History or Memory:
Is There a Mitzvah to Study Jewish History?

“History is more or less bunk. It's tradition. We don't want tradition. We want to live in
the present and the only history that is worth a tinker's damn is the history we made

today.”
: Henry Ford

“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it!”

George Santayana
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10. AND THERE WAS A FAMINE IN THE LAND. Now
Abraham went down to Egypt on account of the famine to dwell
there in order to keep himself alive in the days of the drought, but
the Egyptians oppressed him for no reason [and attempted] to
take his wife. The Holy One, blessed be He, avénged their cause
with great plagues, and brought him forth from there with cattle,
with silver, and with gold, 69 and Pharach even commanded his
men to escort them from the land.’® He thereby alluded to
Abraham that his children would go down to Egypt on account of
the famine to dwell there in the land, and the Egyptians would do
them evil and take the women 1 from them, just as Pharaoh said,
And every daughter wye shall save alive, 2 but the Holy One,
blessed be He, would avenge their cause with great plagues until He
would bring them forth with silver and gold, sheep and oxen, very
rich in cattle, with the Egyptians pressuring to send them out of
the land. 7> Nothing was lacking in all the events that happened to
the patriarch that would not occur to the children.

The Rabbis have explained this subject in Bereshith Rabbah: 74
“Rabbi Pinchas said in the name of Rabbi Oshaya that the Holy
One, blessed be He, said to Abiaham, ‘Go forth and tread out a
path for your children!” Thus you find that whatever is written
concerning Abraham is also written concerning his children. In
connection with Abraham it is written, And there was a famine in
the land; in connection with Israel, it is written For these two
years hath the famine been in the land.” ™

Know that Abraham our father unintentionally committed a
great sin by bringing his righteous wife to d stumbling-block of sin
on account of his fear for his life. He should have trusted that G-d
would save him and his wife and all his belongings for G-d surely
has the power to help and to save. His leaving the Land,
concerning which he had been commanded from the beginning, on
account of the famine, was also a sin he committed, for in famine
G-d would redeem him from death. ’® It was because of this deed

that the exile in the land of Egypt at the hand of Pharaoh was
decreed for his childrem. '+ In the place of justice, there is
wickedness ® and sin.
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s s it to HASHEM that you do this, O vile and unwise people? .
Is He not your Father, your Master? Has He not created you and firmed you?*
T Remember the days of yore,

understand the years of generation after generation. .
Ask your father and he will relate it to you, your elders and they will tell you.
& When the Supreme One gave the nations their inheritance,

when He separated the children of man,
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Indeed, Emden's works reflect a major interest in Jewish history and
a substantial, although uncritical and unstructured, knowledge of that
area. He reprinted Megillat Ta'anit, Seder 'Olam Rabbah and Seder 'Olam
Zuta and included his own commentaries on each of these works.’/l His
writings, in general, are replete with information about the history of
Jews in ancient times’? and during the medieval period.’3 He was espe-
cially interested in rabbinic chronology, determining which rabbis, both
ancient and medieval, preceeded others.74 The Siddur, in particular,
contains a great deal of historical information.75 Emden also made great

use of the medieval Jewish historical literature to which he referred in

the previously cited quote from Mor u-Keziyah, e.g. YossiEon,75 Solomon

ibn Verga's Shevet Yehudah,’’ Gedalya ibn Yahya's Shalshelet ha-Kabba-
;22,78 David Ganz's Zemah David,79 Abraham Zacuto's Sefer Yuhasin,80 and,
in addition, Azaryah de Rossi's Me'or Einazim.81

Of particular significance is the fact that while, on occasion,
Emden made gxplicit reference to non-Jewish works,®2 almost all of his
historical information came from Jewish sources whether or not he made
direct mention of them. In the epilogue of his Siddur, he explicitly
noted that he utilized “the Bible, tradition ('masoret'), Megillat Ta'a-

nit, Seder 'Olam and Midrashim" for historical information.83

It is important to note that particularly in this area of history,
Emden did not lag behind his contemporary maskilim. Although it has
recently been shown, contrary to earlier perceptions, that early propon-
ents of Haskalah did express an interest in the study of this subject,111
Emden's level of knowledge of that particular area, as haphazard and

