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INTRODUCTION TO PRI YEHOSHUA

The present work by the well-known posek ha-Rav ha-Gaon M.T.

Eichenstein serves as his introduction to the Pri Yehoshua, a collection of
his responsa first published in 1948. Except for those who stay current with
halakhic literature, few interested Jewish readers have become farniliar with
the less "technical" introduction translated here. (The Pri Yehoshua itself
has had wide circulation among poskim; e.g., it is mentioned, and discussed, by Rabbis Y.Y. Weinberg, Dov Baer Weissenfeld, and Akiva Sofer.) It
is hoped that the present rendition makes Rav Eichenstein's approach

available to a.wider range of readers.
In translating his work, literal translations have been avoided simply
because it is almost impossible to render Rav Eichenstein's fine Hebrew
style into English. My major concern has been to transmit the focus and
methodology of the work. The enterprise of "meta-history" undertaken in
this introduction was rare, if not nonexistent, among gedolei yisrael at the
time the Pri Yehoshua was published. Certainly, the "dialectical" method
employed by Rav Eichenstein (i.e., his synthesis of

the fundamental positive

"moments" in Jewish religious movements) is unique among gedolei haaharonim. The careful reader wil detect, I hope, the tip of the vast iceberg

of historical erudition, lamdanut, and intellectual sensitivity that
characterizes ha-Rav ha-Gaon M. T. Eichenstein.
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Religious Movements of the Last Century

The history of the previous generation has yet to be given a complete and iluminating treatment from a Jewish point of view. Attempts made, even by religious writers, have been only partial discus-

sions. We presently lack even a somewhat restricted perspective
through which to comprehend the events of the preceding generation.
During the last 150 years four religious movements have appeared
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in Judaism. At first glance, they seem to be strongly opposing

movements, so one might think on the basis of their intense internecine struggle. To compensate, we here approach each movement

with an interest in its central vector (i.e., the direction of its major
positive contribution to Judaism). Through our emphasis on fundamental and important themes, we hope to derive the basis for a
unified conceptualization of the religious events of the last 150 years.
The Period of Lamdanut (Scholarship)

Throughout the generations, the study of Talmud has grown deep
roots in the life of the Jews. At the beginning of the eighteenth century in Poland and Lithuania, talmudic scholarship was granted

special prominence. Talmudic authorities of the period (the Taz,

etc.), i enjoyed a powerful influence. The intellectual giant Elijah
Gaon of Vilna (1720-1797), virtually opened a new field of study in
Judaism. He influenced the yeshivot in Lithuania for generations to
come. Even today he is called simply "the Gaon." The Gaon, a man

of incomparable talents, was unique among the rabbis of Poland and

Lithuania at that time. In fact, the Gaon is better placed among
figures from earlier generations (the Rishonim) than among his own
contemporaries. He is the halakhic terminus ad quem of his generation, much as the Alfasi (Rif)' was of his, the Gaonic period. The
sheer breadth of his knowledge is comparable to that of Maimonides.

The study of Talmud and commentaries was the Gaon's greatest
love.
The essential characteristic of the Gaon's approach was his striving

to find the most direct explanation of a text. For this reason, he
devoted himself to the search for critical text editions of the Talmud
and other works. His efforts toward true scholarship were com-

municated to his students and, through them, to the younger generation of that time. A young Jewish boy of that period aimed at acquiring a wide knowledge of the Talmud and a place in the rabbinate.

During the period of Lamdanut, Eastern European Jewry had a
special, marked style. The yeshivot and other places for study had

only one purpòse-to create a generation of great scholars. The supporting pillars of Jewish life were the Talmud and rabbinical
literature. Knowledge of the Talmud was honored in all areas of naad Arba Artsot)' kept
a watchful eye on the needs of the Talmud Torah and the yeshiva.
Pamphlets, now housed in various archives, show an emphasis on
tional life. The Council of the Four Lands (Va'

responsibilities and tasks. The watchword of Judaism of the period

of Lamdanut was "Know the Torah."
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The Period of Enlightenment
With the ascencion of Frederick the Great to the Prussian throne,
an era of French culture developed in Berlin, the capital city of
Prussia. Frederick was a military hero and a supporter of the arts and
literature. He himself wrote both poetry and prose. At this time, the
widespread adoption of French custom and disparagement of

religion generally went hand in hand.

