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Abba cf Glussk story with the Gaon

He [the GRA] spoke in Hebrew and asked me what the questions were.
I posed one of my heretical questions and inclined my ear to hear his
response. He thought for a moment and then asked me, “What else did
they ask?” I added more questions. While he was immersed in thought
for a moment, I too considered what else I might ask him and I posed
a great many questions to him. When I saw that he had not even responded
to the first question, I said, “These are all the questions.”

Believe me, my friend, 1 was shaken to hear him begin his wise
illuminations. . . . “Although your questions are seventy-three in num-
ber, they are in reality only fifteen questions, because the first and the
seventh and the twenty-fifth and the forty-seventh are really one ques-
tion in the same category.” And he proceeded to subdivide and to sort
into categories all of the numerous diverse questions, neither omitting
any nor adding any to the list.

What a remarkable feat of wisdom! Almost beyond human con-
ception. To be able to take such penetrating matters and to review them
instantaneously and to logically sort them into groups! And he then pro-

ceeded to brilliantly reply to the questions.

I considered how I might answer and challenge his words, and so
I said to the Gaon: “Perhaps they will object [to your answers] as fol-
lows. . ..” He replied, “You did not understand my words, incline your
ear and listen again.” Believe me, my friend, he did not add one more
word to what he had said the first time, and 1 realized that his short
reply did, indeed, cover all possible contradictions.

I again asked, “Might they not try toreply. .. ." . .. again he reviewed
the matter including in each answer all possible arguments in their
respective categories.

I want you to know the truth as I perceive it to be. Among all the
scholars of all the nations, there is absolutely no one comparable to

him.4°
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R’ Chaim Volozhiner on the Gaon

M. 1lay ylll UL vV UIUZILL PAIU LHDULT LU LT UIM L WAL LHAPSUULL PLaL3L,

writing in his introduction to the GRA’s commentary on Yerushalmi, Seder
Zeraim, that:

The Almighty enlightened us by sending us a radiant holy one from
heaven, the master, who may be likened to an Angel of the Lord of Hosts—
our great teacher, who is known for his piety and profound Torah schol-
arship throughout the world, the Gaon and hasid, Rabbeinu Eliyahu of
Vilna, may his memory be blessed. . ..

His thoughts were centered entirely around the Torah; he did not
walk four cubits without tefillin or devoid of Torah; he hardly knew the
taste of sleep. . . . The entire Talmud Bavli and Yerushalmi, the Mekhilta,
the Sifrei, the Tosefta, the entire Midrash and the Zohar . . . all the words
of the Tannaim and of the Amoraim which are extant in both the revealed
and mystical Torah law, were all justified perfectly on his lips, methodi-
cally arranged and guarded within his heart. . . . Above all, there was
nothing in all the Talmudic and Midrashic literature or the very most

mysterious secrets, to which he did not find cryptic reference in the
Torah.»

R. Hayyim continued his praise in his introduction to the GRA’s work,
Sifra deTzeniuta:

God, in His mercy and to perform His good word that the Law would
not be forgotten, sent us a watcher and a holy one, a man in whom there
was the spirit of God, our great master, the Gaon and light of the world,
whose learning and piety proclaimed his holiness from one end of the
earth to the other, our pious and holy master and teacher Elijah of Vilna,
from whom no mystery was hidden and who illumined our eyes
in exoteric and esoteric lore. . . . For there are few only that can study
the sources of our exoteric Torah ... the Babylonian and Palestinian
Talmud . . . let alone the innermost mysteries of the Torah . .. and the
writings of the Ari. . . . For even the saintly disciples of the Ari could not
penetrate the innermost depth of the meaning of this holy one of the
most high, the Ari, except R. Hayyim Vital. .. . Until He, for His righ-
teousness’ sake, to magnify the Law and make it honorable and to show
us marvelous things from His Law, made His merciful kindness exceed-
ingly great over us; and behold one like the son of man came with the
clouds of heaven, to him glory was given, unique was this great man,
none had been like him for many generations before him . . . all the ways
and paths of exoteric and esoteric wisdom were clear to him . . . this is
the gaon of the world, the hasid and saint, our great and holy master
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Tggeres Ha'Gra

Iggeres HaGra - The Vilna Gaon's Letter

(This letter was sent by the Gaon, R. Eliyahu of Vilna, zt'l while traveling to the holy land of Eretz Yisrael, to encourage and instruct his family in the ways of
Mussar. T his classic letter was written in a manner which would bring fire into the hearts of his family in the ways of fearing and carrying out the word of
HASHEM)

I ask you to refrain from becoming sad, as you truly promised me, and not to worry (or: as Mother promised me - besides, what is there to worry about?). It is
common for men to leave their wives in order to travel and wander destitute for years to make money,. But I, thank G-d, am traveling to the Holy Land - which
everyone longs to see - the Jewish people's Most Beloved (or: Hashem's Most Beloved, desired by all heavenly and earthly beings). And I am traveling in
peace, thank G-d. You are also aware that I have left behind my children, for whom my heart moans, and all my precious books, and I am as a stranger in a
foreign country. Yes, I have left everything behind...

