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THE EARLY GERMAN JEWS OF BALTIMORE

By MOSES ABERBACH
Jewish Historical Society of Maryland

(Text of lecture delivered at the Annual Meeting of the Society for the History of the
Germans in Maryland on February 18, 1970.)

A little over a hundred years ago, the Jewish community of Baltimore
was almost exclusively German. A handful of Sephardi, i. e., Spanish and
Portuguese Jews had indeed arrived in the 18th century; but they had
never been able to form a viable community of their own. An attempt to
have a synagogue of their own proved abortive for lack of members.

Before the Civil War, there may also have been a few indigent East
European Jews in Baltimore,” but they, too, played a negligible role in
the community. To all intents and purposes, Baltimore Jewry was a
hundred percent German in language and culture.

Like Julius Caesar's Gaul, the history of the Baltimore German-Jewish
community can be divided into three parts. The first, which few people
know about, is the German background of the immigrants, the circum-
stances which induced them to leave their homeland and seek their fortune
in the New World. The second is the story of their struggle to adapt them-
selves to the changed environment in which they had to lead their social,
economic and religious life. The third part is the account of their role in
the Civil War and of their Americanization during the years that followed.
I propose to deal with these three major aspects of the history of the
German-Jewish community in Baltimore.

Where did the German-speaking Jews of Baltimore come from? Al-
though German was the lingua franca of all the educated classes in central
Europe —including Austria, Bohemia, Moravia, Slovakia, Galicia, and the
greater part of Hungary and Switzerland —the immigrant Jews of Balti-
more were overwhelmingly of Bavarian origin. There were good reasons

for this, as we shall presently see.

* At the time of the Napoleonic wars there were some 30,000 Jews in
Bavaria—a very large number for those days. It was precisely because
of this that the movement for Jewish emancipation made less headway in
Bavaria than anywhere else in the German-speaking world. It is easier
to grant freedom to a small minority than to a large, substantial group
which is liable to gain more influence and power than the majority is willing
to concede.

In addition, South Germany —of which Bavaria formed the largest and
most important section—was always more conservative and reactionary
than other parts of Germany. Even in our own time, Bavaria was the
citadel of Nazism at a time when in North Germany, including Berlin,
Hitler had only a handful of followers.

The story of Jewish emancipation in Bavaria was, therefore, one of
constant disappointment and frustration. Under French influence, Catholic
Bavaria granted equal rights to Protestants as early as 1800. No such
privileges were extended to the Jewish minority, although the hope was




expressed that measures would be taken through which the Jews "would
gradually be educated to become useful citizens." The condescending tone
of this insulting statement, implying as it did that the Jews, unlike Chris-
tians, needed special education before they could become "useful citizens",
was hardly designed to encourage Jewish hopes for civil rights. Neverthe-
less, the Ghetto had bred so many Jewish Uncle Toms that even such a
weak declaration was welcomed by the Bavarian Jews who then proceeded
to request that their hard lot be alleviated. No concessions were made
by the government until after 1806 when Napoleon had crushed the Prus-
sian army and become virtual master of the German states. The Jews
were then permitted to attend government schools and serve in the army,
and in return for these paltry privileges, Jewish communal autonomy was
considerably restricted. Rabbinic courts which in the past had been
authorized to deal with internal Jewish disputes and matters of personal
status, such as marriage and divorce, were henceforth deprived of most of
their functions.

Naturally, the Jews continued to agitate for full emancipation; but
when at last a new law was issued by the Bavarian government in 1813,
it proved a bitter disappointment. The right of settlement in Bavaria was
severely restricted to heads of families already long resident in Bavaria.
This right could be inherited only by the oldest son who was thereby
permitted to marry and have a family. The younger sons were not per-
mitted to marry, unless a "vacancy" occurred through the death or
emigration of established Jewish families. In exceptional cases, younger
sons could purchase the right of marrying and setting up a family for the
enormous sum of about a thousand gulden—a veritable fortune in those
days.

The purpose of these inhuman regulations was openly stated:

"The number of Jewish families in any place in which they happen to
reside must not, as a rule, be increased. It should rather be gradually
diminished, if there are too many of them."

In addition, the Bavarian government imposed restrictions on Jewish
merchants, thus rendering free commercial activities all but impossible.
As if this were not enough, the government also abolished rabbinic courts,
so that even the restricted functions permitted during the years 1808-1813
were now done away with.

After Waterloo, there was a general reaction all over Germany, and in
Bavaria the Jews were particularly affected by the hostile attitude of
population and government alike. Nevertheless, perhaps because of their
poverty and the constant harrassment to which they were subjected, the
Jewish population almost doubled within one generation, and is estimated
to have reached some 50,000 souls or more.

