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Preface 

The Responsa literature extends for a period of over a thousand 
years down to the present day. The majority of the questions to 
which the authors addressed themselves concerned Jewish law in 
all its ramifications. New situations and circumstances, different 
in many ways from those which obtained in former ages, posed 
problems of conduct for which no direct guidance could have 
been expected in the classical sources. Yet it was believed that 
Judaism, if properly investigated, had an answer to every question, 
was capable of showing which way was right and which wrong 
in matters of ritual, social and family life, reaction to the Gentile 
community and communal endeavours. The central theme of the 
Responsa literature is the discovery of the right way for a Jew to 
behave; what it is that God would have him do. With their 
mastery of the sources, especially the Talmud (the major fount of 
wisdom for those who engaged in this task), the famous Respon
dents were able to give advice on all the practical problems that 
were the concern of their questioners; most of their replies came 
to enjoy authority in subsequent Jewish law. 

Although most of the emphasis in the Responsa is undoubtedly 
on practice, there are to be found in nearly all the great Responsa 
collections discussions of a theological nature; naturally so since 
new conditions pose problems for belief as well as for practice. 
From time to time, questions were asked regarding fundamental 
principles of the Jewish faith, the answers being arrived at by more 
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PREFACE 

or less the same methods that were used to propound the law in a 
particular case. 

The fact that theological problems found their way into 
Responsa collections, collections generally put together either by 
the authors themselves or by their disciples, gives them a special 
significance. It is almost as if these questions were treated with the 
full precision, seriousness and weight demanded when the masters 
of the law gave their legal decisions. A theologian might see no 
great harm in an occasional flight offancy, he might feel encouraged 
to embark on a purely speculative exercise, he might be inclined to 
present some of his conclusions only very tentatively. But a Rabbi 
discussing theology in a Responsum would try to be as clear, 
unambiguous and decisive as when he was determining in a legal 
dispute whether A or B were in the right. 

This book is a study of theological questions as they appear in 
the Responsa literature. To my knowledge, this kind of investiga
tion has never hitherto been undertaken, perhaps because of the 
unpromising nature of the literature, at first glance, for this pur
pose. The study will reveal, it is hoped, that matters of belief 
occupied a prominent place in the writings even of those authors 
who won their reputation as distinguished academic lawyers rather 
than as metaphysicians. 

The method adopted has been to examine, century by century, 
those Responsa collections in which theology is considered; theo
logy here being interpreted as meaning any topic in which the 
chief preoccupation is with belief, even when, as is not infrequent 
in this literature, belief has practical consequences that can imme
diately be seen. Since there are several thousand collections of 
Responsa, it has not been possible to list every theological topic 
treated in the literature. None the less, an attempt at a fair degree 
of comprehensiveness has been attempted, at least in that the more 
noteworthy Respondents have all been studied, unless, of course, 
their collections contain no theological questions. One result of the 
investigation is to give the lie to the view that Jewish theology is 
un-Jewish and that the Halakhist concentrates solely on the deed, 
ignoring the beliefs that provide the deed with its sanction and 
infuse it with life. 
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PREFACE 

My thanks are due to Dr David Goldstein for reading through the 
manuscript and offering a number of helpful suggestions. Mrs 
Camilla Raab has edited the book, taking great pains to bring 
order into a somewhat chaotic text, and I am most grateful to her. 

Dates 
Dates are given in the English version for the sake of convenience. 
The authors of the Responsa, it is hardly necessary to state, always 
use the Jewish reckoning. 
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CHAPTER I 

The Gaonic Period (to 1050) 

The Gaonim, the heads of the Babylonian schools of Sura and 
Pumbedita after the close of the Talmud down to the middle of 
the eleventh century, had questions addressed to them from many 
parts of the Jewish world. Their decisions came to enjoy the 
weightiest authority in Jewish law. The majority of Gaonic 
Responsa are those of Sherira Ga on (d. 1006), head of Pumbedita, 
and his son Hai (939-1038). Sherira retired at an advanced age in 
order to make way for Hai. It is reported that after Sherira' s death 
there was read in the synagogue the narrative of Solomon's succes
sion to the throne of David (I Kgs 2: 10-12) adapted to the 
occasion: 'And Sherira slept with his fathers ... And Hai sat upon 
the throne of Sherira his father; and his kingdom was established 
firmly.' Both these teachers were the acknowledged leaders not 
only of their own community but of Jews in North Africa and 
Europe. They were both active for an extremely long period, 
Sherira dying at the age of one hundred, and Hai writing Responsa 
in the month before he died at ninety-nine. 

The Babylonian schools flourished during the Gaonic period 
under generally benevolent Islamic rulers. The two main chal
lenges to Rabbinic Judaism in this period came from Islam from 
the outside, and from the Karaites from within. The challenge 
posed by Islam was not only that of a rival religion. Arabic culture 
and Greek philosophy in its Arabic garb won many adherents 
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THE GAONIC PERIOD (TO 1050) 

among Jews. There was much theological speculation, and the 
need to reconcile philosophical views with the Jewish tradition 
was keenly felt. The Karaites, rejecting Rabbinic interpretation in 
favour of their own understanding of the Bible, frequently poured 
ridicule on the Talmud, the depository of Rabbinic thought. More 
especially, the Karaites, divided among themselves in matters of 
law, were united in their scorn of the Aggadah (the non-legal part 
of the Talmud) for its anthropomorphism. The Karaite author 
Qirqisani, for example, some time before the year 937, wrote his 
work The Book ~f Lights and the High Heavens, in which he attacks 
the Rabbinic Aggadah as well as the Rabbinic work Shiur Komah, 
dealing with the 'measurements of God'.r The Responsa of the 
Babylonian Gaonim reflect this cultural and philosophical back
ground. Saadiah Gaon (882-942) of Sura wrote his systematic 
defence of Rabbinic Judaism, Book of Beliefs and Opinions, devoting 
himself in this work entirely to the new theological problems with 
which the tradition was faced. But other Gaonim, too, were 
obliged to deal with this kind of question as is evident from their 
Responsa. 