unstructured as it was, may not have been any less broad than theirs.
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Our knowledge of God does not rest on my™mw but on MKY; it
was obtained by the evidence of the actual senses of the whole of our
nation. Moses could say to his people: @P?X1 X1 ' 2 NYI? DRI ANR
1y pR. (Thou hast been brought to know by seeing that God (7) alone
is God, there is none else beside Him, (Ch. IV,35). But this revelation
of Himself, making Himself perceptable on earth, God only did once,
when laying the foundation for the creation of His People, so that it could
be a means of conviction from generation to generation, from community
to community, and remain by direct tradition the indisputable basis on
which, for all eternity, every son of Israel has to build up all his thinking
and doing. Henceforth it does not say S 7X9 but %X ynw. Not out
of the phenomena of nature and history is it that each one of us has to
come to a conclusion in his mind as to the exsistence or non-existence of
God. Far beyond the convictions which are arrived at from such speculative
inferences and deductions, God demonstrated His Existence, yea His exist-
ence down here in the midst of all earthly conditions, to every one of our
fathers by experiences which settled any possible doubt, for them to testify
to their children who came after these events. They sew God with their
own cyes breaking their chains in Egypt leading and feeding them through
the wilderness and bringing them to the Promised Land. They heard Him
with their own ears when He imparted the words of His Law to them
at Sinai. Our knowledge of God rests on the evidence of this; testified
by the whole assembly of the whole of our nation. Not from nature and
history have we to deduce a belief in God, but, with the knowledge of
God which we have been given in our hands, we are to J0OK ifito nature
and history and try to get an understanding of the phenomena of naturc
and the events of history. And then, with our eyes awakened by God to
see Him in nature, with our ears opened to hear Him in history, everything,
the greatest and smallest in nature, the greatest and smallest event in history
proclaims iiself as His work, His governing. Then in the world of nature
and history of our own times we shall still see the ruling of the God
of our fathers, and, like them, we will wander through this world with
God, and of Jewish minds and hearts it will eternally say: ““They did once
see Thy ways O God, even the ways of my God, my King in holiness”,
wIpa v hR M opty pnida wa (Ps. LXVIIL235).
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‘No sensible person would deny that the kno
general and in de
Torah — so that he may
Nation always rise and fall and
generation ‘they’ :
who endangers his life to save this great multitu

wledge of the history of our nation, in
tail, is indispensable for every intelligent person whose portion is G-d’s
know what G-d did with this Nation, how the people of our
are led by G-d’s particular Providence, and that in every
rise up to annihilate us and at all times G-d appoints a faithful savior
de: Great is the Sheperd who saves them’
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Jewish History
By Rav Shimon Schwab tz"l

This article originally appeared in Mitteilungen Dec. Mar. 1984-85 and can be found in
Selected Writings pp. 232-235. We express our Hakaras HaTov to the Breuers Kehillah
for their permission to post the articie here.

The story of Chanukah is described in detail in the Book of Maccabees. In the Gemorah and
Midrash there are only a few scant references to this epic drama in our ancient history. Why is it
that this great tale of heroism is so poorly treated by our Sages? The Book of Maccabees belongs
to the Apocrypha, the Sefarim Chitzonim, which are not authentic and which are outside of our
sacred literature. Why do our Chazal, who were the eyewitnesses of these tumultuous events of
their era, not describe in detail the frivolities of the Hellenists, the ravings of the insane
Antiochus and the rebellion of the Hasmoneans, as well as the miraculous victories of the "few
over the many,” of the weak over the multitude of the strong and the final triumph over the
powerful army of Greco-Syria? Why did our Chachomim not leave us an account of the glory and
of the final decay of the Maccabees? We have to glean almost every little bit from secular
sources. Only a few sprinklings here and there are preserved for us in the words of our Chazal.

The question goes much further. We have no authentic description by our Tanaim of the period
of the Churban, the Jewish war against the Romans, the destruction of the Jewish state, the
revolt and the downfall of Bar Kochba, except for a few Haggadic sayings in Talmud and Midrash.
For our historical knowledge we have to rely on the renegade, Josephus Flavius, who was a
friend of Rome and a traitor to his people.

Come to think of it, since the close of the Tanach at the beginning of the Second Beis
Hamikdash, we have no Jewish history book composed by our Sophrim, Tanaim and Amoraim.
The prophets and the Anshei Knesses HaGedolah have recorded all the events of their days as
well as all previous periods. When prophecy ceased, the recording of Jewish history stopped at
the same time. Why did our great Torah leaders not deem it necessary to register in detail all the
events of their period just as the Neviim had done before them?