In 1831, renewed attempts were made by the Jewish communities of
Bavaria to secure civil rights. There were long debates in the Bavarian
parliament, and one representative, a certain Dr. Lang, spoke strongly
in favor of Jewish emancipation—but only on condition that "the con-
fessors of the Mosaic religion deny the authority of the Talmud and change
their Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday" ° In other words, if the Jews
wanted emancipation, they had better stop being Jews. With such friends,
the Bavarian Jews hardly needed enemies.

Eventually, a resolution was passed to the effect that the government
would examine the legislation concerning the Jews, with a view to revising
obnoxious laws in their favor. The Jews hailed this resolution as a great
landmark; but the government was actually determined to postpone
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indefinitely any action by putting forward all sorts of excuses to delay
matters as long as possible. Commissions were appointed; "experts" were
consulted; investigations were made; and Jewish communal and religious
life was subjected to microscopic examination. Since the Jews were divided
between Orthodox and Reform, this fact was used by the government to
postpone still further any changes that may have been contemplated

The Jewish communities, meanwhile, sent one petition after another
to the King and his ministers; but all they achieved was high praise for
the good German style in which the petitions were composed. Then the
papers were duly pigeonholed.

One such petition, submitted in 1837, complained bitterly about the
oppressive regime under which Bavarian Jewry had to live. Many Jews,
it was pointed out, were unable to endure this oppression any longer and
were therefore leavmg Bavaria and emigrating to the United States.® The
government was apparently not unduly impressed; for nothing whatsoever
was done to alleviate the position of the Bavarian Jews. It must not be
assumed that the Bavarian authorities shed any tears for the departing
Jews. As far as they were concerned, it was good riddance. They did not
want the Jews, and the oppressive measures were useful in reducing the
growing numbers of the highly prolific Jewish community.

Even the great year of Revolutions, 1848, when so many reactionary
regimes came crashing down, and most German states at last granted
emancipation to their Jewish citizens—even then the petitions of the
Bavarian Jewish communities achieved nothing but vague promises which
were never meant to be kept. On the contrary, in the smaller towns and
villages, the mobs threatened to kill the Jews, and in the end Jewish
attempts to gain emancipation left them more unpopular than ever.’

During the reactionary era following the 1848 revolutions, continued
appeals for civil rights were bound to remain fruitless, and in the course
of the 1850's no improvements whatsoever were registered in Bavaria. Once
again, large-scale emigration to America was the ineyvitable result of the
suppression and persecution of the Jewish communities.

It was not before 1861 that some of the worst abuses were removed;
but even then the Bavarian government was unwilling to grant full
equality to its Jewish citizens. Only with the unification of Germany in
1871 did the Bavarian Jews gain complete emancipation by virtue of the
Federal constitution of the German Reich.

I have dwelt at some length on the situation of the Jews in Bavaria
during the nineteenth century because every wave of Jewish immigration
to Baltimore up to the period of the Civil War was directly due to the
intolerable situation of Bavarian Jewry. Once the pressing need to emigrate
had subsided, the German-Jewish—that is, primarily, the Bavarian-Jewish
—immigration to Baltimore came to virtual halt.

* Now, why did the immigrants choose to live in Baltimore rather than,
say, Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Charleston or Savannah? To be
sure, many immigrant groups went to all these places—wherever they could
make a living. But those who settled in Baltimore did so partly because
of the close relations that existed between Baltimore and Bremen, a major
German port from which most of the German immigrants booked their
passage; and partly because in effect the shipping companies induced them
to come here. From the port of Baltimore two main products of con-
temporary Maryland—wheat and tobacco—used to be exported. Most of
the wheat went to Ireland; most of the tobacco to Germany, but the
shipping companies could not make a profit if the ships returned empty,
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and neither Ireland nor Germany had any exports for which there was a
market in Maryland. So the ships brought back people—poor people—-
at very low fares. In Germany, virtually all the tobacco wholesalers in
the Rhine Valley were also travel agents for the shipping lines. If they
wanted to get their share of the profitable tobacco business, they had to
book passengers for America.