A topic much considered during the Gaonic period, obviously 
under the influence oflslamic thought, was the Jewish attitude to 
fatalism. One of the questions addressed to Hai Gaon by the sages 
of Gabes in Tunisia2 concerns the verse: 'Go and say to Hezekiah: 
Thus saith the Lord, the God ofDavid thy father: I have heard thy 
prayer, I have seen thy tears; behold, I will add unto thy days, 
fifteen years' (Isa. 38 : 5). This promise was made to Hezekiah 
when he prayed to be allowed to live, after Isaiah, at the command 
of God, had told him, 'Set thy house in order; for thou shalt die 
and not live' (Isa. 3 8 : I). Does this mean that the original declara
tion, 'For thou shalt die and not live', was only conditional~ Does 
it imply that even when God has set a limit to the number of a 
man's years they can later be added to or diminished~ Is the mean
ing ofit all that God is capable of changing His mind~ This prob
lem must have been acute for thoughtful Jews for some time, since 

1 See W. Bacher, 'Qirqisani, the Karaite, and his work on Jewish Sects', Karaite 
Studies, ed. P. Birnbaum, pp. 266-71 

a S. A. Wertheimer, Kohelet Shelomo, no. 2, pp. 2-14 
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THE GAONIC PERIOD (TO 1050) 

Saadiah discusses it in his Beliefi and Opinions.3 Saadiah remarks 
that the verse does not imply that God abrogated His original 
decree. The decree was conditional on whether Hezekiah chose to 
be reprimanded and the same idea is behind every instance of God 
accepting the plea of a submissive penitent. 

Hai gives his own understanding of the matter. When Isaiah 
said, 'thou shalt die and not live', he did not set, in God's name, 
any time limit for Hezekiah' s death. Once it was seen that Hezekiah 
had recovered from that particular illness it became known retro
spectively that God's decree for Hezekiah to die did not mean that 
he would die from that particularillness.Manyof God's decrees are 
conditional, depending on the various possibilities present in God's 
thought. This idea is implied in the verse: 'At one instant, I may 
speak concerning a nation, and concerning a kingdom' (Jer. 18: 7). 

When it is said that God knows that certain conditions will 
produce certain effects and other conditions will result in different 
effects, it must not be understood to mean that there is any doubt 
in God's mind. The meaning is rather that God knows what the 
character of certain events would be like were they to happen, 
though, in fact, He knows that they will not happen. God knows 
beforehand with absolute certainty those events that will actually 
happen, but the other possibilities are also present in His mind in 
potentia. For instance, when David asked: 'Will the men of 
Keilah deliver me into his hand: will Saul come down, as Thy 
servant hath heard:', God replied: 'He will come down' (I Sam. 
23 : II). In fact, the men of Keilah did not deliver David into 
Saul's hand and Saul did not come down. There is no doubt that 
God knew beforehand what would actually happen, but He knew 
that if David were to remain in Keilah Saul would come down 
and the men of Keilah would deliver David into Saul's hand. In 
the same way, God knew that if Hezekiah failed to offer his 
supplications he would die from that illness; although God also 
knew beforehand that, in fact, Hezekiah would offer his prayers 
and that, as a result, years would be added to his life. Only God 
knows how that which did not actually happen would have 
happened if in fact it had happened. 
3 III, 9, trans. Samuel Rosenblatt, p. 170 
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THE GAONIC PERIOD (TO 1050) 

God's foreknowledge of events, continues Hai, is not causative. 
Although God knows beforehand that a man will sin, the sin is 
not caused by God's foreknowledge. Therefore, it is preferable to 
say: 'God knows beforehand what will be', than to say: 'That 
which God knows beforehand will be', as if that which will be 
depends on God's foreknowledge. Furthermore, remarks Hai, 
there is no such thing as an allotted span to man's life. God does 
not determine beforehand how long a man will live, although the 
actual span of a man's life is present in God's foreknowledge. The 
verse: 'the number of thy days I will fulfil' (Exod. 23 : 26) means 
no more than that God will prolong life, and possibly refers to the 
promise oflong life; i.e. not to the completion of a span allotted 
beforehand. Similarly, the verse, 'or his day shall come to die' 
{I Sam. 26: 10), refers to the day on which he will die naturally 
as it is known beforehand to God. It does not imply that each 
individual is given beforehand a special term of life beyond whose 
span it is impossible for him to live. In this Responsum Hai ex
pressly denies any fatalistic interpretation of the life-span as taught 
by some of the Arabian philosophers to whom he refers. 

The question Hai now has to consider is: when a man is 
murdered does this mean that even had he not been murdered he 
would have died at that particular moment? Hai replies that we 
simply do not know. We can either suppose that he would have 
died at that time in any event, even if he had not perished at the 
hand of his murderer, or we can suppose that ifhe had not been 
murdered he would have lived on until a later date. But, it might 
be objected, supposing a murderer slew a large number of people 
on the same day, is it plausible to suggest that if they had not been 
murdered they would all have died in any event on the same day? 
Why not?, replies Hai. From our experience we know that many 
people do sometimes die in a short space of time as the result of a 
fatal accident, as when, for instance, a building collapses killing a 
crowd of people assembled there, or when a ship goes down with 
the loss of all passengers. 

