Fourteen Centuries #16: Rav Hai Gaon, Part 1
R’ Mordechai Torczyner — rabbi@ecdp.info

Introduction to Rav Hai Gaon
1. Rabbi Avraham ibn Daud (Raavad |, 12t century Spain), Sefer haKabbalah
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And Rav Hai spread Torah in Israel, more than all of the Gaonim. And those who sought Torah, from the rising of the
sun fo its setting, walked by his light. And he lived 69 years, and he died on the eve of the last day of Pesach 4798.
There was none like him before him among any of the Gaonim, and he was the end of the Gaonim. And he was from
the house of David, the royal line, and the sons of Zerubavel ben Shealtiel and the nesi’m and the Exilarchs who
followed him. And | saw his signature signed on papers he sent, and there was a lion engraved over it, like on the flag
of the camp of Yehudah and on the flags of the kings of Judea.

Basic Biography

2. Rabbi Menachem Meiri (13t-14th century France), Introduction to Avot
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And he compiled some books, among them a book of financial law and a book on oaths and a book on commerce,
but he increased responsa greatly, and most of what is found from him in his compositions and in his responsa are
words one may rely upon. And he held fourfold Gaonut — Rav Hai Gaon son of Rav Sherira Gaon son of Rav Chanania
Gaon son of Rav Yehudah Gaon.

3. Rabbi David Avudraham (13t century Spain), Seder haParshiyot v'haHaftarot
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Rabbeinu Saadia wrote: On the Shabbat of the eulogy for a sage, they read Shemuel | 4 for the haftorah. And | found
recorded in a responsum of Rabbi Shemuel b'Rabbi Gershon, “And that which you were told, that when the Rambam
died the entire community entered the synagogue and read the blessings and curses and they read the haftorah of ‘My
servant Moshe has passed away,’ so we have heard as well.” Also, my father and teacher wrote tin the laws of mourning
that he heard that when Rabbeinu Sherira, father of Rabbeinu Hai passed away, they read on that Shabbat from
Bamidbar 27:16, “May Hashem, Master of spirits for all flesh, appoint, etc.” And for the haftorah they read Melachim
| 2, “And the days of David drew near, to die.” And instead of the verse, “And Solomon sat on the throne of David,”
they read, “And Hai sat on the throne of his father Sherira, and his reign was established well.”

4. Otzar haGaonim, Succah pg. 80
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Rav Hai and Rav Evyatar Kohen Tzedek were in Jerusalem, and a murderer came before them, and Rav Hai and Rav
Evyatar instructed to lash him on Har haZeitim until his blood would run. And the murderer cried out, “Strike me, have
no mercy, so that | will not be judged before Gd.”... And Rav Hai would ascend to Jerusalem from Bavel every year,
and he was there on Succot, for they would make a circuit around Har haZeitim on Hoshana Rabbah seven times, and
they would say psalms arranged for them by Rav Hai. And before Rav Hai walked kohanim wearing serikun and tunics,
and after him the nation, and him in the middle, distant 100 amah from those before him as well as from those behind
him. And Rav Hai laughed. After the meal, the repentant murderer saw that Rav Hai was happy. The murderer said to
him, “My master, why did you walk alone when you were circling Har haZeitim2” And Rav Hai told him: Because |
ascend from Bavel every year to circle Har haZeitim on Succot, and | purify myself. On Hoshana Rabbah Eliyahu walks
with me, and therefore we are distant from those in front of us and behind us, and he speaks to me. And | asked him:
When will Mashiach come? And he told me, “When they circle Har haZeitim with kohanim.” And | took all of the
kohanim I could find to make the circuit, perhaps there would be among them [a kosher kohen]. And Eliyahu said: See,
all of the kohanim you see wearing tunics and walking proudly, not one of them is of the seed of Aharon. Only one
who walks behind all of them, whom they degrade, who is rejected in their eyes, walking in bad clothes. He doesn’t
seek honour and he makes himself as though he were not there, and he is lame in one leg, and missing an eye on one
side. He said, “This is a true kohen of Aharon’s seed.” Rav Hai said: My life! That is why | laughed, for among all of
them there was no kohen other than that one with the blemish.

5. Rabbi Avraham ibn Daud, Sefer haKabbalah, Cohen ed., pp. 44-45
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The members of Rav Hai’s yeshiva established Chizkiyah as Exilarch, grandson of David ben Zakkai, and placed him

on Rav Hai z"I's seat... And the naggid was killed, and one of Chizkiyahu's sons fled to Saraqusta (Saragossa)... And

after him, no one remained in Spain known to be from the Davidic line. And after Chizkiyahu, Rosh Yeshiva and

Exilarch, the yeshivot and Gaonim ceased.

6. Jacob Mann, Texts and Studies in Jewish History and Literature Vol. 1, pg. 202

The Babylonian Gaonate did not come to an end with the demise of Hai Gaon (in 1038 C.E.) as is the prevalent theory
in our history books. This erroneous assumption is all due to Abraham ibn Daud, several of whose incorrect data
concerning the so-called Gaonic period have long been taken for granted only finally to be discarded in recent times
by the new light which the Genizah finds have shed on the obscurities of this period. And among those discarded
notions the view of the end of the Gaonate soon after 1038 is to be singled out here. The Gaonate continued to wield
great influence on the Jewries of the Orient extending to Syria and to Egypt and it is therefore entirely erroneous to
speak of the end of the so-called Gaonic period with the death of Hai. As regards the Orient it continued down to the
end of the 13t century. Only in Spain and in other European countries the rise of centers of learning was bound to
result in a diminution of the influence of the Babylonian academies...

Masorah Role
7. Rabbi Shemuel Mirsky, Rav Hai Gaon
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