Bavarian Jews, travelling north on their way to ports from which they
would sail to America, would usually be approached by the shipping agents
who would tempt them by offering them discount tickets for their passage.
Since the emigrants were almost invariably poverty-stricken young men,
they were only too pleased to accept the offer. Later on, when they had
saved a little money in the Land of Opportunity, they would often come
back to their home-town—not, mind you, to settle there, they were too
smart for that—but to fetch a wife or a fiancee they had left behind.
Since parents who might allow their sons to leave would be most reluctant
to part with their unmarried daughters, there was often a desperate shortage
of women, especially young women, in the New World. Bachelors who
had made good would therefore pay special visits to their kith and kin,
and within a few months they would return with their brides to America.
Others would postpone their departure from the Old World until they
were able to marry. Thus, Rabbi Benjamin Szold, one of the leading
Baltimore rabbis in the nineteenth century, married his wife, to whom
he had been engaged for many years, immediately prior to his emigration
to America.”

This pattern was set in the early 1800's before the building of steam-
ships when sailing vessels were used. Once German (as well as Irish)
colonies had been set up in Baltimore, those who came later would
naturally tend to join relatives and friends who had preceded them. It
was because of these blind economic forces that so many German and
especially Bavarian Jews found themselves in Baltimore. There was no
particular reason for coming to this city. Given a free choice, most of the
immigrants would probably have picked on larger, better-known cities,
offering perhaps better opportunities. Eventually, it all turned out for
the best. Baltimore had all the charm of the South with all the progressive
spirit of the North. And if at times the city did not live up to its reputation,
it must be borne in mind that other cities were not exactly perfect in their
spiritual and moral beauty either.

It must be admitted, though, that for the new immigrants things in
Baltimore were by no means easy. True, there were a couple of wealthy
German-Jewish families such as the Ettings and the Cohens, who played a
notable part in the civic, educational and commercial life of the city; but
on the other hand, they were unwilling to identify with the new immigrants,
preferring to regard themselves as aristocratic Sephardim (i. e., Jews of
Spanish and Portuguese origin) rather than as poor Ashkenazim or Ger-
man Jews."” For all that, they did assist their poorer co-religionists, and,
what may be even more important, they played a prominent role in
removing the political disabilities of the Jews in Maryland who, because
of a special oath, could not be elected to any State offices. In 1826, after
several abortive attempts to pass the so-called Jew Bill, the Legislature
at last granted the Jews the right to be appointed to any office of trust, on
condition that they "subscribe to a belief in a future state of rewards and
punishments "."*

All in all, there were no more than about 150 Jews in Maryland at the
time, according to contemporary estimates. Nine years later, in 1835, the

301




Jewish population had doubled to some 300 souls. By 1840, it had risen
to close to 200 families,~ and since families in those days were large, the
number of Jews in Maryland—primarily, of course, Baltimore—must have
been at least a thousand persons.

The overwhelmingly German-speaking Jews of Baltimore, who culturally
formed a substantial section of the general Germany colony in the city,
lived for the most part in East Baltimore where the first synagogues of
the city (including the beautiful Lloyd Street Synagogue—the oldest
synagogue in Maryland and the third oldest in the United States) were
located.’® The new immigrants were assisted by those who had preceded
them; but they were none-the-less extremely poor.'” Many arrived penni-
less, and had to be maintained by their better-off co-religionists. Yet,
they did not despair or wait for others to improve their lot. They were
willing to work hard as long as they could see the prospect of a better life
for themselves or their children at the end of the road. Since they had few
skills, and were not cut out for hard physical labor—which in any case
was not likely to lead them up the social ladder—, the only thing left
for them was to become peddlers,~ an occupation with which some of them
wiﬁre already familiar in the Old Country, in the Bavarian and Hessian
villages.

In the New World, the peddler was able to play a much greater part
in the progressive development of the country than in Europe. The
farmers of Western Pennsylvania, Maryland and Virginia needed the
services of the peddlers who brought them the industrial products of the
city. These products were not otherwise obtainable in the small farming
communities away from the urban centers near the coast. But to get to
those distant places was no mean achievement. The peddler, who started
out with virtually no capital, had to walk huge distances in all weathers,
summer and winter, shouldering heavy packs up to 80 or even 100 lbs.
He would be away from home through most of the week, returning only
for the Sabbath to spend the day of rest with his family.

For many even this "luxury" was not available. They might have to
spend weeks on end in the countryside, peddling, buying and selling
wherever and whenever they could.

Inevitably, their religious traditions suffered in the process. It became
difficult to observe the dietary laws when away from home. It often
became impossible to observe the Jewish Sabbath. Economic necessity,
more often than not, played havoc with the religious life of these poor,
ignorant peddlers.” The Reform movement, which did away with much
of traditional Judaism, was based not only on theological or philosophical
evaluations but also on harsh necessity. The German-Jewish immigrants
who abandoned the dietary laws and Sabbath observance did not do so
because they had reasoned together and "discovered" that these were
human customs rather than God-given laws. On the contrary, they later
excused and rationalized what they had earlier abandoned because the
sheer struggle for economic survival had forced them to do so.
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I dwell in complete isolation (obscurity) without a teacher or a
companion in this land whose atmosphere is not conducive to wisdom;
all religious questions (shaalos) are brought to me for solution. I have
to carry the full load on my shoulders and have to assume the authority
to render decisions in Halachic questions in both private and public
matters.