But, it can be argued, if the view is taken that the victim of a 
murder would have died in any event at that precise moment, why 
should the murderer be held guilty and why should he be 
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THB GAONIC PERIOD (TO IOSO) 

punished~ The answer Hai gives is that it is the act of murder 
which constitutes the offence even though the victim would have 
died in any event at the same time by other means. The murderer 
is deserving of punishment for the evil act which was his and his 
alone. 

The same sages of Gabes put another theological question, 
founded on the doctrine of providence, to Hai.4 Why did Jonah 
try to escape after God had commanded him to go to Nineveh: 
The difficulty is in God's choice as a prophet of one who refused 
to obey Him. Does it not look as if God made a poor choice and 
hence was mistaken: Hai notes that this is no new problem. It has 
long been discussed by a number of sages. Some have argued s that 
Jonah did go to Nineveh at God's behest. Jonah' s flight took place 
after he had delivered his message, which went unheeded by the 
men of Nineveh. Jonah anticipated that God would send him a 
second time with even more dire threats and he felt sure that, were 
these to be delivered, they would have their effect. It was to avoid 
being sent a second time that Jonah fled. There was thus no actual 
disobedience on the part of Jonah. Other sages argue that Jonah 
did try to escape from fulfilling God's commands. But this was 
not an act of defiance or wilful refusal, so as to call into question 
God's poor choice. Jonah believed that even when God sends a 
man on His errands that man has a right to take steps to avoid 
his mission. Jonah knew quite well that once a prophet has accep
ted his mission he must not fail to carry it out, but he imagined 
that it is legitimate to refuse to accept the burden in the first place. 
To be sure, Jonah was mistaken in his belief, but even a prophet, 
being only human, is capable of error. Moreover, it is possible that 
God chose Jonah, knowing that he would refuse. God was pre
pared to choose an unreliable man precisely in order to bring 
about the miracles which happened to Jonah when he tried to 
escape from carrying out his mission. 

The background of Islamic thought is evident in the whole of 
this discussion. Behind it all is the Muslim claim for Mohammed, 

4 Wertheimer, op. cit., pp. 7-10. 
s Wertheimer, op. cit., p. 7 note I, suggests that Hai refers here to Saadiah, Book 

of Beliefs and Opinions, ill, 5, trans. Rosenblatt, pp. 153-4 
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THE GAONIC PERIOD (TO 1050) 

reliable and infallible, as opposed to the claims made for the 
Hebrew prophets. Hai is anxious to defend the Biblical account in 
that it does not impute error to God, but in the process he states 
the view that it is no part of the Jewish religion to believe that a 
prophet must be a moral and intellectual superman. Even the 
prophet is subject to error and God can make use of His frail 
creatures to fulfil His own purposes. 

The sages of Gabes also addressed a question to Hai6 on the 
story of Eve and the serpent (Gen. 3). The problem is the obvious 
one of how a serpent could talk. Hai admits that in any event the 
story bristles with difficulties. Briefly, he says, from the plain 
meaning of the narrative it is clear that the serpent was able to 
converse with Eve, though we are unable to state with confidence 
whether or not the serpent used human speech. From the state
ment that the serpent was punished it is also clear that he was a 
moral creature capable of sinning. However, when Scripture says: 
'Now the serpent was more subtle' (Gen. 3 : 1), this may only 
refer to that one particular serpent, not to the whole species; 
though, Hai adds, this is not conclusive. 

A number of Hai' s questioners were disturbed by the K.araite 
attack on the anthropomorphism of the Talmudic Aggadah. Hai 
was asked7 to explain the Talmudic sayings that there are three 
watches in the night at each of which the Holy One, blessed be 
He, sits enthroned and roars like a lion over the destruction of the 
Temple. Hai first explains that the 'watches' are the fixed times 
in the night when the angels sing praises to God. The saying that 
God roars like a lion has to be understood figuratively, and the 
true significance of the passage is that Israel should offer supplica
tion to God during the watches of the night for the Temple to be 
rebuilt. 

This idea, that the Talmud really refers to man's obligations 
when it speaks of God doing this or that, is used by Hai in another 
Responsum9 in dealing with the Talmudic sayings that God wears 
tefillin,10 that He prays,n and that He wrapped Himself in a shawl 

6 Wertheimer, op. cit., pp. 13-14 
7 Lewin, Otzar Ha-Gaonim, vol. 1, Berakhot, Haifa, 1928, pp. 2-3 
a Ber. 3a g Lewin, Berakhot, p. 12 10 Ber. 6a 11 Ber. 7a 
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THE GAONIC PERIOD (TO 105 0) 

like a Prayer Leader.12 The meaning is, according to Hai, that God 
taught Moses how to pray and how to use the tefillin in prayer. 
When the Talmud gives God's prayer as: 'May it be My will that 
My mercy may suppress My anger, and that My mercy may pre
vail over My attributes so that I may deal with My children in 
the attribute of mercy', the meaning is not that God prays to 
Himself but that He taught Moses how to recite the kind of prayer 
that will result in the flow of the divine mercy. In reality, this 
interpretation goes back to Saadiah. 13 