At that time, the situation of Jews in Prussia was tenuous and
often one of economic hardship. Despite the fact that some few Jews
attained wealth, the majority of Jews remained outside of the general
social and civil society. Nonetheless, the new spirit of Frederick's
Prussia began to develop in the Jewish area. A desire for participation in the Enlightenment arose. Jews copied non-Jewish customs,
and French culture became very much in vogue.
Moses Mendelsohn (1729-1786) originated much of this activity.
Through his friendship with Lessing, Mendelsohn obtained entry into the circle of the educated, enlightened non-Jews. There he learned
a more secularized style of thought, adapted himself to the reigning

styles of culture and, in general, gave himself over to German
language and culture. Even at this early period, Rabbi Jacob Emden
hinted to Mendelsohn that he "kept bad company" and that his ap-

proach to faith was therefore suspect. 4 When he, Moses of Dessau,
translated the Torah into German, the entire Jewish community
shook. This translation was, however, well received by the younger

generation, not as a means for study of Torah, but as a means of acquiring facility in the German language. German language study
became so widespread at that time that it even began to usurp the
place traditionally given to the Talmud.

Mendelsohn's students increased and spread into other areas.
There began a powerful urge to study German literature and science.
The traditional quickness of mind associated with the Talmud student facilitated the acquisition of non-Jewish knowledge. Ha-Biur,
Mendelsohn's Torah commentary, served as a force to move the
young men of the yeshiva into European culture. The new watchword became "Know thè World." A strange wind was blowing. The
ideal of the Lamdan, the knowledgeable talmudic scholar, disap-

peared. Mendelsohn's approach had created a new Jewish group out
of the young people of Germany and western and southern Europe.
Over the land from Konigsberg to Alsace, from Italy to Amsterdam,
from London to Copenhagen, there hovered the new "ideal" of turning Judaism into something non-Jewish.

At the outset, the Enlightenment showed a special affection for the
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Hebrew language. A change of the study of tanakh and Hebrew

poetry began with great intensity. This affection did not, however,
endure. The spirit of more "universal" studies began pushing aside

the special study of tanakh and Jewish culture. The Enlightenment

became a movement that was a basis for heresy; it became a move-

ment whose outlook meant the elimination from Jewish life of
anything seen as opposing its strict rationalism, or of anything that
separated the Jews (as a "chosen people") from other nations. The
fundamental direction and desire of the Enlightenment as a movement was that Jews should become non-Jews. Thus "En-

lightenment" became itself a watchword of its time.
Many followers of the Enlightenment converted to Christianity. In

general, such persons took no firm stand religiously. Affuent
businessmen made the salon the ideal of their lives and sought to rid

themselves of religious obligations that they had never really
understood. They wanted permission to cast off "the yoke of the
commandments." They were like the winged insect of summer,
hovering around a campfire until at last it falls in. Having severed
their connection with traditional Jewish religion, they were no longer
wiling to suffer for their Judaism. The short formula of conversion

made it possible for them to become Christians. In Berlin,
Konigsberg, or Bresslau, conversion incidents were common, occur-

ing almost daily among "cultured" and affluent Jews. These
apostates looked scornfully on those who remained. In the end, they
often became enemies of the Jews. Thus Mendelsohn had served a
"poison" to the younger generation of Jews in his commentary on
the Torah. Over the years, his own children and grandchildren

became Christians.
The original fear of Enlightenment found in the more pious Jewish
community seemed confirmed by the time of the close of the Berlin
Enlightenment. In their simple faith, the pious had understood the
outcome of this movement much better than the enlightened Jewish
intellectuals, with their contrived sophisticated faith. The intellec-

tuals did not strengthen Judaism against the new "spirit of the
times." With each step the Enlightenment of Berlin took, the gap
between them and the older Jewish world widened. Those who re-

mained faithful thought of the "enlightened Jews" and their strange

actions as enemies of Judaism. They declared open war. The

Enlightenment remained a continuing temptation to children of the
wealthy and to teachers who, considering themselves as