And one more thing I wish to disclose to you my revered master
and teacher . . . and my soul weepeth in the dark on account of it,
namely, that the character of religious life in this land is on the lowest
level; most of the people are eating non-Kosher food, are violating the
Shabbos in public . . . and there are thousands who have been assimi-
lated among the non-Jewish population, and have married non-Jewish
women. Under these circumstances, my mind is perplexed and I
wonder whether a Jew may live in a land such as this.

Nevertheless in my own home — thank G-d — I conduct myself
as I did in days of old in my native country. I study Torah day and
night, and my devoted and G-d fearing wife is always standing by and

helpi.ng me with all her strength, in spite of privation and difficulties.
Yet in spite of all this, life has lost all meaning here on account of the
irreverence and low estate of our people. Alas, therefore, my master
and teacher, impart to me of your wisdom, and let me have your
august opinion in the matter; for often times I have made up my mind

E) lga:e and go from here to Paris and to put my trust in the good
ord.

1840: No qualified rabbis in the country at all; yet thousands of Jews
were living in the United States, and every boat brought new arrivals.
.. .A perfect set-up for charlatans.
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GIANTS OF TRADITION

Isvael Tabak

The ftrail-blazing contributions of Rabbi Abraham
Rice of Baltimore are evaluated in this essay by
Baltimore’s distinguished Dr. Tabak, who has been
Rabbi of Congregation Shaarei Zion for over three
decades. Rabbi Tabak, who received his Ph.D. from
Johns Hopkins University, has occupied many im-
portant posts on the national scene, including .the
presidency of the Rabbinical Council of Amepca.
Presently he is chairman of the executive committee
of the Religious Zionists of America. He is the author
of several books, among them his well-known Heine
and his Heritage.

RABBI ABRAHAM RICE OF BALTIMORE:
Pioneer of Orthodox Judaism in America

http://www.theoccident.com/

THE OCCIDENT AND
AMERICAN |EWISH ADVOCATE

Gradually, however, he made peace with the situation and
continued to minister to the needs of the growing community of
Baltimore. He found a great deal of comfort in his association
with Isaac Leeser, who was a Torah-loving Jew and dedicated
himself to the establishment of Orthodox Judaism in America.
It was Leeser also who urged his colleague to express his views
in the columns of The Occident, which they founded together.
This periodical, established in 1843, was one of the most vital
instruments for Jewish culture in America and was, as a leading
historjan put it, “a powerful factor in the raising of the spiritual
and intellectual level of American Jewish life in the nineteenth
century.”*

The Occident was important not alone as a cultural medium,
but as a vital factor for the preservation of traditional Judaism
in this country. It was an intellectual arena where the pioneering
spirits in America gave vent to their feelings, and where Isaac
Leeser and Abraham Rice and their contemporaries appeared
as the defenders of the faith and as guardians of the Jewish
heritage. ,

Although Leeser was the editor of The Occident, he gave space
in his columns to the protagonists of Reform Judaism, thus estab-
lishing his periodical as objective and non-sectarian in the eyes
of all classes of Jews in this country. At the same time, Leeser
as editor and Rabbi Rice as contributor were ever ready to chal-
lenge unorthodox ideas and to defend the position of authentic
Judaism with forthrightness and skill. They became friends and
comrades in this ideological struggle, and men like David Ein-
horn and Isaac M. Wise found them to be formidable opponents.

S
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As the community grew, and the rate of immigration increased,
his field of operation became wider in scope. In 1845, he founded
the first Hebrew School in America. It was the same year that
the first Synagogue to be built in Baltimore was dedicated by
Rabbi Rice, together with a visiting Rabbi from New York, It
was the Synagogue known for many years as the Lloyd Street
Shul, and which after many vicissitudes came to be the home
of the Shomrei Mishmeres Ha-Kodesh Congregation. The Jew-
ish Historical Society of Maryland, in fact, recently acquired
this edifice, presently situated in a non-Jewish neighborhood,
with the aim of dedicating it as a historical shrine and a landmark
of architectural beauty.’