In another Responsum14 Hai defends the Talmud by engaging 
in a demythologising process. In his reply to this questioner, Hai 
wishes to explain a passage, particularly offensive on the face of 
it, in such a way as to provide a key for the understanding of all 
such passages. The passage in question15 concerns the rumblings 
of the earth. It is said here that R. Kattina was told by a necro
mancer that earth rumblings are caused when the Holy One, 
blessed be He, calls to mind His children plunged in suffering 
among the nations of the world. God lets fall two tears into 
the ocean, and the sound is heard from one end of the earth to the 
other, and that is the rumbling. R. Kattina appeared to reject the 
saying of the necromancer but, the Talmud continues, he only did 
so in order to prevent people relying on such a base person. R. 
Kattina added that the earth rumblings are caused by God clapping 
His hands, as it is said: 'I will also smite My hands together, and I 
will satisfy My fury' (Ezek. 21 : 22). R. Nathan said that the earth 
rumblings are caused by God emitting a sigh, as it is said: 'I will 
satisfy My fury upon them and I will be eased' (Ezek. 5 : 13). The 
Rabbis said: He treads upon the firmament, as it is said: 'He giveth 
a noise as they that tread grapes against all the inhabitants of the 
earth' Qer. 25 : 30). R. Aha b. Jacob said: He presses His feet to
gether beneath the throne of glory, as it is said: 'Thus saith the 
Lord, the heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool' 
(Isa. 66 : r ). 

Hai first observes that this passage belongs to the Aggaclah and, 
with regard to such non-legal matters, the Talmudic sages 

r2 RH l7b 
14 Ibid., pp. 130-2 

rJ Lewin, Berakhot, pp. 14-15 
15 Ber. 59a 
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themselves say that one does not rely on the Aggadah: a statement 
that served as a guiding principle for teachers of the Talmud when 
confronted by particularly embarrassing passages. I6 This was 
known to the Karaites who took issue with this line of defence. 17 

We must be convinced, says Hai, both by our commonsense and 
by the authority of our sages that God cannot be compared to any 
of His creatures. Laughing, weeping, sighing or tears cannot be 
applied to God. Once this is appreciated, it becomes obvious that 
any Talmudic reference to such things as applied to God must be 
understood figuratively. For that matter the prophets, too, speak 
of the eye of God, the hand of God and the like, because 'the 
Torah speaks in the language of men'. IS The same principle is to 
be observed at work in the Talmudic statements about God. 
R. Kattina, in our passage, holds, as do the Rabbis generally, that 
Israel is especially significant to God. Even natural phenomena 
are therefore interpreted by the Rabbis as indications of God's 
love for Israel, serving Israel as reminders of its responsibilities, 
just as Scripture interprets the natural appearance of the rainbow 
as a sign of the covenant (Gen. 9: 8-17). God is grieved at the 
destruction of the Temple and Israel's dispersion among the 
nations. He suffers, as it were, with Israel and it is to this that 
R. Katrina wishes to call attention. Thus rain pouring into the 
ocean is interpreted poetically as if God is dropping His tears in 
grief at Israel's troubles. After all, the poets do speak of the clouds 
as 'eyelids' and the rain dropping from them as 'tears'. Scripture 
says of Moses that God spoke to him 'mouth to mouth' (Num. 
12: 8). Obviously it was never intended to suggest that God had 
a mouth like that of Moses but that God, when He spoke to 

Moses, created a special sound resembling human speech and it is 
this sound that is said to be God's 'mouth'. By the same token the 
16 See the sources cited in Encyclopedia Talmudit, vol. I, p. 62. The Talmudic 

source is JT Peah 2: 6, 17a 
11 See Bacher, op. cit., p. 268 
18 This saying, originating in the Talmud (Ber. 31b and freq.) and denoting that 

no laws are to be derived from poetical expressions in Scripture, is applied here 
by Hai to the problem of anthropomorphism. Subsequent to Hai, the term was 
used in this sense by other thinkers, e.g. Bahya Ben Joseph lbn Pakuda, The 
Book of Direction to the Duties of the Heart, chapter I, 10; Maimonides, Commen
tary to the Mishna, Sanhedrin 10 (Helek), Principle 3. It would appear that Hai 
is the first to have used the term in this sense 
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THE GAONIC PERIOD (To IO ,50) 

Rabbis are justified in calling the rain God's 'tears'. The Talmud19 

tells us that when R. Abbahu died, the columns of Caesarea ran 
with tears. The meaning is that God caused moisture to run from 
the columns so that they appeared to be weeping. If such happened 
when a single great teacher died how much more so at the destruc
tion of the Temple and the sorrows oflsrael as a whole. The same 
interpretation must be given to the other descriptions in our Tal
mudic passage. The earth rumblings are compared to sounds re
sembling human sighs, the clapping of hands and the stamping of 
feet. In an interesting aside, Hai refers to Greek mythology which 
similarly endows natural phenomena with personality, a striking 
example of how an official Rabbinic leader was ready to acknow
ledge the mythological element in both Biblical and Rabbinic 
thought. 

