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Rov in a Time of Cholera

« By Elli Fischer
+ March 19, 2020
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3 TRabbi Eliyahu Guttmacher was about 35 years old, serving the
community of Pleschen (today Pleszew, Poland) in his first rabbinic
appointment when cholera hit. This was the summer of 1831, and the
second of five cholera pandemics to strike during the 19* century.
After its appearance in India, the disease spread west eventually from
Russia to Poland and then to Prussia. It soon moved on to the British
Isles and North America, killing hundreds of thousands of people.
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abbi Guttmacher’s amulet. (Courtesy

of Hebrewbooks )



< As the disease tore through his community, Rabbi Guttmacher wrote

to his teacher, Rabbi Akiva Eger, the rabbi of Posen (Poznan). It is
hard to overestimate the esteem in which the rabbinic world holds
Rabbi Eger to this day. His glosses adorn every page of the standard
editions of the Talmud and Shulchan Arukh, and his Talmudic
discussions and halakhic rulings are masterpieces of analysis. Yet,
when his disciple in Pleschen asked how to address the new scourge
of cholera, Rabbi Akiva Eger answered with simple, practical advice.
His letter, of course, reflects 19*-century medical information, but it
has rightly been making the rounds on Israeli social media and
#FrumTwitter during the COVID-19 pandemic as an example of
rabbinic leadership during a crisis:

With the help of God, may He be blessed. Monday of the Torah
reading of “Nitzavim,” 5531, Posen. . . . To Rabbi Eliyahu . . . the
head of the rabbinical court . . . of the holy community of Pleschen:

I have received your letter. Regarding prayer in the synagogue, in my
view it is truly not right to congregate in a tight space. However, it is
possible to pray in small groups . . . of about 15 men.. starting from
the first light . . . and the same in the afternoon. After prayers in the
mornings and evenings, recite some chapters of Psalms of your
choice, followed by [specific petitionary prayers] . . . and mention
therein his Majesty the King, his offspring, his officers, and all who
dwell in his land. Every morning and evening recite . . . the entire
passage concerning the incense . . . Make sure that no more than the
aforementioned number of people squeeze in, perhaps by posting a
policeman there. . . .

Protect yourselves from the cold; everyone should wear a flannel cloth
around their waist; don’t eat bad foods, especially pickles; limit the
eating of fruit and fish and the drinking of beer. Do not overeat; it is
better to eat small quantities frequently. Stay clean; do not leave dirt
and grime in the house. Change into clean, freshly laundered clothes
several times a week. Do not be anxious; keep away from



nervousness. Do not walk in the city’s air at night; in the afternoon,
while the sun is shining, it is good to walk in the country to get fresh
air; open windows in the morning so that air can enter the rooms. Do
not leave home on an empty stomach; eat some mustard seed on an
empty stomach and take some oak bark. Draw some water and wash
your hands and face in the morning. Several times, drizzle some good,
strong Vinegar mixed with rosewater in the rooms.

Fe .
* .

. - o Map showing the origins
of kvztlekh submztted to Rabbz Guttmacher inc. 1874. Courtesy of
Marcin Wodzinski and Waldemar Spallek, Historical Atlas of
Hasidism.

As John Snow famously discovered a quarter-century later, cholera
was spread by contaminated water (and pickles and beer were among
the safest foods), but Rabbi Akiva Eger’s medical advice was the
prevailing wisdom of his time and place. For instance, it was believed
that abdominal chilling made one more susceptible to cholera, and the
flannel “cholera belt” he prescribes was even included in army kits of
the time.

—3 Around the same time, Rabbi Eger issued a ruling that would change
Ashkenazi synagogue practice forever. The pandemic produced so
many mourners that the longstanding custom of rotating the recitation
of Kaddish would have left each mourner with few opportunities to



¢e)

recite the prayer for his deceased parents. So, for that year, Rabbi Eger
allowed multiple mourners to recite Kaddish simultaneously. That
one-time exception has become the normJ