That new Synagogue must have given Rabbi Rice a deep sense
of pride, as it was designed by an eminent architect, a specialist
in the field of church architecture, who designed several famous
religious edifices in Maryland.

The account of the dedication of Baltimore’s first Synagogue
is very touchingly portrayed in The Occident.®

According to the report, Rabbi Rice dealt in that sermon with
the basic concepts of prayer according to the best traditions of
Judaism. He dwelt on the significance of prayer and particularly
public worship, and on prayer as “the duty of the heart.” He
pointed out that true prayer must be accompanied by deep hu-
mility, “a self-judging of the mortal before the creator.” He em-
phasized, moreover, that the Synagogue was not only a religious
center, but a social center as well.

His interpretation of social consciousness, however, was alto-
gether different from the present-day meaning of the term. It
was the classical sense of Arevut (responsibility) on the part of
a Jew for the moral and spiritual welfare of his fellow Jew. The

Synagogue was the proper environment, Rice insisted, where
one Jew could inspire and induce his fellow Jew to lead a more
just and righteous life, to reach greater heights of perfection,
and thus serve as an example of God’s Chosen People, “where
brother should meet with brother in order to inspire him to go
forward in the path of righteousness.””

The new Synagogue, however, created new problems. It at-
tracted leaders who were subject to the influence of the Reform
movement. They began with demands for minor innovations,
but in the opinion of Rabbi Rice these innovations were symptoms
of a new and dangerous tendency. The joy he experienced when
he dedicated his beloved “Stadt Shul” was soon dissipated by
conflicts and dissension.
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Under the heading “Erroneous Doctrines,” Rabbi Rice comes
to grips with the major issues of the assimilationist movement.
Although it was rampant chiefly in Europe at the time, he warned
his people of the impending danger they were facing here in their
new country. “Though the great ocean divides us from Europe,
the onward flight of such ideas is more rapid than that of the
eagle; and whilst we imagine that the fire rages only in a distant
country, the sparks scattered from the burning are already kind-
ling a flame in our own dwellings.”

He complains with great bitterness that the Reform movement
is spear-headed not by the common man, “that our chiefs and
Rabbis, under the cover of the passions, are absolutely endeavor-
ing to force false doctrines upon the people; so that the common
man who cannot think farther than what stands clearly before
him is induced to doubt whether these men will not carry their
measures so far, that our holy religion will have to suffer a great
change.”*® He does not hesitate to denounce these leaders in the
strongest terms and refers to them in the scathing words of the
prophet. “They who destroy thee and they who pull thee down
have come forth from thy midst.”*

He endeavors to explain, moreover, the motives of the Re-
formers; and he does this not by name-calling or invective but on
ideological grounds: “You will perhaps ask: what induces these
men all at once to disturb with so much violence our holy re-
ligion, the inheritance of our fathers?” And he goes on to give
his answer:

These men see the great abyss which separates us from the other
nations and draw thence the conclusion that we can form a friendly
alliance with the world only by throwing off our religion, and assimi-
lating with the nations of the earth, They wish, therefore, that we
should exchange the Heavenly treasure which we have received as a
gift from our Father in Heaven for worldly and worthless goods;
they wish, so to speak, to anticipate the Deity, and to improve the
political condition of our brothers at the expense of our religion, as
though God, through the faith which he has given us, were the only
obstacle why we are not placed on an equality with other nations . . . 1%

But is not the welfare of His children as precious in the eyes of the
Almighty as it is in the eyes of the Reformers? Certainly when the
time will come, Providence will liberate us from the yoke of our
enemies, but not before that day has come: so long as the Omniscient

does not deem the age ripe for our elevation, so long will all human
exertions be vain and fruitless labor . . . Alone, as our adored God
in Heaven, do we stand before the face of the world unshaken in our
faith for thousands of years; and alone we thus must remain; and
even if mountains tumble into heaps, or valleys will be raised, we will
remain and our holy religion will endure unimpaired, notwithstanding
the assaults of its enemies.!3

The most eloquent plea in that essay is the one for unity in
the ranks of Isracl. The Jewish people, he claims, have been one
people only by virtue of a common belief. So long as they ad-
hered to one religion they were a united people. History bears
undisputed testimony to this principle. There never were two
denominations or two sects in Jewry. There may have been at-
tempts to create such sects, but they were not successful in the
light of history. Those rivulets that strayed from the main stream
of Jewish tradition trickled for a while, but soon became muddy
and polluted. The majestic river of Torah, however, flowed for
many centuries down the course of history, and remained ever
pure and unsullied:

The only and legitimate pride which the Jew bears in his heart
is, that with us there are no sects, that the Jew in the East is like the one
who lives in the West — that the religion in the South must be as it
is in the North. This unity may be lost through a single ill-advised
alteration; every ignorant man would daringly attempt to modify the
religion according to the notions of his feeble intellect; and there
would arise a multitude of sects without any parallel. But no! O God,
Thy name is one and Thy people Israel will remain one.1%

13



The splendid English translation of Isaac Lesser, the first au-
thentic translation of the Bible in America, was the direct result
of Abraham Rice’s inspiration.