"philosophical geniuses," aped the Enlightenment approach. Their
entire philosophy, however, was expressed in the ridicule of Jewish
custom.
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On the other side, the rabbinate felt increasingly pressed to
strengthen Judaism and its institutions. They erected "protective

walls" around the Enlightenment, hoping to prevent its spread to
Jewish Poland. Despite the strength of Torah practice in Poland and
despite the efforts of the great rabbinical figures who exercised

powerful sovereignty over the Jewish community of Eastern Europe,
the spread of the Berlin Enlightenment was anticipated. There was

indeed a weak point that enabled the spread of the Enlightenment

heresy into Poland and Lithuania. The spiritual aristocracy, the rabbinate, stood far from the people, who themselves often had little
contact with the world of the yeshivot. As a result, Vilna and
Volozhin, the strongholds of the Gaon, began losing their influence.
A part of the new generation simply ceased living according to the

Talmud and began its "affair" with the Enlightenment, which had
now opened before it the doors into a wider world.

,

The Hasidic Movement

At the same time that the shoot of the plant that was to threaten
Talmudic culture began to bloom in Western Europe, the Hasidic
countermovement began in Galicia and Poland. The Hasidic move-

ment kept watch for incursions from Western Europe. It kept watch
against the one-sided approach of the Enlightenment based on the
power of the intellect alone. On its banner was inscribed the wat-

chword "Know God." The Hasidic approach began with Rabbi
Israel of Mezbidz.' He spent a large part of his youth in the forests
and caves of the Carpathian Mountains, learning there what could
not be learned with equal clarity elsewhere. There he experienced the
world as a creation of God, gaining a knowledge of his creator and of
the awesomeness of His creation.
In the world of learning there was little emphasis on the feelings
and service of the heart. The world of learning did not consider

prayer from a depth of feeling, religious ecstasy, the deepening of
faith, or the study of works dealing with the care of

the heart as a

means of education. Lamdanut found its satisfaction in the analysis
of mitsvot and related matters. Talmudic knowledge represented the
greatness of the Jew. Now came Hasidism, opening wide the heavens
and breaking a path for the Jewish heart. That portion of the Jewish
people not nourished spiritually through Talmud study quickly

became influenced by Hasidism. Hasidism was an approach to
Judaism and self-integration sharply contrasting with the refinement

of the genius of intellect through perpetual study.
Hasidism meant joining oneself to the emanations of the Divine
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Ein Sol, · the Infinite, and discovering oneself as a part of creation. It
raises man, teaching him to view himself first as a part of creation,
and ultimately as a part of the transcendent Divinity (helek eloka mi-

m 'al). Hasidism creates a sense of the greatness of the soul and of
spiritual outreach and power that bring one to a transcending optimism. Man begins to perceive everything sub specie divinitatis (i.e.,
almost from "a Divine point of view"). One's life is a life of happiness and joy, of wholeness and goodness, because one is a part of
the true wholeness, and because one's soul is a part of that primal
light from which the world was created. One's soul is formed of that
primal light, which is the eternal joy kept for the righteous in the
world to come. Hasidism elevates the Jew from the closest of Divine
emanations, Malkhut, first to the emanation of Hesed, loving kindness, and then stil higher to the highest point of Keter Ela'i, the

supernal crown. Through participation in the Divine, the Jew
becomes attached to the master of the world, to the single sovereign

of all creation. The goal of Hasidism, then, is to transform a person

into a human being of wholeness and great spiritual stature.

