenazic communities were arrested without
warning or cause. R. Yeshaya was not released until fifteen days later.
Some of the captives were not released until Rosh Hashanah. The
community was then forced to pay an exorbitant ransom fee to free the rest
of its leaders. Fearing for his life, R. Yeshaya fled first to Safed, and then on
to Tiberias. He spent the last five years of his life in Tiberias and was buried
near the tomb of the Rambam.
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R. Yeshaya’s other outstanding work, written in Israel, is Shaar
HaShamayim (Amsterdam, 1717), a kabbalistic commentary on the siddur.
R. Yeshaya conceived the plan to write this commentary in 1621 when he
entered Jerusalem. It was on the Friday of Parshas VaYeitzei, the Biblical
portion which contains the reference to Jerusalem as the heavenly gate for
prayer. R. Yeshaya felt that in this way he could share in the prayers of all
Israel.

R. Eliyahu Loanz (1564-1636)

R. Eliyahu was born in Frankfurt am Main, a descendant of Rashi, and a
grandson of R. Yoselman of Rosheim.  He was a disciple of several
rabbanim, including the Maharal of Prague. R Eliyahu served successively
in the rabbinates of Fulda, Hanau, Friedburg, and Worms, where he also
officiated as rosh yeshiva. He may also have spent some time in Poland
where he served as rabbi of Chelm.

A very gifted and talented writer, R. Eliyahu prepared for print many
books of previous sages which had until then remained only in manuscript
form. Among these are Darchei Moshe on Tur by the Rama, as well as the
Maharshal’s commentaries to Smag and Shaarei Dura.

As for his own writings R. Eliyahu authored a homiletic commentary on
Song of Sons, containing some kabbalistic material, as well as a
commentary on Ecclesiastes. Both commentaries contain much ethical
matter and exhortations to live a life of piety and good deeds. R. Eliyahu
also wrote poetry, as well as a long commentary on the Zohar.

R. Eliyahu, known as a saintly personality, was known as a performer of
miracles, having the power to cure the sick with his prayers and amulets.
Known as R. Elyahu Baal Shem, he was said to be a master of the holy
names of G-d by which he performed his acts of mercy.
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R. Meir Schif (Maharam Schif) (1608-1644)

Born in Frankfurt am Main, R. Meir’s father was a respected scholar and
rosh yeshiva. His family counted among its antecedents the oldest settlers
in the Rhine valley. R. Meir’s fame as a brilliant scholar manifested itself
very early, and at the young age of 17 he was already rabbi of nearby Fulda
where he headed a prominent yeshiva.

R. Meir’s lectures on Talmud were eventually published. His chiddushim
are terse, incisive, and pertinent to the proper understanding of the subject
matter, and his conclusions are profound and far reaching. They are among
the gems of Talmud commentary. These chiddushim were not published till
almost a century after R. Meir’s death. Most of these comments are today
printed in most large editions of the Talmud. R. Meir also composed a
commentary on the Torah and other kabbalistic works.

In 1644 R.Meir was appointed rabbi of the prestigious community of
Prague, but died shortly thereafter at the young age of 36.

R. Yom Tov Lipman Heller (1579-1654)

Born in Wallerstein, Germany, R. Yom Tov’s father died at the age of 18
before his son was even born. R. Yom Tov was raised by his paternal
grandfather R. Moshe Wallerstein. Being a gifted student he was soon sent
to learn under R. Akiva Gunzburg in Friedburg, and he later studied under
the Maharal of Prague and R. Ephraim Lunshitz, also of Prague. There he
married the daughter of a respected businessman, and at the young age of
18, in 1597, he was appointed to the position of dayan in Prague.

After many years, in 1624 R. Yom Tov accepted the rabbinate of
Nikolsburg (Moravia) where he remained for only several months. He was
then called to serve the Jewish community of Vienna in 1625. He is reputed
to have secured for the Jews of Viennathe neighborhood called
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Leopoldstadt as a permanent Jewish quarter. In 1627 he returned to
Prague where he was appointed rabbi of the community.