It is well-known that this world is all emptiness, that every amusement is worthless, and woe is anyone who pursues vanity, which is worthless. And don't envy
the rich, for "riches are hoarded by their owner to his misfortune" (Koheles 5:12); "As he had come from his mother's womb, naked will he return...exactly as
he came he must depart, and what did he gain by toiling for the wind?" (ib. 14, 15); "Even if he should live a thousand years twice over, but find no
contentment - do not all go to the same place?" (Ib. 6:6); "Even if man lives many years, let him rejoice in all of them, but let him remember that the days of
darkness will be many. All that comes is futility" (ib. 11:8); "And of joy, what does it accomplish?" (ib. 2:2). Tomorrow you will cry for having laughed today.
Do not lust after imaginary honor, for it is worthless,and time is a traitor: it is like scales, which lift the light and lower the weighty. The world is like one who
drinks salty water: he thinks it quenches his thirst, but it only makes him thirstier. No one leaves the world with even half his cravings fulfilled (Koheles
Rabbah 1). "What profit does one have from all his toils under the sun" (Koheles 1:3)? Remember our predecessors, all of whose love, desire and joy have
ceased to exist (see Koheles 9:6), but who are being judged severely for them. And of what benefit is gratification to man - whose end is dust, maggots and
worms, as he is bound to die - when all his enjoyments turn to bitterness in the grave? And what is this world, whose days are full of anguish and pain which
prevent one from sleeping? Neither is death a mikveh. Man will be judged for everything he says; even the slightest expression is not overlooked. Therefore I
exhort you to train yourself to sit as much as possible, because the sin of the tongue is the most severe, as our Sages said (Tosefta Pe'ah 1): "These are the
things...and lashon hara is equivalent to them all." I don't have to elaborate on this most serious sin of all. "All man's toil is for his mouth" (Koheles 6:7). Our
Sages said that all man's mitzvos and teachings are not enough to counterbalance what comes out of his mouth. "What should be a man's pursuit in this world?
He should be silent" (Chullin 89a). One must seal his lips as tight as two millstones. Idle words are like powerful weapons which can reach from one end of the
world to the other. Now this is true concerning mere excessive speech. Where forbidden speech is concerned - e.g. lashon hara, mocking, swearing, vowing,
fighting and cursing - especially in the synagogue, and on Shabbos and Yom Tov - for every utterance of this type it is impossible to imagine the pain and
suffering one will receive (Zohar)! No word is lost; everything is recorded. Winged beings attach themselves to everyone, recording all they say. "For a bird of
the skies may carry the sound, and some winged creature may tell the matter" (Koheles 10:20). "Let not your mouth cause your flesh to sin, and do not tell the
messenger that it was an error. Why should G-d be angered by your speech and destroy the work of your hands?" (ib. 5:5).

Purchase all your needs through a messenger, even if this would cost two or three times as much. "Is there a limit to what G-d can provide?" (Bamidbar 11:23).
Hashem feeds all creatures, from the greatest to the smallest (see A.Z. 3), and provides all their needs. And on Shabbos and Yom Tov do not speak at all about
things that are not urgent, and be brief even with what is important, for the Shabbos is very holy and our Sages barely permitted the exchange of greetings on it
(Yerushalmi Shabbos, and Tosfos Shab. 113). See how strict they were concerning even a single expression! Continue to give great honor to the Shabbos as
when I was there. Do not cut back [on your Shabbos] expenses, since "Man's entire sustenance [for the year is fixed for him from Rosh Hashana to Yom
Kippur,] except [the expenditure for Sabbaths and Festivals,] etc." (Beitzah 16a). I also implore and plead with you to guide your daughters very carefully to
refrain from cursing, swearing, lying and fighting. Rather, everything they do should be done peacefully, with love, affection and gentleness.

