RABBI MOSES ISSERLES
AN HALACHIC GIANT

The present Hebrew Year – “Tashlav” – marks the 400th anniversary of the dead of Rabbi Moses ben Israel Isserles, popularly known by the abbreviated title, the RAMA.

Probably, if a gallup poll were taken today it would reveal that as far as the man in the street is concerned very few people will have heard of this giant among Halachic geniuses.  RASHI, yes: the VILVA GAON, yes: but the RAMA, no. And little wonder.  Unless one is accustomed to consult the standard Jewish Code of Laws, the Shulchan Aruch, the name is an unknown quantity, a non-starter, a cipher.

It will assuredly come as a surprise to many to learn that Rabbi Moses was one of the transcendent figures of his generation, comparable to that other Rabbi Moses, the son of Maimon, and to whom the same eulogy was applied: “from Moses (Maimon) to Moses (Isserles) there has not arisen any like Moses”.

He lived in an age that produced intellectual prodigies such as RABBI ISAAC LURIA, the supreme Cabbalist; RABBI JOSEPH KARO, the peerless codifier; RABBI SOLOMON LURIA the towering Talmudist.  A lesser personality might well have been obscured by the lustre of such luminaries.  But not Rabbi Moses Isserles.  He shone in a firmament lit up by the blinding light of brilliant constellations.

Like them, though in a different sphere, he profoundly influenced the life and thought of our prople from the 16th Century onwards.  He ensured that Judaism would be guided by a single Code of Laws, namely the Shulchan Aruch and would not be divided into two differing Jewries – Ashkenazi and Sephardi.  He proved a guide, philosopher and friend to generations of men and women seeking direction and instruction on every aspect of thought and action with which they were confronted in their journey through life.

In gratitude and as a tribute to his memory, the Jews of Poland and Galicia, sages, scholars and lay-men, used to assemble in their thousands on Lag Ba-omer, the anniversary of his death, at his graveside, to engage in quiet contemplation or in public study of his legal rulings.  But that was in the halcyon days before the unspeakable holocaust when Polish Jewry was a live and thriving beehive of intensive Jewish, social, spiritual and scholastic life.

WORKS OF THE RAMA

What was it, exactly, that earned him all this glory?  It is not possible to answer this question adequately in a short essay like the present, but a brief outline may service as a useful introduction to that wider biography and evaluation which we may rightly expect during the forthcoming months, when it is hoped that a RAMA YEAR will be declared throughout the country bu, or under the auspices of, the Chief Rabbi.  The writings of the Rama may be classified under two headings (1)  Halachic  (2)  philosophical (under which may be included Cabbalistic), exegetical and scientific.  His real reputation tests on the first.  He was for the Ashkenazi way of life what Joseph Karo was for the Sephardim.  If not for him it is doubtful whether an Ashkenazi way of life, such as we know it, would have survived the publication of Karo’s work.

His commentary “DARKE MOSHEH” on the Arbaa Turim was epoch-making and became the source of his other great work the MAPPAH which means “tablecloth”, Karo’s “prepared table” was in his eyes not sufficiently “prepared” because it ignores the Ashkenazi customs.  Accordingly, he provided the Tablecloth which consisted of “notes” (Haggahot) inserted in Karo’s text and thus completed it.  To him the minhag was often on the same footing as the Din.  He is on record as saying that the “Minhag is the Din”.

His philosophical work includes MECHIR YAYIN which is an allegorical interpretation of the Book of Esther.  He sent this work as “Shallach Manot” to his father on one memorable Purim.  He also wrote Torat Ha-olah which is a philosophical explanation of the Temple, its equipment and its sacrifices, all of which he claims correspond to things in Divine or in human philosophy.  He also wrote a commentary on the Zohar, the “Bible” of the Cabbalists.

He was born into a wealthy and distinguished family in Cracow.  Both his father and his grandfather were leaders of the community as well as being scholars and great proprietors .  His mother was a grand-daughter of Rabbi Yechiel Luria, the first Rabbi of Brisk in Lithuania, who traced his descent back to Rashi.  Both the Maharshal and the Maharam of Padua were the third generation of descendants of this Rabbi Yechiel.

It is of interest to record that one of his disciples, Rabbi David Ganz, was one of the first historians in Jewry and that he wrote his history with the approval and encouragement of his Master.  

It is to be fervently expected that with the revival of Judaism which we are witnessing all around us and especially in the State of Israel, the influence of the Rama will daily increase and his stature assume new and unprecedented dimensions. 

Cajex Magazine Vol XXII  No. 1  March 1972






Page 2 of 2