Because of the Thirty Years’ War, the government imposed heavy taxes
on the Jewish communities of Bohemia, and they were forced to pay an
annual sum of 40,000 thalers, an exorbitant fee. R. Yom Tov was forced to
preside over the commission which had the task of dividing that sum
among the various members of the community. Although he acted with the
utmost circumspection, some members complained of unfair treatment.
They accused R. Yom Tov before the civil authorities of having been bribed
to spare the rich and put the burden of the tax upon the poorer class.
Emperor Ferdinand II addressed a severe warning to R. Yom Tov, and told
him not to repeat such proceedings.

R. Yom Tov’s enemies, however, were not satisfied and slandered him
again to the emperor claiming that his work Maadanei Melech (Prague,
1628) contained negative statements about the emperor and Christianity.
An immediate order was issued for his arrest, and in the summer of 1629,
R. Yom Tov set out for Vienna, arriving there a week later. He later
commemorated the day of his arrest as a fast day for himself and all
succeeding generations of his family.

In Vienna R. Yom Tov was imprisoned and, following a trial before a
court of Christian clergymen, he was sentenced to death, and his writings
were ordered to be burned. However, through the intervention of some
distinguished members of the Jewish community, the death sentence was
commuted to a monetary fine. As for his incriminated writings, they were
ordered to be rectified by the elimination of all traces of negative attitudes
toward Christianity and the government. R. Yom Tov was prohibited from
holding any rabbinic post in the entire Austrian Empire, but his friends
succeeded in having the prohibition restricted to Prague only. R Yom Tov
was released after a confinement of 40 days, and on Erev Yom Kippur he
returned home. He remained bedridden for three months, recovering from
his grueling ordeal.
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In 1631 R. Yom Tov left Prague and journeyed to Lublin, Poland 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 in
Nemirov, Ukraine, and in 1643 he was appointed rabbi of Ludmir, Poland.
While rabbi of Ludmir, R. Yom Tov spoke out about the practice of
purchasing the rabbinate through unscrupulous means, thereby earning for
himself additional enemies. In 1643 he was slandered before the governor
of the provinces of Volhynia and ordered by him to leave Ludmir. The
sentence was soon repealed due to the intervention of some influential
Jews in Warsaw. However, a few months thereafter, R. Yom Tov gladly
accepted an invitation from the Cracow Jewish community to serve as their
spiritual leader and to be the successor to the Bach. When the Pnei
Yehoshua, the rosh yeshiva of Cracow, passed on a few years later, R.
Yom Tov succeeded him as head of the Yeshiva.

During the Cossack uprising of 1648-49 R. Yom Tov composed selichos
and a memorial prayer dedicated to those who had perished during the
massacre. He also did much to alleviate the plight of the numerous agunos
(whose husbands had been reported to be killed), but the validity of the
evidence attesting to their deaths was deemed questionable, according to
halachic standards. R. Yom Tov used all his knowledge of Torah and
Talmudic law to find a way out of the dilemma in which these women now
found themselves.

R. Yom Tov composed many outstanding works, the best known being
his Mishneh commentary, Tosefos Yom Tov (Prague,1597). He made
numerous additions to this work, published in Cracow, 1644. Almost all
large Mishneh editions contain this work. It is a clarification, through
recourse to the Talmud and various codes, of many complex and difficult
problems arising in the Mishneh. R. Yom Tov was inspired to write this work
because of the renewed interest in Mishneh study which was stimulated by
the Maharal of Prague.

R. Yom Tov published numerous other works, among them, a
comprehensive commentary on the Rosh’s commentary to the Talmud
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(Prague, 1626). This commentary is now printed in large editions of the
Talmud on the margin of the Rosh. He also wrote works on the salting of
meat, on the description of the Third Temple as found in the Book of
Ezekiel, a treatise on the passages in the Talmud and midrash pertaining to
the waxing and waning of the moon,as well as glosses to the Levush,
Rama, and the Tur. He also wrote a criticism of Rambam’s Moreh
Nevuchim, in addition to numerous other commentaries.