I have left behind several Yiddish books on Mussar (morality). See that [the children] read them constantly, especially on the Holy Shabbos, when Mussar is
the only thing they should read. Always instruct them according to Mussar books. Don't hold back from hitting them when they curse, swear or lie. Don't be
lenient with them, because parents will be punished severely for the corruption of their children, G-d forbid. And even if one constantly teaches them Mussar,
but they do not follow it, one's sorrow and shame in the World-to-Come will be great. As it is written (Vayikra 21:9), "She defiles her father" - [in such a case]
the son of a righteous man is called "the son of a wicked man" (Sanhedrin 52a). Similarly in other matters, lashon hara and gossip.

Their eating and drinking should always be preceded and followed by the appropriate blessings. They must be careful to say the blessings, Birkas Hamazon and
Krias Shema with proper kavanah (intent). Most importantly, they must not wander outside the home and must obey and respect you and my mother and all
their elders. They also need to observe all that is written in the Mussar books.

Raise your own children as well correctly and sensitively, and pay their tutor well, for "Man's entire sustenance for the year is fixed for him from Rosh
Hashanah...except TiShReY (Talmud, Shabbos, Rosh Chodesh and Yom Tov - Beitzah 16a). I have also left books for them. For Hashem's sake, guide them
well and gently. Take care of their health and make sure that they always have enough to eat. First have them learn the entire Chumash, seeing to it that they
know it almost by heart. The learning must be done without undue pressure, rather gently, because it is best absorbed when one is relaxed. Give them coins,
etc., as a reward. Always focus your attention on these matters and not on others, because all else is trivial. For man can salvage nothing from his labor to take
with him (see Koheles 5:14), except two white garments (shrouds). Also (Tehillim 49), "A man will not redeem his brother...Fear not when a man grows
rich...For when he dies, he shall carry nothing away...." Don't say, "I will leave a portion for my children" - who will tell you in the grave? The children of man
are like grasses of the field, some blossom and some fade (Eruvin 54a). Everyone is born under his constellation and Divine Providence. They are glad when he
dies and he goes into the nether world. [At his death] Resh Lakish left his children a kav of saffron, and he applied to himself the verse (Tehillim 49:11), "...and
they leave their wealth to others" (Gittin 47a). Woe to all who plan on leaving [wealth] to their children! The only reward from sons and daughters is through
their Torah and good deeds. Their sustenance is fixed for them. It is also known that women earn merit by making their children learn Torah, etc. (Berachos
17a). And our Sages said (Tanna D'Vei Eliyahu Rabba 9): "The only proper wife is one that does her husband's will."
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Of course, I am writing you words of the Living G-d. Therefore, I am certain that you will follow all that I have written. Nevertheless, I wish to
strongly advise you not to deviate from anything that I have written. Read this letter every week, especially on Shabbos before and during the meal,
in order to prevent idle talk and, even worse, lashon hara and the like, G-d forbid. I reiterate my request that you guide your sons and daughters with
words of kindness and Mussar that will find a place in their heart. This is true especially if we merit to arrive in Eretz Yisrael, because one must be
extra cautious to follow Hashem's ways there. Therefore, train them well, since one must work hard on one's speech and character traits, and only
through good habits can we control ourselves (Shaarey Teshuvah). All beginnings are hard (Mechilta Yisro). But afterwards, one is worthy of praise
(Mishlei 20:14). For the wicked person knows that he is taking the wrong path, but it is hard for him to change. But this is man's main task, not to go
after his desires, but (Tehillim 32:9) "to restrain himself with a bit and bridle when he is being groomed." Man must deprive himself until he dies, not
by fasting or asceticism, but by controlling his mouth and desires. This is teshuvah. And this is the whole reward of the World-to-Come, as it is
written (Mishlei 6:23): "For the commandment is a lamp and the Torah is a light" - but "the way to life is the rebuke that disciplines." And that is
worth more than any amount of fasting and self-affliction! For every second that man controls his tongue, he merits some of the "hidden [by Hashem
for the righteous] light," something which no angel or [other] creature can imagine (Midrash). And it is stated (Tehillim 34:13,14): "Who is the man
who desires life, and loves days that he may see good? Guard your tongue from evil, and your lips from speaking deceitfully." This will atone for
any sin and save one from Gehinnom, as we find (Mishlei 21:23): "He who guards his mouth [from too much eating and drinking] and tongue [from
idle words] guards himself from trouble." Also (ib. 18:21): "Death and life are in the power of the tongue." Woe to one who gives away his life for
one word! Then what advantage is there to one who has a tongue (see Koheles 10:11)? And, "Everything has a cure except, etc." It is most important
to refrain from speaking words of praise about anyone. How much more so does this apply to speaking ill of anyone! Why must one speak about
others? "The mouth that speaks strangely is a deep pit; he who angers Hashem falls into it" (Mishlei 22:14).