Hasidism brings the individual into the whole, spreading the Divine
light over him and his thoughts and actions.
Joyful

living is also a part of the Hasidic approach to life. Sociality

and festive dance became a fundamental part of the movement.

Hasidism announces that each creation has a soul, a point of both
degeneracy and goodness. One must penetrate through to the deepest

depths of one's soul, filing it with life and light. In Hasidism it is
possible to ascend spiritually even through seemingly trivial matters
and to raise oneself up from even a very lowly situation. The extent

of this optimism is ilustrated by the story of one great Hasidic Rebbe
who, on his sickbed, commanded an orchestra to playa march and

his Hasidim to dance joyously, based on the verse, "You shall rejoice
even until the last day."

Ordinary people came to Hasidism in great numbers. Truthfully
speaking, not all of the Hasidic Rebbes achieved a popularization of
the Hasidic approach among their followers. Only a few were able,
through theoretical explanation, to create a meaning in Hasidism
that could bring one to the highest level of creation and enliven one's
heart. The movement waxed and waned, but it was still able to reveal

a new reservoir of spirit for a pure Jewish life.
The forces of Lamdanut and Hasidut struggled mightily with one

another. The camp of "Know the Torah" and the camp of "Know
God" fought each other despite their strong mutual commitment to

the people Israel and to Judaism. The scholars feared that the
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Hasidic emphasis on feeling might lead to an abandonment of Torah
study or to a lighter attitude toward performance of the mitsvot. On

the other hand, Hasidism thought that a Judaism of the intellect
could not withstand powerful temptations and tests. The low level of

Jewish life found in many areas would stil need elevation to the more
sublime experience revealed by Hasidism.
History confirmed the Hasidic view. The tempest of the Berlin

Enlightenment, blowing forcefully into Lithuania, uprooted the
beautiful but tender shoots of the scholarly way, its younger generation of scholars. The struggle between Hasidism and its opponents,
however, did great damage.7 During the early period of their struggle, the penetration into Lithuania of those who hated Judaism was
not felt, nor was the power of the Enlightenment to undermine

Judaism recognized. Within 50 years of the Gaon's death, however,

the weakening of the yeshivot began to be felt. At this point, the
Musar movement began repairing the spiritual damage, connecting
the Hasidic movement and its opponents, building a bridge between
mind and feeling, between Vilna and Volozhin on the one side and
Berdichev and Ladi (Hasidic centers) on the other. The Musar
yeshivot of Slobodka and Navaradok emerged to remove the difficulties separating the Hasidic approach and the world of learning.

The Period of the Musar Movement'

Musar, although quite different from Hasidism, in many ways
shares with it the emphasis on feeling. The Musar movement is the
fruit of Jewish feeling. In both Musar and Hasidism there is a shared
concern to speak to the heart and to the people as a whole. In this

sense, Musar is the Hasidism of Mitnagdim.
Rabbi Israel Salanter (zal) is the founder of the Musar approach.
Born in 1810, he died in Konigsberg in 1883 after living for extended
periods in Lithuania and Germany. The approach of Rabbi Israel
Salanter was not entirely new. Famous Jewish ethical works had
the Heart, Gates of Repentance, and Path
of the Righteous). Certainly, parts of the Musar movement were in-

preceded it (e.g., Duties of

herent in views prevalent by the medieval period. Rabbi Salanter,
however, created de novo a method in ethics that he then elevated to
a central place in Jewish thought. It became known both as a guide
and an end in itself. Where Hasidism had declared "Know God,"
Musar declared "Know yourself."
Musar teaches one to face the question, "What am I, and what is
my life?" Musar brings a confrontation with God as the one "before
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Whom you are in the future to give an accounting." It demanded a
sense of the great difference, so to speak, between God and man. An
awareness of one's smallness, an awareness that one is as contemptible as a worm, leads to an annihilation of the essence of self; one
must break one's self. Throughout, one strives to be a whole person,
reaching for goodness as the soul, imprisoned within the body,