R. Yom Tov also popularized the ethical treatise of the Rosh - Orchos
Chaim - by dividing it into seven parts and having a portion recited each
day in his Vienna congregation. He also translated the work into Yiddish in
1626. During his rabbinate in Vienna, he also instituted a special Mi
SheBeirach for those who refrained from speaking idle talk in the
synagogue.

R. Yom Tov died penniless without even leaving sufficient funds to
purchase shrouds. 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. Shabsai Sheftl Horowitz II (1590-1660)

Born in Ostroh, Poland, R. Shabsai Sheftl was the son of the Shelah. He
studied both under his father and R. Shlomo Ephraim Lunshitz. After the
Shelah left for Eretz Yisroel in 1621, R. Shabsai Sheftl was appointed
preacher and dayan in Prague, serving in this capacity for six years. He
later became rabbi of Fuerth, then Frankfurt am Main, and in 1642 he was
elected rabbi of Posen where he founded a yeshiva. In 1654 he became
rabbi of Vienna where he remained until his death.

In 1649 R. Shabsai Sheftl published his father’s work, Shnei Luchos
HaBris which he prefaced with an extensive introduction entitled Vavei
HaAmudim. This introduction was a treatise in itself. It is a collection of
ethical sermons centered around six central themes (peace, justice, truth,
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Torah study, service of Hashem, and kind deeds). These six points are
mentioned in Pirkei Avos as being the pillars which hold up the world.

One of R. Sheft’s sons, R. Yeshaya, also served as the rabbi of
Frankfurt am Main. Another son, R. Avrahan published the first edition of
Chiddushei HaRitva to five tractates of the gemara with glosses by his
father and grandfather.

R. Menachem Mendel Krochmal (1600-1661)

Born in Cracow, Poland, R. Menachem Mendel was a disciple of the
Bach, and when yet a young man he was appointed dayan in Cracow.
There he was also given special permission by his teacher to establish his
own yeshiva. R.Menachem Mendel taught some very prominent scholars,
among whom were R. Menachem Mendel Auerbach and R. Gerhson
Ashkenazi who later became his son-in-law.

In 1636 he accepted the rabbinate of Kremsir, in Moravia, and several
years later he moved on to the rabbinate of Prossnitz. He finally became
Chief Rabbi of Nikolsburg and all of Moravia, a post he held until his death.

R. Menachem Mendel was greatly influential in the life of Moravian
Jewry. He presided over the meeting held in Dresnitz in 1659 by the
Moravian Jewish communities in which a constitution having no less than
311 paragraphs was adopted. R.Menachem Mendel strongly protected the
rights of the poor against the rich who unfortunately tried to take advantage
of the latter in their unfortunate situation.

He was also watchful in protecting the economy. The local fishermen
realizing that the Jews were willing to pay a premium price in order to
secure fish for their Shabbos meal, began to dramatically raise their prices.
R.Menachem Mendel decreed that no Jew in Nikolsburg was to purchase
fish for a number of weeks until the reasonable market price was restored.

R. Menachem Mendel also applied himself to the difficult task of solving
the plight of the many women whose husbands were reported missing
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during the Cossack massacres of 1648-49. He also helped many of the
Polish refugees to obtain positions in the rabbinates of Moravia.

R. Menachem Mendel is most famous for his volume of responsa,
entitled Teshuvos Tzemach Tzedek. It is a classic in the field of halacha
and is cited by most halachists after his time, among them the Magen
Avraham. Tzemach Tzedek numerically equals Menachem Mendel.

