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Giants Of #14: Rav Hai Gaon, Part 3
R’ Mordechai Torczyner — torczyner@torontotorah.com ‘
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Masorah Role
1. Rabbi Shemuel Mirsky, Rav Hai Gaon
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Those days were the period of the growth of the new Jewish centre in Spain. In truth, this began back in the days of the
second Beit haMikdash, and perhaps even earlier, but only at the end of the period of the Gaonim did it grow and
become independent. And this centre was the first of the centres in the European diaspora; until then, the Jewish
settlements were primarily in Asia and Africa, other than Rome and the Greek islands, which never became centres of
the diaspora.
And because the geographic, political and financial conditions of the European centre were different from those in Asia
and Africa, this centre faced a basic question: Should it also be built on the foundation stones of Babylonian Judaism
as this one had been built in its day, on the foundation stones which shifted and settled in Neherdaa? Or should it grow
and develop according to its own conditions2 Should the Talmud hold a place at the forefront of the education of the
generation born in Spain as in Bavel, or should other studies inherit its place2 These questions shook the lips of Rabbi
Shemuel, the naggid of Spanish Jewry, and this is the clear and powerful answer of Rav Hai, as a leader instructing
him: And this that | instruct our master the naggid, may he live forever, that your involvement should not be in philosophy,
which is a hard trait and it brings sin and our sages forbade it. But your involvement should always be in Talmud and
in analysis of lessons and pilpulim of Torah, as are involved those who are beloved and pleasant to us, the sons of
Kairouan and the sons of the western lands, may they be blessed to heaven. And the Gaon told the naggid that this
question also stood before the Babylonian Jews more than once, and that many confusions and conflicts and worthless
things had followed it into the hearts of those of the east. And the Gaon also called upon Gd to testify about himself that
he wrote this response out of great love and tried and pure friendship, and that through experience he knew that Talmud
study would be appropriate for all souls. For scholars it would add wisdom, and for the simple people it would provide
spiritual preparation to receive the yoke of Torah and mitzvot. Anyone who thought that another subject could replace
it were only misled and misleading.

Machshavah

2. Otzar haGaonim, Yevamot, Teshuvot after 50a
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But the question will be: If someone is attacked by a murderer, who kills him — if that wicked person had not killed him

then, would you say he would have died [anyway], or remained alive?

Answer: We don't know this; only Gd knows. But we can assume that he would have died even had he not killed him...

Except for acts of Heaven... Also, one who is destroyed unjustly...
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And the questioner asked: If you assume that the victim would have died at Gd's word had the murderer not killed him,
then how can we say that the murderer took his life, and how could he have the [punitive] judgment of a murderer?
Answer: The wicked person should not have done that to the victim, even if he would have died without this person
killing him. This does not exempt him from [our] saying about him that he did what he should not have done, and he
deserves the judgment decreed upon him.

3. Teshuvot haGaonim Harkavy 390
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That which was written in Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi’s notebook, “One who is born on a Sunday will be a man, etc.”
(Shabbat 156)... When mazal causes heat to come at its time to these people, one can drink cooling drinks to cool off,
and his body won't be hot. And for some people, from Gd, it is pleasing before Him to save this person, and to push
away the one He wishes to push away. And so regarding theft and immorality, whether for this group or this group,
mazal only causes desire and appetite, like a person whose mind thirsts and whose spirit longs and his spirit is torn for
that theft or immorality, and he can overcome his desire and overpower it. It is like any yetzer hara.

4. Teshuvot haGaonim Musafia 28
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When Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said (Rosh HaShanah 11a), “All of the creations of Bereishit were formed in their height,
[intellect and #zivyon].” And you found a Gaon explained that Gd said to each creation, “How would you like Me to
create you?2” And each one replied, “Like this,” and He created it according to its will [#zivyon]. Did all of them have
substance before they were created, such that they had a tzivyon? May our master teach us.
The explanation you found, we don’t know it and we don’t agree. The question you asked is valid. Some have explained
according to philosophy that the types of creatures have meshalim and an image, like the mint of a coin, with Divine
wisdom. But these are remote statements themselves, and they are far from the words of our masters, the Sages of Israel,
to call those meshalot* tzivyonof'. Therefore, all of these are empty words.

5. Teshuvot haGaonim Musafia 98
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... For whether from logic or from the words of Sages, there is no doubt that one cannot compare Gd to any creature,
and there is no laughter or crying or groaning or tears or pressure before Him. And once that is clear, it is known that
everything the Sages said which sounds like this was not said in its simple meaning, but as a mashal and comparison
to things which are common among us, as we see it.

6. Cited by Rabbi Natan of Rome, Aruch xura
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And all that is not revealed to be thus, one may not say this of it. For even in the Torah one could say this — what is the

difference between “For Hashem your Gd is a consuming fire” and “For Hashem your Gd is Gd"2 Rather, you may not

take something out of its meaning other than with proof. So, too, in the words of the Sages...



7. Cited by Rabbi Natan of Rome, Aruch D13ox
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And the Gaon said: This which they of it, “because of danger from mazikin" that they had, now they are not as common
as they were then.

8. Radak to Shemuel | 28:24
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The Gaonim Rav Saadia and Rav Hai z”l said it is true that it is unlikely that the woman would know the future, and that
she could resurrect the dead with the ov's knowledge. But the Creator resurrected Shemuel so that he could tell Shaul all
that was going to come upon him. The woman, who knew none of this, was shocked, as it says, “She cried out in a
great voice.”...

9. Otzar haGaonim, Chagigah 14b
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And not that they ascended to Heaven, but in their hearts they saw and envisioned like one who sees and envisions
with his eyes something that clear, and hears and speaks, like one who sees with Divine inspiration.

10. Teshuvot haGaonim Musafia 115
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So we have seen that there are multiple elements in this question. Some are worthy of an answer, and some are clams
and doubts and arguments that are not worthwhile, like what we wrote to you regarding the empty things about which
you have already written to us, that there are Names with which people perform great deeds that a person cannot do
without a miracle. We answered that these and their ilk are empty things. And you were shocked now with this question,
that some Roman sages and Israeli scholars, chaverim and trusted, say that they saw this in public. We don’t know
regarding whom you are shocked, from us or from them. If you are shocked at them, that is appropriate. And if not,
then once you think that deeds which are impossible without a miracle have been performed with a Name, how will
you distinguish the signs of prophets from that which regular people do with a Name2 What will be the difference
between prophets and others?