strives to purify itself. Musar gazes from the depths of human
depravity to the heights of the Ein So! Here is the aweful chasm between the finite and the infinite; here the great fall into the human
condition.
In Musar the essential fault of the human condition is confronted.
In place of the ten rungs of emanation found in Hasidism, Musar
structures itself around the ten rungs found in the Mishnah in Sotah,'
which are the foundation of Mesi/at Yeshrim, (watchfulness, zeal,
cleanliness, etc.). As noted, all this had been taught in Jewish ethical

literature. The creator of the new method was Rabbi Israel Lipkin of
Salant (1810-1883). A large circle gathered around him in Vilna, Kovno, Memmel, Konigsberg, Berlin, Halberstadt, and even in Paris.
Those who heard his doctrine created small centers that continued to
develop his teachings even after he had gone. The Musar movement

also had its special voice in Ha- Tevunah, which propagandized for its
ideas.
Self-examination and purity of thought were essential to the Musar

method. All thoughts must center around Him. One accounts for
each and every action. One avoids evil like poison. Musar says.
"Conquer your impulses, consecrate ymirself at such a level that no
part of your soul is given over to hate or desire." The pure soul given

to us must continually purify itself. Nothing may be done
mechanically. Nothing is mere learned repetition. Complacency is the
worst of attitudes leading to materialistic pride and spiritual decline.
In our own day, the Hafets Haim'o with his watchword of "Let your
tongue turn from speaking evil," serves as the best representative of
the continuing Musar movement.
The path of Musar, however, is individuaL. Just as bodily ilness is

particular to each person, requiring an individualized cure, so a
sickness of spirit needs "spiritual Musar" to heal the weakest parts
of the individual souL. Hasidism has its one melody: the niggun, a
tune without words. Musar also has its own melody: the traditional
chant for studying Talmud. The melody of learning Musar, by contrast to that of Hasidism, is more elegaic. Put into words, it reads

"Know thyself."
Members of the Musar movements would gather in a more private
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place for prayer and study (i.e., in the Musar shtibel). Each came
with his own thoughts, his own concerns, and each had his own
story. Slowly, the quiet sound of tears and crying begin to collect in

the air. A striking word callng for tshuvah (repentance) is cast into
the emptiness between them and, in a moment, a deep wailing and
groaning issues forth. One speaks, but all listen. They feel as wicked

souls seeking the true path who have for the moment found true
sustenance.
Musar, as Hasidism, teaches that each creature has a soul, an inner
goodness. The soul, nonetheless, has lesser parts that must be removed. Musar, unlike Hasidism, requires a destruction of these evil parts

of the person in order for the true creation in the image of God to
come to its present perfection. The ways of Hasidism and Musar do

meet at a single point: a purified humanity and an attatchment to the
living God. Hasidism creates this from above to below, Musar from
below to above. They meet in the middle. Listen to the stories told in
Cracow and Berditchev about the rebbes, and you can hear the same
said of Rabbi Yisrael Salanter and Rabbi Simha Zissel in Kovno and

Vilna.

The degree of self-abnegation attained in the practice of Musar is
ilustrated by an episode that occurred during the last moments ofthe
life of Rabbi Israel Salanter. Rabbi Israel lay dying in a small attic
room in Konigsberg. In this tiny room there was a black clock whose
monotonous ticking disturbed Rabbi Israel's sleep. Knowing of

his il-

lness, those near to him wished to remove the clock, but Rabbi Israel
would not permit it. He said, "The clock is my dear friend in these
last hours. It reminds me with each stroke that I am drawing closer to
the Judgment Seat. Each swing of its pendulum reminds me of the

words, 'Repent before your death." Such was the passing of the
great teacher of Musar. This great initiator, who founded so many
yeshivot, left behind him only a single small bed, his tallt, and his
tefilln. Physical poverty, it seems, aided him in attaining the "pover-

ty" of the spirit.
In Lithuania, the Musar movement had a profound influence on
scholarship. Today the Musar shtibel is gone, but in every yeshiva the
established for the study of Musar serves as a precious seasoning to
flavor the study of the entire day. Perhaps the most interesting result
of the Musar movement has been its narrowing of the gap between
Hasidism and its opponents. The axe has now been buried forever.