We are bidden by the Torah to remember the days of yore and to contemplate the years of
every generation. "Go ask your father and he shall tell you, and your elders and they shall speak
about it." This Divine injunction was observed by our forefathers in Biblical times and the result
is the Jewish history preserved in the Tanach. It is extremely difficult to understand why this was

stopped.

There is a vast difference between history and storytelling. History must be truthful, otherwise
it does not deserve its name. A book of history must report the bad with the good, the ugly with
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the beautiful, the difficulties and the victories, the guilt and the virtue. Since it is supposed to be
truthful, it cannot spare the righteous if he fails, and it cannot skip the virtues of the villain. For
such is truth, all is told the way it happened. Only a Navi mandated by his Divine calling has the
ability to report history as it really happened, unbiased and without prejudice.

Suppose one of us today would want to write a history of Orthodox Jewish life in pre-holocaust
Germany. There is much to report but not everything is complimentary. Not all of the important
people were flawless as one would like to believe and not all the mores and lifestyles of this
bygone generation were beyond criticism. An historian has no right to take sides. He must report
the stark truth and nothing but the truth. Now, if an historian would report truthfully what he
witnessed, it would make a lot of people rightfully angry. He would violate the prohibition against
spreading Loshon Horah which does not only apply to the living, but also to those who sleep in
the dust and cannot defend themselves any more.

What ethical purpose is served by preserving a realistic historic picture? Nothing but the
satisfaction of curiosity. We should tell ourselves and our children the good memories of the good
people, their unshakeable faith, their staunch defense of tradition, their life of truth, their
impeccable honesty, their boundless charity and their great reverence for Torah and Torah sages.
What is gained by pointing out their inadequacies and their contradictions? We want to be
inspired by their exampie and learn from their experience.

When Noach became intoxicated, his two sons Shem and Japhet, took a blanket and walked
into his tent backwards to cover the nakedness of their father. Their desire was to always
remember their father as the Tzaddik Tomim in spite of his momentary weakness. Rather than
write the history of our forebears, every generation has to put a veil over the human failings of
its' elders and glorify all the rest which is great and beautiful. That means we have to do without
a real history book. We can do without. We do not need realism, we need inspiration from our
forefathers in order to pass it on to posterity. And Torah-true "historians” do just that. There are
very few Jewish history books on the market written in the spirit of Yiras Shomayim. They had to
glean from the few available sacred sources enough material to teach us the important lessons of
the past which should guide our actions and illuminate our Hashkofo.

In this connection, it is important to point out that we are speaking here only of Jewish
history. The knowiedge of world history is certainly extremely advantageous to the student. It
shows clearly the workings of divine Hashgocho in the unfolding of the historical process.

As to the study of Biblical history, we have to learn the Tanach, which is part of the written
Torah, together with the Oral Torah preserved in Talmud and Midrash. Reading the "Bible"
without the commentaries of our Sages is like studying astronomy with the naked eye--without
the use of a telescope. We are bound to misunderstand everything.

The "Author” of all human history is the Master of the world, steering mankind to the ultimate
goal of Bias HaMashiach. The miracle of Chanukah was the first spark of this light which we pray

shall soon rise upon Tzion.
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Why have I written a history of the Jews?

.... the book gave me the chance to reconsider objectively, in the light of a study covering
nearly 4,000 years, the most intractable of all human questions: what are we on earth for?
Is history merely a series of events whose sum is meaningless? Is there no fundamental
moral difference between the history of the human race and the history, say, of ants? Or
is there a providential plan of which we are, however-- humbly, the agents?

No people has ever insisted more firmly than the Jews that history has a purpose
and humanity a destiny. At a very early stage in their collective existence they believed
they had detected a divine scheme for the human race, of which their own society was to
be a pilot. They worked out their role in immense detail. They clung to it with heroic
persistence in the face of savage suffering. Many of them believe it still. Others
transmuted it into Promethean endeavours to raise our condition by purely human means.
The Jewish vision became the prototype for many similar grand designs for humanity,
both divine and man-made. The Jews, therefore, stand right at the centre of the
perennial attempt to give human life the dignitv of a purpose. Does their own history
suggest that such attempts are worth making? Or does it reveal their essential futility?

Non-Jewish historian Paul Johnson, A History of the Jews, Prologue