There is nothing more important for the Jews in this land. As long
as German is in power here, I know only too well that our children
will not learn religion, for the children have no taste for German . . .
By doing this you will be able to gain eternal life for your soul.18

A grave problem which the Jewish community in the United
States was faced with was the lack of religious authority. Most
of the men who served as spiritual leaders were not authentic
rabbis in the European tradition; they were known as ministers
and were primarily cantors, shochetim, or Hebrew teachers. Those
who claimed to be “rabbis” were not the Talmudic scholars of
the caliber of Rabbi Rice, who studied Torah under men of the
school of the saintly Rabbi Nathan Adler, and Rabbi Mosheh
Sopher (Chatam Sofer), giants of Torah of their day.

The lack of Halakhic authorities in this land was the cause of
serious misunderstandings, especially in those areas which called
for expert knowledge of the Law. Thus Rabbi Rice started a
movement for the establishment of a nation-wide “Beth Din”
(a recognized tribunal of Jewish Law) which would be headed
by a universally recognized scholar from Furope, and would be
vested with full authority in matters of Halakhah.

In a Letter to the Editor he said: “I urge upon the Jews
in the United States the great importance of selecting a spiritual
head of a Beth Din for the purpose of regulating all our spiritual
affairs, and before whom all religious questions might be brought
for decision. It surely is necessary to prevent the uninitiated from
giving their crude decisions which are but too well calculated to
do permanent injury to our faith.™®
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It was during that period that he received inquiries from distant
communities in the United States concerning various problems
of Jewish Law. Although in his modesty he was reluctant to
assume responsibility for such grave decisions, he wrote detailed
“teshuvot” (responsa), nevertheless, in the typical style of the
“Gedolei ha-Horaah” of his time. Among the problems he was
called upon to deal with were: Whether Etrogrim from the West
Indies were Kosher for the Succoth holidays, since no other Etro-
gim were available at the time. In this responsum he replied in
the affirmative. In this instance, too, he motivated his decision
by stressing the ideal of one Torah for Kelal Yisrael: “I wish,”
he said, “to promote the unity of Israel in matters of religious
observance.”??
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Baltimore, 18 December, 1843.
Rev. I. Leeser,

Respected friend—You know how much I am interested in every development of our religion, and how much I
should wish to restore the genuine light of Talmudic authority; but the little acquaintance I have with the
English language is the only reason why I cannot defend my opinions before the community. But having seen
a part of the subject discussed in two late numbers of the Occident, by the Rev. Mr. Carillon and Mr. Henry
Goldsmith, I am induced to break my silence, and to speak on the matter as well as I can in a language new
and foreign to me. Neither of the two learned gentlemen has taken notice of the preface of Maimonides to the
Mishnah, where he illustrates this subject in plain terms. He says, "that the Talmud must be divided in five

parts:

"First. Laws and explanations of laws which have been transmitted from Moses with reference to Scriptural
passages; all such are unquestionably divine.

"Second. Oral laws without Scriptural reference, which we call’2*Dn NWNY NI5N which are also divine.

"4

"Third. Laws deduced by explanations from the Scriptures in accordance with out Scriptural logic NN 2

112 NYAT) NnNNNVY; all such are not immediately divine, and we find, therefore, that many such questions
are debated in the Talmud, and the decision was obtained through the vote of the majority.

"Fourth. Institutions and ordinances 1T of Prophets and Rabbis, intended to act as a hedge around the
vineyard of the Lord, nMno D MwyH T2, these are from their very nature not divine; and

"Fifth. Customs, D210 D)1PN; but many of these customs are doubtlessly transmitted from Moses
himself. (See Berachot, fol. 48.; Megillah, fol. 4."

I believe that these illustrations of Maimonides are the only true defence against the invaders of Talmudic

authority. Such passages as D'P1TN and MTAN (allegorical comments upon Holy Writ and legends) are not
points of law, and have nothing to do with this question; but the learned men in Israel know very well that in

the MTAN (legends) are contained treasured of wisdom, of which the unbeliever cannot form a proper
estimate.