Concerning solitude, the main thing is to remain at home. Even your visit to the synagogue should be very short. In fact, it is better to pray at home,
for it is impossible to be spared from jealousy or from hearing idle talk or lashon hara in the synagogue. And one receives punishment for this, as we
find (Shabbos 33a), "Also one who hears and is silent...." This is even the more so on Shabbos and Yom Tov when they gather to talk - It is then
better that you don't pray at all. Refrain also from going to the cemetery (especially women), as it leads to all kinds of sorrow and sin. It is also
advisable that your daughter not go to the synagogue, because she'll see beautiful clothes there, become jealous and talk about it at home. This will
lead to lashon hara, etc. She should rather cling to Mussar and not become jealous of anything in this world, where everything is vanity and illusions,
appearing and disappearing overnight (Yonah 4:10). "Though he grows as high as the sky, his head reaching the clouds, he perishes forever..." (Iyov
20:6,7). "For property does not last forever, or a crown for all generations" (Mishlei 27:24). And even while it exists it is worthless, loathsome and
disdained by any sensible person. Woe to him who is impressed by it. Envy only the fear of Hashem (ib. 23:17). She should not say, "How can I earn
a share in the World-to-Come? - I can't do it!" For we have learned (Berachos 17a): "One may do much or one may do little, provided he directs his
heart to heaven." For the sake of Hashem, give a fifth of all earnings to charity. Do not give less, as I have already warned you, because that causes
the transgression of several positive and negative mitzvahs every minute! It also implies a rejection of the Holy Torah, G-d forbid.

But the main way to merit Olam Haba is by guarding one's tongue. That is worth more than all the Torah and good deeds. This is the meaning of
(Isaiah 32:9) "tranquil women" (Berachos 17a), because the mouth is the holiest of the holy. Among my books is a copy of Mishlei with Yiddish
translation. For the sake of Hashem, have them read it daily. It is better than any Mussar book. They should also read Koheles a lot, because it points
out the vanity of this world, and other books as well. But G-d forbid that reading should be the objective! Reading Mussar alone does not necessarily
move one to act differently. Going out into the world without a good understanding of it defeats the whole purpose. It is like one sows without
having plowed; the wind and birds will carry the seeds away, because they aren't closed off and protected. So is he who merely reads Mussar like
him who plants without a fence; pigs will eat and trample on everything. Some plant on stone. This is comparable to a heart of stone which cannot be
penetrated unless it is struck until it breaks open. That's why I wrote you to hit our children if they don't obey you. "Train a lad in the way he ought
to go" (Mishlei 22:6). This is an important principle of education.

I also wish to appeal to my son-in-law to adhere to all the above. Read to the children as I have stated and learn for the sake of Heaven. Become
well-versed in it for Hashem's sake. Don't pay attention to those who say that it is unnecessary for the child, G-d forbid. To the contrary, "Train a lad,
etc." It is easier to remove the skin of a nut before it hardens into a shell.

Most importantly, it is through such study that one merits everything, as our Sages stated (Avos 6:1): "Rabbi Meir said, 'Whoever studies Torah for
its own sake merits many things; furthermore, the whole world is worthwhile for his sake alone." You should study Tractate Avos, especially Avos
D'Rabbi Noson, and Tractate Derech Eretz, since Derech Eretz (good manners) are more important than Torah study. Honor both your mother-in-law
and your children's great grandmother. Also always treat everyone with politeness and respect..

My Dear Mother, I know that you don't need my advice, because you are very modest. Nevertheless, I wish someone would read this letter to you,
for it consists of words of the Living G-d. I beg of you not to grieve over me, as you promised me, and G-d willing, if I merit to arrive at the gate of
heaven in the holy city of Jerusalem, I will pray for you as I promised. And if we deserve it, we shall all be reunited, please G-d. I also ask my wife
to honor my mother, as the Torah dictates, especially since she is a widow to whom it is a grave sin to cause even the slightest pain. I also ask you,
Mother, to please cause peace to reign between you, and that you should strive to bring happiness one to the other. This is a great mitzvah incumbent
upon everyone, as we find (Reishis Chochmah): "When man is judged, he will be asked,"Did you make your fellow a king over you?" We see that
one must gladly enhance his friend's honor. In fact, the main goal of the Torah is to bring joy to man. Even if one of you should happen to act
improperly, excuse each other and live in peace for Hashem's name. I also ask of you, Mother, to supervise and guide my children with gentle words,
so that they will accept them. I instruct my sons and daughters to honor her, and not to fight among themselves at all, but to settle everything
peacefully. May the Master of Peace grant you, my sons, daughters, sons-in-law, brother and all Israel life and peace.