One of the great themes for discussion during the Middle Ages 
was the Jewish doctrine of creation. A Responsum on the theme 
is attributed in some sources to Hai, in others to Sherira.20 The 
Talmud21 reports R. Joshua b. Levi as saying: 'All creatures of the 
creation were brought into being with their full stature, their full 
capacities, and their full beauty.' This is explained by the earlier 
Gaonim to mean that God asked each creature, before He created 
it, how it wished to be created and He then brought it into being 
in the form it had chosen for itsel£ The questioner found this con
cept absurd. How could a creature have a form before it was 
created= The Gaon replies that the concept is, indeed, difficult. He 
personally had never heard of such an interpretation nor can he 
accept it now that he has heard it. True, remarks the Gaon, the 
philosophers have stated that an idea of each creature is present 
in the mind of God, but they do not say that a creature can have a 
form before it is created. In any event this notion of the philoso
phers (the reference is, of course, to the Platonic idea) is not found 
in Jewish sources. Consequently, the suggested interpretation is 
nonsense. Others, however, he goes on to say, do accept it but 
understand it as referring not to particular creatures but to the 

19 MK zsb 
20 Lewin, Otzar Ha-Gaonim, vol. 5, Rosh Ha-Shanah, Jerusalem, 1932, p. 22 
21 RH ua 
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spiritual forces, the angels on high, appointed to be the guardians 
of particular species of animals. It was to these that God addressed 
His question as to the form each particular species was to assume 
when created. The Gaon himself, on the other hand, understands 
R.Joshua b. Levi's saying to mean that God created each creature 
in the form which, in His foreknowledge, He knew it would 
eventually possess. 

The Gaonim, like the sages of the Talmud, never questioned 
the belief in angels. The Karaites were critical of the Rabbinic 
view that man can turn to the angels to bring his petitions before 
God. Qirqisani22 finds fault with what he says is the Rabbinic 
interpretation of: 'For a bird of the air [lit. a winged creature] 
shall carry the voice' (Eccles. IO: 20), namely, that the 'winged 
creature' is an angel (after Isa. 6 : 2) who brings prayers to God. 
A question addressed to the Gaon of Pumbedita by the sages of 
Kairouan in Tunisia in the year 99223 concerns the role of the 
angels in this matter. The Talmud 24 tells ofR. Eleazar who would 
say to a sick person: 'May God visit thee in peace', which he 
would say either in Hebrew or in Aramaic. The Talmud objects: 
R. Judah said that a man should never petition for his needs in 
Aramaic, and R. Johanan said: When a man petitions for his needs 
in Aramaic, the ministering angels do not heed him, for they do 
not understand Aramaic; i.e. they cannot, therefore, bring his 
prayers to God. To this the Talmud replies that the case of a sick 
person is different because the Shekhinah, the Divine Presence, is 
with him; i.e. he does not require the mediation of the angels. 
The Kairouan sages concluded that, with the exception of prayers 
for a sick person, prayers must not be recited in Aramaic. But, 
they asked, why are many of the prayers composed by the ancients 
and still recited at Sura and Pumbedita, from where they have 
spread to other parts of the world, in Aramaic~ It might have been 
argued that during the Ten Days of Penitence the Shekhinah is 
near and it is akin to the instance of a sick person; but as a matter 
of fact Aramaic prayers are regularly recited on other days as well 

22 See Bacher, op. cit., p. 267 
2 3 Lewin, Otzar Ha-Gaonim, vol. 2, Shabbat, Haifa, 1930, pp. 4-6 
24 Sabb. 12b 
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as these-on public fast-days, for example. Moreover, the majority 
of the Gaonic compositions for both public and private worship 
are in Aramaic. 

The Gaon first defends the practice of man's entreating angels 
to do his behest and sees no objection to it.25 This does not con
stitute any worship of the angels. It is simply that the angels are 
permitted to carry out some of man's wishes without having :first 
to obtain permission from God. An example of this is provided by 
the angel who did as Lot asked him (Gen. 19 : 21 ). It is only to 
this type of request, directed to the angels, that the Rabbis refer 
when they say that a man must not use Aramaic. This is obvious 
since the angels, to whom the prayer is addressed, do not under
stand the language. But when a man asks of God direct, he can 
pray in Aramaic. When the Talmud states that the sick person is 
different because the Shekhinah is with him, the meaning is that 
here the angels can do nothing without obtaining permission 
from God, and hence the prayer, directed to God and not to the 
angels, can be in Aramaic. 

The Gaon is dissatisfied with this reply. Even in his day, he 
notes, Aramaic prayers are used even when it is the angels who 
are addressed. Furthermore, there are reports in the Talmud of 
Rabbis conversing with the angels in Aramaic, which shows that 
the angels do understand this language. It follows that the Tal
mudic sages themselves are divided on this question and it is not 
a unanimous view that the angels do not understand Aramaic. It 
is, indeed, hard to understand the view that the angels do not 
know Aramaic. The angels are put to service by God to record 
man's speech. How, then, can it be said that they do not know 
Aramaic! The Gaon concludes that since some of the Talmudic 
Rabbis themselves reject the view that the angels do not know 
Aramaic, we, too, are justified in rejecting it. 
2 s On the much-discussed question of the invocation of angels in prayer see 

Zunz-Albeck, Ha-Derashah Be-Yisrael, p. 546 n. 100, in which the Rabbinic 
sources opposing such invocation are cited. The more philosophically-minded 
teachers in later ages were strictly opposed to the invocation of angels. Jacob 
Anatoli, for instance, in his Malmad Ha-Talmidim, p. 68a, goes so far as to find 
the practice condemned by the second commandment. There is a full discussion 
of the attitudes of later Jewish teachers on the question in Hezekiah Medini's 
Sede Hemed, ed. Friedman, vol. 8, pp. 288--90 (Rosh Ha-Shanah, II) 

II 



THE GAONIC PERIOD (TO 1050) 

It is worth noting that in thii. typical Gaonic response the Tal
mudic Rabbis are only accepted as infallible authorities on matters 
where there is complete unanimity among them. Where there is 
a debate among the Rabbis on non-legal topics it is permitted to 
favour one view against the other on the grounds of common
sense. In legal matters the position is different, because, in the 
Gaonic period, there were precise rules for deciding the law when 
it was debated by the Talmudic Rabbis. The question of actual 
practice is also involved. Since the schools in Babylon had long 
accepted the practice of reciting Aramaic prayers, the established 
custom is to be followed unless it is based on a view that is rejected 
by all the Talmudic Rabbis. The process of accepting the whole 
of the Talmud as a corpus of revealed truth, in which even the 
contradictions somehow have a place in the entire pattern, had 
not yet emerged in the Gaonic period, though, as we shall see, the 
Gaonim differed among themselves on how far this attitude was 
to be advocated. 