Should you find that this crude essay is deserving of publicity, and think it worthy a place in the Occident, it is
at your service; and you will find me always prepared to defend our religion as far as my want of
acquaintance with the language of the country will permit me. I am very respectfully yours,

A. Rice.
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The endeavors of Mr. Goldsmith, to prove the divine authority of
the Talmud, are praiseworthy in so far as they show his adherence to
that compendium of laws; but in my humble opinion, it is as danger-
ous to enlarge the limits of Talmudic authority, as infidelity itself. The
reason for this opinion eannot be better supported than from the letter
of Mr. G. itself. He says, “There is no juste milieu; the Talmud is
divine, or it is not entitled to authority.” This conclusion must appear
erroneous to every man who has studied the Talmud in a proper manner.

On the contrary, the Talmud is entitled to authority, though every
part of it is not divine, But the question: “Who gives the Rabbis the
right to make laws?” is answered in the Talmud itself. (Tractate Sab-
bath, fol. 23.) The Talmud takes up the question: “How can we say
in our blessings when performing a Rabbinical ordinance (13397 nivn)
NN NN VTP WK (‘who hath sanctified us with His command-
ments and hath commanded us’), when in no place in the law is there
such an ordinance as the Talmudical law of lighting the lamps on the
Festival of Dedication (12131 43) or the reading of the Book of
Esther on Purim enjoined by the Almighty?” To which it is answered,
that we are specially commanded in Deut. xvii 11: “According to the
law which they (the teachers) shall teach thee, and according to the
judgment which they will say unto thee shalt thon do, thou shalt not
depart from the thing which they will tell thee to the right or to the
left.” Here the Lord requires of us to follow the laws which our
Rabbis may make, and all Rabbinical ordinances (13271 mxw)
possess divine authority only in so far as the injunction “Thou shait
not depart” (7IdN ®5) extends. This is the true juste milieu which
Mr. G. has perhaps from inexperience in the correct Talmudical
exegesis denied to the Talmud.

The same is maintained by Maimonides, in his preface to his Yad
flachazakah: “All institutions and ordinances of the Rabbis are en-
ioined by the Lord, so that we may not depart from them, by His
holy word which maintains, Thou shalt not depart, etc.”

This authority to make ordinances has ceased with the close of
the Talmud, when the Israclites became more scattered in small
numbers all over the world, and there lived no longer masses of a
thousand learned men in one place, as it was in the earlier times, when
all the doctors who taught in the spirit of the Talmud, lived in the
Holy Land or its vicinity, Maimonides says, therefore, that “Institu-
tions and ordinances since then adopted by any {4 m'2 (ecclesiastical
tribunal,) have never been able to receive the universal sanction in
Israel, as was the case with the emactments recorded in the Talmud.

Upon the whole, I cannot understand Mr. G.’s views, that either
“the Talmud is divine or is not entitled to authority.” Such an asser-
tion would bring us upon absurdities, or lead us to reject all obligation
of its contents. Is the second day of festivals a divine law? Surely not;
still we claim that the Talmud had the right to make such a law, and
that the people could not reject it from the principle of Dh 85
“Thou shalt not depart,” (see Maimonides, Hilchot Kiddush Hacho-
desh, chap. v Halakhah 6; and Sepher Hachinuck, Mitzvah 496,) and
there are many hundreds of ordinances where the Talmud proceeds
upon the same authority.

When Mr. G. says, that “the views of Maimonides cannot be quoted
in evidence of the truth of tradition,” I beg him to remember the
aphorism  03™M272 0 DBOR “Wise men, take care what you say;”

and not contradict so hastily the opinions of the great luminary of
Israel. Rabbi Abraham ben David, the great and learned Rabad, says
of him: “He has accomplished an immense work, to condense ths
whole of the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, and the Toseftas,
(Hilkhot Kilayim, Chap. vi H. 2); we therefore should take care to
express our opinions with humility, so as 1ot to oppose ourselves with-
out great cause to the wisdom of this enlightened spirit. .

With reference to the letter of Mr. Marks, I will merel_y tell him
that his ironical question will hardly weaken. fhe authority of .thc
Talmud, for he has not comprehended the spirit of the Ta]mpdxcal
interpretation. He ought to have known that the recommendation of
early marriages applies only to the climate _of the Holy Land, where
puberty occurs earlier than in colder countries (see Eben Ezra).