Your loving Eliyahu the son of R. Shlomo Zalman ztz"]
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Letter of Ba’al Shem Tov

On Rosh Hashanah of the year 55072) I performed, by means of oath, an elevation of soulj3}, as known to you, and saw wondrous things I had never seen before. That which I saw and
learned there is impossible to convey in words, even face to face.

When I returned to the lower Garden of Eden 41 I saw innumerable souls, both living and dead, some whom I knew and others whom I did not. They were fleeting back and forth, going
from one universe to another through the Columnys] that is known to those who delve in mysteries. Their state of joy was so great that lips cannot express it, and the physical ear is too
gross to hear it.

There were also many wicked people who had repented; their sins were forgiven, since this was a special time of grace. Even to my eyes it was wondrous how many were accepted as
penitents, many of whom you know. There was great joy among them too, and they also ascended in the above mentioned manner. All of them beseeched and petitioned me
unceasingly: "Because of the glory of your Torah, G-d granted you greater understanding to perceive and know these things. Ascend with us, so that you can be our help and support."

Because of the great joy that I saw among them, I decided to ascend with them. Due to the great danger involved in ascending to the supernal universes, I asked my masteris] to come
with me, as I had never before ascended to such a high level. I ascended from level to level until I entered the chamber of the Mashiachy7}, where the Mashiach learns Torah with all the
sages and tzadikim and also with the seven Shepherds.s

I saw great joy there, but I did not know the reason for it. At first I thought that the reason for this joy was because I had passed away from the physical world, heaven forbid. Later,
they told me that my time had not yet come to die, since they have great pleasure on high when I bring about Unifications through the holy Torah down below. To this very day, I do
not know the reason for that joy. I asked the Mashiach: "When will the Master come?"[9], and he answered: "By this you shall know:

"In the time when your teaching will become public and revealed in the world, and your wellsprings will burst forth to the farthest extremes, that which I have taught you and you have
comprehended, and they also shall be able to perform unifications and elevations as you, and then all of the kelipot will cease to exist, and there shall be a time of good will and
salvation."

The Mashiach sets five conditions for his coming; each of these is a step in a cumulative process:

1. "Your teachings will become public and revealed in the world": For most mystics and spiritual-focused people becoming a public figure is a very painful experience. Nonetheless, it
is a challenge that must be faced if one's insights and teachings are to affect the world.

2. "Your wellsprings will burst forth to the farthest extremes" (Proverbs 5:16): His whole self, his "wellspring," must be revealed. If Mashiach is to come, everyone must be able to
experience something of what it is like to be the Baal Shem Tov.

3. "That which I have taught you and what you have comprehended [yourself]": Expressible ideas and even those ideas that are inherently inexpressible must be revealed.

4. "They also shall be able to perform unifications and elevations as you": The Baal Shem Tov's power of unification must become public domain. In its simplest sense, this means that
everyone must subscribe to the Baal Shem Tov's doctrine of the equality-of-soul of all Jewish people, the basis of his infinite love of all Jews (see Tanya ch. 32).

5. "All the kelipot will cease to exist and there shall be a time of good will and salvation":

Evil can be eradicated and the transcendent light of G-d can shine. The eradication of evil on this level can be understood as seeing it as ultimately good. This, however, cannot be
successfully accomplished without first attaining the previous four levels.

I stood in wonder and great distress as to the length of time necessary for this, when can this be?! But from that which I learned there - three potent practices and three Holy Names,
easy to learn and explain - my mind settled, and I thought that possibly by means of these, men of my nature will be able to achieve levels similar to mine. They would then be able to
ascend, learn and perceive, just like myself. But I was not given permission all the days of my life to reveal this.

Nonetheless, according to Rabbi Mordechai of Neshchiz (1748-1800), the Baal Shem Tov alluded to these practices in the continuation of his letter (Imrei Kodesh 40; Sefer Baal Shem
Tov p. 122, end of note 13).

For your sake, I made a request that I might be allowed to teach this to you, but permission was denied. I am still bound by this oath, but this may I inform you and may G-d help you,
your way shall ever be in the presence of G-d and never leave your consciousness in the time of your prayer and study. And every word of your lips intend to unitefio;: for in every
letter there are Worlds and Souls and Divinityyi1), and they ascend and connect and unify with each other, and afterward the letters connect and unify to become a word, and [then] unify
in true unification in Divinity.

Here, only two verbs are used: "connect and unify." In the following phrase, "And [then] unify in true unification in Divinity," only one verb, "unify," appears. From this we learn that,
in particular, there are three stages of meditation: meditation of the secrets of individual letters; meditation on the dynamic process of letters combining to form meaningful words;
and, in the terminology of Tanya (II, ch.12 [89b]), meditation on the "light above all" which spontaneously appears around the total structure of a finished word.