In their determined effort to defend the Talmud, the Gaonim 
rebuke questioners who fall into the trap of taking Talmudic 
hyperbole in a literal fashion. Sherira and Hai, for example, reply 
in this way to a questioner from Egypt26 bothered by the ex
tremely harsh statements in the Talmud regarding the ignorant 
Jew, the Am Ha-Aretz. In one passage27 it is said that an Am 
Ha-Aretz may not eat meat; that a man must not marry the 
daughter of an Am Ha-Aretz; that it is permissible to stab an Am 
Ha-Aretz to death even on the Day of Atonement which falls on 
the sabbath; and that it is permitted to tear an Am Ha-Aretz like 
a fish. The questioner, puzzled by these statements, wished to 
know the reasoning behind them and whether they contained a 
rule of practice. He was particularly concerned because he had 
heard that some of the students in his native Egypt, taking these 
statements quite literally, had no qualms about cheating the 
ignorant. 

The two Gaonim reply that passages such as this were never 
intended to convey a rule of practice. They are examples of 

z6 Lewin, Otzar Ha-Gaonim, vol. 3, Pesahim, Jerusalem, 1930, pp. 67-70 
27 Pes. 49b 
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scholarly hyperbole whose purpose it was to decry ignorance of 
the Torah. Ironically, the Gaonim remark that if the students 
referred to really widerstand this passage literally as conveying a 
rule of practice, then poetic justice would demand that they, too, 
should be stabbed to death and their goods confiscated since, by 
giving their false interpretation, they are, on their own admission, 
total ignoramuses. Were they true disciples, they would know 
that it is forbidden to rob even a heathen,28 let alone a fellow-Jew. 
The statement that an Am Ha-Aretz may not eat meat refers to 
the meat of an animal he had slaughtered himself without super
vision. Ignorant as he is of the ritual laws, he may easily render 
the animal unfit for consumption. As for the statement that it is 
permitted to stab an Am Ha-Aretz to death, only a complete 
imbecile will imagine that it was intended to apply this in practice. 
It is forbidden to execute even the worst criminal on the sabbath. 
The statement refers to an Am Ha-Aretz who has designs on the 
life of another and is observed as he is about to carry out an act of 
murder. The life of the intended victim must be saved even if it 
means that the Am Ha-Aretz will be slain on the sabbath. The 
same rule would apply if the intended murderer were a scholar 
but, the passage wishes to imply, it is extremely wilikely that a 
scholar will ever be fowid in such a situation, whereas it is not so 
remote for an Am Ha-Aretz, without the discipline of the Torah, 
to be a potential murderer. When the passage goes on, however, 
to list six things that were said in connection with an Am Ha
Aretz, these do convey a rule of practice. The six things are: we 
do not commit testimony to an Am Ha-Aretz; we do not accept 
testimony from him; we do not reveal any secret to him; we do 
not appoint him a guardian of orphans; we do not appoint him 
to be a steward of charity fwids; and we must not join his com
pany on the road. But even here the testimony of an Am Ha
Aretz should be accepted if he is a God-fearing man, though with 
regard to ritual matters one should never rely on his testimony. 

The most rationalistic of the Gaonim was widoubtedly Samuel 
b. Hophni (d. 1013), Gaon of Sura and father-in-law of Hai. A 
question regarding the strange Biblical story of the Witch of 
28 BK u3a 
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Endor (I Sam. 28) was put to Samuel b. Hophni. The questioner 
wished to know whether the story was to be taken literally, and 
whether the woman actually succeeded in raising Samuel from 
the dead. The Gaon replies that he finds it impossible to believe 
that God would have made a witch the instrument of raising 
Samuel. The true meaning of the story is that the witch, by 
trickery, persuaded Saul that she had succeeded in bringing up 
Samuel. The words attributed to Samuel in the narrative are the 
words the witch put into Samuel's mouth in order to convince 
Saul that she had succeeded. In that case, it can be asked, how is it 
that she forecast so accurately that Saul would die in battle? To 
this the Gaon replies that she knew it either because Samuel had 
so prophesied while he was still alive or that it was pure guesswork 
which by coincidence happened to come true. If God had really 
desired to inform Saul of his impending death in battle, He would 
have done so through a prophet, not through a witch. The Gaon 
adds that while he is aware that earlier teachers did understand 
the story literally, we are not obliged to follow them when what 
they say is quite contrary to reason. Both Saadiah Gaon and Hai 
Gaon, on the other hand, refuse to accept the rationalistic inter
pretation as stated by Samuel b. Hophni.29 According to both 
these Gaonim, God really did bring up Samuel from the dead. 
The witch, not having enjoyed such miraculous powers hitherto, 
was consequently astonished, as Scripture implies, that she had 
been successful. The Talmudic Rabbis clearly understood the 
story to mean that it was Samuel who spoke to Saul, not the 
witch in Samuel's name. Scripture states that Samuel said: 'to
morrow shalt thou and thy sons be with me' (I Sam. 28 : 19 ), 
upon which the Rabbis comment:3° ' "with me" -in my section 
of Paradise.' If it was the witch who said it, how could she 
possibly have known such a mystery? 