Again, with regard to intoxication on Purim, _he has not truly undel:-
stood the meaning of the text. The Talmud wishes to teach allegori-
cally, that we ought to conmsider whether the elevation of Mordecai
s570 2 or the sudden fall of Hama‘\rf 11 ) was the greatest
miracle, (or in other words, that in rejoicing over the success of Israel,
in escaping from the danger which so fearfully threatened them, we
should be careful not to curse with the bitterness of hate, those w:ho
endeavoured to work our destruction); and surely such‘a construction
will harmonize with the general principles of the Rabbis who worked
for the glorification of the name of God, than. the ironical remarks
of Mr. Marks. — Your obedient servant, A. Rice.*
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You, as a thinking Rabbi, try to maintain that it will be no more
in consonance with the present age to interpret our religion according
to the Talmudical decisions. Indeed! The heavens may vanish in smoke,
and the earth wear out with old age, and still not one iota will vanish
from our religion. Can you recollect Daniel’s dream where we read:
I looked in the night, and behold there was a fourth beast, dreadful
and terrible and strong exceedingly; and it had ten horns. If “ten
horns” of the beast have not been able to effect anything, let “one
horn”* dare to try his strength ... And in the same manner will

* (Play on the German word “Einhorn™)
the false enlightenment of the new men and the newest times assail it
and exhaust its strength in vain. So soon as we yield the Talmud, Juda-
ism has no more any foothold to stand on, for every one would build an
idolatrous altar for himself. -

Let us return thanks to the God of Heaven for the blessing of reli-
gious liberty which we enjoy here, and perform all religious duties
from love and respect for religion. But we will not regard the restric-
tions which our faith imposes on us as a “yoke” which rests on our
shoulders; on the contrary, we will Iabor therein perseveringly, and
this in perfect freedom, until the time of the fulfilment of the prophet’s
prediction, the period when “Thou wilt grant the truth to Jacob, kind-
ness to Abraham.” Your friend, Abraham Rice. Baltimore, Novem-
ber 16th, 5616 (1856).27
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Rabbi Rice continued to gain i
) I 1o gain 1n stature as a leader, and hi
1nﬂuen§e in the community increased with time. But in his per?
sona(li life, there was little improvement. His economic situation
:;;as eplorable as before. In a letter to a friend he complained of
tﬂf It;zc(:)t thatt h(;( had to teach young children daily from morning

1, . : . . .

o oot a task which became increasingly difficult for his state

What must have been a source of k i i

U een satisfaction to hi

:vas a dfec:smn by the lcads:rs of Congregation Nidchei Yisr;g},
o call him back to the pulpit of his erstwhile Congregation. Isaac’

Leeser urged him to accept this call, and wrote to him saying:
“We know of no one in the country on whose shoulders the dig-
nity of Rabbi could be more fittingly placed.” .

But, alas, this call came too late. His health was already in-
ordinately poor. While being pleased by the fact that people from
all walks of life flocked to listen to him, he complained of being
unequal to the task of preaching. The meticulous preparation of
his sermons was too strenuous for him, as his heart was already
weak at the time. The duration of his second term of service in
the pulpit lasted barely a few months—from June to Oc-
tober 1862. It seems that the Congregation was destined to hear
his exhortations once more during the High Holy Days. For after
the Holy Days of that year he was summoned to his eternal re-
ward and was “gathered unto his people.”

His passing left a great void not only in the community of
Baltimore but in the country at large. For he was one of the few
genuine Torah scholars in this country who could take his place
with the great Talmudic sages who held sway in Europe in his
generation. The eulogies of his contemporaries were glowing with
praise. Even his antagonists spoke with true veneration of his
erudition and sincerity. Men like David Einhorn with whom he
carried on a life-long controversy regarding the authenticity of
Talmudic Judaism and other matters, spoke of him in terms of
highest regard. It was not only in matters of religion, but also in
political problems such as the question of slavery which Rice and
Einhorn had differed. Einhorn was later compelled to leave Balti-
more, for his views on the subject proved to be rather unpopular.

The resolution adopted by Rabbi Rice’s Congregation on his
demise reads in part: “His constant and firm adherence to his
well-known principles and professions gained for him not only
the confidence and esteem of those who shared his views, but also
commanded from those who differed from him the respect and
admiration which a consistent life will never fail to obtain.” In
addition the Congregation voted to grant a pension to the widow
to the extent of $300.00 a year.?®

The Editor of Occident devoted a full editorial to the memory
of Rabbi Rice in which he said in part: “He was a native of
Bavaria and trained in the College of the eminent Rabbi Abra-

ham Bing, a disciple of Rabbi Nathan Adler i

é » . -+ . He brought with
plm the reputation of a thorough Talmudist, which he ma?ntained
In a preeminent degree among all who have reached America

since his arrival, being still the first amon,
men in his department.”2¢ g many able and leammed
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