Include your soul with them in each and every state. All the worlds unify as one and ascend to produce an infinitely great joy and pleasure, as you can understand from the joy of groom
and bride in miniature and physicalityyt: in the physical microcosm, how much more so in such an exalted level as this. Surely G-d will be your aid and wherever you turn you will
succeed and reach greater awareness. "Give to the wise and he will become ever wiser." "%
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THE ROSH HODESH IYAR, 1772 EDICT

Not long thereafter, on the first day of the Hebrew month of Iyar, a letter
bearing the signatures of the GRA, R. Samuel b. Avigdor, Av Bet Din (head
of the Rabbinical Court) of Vilna, and sixtgen judges was sent to
R. Abraham Katzenellenbogen of Brest-Litovsk:

Our brethren in Israel, you are certainly already informed of the tidings
whereof our fathers never dreamed, that a sect of the “suspects”
(Hashudim instead of “hasidim”] has been formed . . . who meet together
in separate groups and deviate in their prayers from the text valid for
the whole people. They are wise men in their own eyes, and wonder-
workers, and whoever sits among them, even an ignoramus incapable
of reciting the Shema Yisrael, immediately upon joining them comes to
merit this world and the next in one hour. . .. They are the same who,
in the middle of the Shmoneh-Esreh prayer, interject obnoxious alien
words [Yiddish] in a loud voice, conduct themselves like madmen, and
explain their behavior by saying that in their thoughts they soar in the
most far-off worlds. . .. The study of the Torah is neglected by them
entirely, and they do not hesitate constantly to emphasize that one
should devote oneself as little as possible to learning and not grieve too

much over a sin committed. Similar ugly deeds on their part have been
fully delineated for us and verified by fit and truthful witnesses testify-
ing to their ugly deeds and perverted ways. . . . Owing to our many sins
they have succeeded in leading astray in many locales the sons of Zion
faithful o halakha. ... Every day is for them a holiday. . .. They that
sanctify and purify themselves (to go unto the gardens behind one in
the midst, eating swine’s flesh, and the detestable thing, and the mouse
shall be consumed together, saith the Lord).!! They receive reward for
having departed from the Torah . ..and they consistently mock the
angels of the Lord and desecrate the men of greatness in the presence
of ignoramuses. . . . When they pray according to falsified texts they raise
such a din that the walls quake . . . and they turn over like wheels, with
the head below and the legs above. .. . Yet all this is only a little frac-
tion, only a thousandth part of their disgusting practices . . . as the afore-
said Hashudim have themselves admitted to us. . . . Praised be God that
that which has been committed by them has, with the help of heaven,
been brought to light here in our camp, for by the most careful inquir-
ies and investigations they have had to make a complete confes-
sion. . .. Therefore do we now declare to our brethren in Israel, to those
near as well as far: . . . All heads of the people shall robe themselves in
the raiment of zeal, of zeal for the Lord of Hosts, to extirpate, to destroy,
to outlaw, and to excommunicate them. We here have already, with the
help of His name, brought their evil intention to nought; and, as here,
so should they everywhere be torn up by the roots. . .. Do not believe
them even if they raise their voices to implore you . . . for in their hearts
are all seven horrors. ... So long as they do not make full atonement of
their own accord, they should be scattered and driven away so that not
two heretics remain together, for the disbanding of their associations is
a boon for the world.*?
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the Siddur of the Ari, that holy mzu:l )f(gnly the_KabbaIah .. . they use
e of God, which they no doubt cor-
rupt! Add to this that they use knives for slaughtering which have been
sharpened by firing, a praetice for which theresis no support in all of
the Talmud or in any of the interpretations of the Law. . ..

When in the past there appeared such evil-doers in our midst, the

wise men of the time and the Parnassim and leaders of the Four Lands
pursued them and made public their shame until we were rid of them.
But in our time that is 110 longer possible and there is no one o stand
up against the evil-doers. ... “How long will they remain a stumbling
block for the House of 1srael? . . . How long can weé tolerate this wicked
group which conjures up .. . Rew customs? . . - -

Therefore do we declare the great and awful ban .. _with all the

curses and maledictions of the Torah . . . the excommunication of Joshua
Ben Nun. . . . From this day on all the synagogues and Minyanim in our
communities . . . ar€ {orbidden to introduce any change in the order of
the prayers; likewise are they prohibited from using the prayerbook of
the Ari or of any other Kabbalist. . . . We also do decree that on pain
of excommunication no one may wear white clothes on the Sabbath
and holidays, with the exception of those few men who are known to
us as learned and steeped in the Talmud and the legal literature, men
who fear God and who are occupied with Torah and Mitzvot. . . -
Whosoever shall go about in white clothes . . . shall be made to stand
in the middle of the strect and he will be held up in mockery and ridi-
cule as an example to others. . .. And as for slaughtering knives which
are sharpened by firing and not by hand .. . we warn you that you are
forbidden to eat meat slaughtered by these knives . .. for such slaugh-
tering borders on heresy and it is not Kosher. . ..