Reading between the lines of the debate between Samuel b. 
Hophni and the other Gaonim, one sees that important theological 
issues were at stake. The first concerns the authority of the Tal-

29 Lewin, Otzar Ha-Gaoni111, vol. 4, Hagigah, Jerusalem, 1931, pp. 2-5 and see 
Lewin's notes 

Jo Bcr. 12b 
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mudic Rabbis. It is one thing to be guided by commonsense, as 
Hai was ready to be guided in the matter of the angels, where the 
Talmudic Rabbis are in disagreement among themselves. It is 
quite another to reject, in the name of reason, what appears to be 
the unanimous view of the Rabbis, even though the matter does 
not concern law. Samuel b. Hophni is prepared to go to the 
lengths of preferring his rationalistic interpretation to the views 
of the Rabbis. The other Gaonim could not agree to go so far. 
The second point at issue, and this is stated explicitly by Samuel 
b. Hophni and the other Gaonim, is the attitude the Jew should 
adopt to Scripture as a whole. What was at stake was not simply 
the correct interpretation of a single chapter. If, as Samuel b. 
Hophni has argued, the Scriptural references to Samuel 'saying' 
this or that mean no more than that someone imagined him as 
saying it, what guarantee have we that other Scriptural references 
to someone 'saying' something are authentic; for example, when 
Moses 'said' something or when God 'spoke' to Moses~ 

A number of Gaonic Responsa deal with mystical or esoteric sub
jects. A famous Responsum ofSherira and Hai to the sages of Fez31 

concerns the Shiur Komah which, as we have seen, the Karaites 
attacked for its anthropomorphism and which was a constant 
source of embarrassment to later Jewish thinkers like Maimonides, 
who declared the book to be spurious.32 The Mishnah33 expressly 
forbids the exposition of the divine mysteries, declaring: 'Who
ever takes no thought for the honour of his Maker, it were a 
mercy if he had not been born.' And yet the Shiur Komah34 pro
ceeds to give the detailed measurements of the Deity. Further
more, R. Ishmael says: 'When I presented this to R. Akiba he said 
to me: Whoever knows these measurements of the Creator, and 
the praise of the Holy One, blessed be He, is assured of a share 
in the World to Come.' The sages of Fez took it for granted that 

31 Lewin, Hagigah, pp. 10-12 

32 See Responsa of Maimonides, ed. Joshua Blau, no. n7 33 Hag. 2: l 

34 See Lewin, Hagigah, p. 11 n. l for the source of this Midrash. Cf. Merkavah 
Shelemah, ed. S. Mussajov; G. Scholem,Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mystidsm 
and Talmudic Tradition, pp. 36--42; A. Altmann, Studies in Religious Philosophy 
and Mysticism, pp. 180 ff; and especially G. Scholem, 'Shiur Komah', Encyclo
pedia]1ldaica, vol. 14, pp. 1417-19 
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R. Ishmael really said what he is reported to have said but wished 
to know whether he was giving expression to an authentic tradi
tion reaching back to Moses at Sinai or whether it was a purely 
personal opinion. If, in fact, R. Ishmael invented it himself, how 
could his view be reconciled with the stem injunction of the 
Mishnahr 

In their joint reply, Sherira and his son state that it is not possible 
for them to explain fully this esoteric topic. Yet it can be stated 
categorically that R. Ishmael could not have invented such a 
thing. God has neither limbs nor measurement so that the refer
ences in the Shiur Komah are to the mystical measurements of God. 
The truth is that the Shiur Komah deals with the most recondite 
matters regarding the divine nature. These tremendous themes 
can be revealed only to initiates, and even then it is permitted to 
uncover only some of the basic principles and no more. As for 
the rest, the true disciple will be shown it from Heaven 'in the 
secret recesses of his heart'. Sherira and Hai remark further that 
even this they have only been permitted to reveal to the sages of 
Fez because they acknowledge their worth. They are not allowed 
to say anything more than this in writing. Even from mouth to 
mouth they can convey these mysteries only to students worthy of 
being initiated into them, an(_then only in the strictest privacy. 
They can only conclude with the prayer: 'May it be God's 
will that those who are worthy will receive illumination from 
Heaven.' 

Another Responsum ofHai35 dealing with esoteric subjects con
cerns the Talmudic account36 of the four who entered the 
'orchard' (Pardes). The passage reads: 

Four entered an orchard: Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Aher and R. Akiba. 
R. Akiba said to them: When you reach the stones of pure marble, 
do not say: Water, water! For it is said: 'He that speaketh falsehood 
shall not be established before mine eyes' (Ps. IOI : 7). Ben Azzai 
gazed and died. Of him Scripture says: 'Precious in the sight of the 
Lord is the death of his saints' (Ps. n6: 15). Ben Zoma gazed and 

35 Lewin, Hagigah, pp. 13-15 
36 Hag. 14b. On this passage, about which so much has been written, see now 

• the acute analysis of E. E. Urbach in Studies in Mysticism and Religion Presented 
to G. Scholem, Heb. section, pp. 1-28 
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was stricken. Of him Scripture says: 'Hast thou found honey? Eat 
as much as is sufficient for thee, lest thou be filled therewith, and 
vomit it' (Prov. 25 : 16). Aher cut down the shoots. R. Akiba 
departed in peace. 