R. Menachem’s son, R. Yehudah Leib, succeeded his father in the
Nikolsburg rabbinate. He was responsible for publishing his father’s
responsa to which he added glosses. A responsum of his own appears at
the end of the volume.

R. Aharon Tumim (1630-1690)

Born in Prague, R. Aharon began his career as a preacher, a position he
held from 1659-1672. He was then elected rabbi and rosh yeshiva of
Worms, as a successor of R. Shimshon Bacharach. He was a very popular
preacher and wherever he went people would throng to hear his
discourses. He had a strong leaning towards the pilpul method so very
popular in his day. R. Chaim Yair Bacharach strongly criticized R. Aharon
for their excessive use of this means of preaching.

In the throes of a serious illness which overcame him on Pesach
evening, 1673, he vowed that should he recover, he would write a
commentary on the Haggadah. Having regained his health, he published
this commentary under the title Mateh Aharon (Frankfurt am Main, 1678).

In 1677 R. Aharon received an invitation to the rabbinate of Lissa,
Poland which he declined. However, in 1687 he did accept the rabbinate of
Cracow. He did not officially assume his post until shortly before Pesach
1690. No sooner had he left Worms than the city was taken over by the
troops of Louis IV of France and destroyed.
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R. Aharon had served in Cracow for only four months when he went to
Chmielnik for a meeting. For unknown reasons while there a Polish
nobleman had him arrested and flogged on Shabbos, placed on horseback,
and then rushed to prison. R. Aharon fell off the horse several times, and
each time was remounted. Even before reaching the jail, R. Aharon died of
his torturous treatment. Some surmise that the community of Cracow had
owed the nobleman back-taxes. Since the Jews of Chmielnik feared to bury
him in their own town, he was brought to Pintshov where he was buried.

In addition to R. Aharon’s Haggadah commentary, he also wrote
homilies on the Torah written in the pilpulistic vein, as well as responsa and
notes on the Shulchan Aruch Choshen Mishpat.

R. Gershon ben Yitzchak Ashkenazi (Ulif)  (d.1693)

R. Gershon may have studied under R.Meir Schif in Frankfurt during his
early youth. However, he left Germany while still in his teens, and went to
study in Cracow, which at that time was the residence of some of the
greatest Talmudic scholars and rabbis in all of Europe. There he studied
under the Bach as well as R. Menachem Mendel Krochmal. His first wife
died at a very young age, and he then married the daughter of
R.Menachem Mendel.

He first served as a dayan in Cracow, but around the year 1649 he left
Poland to accept the rabbinate of Prossnitz, Moravia, and after 1657 that of
Hanau, Germany. After the death of his father-in-law in 1661, R. Gershon
succeeded him as Chief Rabbi of Nikolsburg and all of Moravia.
However, he left that post soon thereafter, and in 1664 he became Chief
Rabbi of Vienna. In 1670 the Jews were expelled from Vienna, and R.
Gershon was forced into exile. Later that year he was called on to serve the
community of Metz, where he remained until his death.

Having excelled in the spreading of Talmudic knowledge in all his
previous rabbinical positions, R. Gershon continued his work in Metz with

16



great zeal and success. Hundreds of disciples attended his discourses
which were considered extremely erudite and penetrating.
He was also known as an expert halachist, and his decisions were sought
on all sorts of halachic issues.

R. Gershon wrote numerous works, including responsa, discourses on
the portions of the week, and chiddushim on Shulchan Aruch and the
Torah. His magnum opus includes chiddushim on Tractate Yevamos, based
on Sefer HaHalachos of Rif.

Among his pupils was the renowned R. David Oppenhim, rabbi of
Prague. R. David was one of the wealthiest Jews of his generation, the
possessor of one of the most extensive libraries ever amassed at that time.
He was also one of the foremost scholars of his age.

When R. Gershon died, not only did the community of Metz mourn his
passing, but many other communities as well decreed a one-year ban on
music and singing as a sign of mourning. R. Gershon was revered as the
halachic giant of his generation.
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