Should a visitor come t0 our city and refuse to eat meat slaugh-
tered by the Shochtim of this community, 0T if he should practice a new
custom ot pray from the Siddur of the Ari, his host must inform the Parnas
to drive that man out of the city. . ..

‘We do this for the glory of the Blessed God and His Holy Torah so
that neither He nor His Torah are desecrated.'’
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This scab on our body has spread—especially in the Ukraine where there
are tens of thousands of these impure people . . . and they ensnare n-
nocent souls whom they turn away from the path of our ancestors of
blessed memory in accordance with our holy Torah. They turn them
aside with the smoothness of their tongues by saying “this is the proper
way to go.” “Whoso is thoughtless, let him turn hither.”?? And so these
[innocent souls] rush as a bird to the trap not realizing that the intent
of the hasidim is to separate them from our sacred Torah. . .. They leave
all their precious ones, their children and their wives and their prop-
erty to wander off to follow those who cannot help them.. ..

The Holy Community is enjoined . .. to strengthen the faith of our
holy Torah and to remove the thorns from the vineyard of the congre-
gation of Israel. .. . And upon those who strengthen their hands and give
counsel and protect them, all the excommunications fall. . . . Every man
should remove them with both hands. Go forth and tell them that they
are excommunicated and banned, separated from the entire congrega-
tion of Israel. Of course, one may not associate with them or speak with
them. Also the people whe. belong to this sect'within odr community
are banned under the great ban, so that they must remove their resi-
dence from our community with their wives and children. .. And who-

Therefore we, too, do fully and firmly endorse . ~wall the words . .. of
the leaders of the above-mentioned holy community !of Vilna] together
with the above-mentioned Gaon, as written . . . in their aforemenu'oned
letter. It is fitting and proper for God-fearing men of perfect faul; to
strengthen and support each other and restore the crown {the Tora 11.,[0
its former glory, that they should not be separated from each other,d ut
should be joined together like one man, as of gld. We have agreed L0
the enforcement of the great herem proclaimed in the e glorious com-
munity of Vilna and of the words uttered and heard in the holy com-
munity of Zelva on the day of the market. All that hear this . . . shall cease
tobe . . . separated {rom the community of the Lord . ... and {shall cease(i
to reject the authority of the early Sages, who frox;; of old have fouowe
their thoughts which are based on . .. the truth.?
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THE EDICTS OF VILNA, 1784, AND SHKLOV, 1786

May the righteous flourish . . . the leaders ... .and sages ... of the holy

ity of Pinsk. ... )
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Itis the Lord’s will that they [the leaders] have succ
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essfully stood firm

in the breach . . . to subdue them and make them like the dust of the
earth, so as firmly to establish the true faith. . . . However, Satan is still
atwork among us . . . for the above-mentioned sect have spread . . . their
uncleanness . .. so far that even the leaders of your community are tll
now members of the sect, and . . . follow the new practices . . . which they
have introduced. ... We warned them in letters, informing them of
the bans and excommunications . . . proclaimed by ... the leaders ...
together with the Rabbanim and Geonim, against the above-mentioned
sect and against those that support them. .. . But the members of your
community did not incline their ears and shut tight their eyes, even
though there have always been in your community renowned and God-
fearing men. Being oppressed by the supporters of the above-mentioned
sect, they longed [to shake off the oppression] but had not the strength,
until they could endure no more and determined to requite their adver-
saries. Whereupon the leaders of your community arose and took the
courage . . . 10 lift up the stumbling-block and remove the stones from
the highway, and they gave instructions to the Gaon in your commu-
nity. . . . It was desirable that you should take away the crown {rom the
Rav and Gaon. But after we saw that you agreed not to clismiss him . .. we,
too, confirmed your agreement, in the hope that he might turn back from
his misguided way and no longer lead the people astray. But if he obsti-
nately refuses . .. we have already admonished you in our letter and
do so now again. .. . We order you, according to the resolution of the
province [Lithuania), to remove the crown from the above-mentioned
Rav, the Av Bet-Din of your community. . . . He shall neither teach, nor
judge . . . but shall be utterly expelled. As for their [the sects] fabrica-
tion that the true Gaon ... R. Eliyahu (may his light shine out!) has
changed his mind and that we, too, have had second thoughts about
the bans . .. imposed till now, this is a lie and another crooked inven-
tion of theirs. On the contrary, every day their shame is publicly made
known according to the books of the above-mentioned men [of the
sect]. . .. We have always supported all the bans, that you should take
care to observe what our whole province [Lithuania] has undertaken to
do-that the above-mentioned sect be neither seen nor found in our prov-
ince—and should proclaim . . . in your community [Pinsk] and the com-
munity of Karlin and the district which are under your jurisdiction, that,
under pain of utter excommunication, no one shall perform . .. the
abomirfations of that sect. And as for those that support and assist
them . . . you shall draw up a list of their names and deeds, for they are
arool from which poison grows and spreads. They that call their leader
“Rebbe,” and he is the chief of sinners, in your community and in the