Lithuania has come to realize that study alone does not achieve
everything and that the Jewish heart must be cared for as well. On the
other hand, Poland has come to the realization that ecstasy without
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the Torah study wil not endure. The Musar movement bridged the
two; it began in Lithuania and opened yeshivot in Poland.
The great spiritual crisis I have been discussing remains for us in
the United Stated today. We find on the one side indifference to

Jewish religious education and the holy institutions of our people.
On the other side, the malignancy of the reform movement continues
to eat us up and tear us apart. Surely the time has arrived for Jewish
Orthodoxy of all kinds and approaches to gather its remaining

strength to repair the breaches that have been made in its walls. We
have now come to the realization that the destructive attack on
Judiasm has been delivered by ignorance of Torah. Thus the healing
cure lies in traditional Jewish education. Forewarned against merely
copying the deeds of previous generations, we nonetheless hold fast

to the foundations of the three great movements of Lamdanut,
Hasidut, and Musar. We unify their underlying themes into a single
watchword: "Know the Torah, God, and thyself."
I pray that the power through which Torah Judaism has triumphed
in the past wil once again bring triumph. May He Who dwells above

send His aid in this holy battle for the greatness and glory of the
Torah. Thus may we merit to see the rebuilding of the Temple speedily in our Holy Land. Amen. May it be His WilL.

NOTES

1. Turei Zahav, actually David ben Shemeul ha-Levi (1586-1667).
2. Isaac ben Jacob (1013-1103).
3. The Va

'ad was the most important institution of Jewish self-government in Poland and

Lithuania. It was active from the middle of the Sixteenth Century until 1764.

4. Mendelsohn's entrenchment within these circles was, at one time, very deep. Rav Eichenstein has shown me two important references showing this. First. in Sheilat Yabetz of Rabbi
Ya'akov Emden (Lemberg, 1884, VoL. II, No. 155), there is an entire responsum of
Mendelsohn's. Second, Rabbi Shlomo Kluger mentions that Mendelsohn was a student of
Yabetz (i.e., Emden). Clearly, Mendelsohn was close enough to Rabbi Ya'akoy Emden for
the warning to be appropriate.
5. Better known as the Ba'al Shem Tov, 1700-1760. Sce Ben Amos and Mintz, In Praise of
the Ba'ul Shem Tov. (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1972).
6. Here, Ray Eichenstein alludes to the kabbalistic world view in which the world is created

through seJirot (i.e., emanations from God), the infinite God beyond even the emanations
is the Ein So! Each emanation is titled a particular property (e.g., Hesed, loving
kindness). An exposition of
this world view can be found in Scholem's article in the Jewish
Encyclopedia or in his Major Trendsin Jewish Mysticism (New York: Schocken Books,
1952).

7. The ultimate value of the conflict was recognized even by the Tsemuch Tsedek (see Makor

Barukh, Baruch ha-Levi Epstein, VoL. II, p; 1237 (1954) of the M.P. Press edition);
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however, Rav Eichenstein's own resolution of this conflct and its meaning goes, I believe,
even farther toward a recognition of the positive aspects of both parties.
8. A fuller treatment is available in David Katz's Tenuat ha-Musar, now partially translated
into English as The Musar Movement.
9. Rav Eichenstein refers to the last Mishnah in B. Sotah. In the introduction to Mesilat
Yesharim, however, the source is given as B. A vodah Zara 20b.

10. Actually, Israel Meir ha-Kohen (1838-1933), but known by the title of his work Halets
Haim.
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