holy community of Karlin and in the other communities under your
jurisdiction, those men must be rooted out. Be strong. ... in zealously

fighting the battle of the Lord of Hosts . .. and do not rest. We are con-

fident that you will give heed to these our words and assert your au-

thority in the land . ... to drive out the sinners . . . from the bounds of
your holy land, to harass and pursue [the members of the sect] to the

utmost of your power, and to utterly wipe out this filth. Such is our just
request.

Written by the heads. .. of the holy community of Vilna ... to-
gether with our Master, the Teacher and Rav, the great and renowned
Gaon, the Av Bet-Din of the community of Vilna and also the great, pious
and famed Gaon, Eliyahu (may his light shine forth!). In witness whereof
we have signed our names on this fourth day of the week, the 6th
Tammuz, [5]544{=1784].

Shemuel, Rav of the above-mentioned holy
community, and Eliyahu, the son of
R. Shelomo-Zalman of blessed memory.26
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R’ Yaakov Emden

I trembled when I heard only recently that a new sect of foolish hasidim
had arisen in Volhynia and Podolia, some of whom have come to this
country, whose sole occupation is to study moral and kabbalistic works.
They prolong their prayers for half the day, far longer than the hasidim
of old who used to spend no more than an hour in prayer itself. More-
over, these men perform strange movements, weird and ugly, in the
prayer of the Eighteen Benedictions. They clap their hands and shake
sideways with their head turned backwards and their face and eyes
turned upwards, contrary to the ruling of the rabbis that the eyes should
be directed downwards and the heart upwards. The Tanhuma only
advocates that the eyes should be directed upwards when the Kedushah
is recited and even then they should be closed. R. Menahem Azariah in
a Responsum forbids any movement at all in prayer. I stormed the battle-
ments time and again in order to discover some compromise whereby
some slight and gentle motion of the body to and fro might be permit-
ted, and this alone is permitted in order to bestir the vital powers. The
teachers of old used to recite their prayers without any physical sensa-
tion. There is a maxim, based on the Zohar, “When they stood, they let
down their wings” [Ezekiel 1:24]. But these men make wings for them-
selves wherewith to fly in the heavens. Ask yourself if they would dare
to do so in the presence of a king of flesh and blood. Why, he would
have them thrown out so that their limbs would be shattered and their
bones broken. Verily, if I ever see those who do these things, which our
fathers, of blessed memory, the true hasidim, never dreamed of doing, 1

shall break their legs with a bar of iron.?

R’ Shneur Zalman of Liadi

Although they [the mitnagdim] have achieved much in the study of the
Torah and through acts of mercy—would that they kept to this in truth
all their days—now they have gone too far and have acted illegally when
they have gathered together to attack me and to issue a decree of apos-
tasy against prayer. They claim that we must pray as they do, that is,
only hurriedly and without any bodily movements or raising of the voice
just like those angels on high who have reached a stage of which there
is no higher, as it is said, “When they stood, they let down their wings”
[Ezekiel 1:24]. But this is only said of the highest rank of angels known
as the Seraphim and it does not apply to the other ranks, as it is said,
“And the Ophanim and the Holy Beasts with a noise of great rushing.”
Even of the Seraphim it is written, “A noise of tumult like the noise of a
host” [Ezekiel 1:24] and they make great movements as it is said in the
Piyutim based on the Pirke Hekhalot. Consequently, there is no proof
from the saints of old who were greater than the ministering angels. But
dare we, orphans of orphans, imagine that we can compare ourselves
to them? It can only be that their heart is evilly disposed and falsehood

is in their right hand.®
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