Hai's questioner asked: What is the orchard? At what did Ben 
Zoma gaze that he became stricken and what precisely does 
'stricken' mean in this context? What is the meaning of 'cutting 
down the shoots' and what are the 'shoots'? Where did Akiba go, 
that it is said of him that he emerged in peace? And why was it 
that Akiba alone emerged in safety? The reason for the latter 
cannot be that he was righteous, since the others, too, were 
righteous men. 

After protesting that he always endeavours to be completely 
honest in his interpretation of Talmudic passages, Hai proceeds 
to give his interpretation of the orchard narrative. He first refers 
to the mystical circle of those who gaze at the Heavenly Chariot 
seen by the prophet Ezekiel (Ezek. 1), and the halls of the angels.37 
It is to this mystical ascent of the soul that our passage alludes, the 
ascent being described figuratively as 'entering an orchard'. That 
this is the correct meaning can be seen from two considerations. 
First, the narrative is appended, in the Talmud, to the Mishnah 
which speaks of the Heavenly Chariot. Second, in the Hekhalot 
literature (discussing the heavenly halls-the hekhalot) it is stated 
that at the entrance to the sixth hall there is an appearance of 
myriads of darting waves, though, in reality, there is not a single 
drop of water there, only the sparkle given off by pure shining 
marble. This is the meaning of Ben Azzai gazing and dying, for 
his time had come. When it is said that Ben Zoma gazed and was 
stricken, the meaning is that the terrifying visions he had seen 

37 On this theme see especially G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, 
pp. 40-79. Hai's very interesting description (Lewin, Hagigah, p. 14) is: 'You 
may perhaps know that many of the sages held that when a man is worthy and 
blessed with certain qualities and he wishes to gaze at the Heavenly Chariot and 
the halls of the angels on high, he must follow certain procedures: he must fast 
for a certain number of days; he must place his head between his knees and 
whisper softly certain praises of God with his face turned towards the ground. 
As a result he will gaze in the most hidden recesses of his heart and it will be as 
if he sees seven halls with his own eyes, moving from hall to hall to see that 
which is there contained' 
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drove him out of his mind. Aher, as a result of his mystical 
experience, became a heretic, believing (like the Zoroastrians, 
says Hai, who believe in Ormuzd and Ahriman) that there are 
two divine powers, one a source of good, the other of evil; one 
all light, the other all darkness. Since the experience is described 
as entering an orchard, this abuse of the experience is described 
as cutting down the shoots which grow in the orchard, of not 
having sufficient regard for the owner of the orchard. R. Akiba 
was sufficiently mature to undergo the experience without coming 
to harm. He had learned the art of seeing visions without their 
frightening him out of his mind or leading him to entertain 
heretical thoughts. 

It is well known, continues Hai, that God vouchsafes to the 
righteous in every age such splendid visions. The opinion of 
Samuel b. Hophni that only a prophet can ever be the recipient 
of a vision must be rejected. Samuel b. Hophni and those who 
think like him have been unduly influenced by the Gentile litera
ture they have read. This leads them to deny narratives such as 
this, even though in the Talmud, by holding that only in legal 
matters must the words of the Talmudic sages be accepted as true. 
Hai concludes: 'We hold that the Holy One, blessed be He, per
forms miracles and great wonders for the righteous and it is not 
implausible to suggest that He shows to them in their innermost 
heart the vision of His halls and the place wherein stand His 
angels.' 

On the same theme of esoteric knowledge there is a lengthy 
Responsum in which Hai replies to the query, put to him by a 
number of questioners, 38 concerning the use of various divine 
names for the performance of white magic. The questioners wish 
to know whether there is any truth in the reports that the saints 
can use divine names in order to perform such marvels as making 
themselves invisible. When they first put this question to him, 
Hai had replied that it was all nonsense and that these things could 
not possibly happen. The questioners were surprised to receive 
such a curt dismissal, which contradicts the testimony of many 
reliable reporters who claim themselves to have witnessed the 
38 Lewin, Hagigah, pp. 16--17 
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saints performing such miracles. There arc reliable reports of sages 
writing a divine name on an olive leaf and then throwing it at 
robbers, causing them to become rooted to the grow1d unable to 
move. There are also many tales of men travelling great distances 
in the twinkling of an eye. These 'masters of the name' (baale 
shem) have been observed by trustworthy witnesses in one place on 
the eve of the sabbath and in another place, many days distant, 
the same day. There is a tradition among Spanish Jews that Nat
ronai Gaon of Sura (853-8) travelled in just such a miraculous 
fashion from Babylon to teach the Spanish Jews the Torah and 
then returned the way he had come. Furthermore, we have in our 
possession numerous books of divine names together with de
tailed instructions for their use. People have been known to prac
tise this kind of magic, though admittedly some of them lost their 
lives in the process. Can all this be sheer delusion? Moreover, the 
Talmud contains references to the use of divine names for magical 
purposes, as in the story of Solomon and Ashmodai,39 and in 
many other instances. And what of those holy men, some of 
whom we know personally, who fasted and recited certain verses 
so that they saw visions? There is even a report that Hai himself 
has a family tradition regarding a certain divine name effective in 
prayer! Will he consent to share this knowledge? Finally, the 
questioners wish to know which kind of magic is forbidden and 
which permitted and what is the difference between miraculous 
acts performed by witchcraft and acts of the same nature per
formed through the prophetic gifo In this question is all the tension 
inherent in a situation in which credulous Jews, accepting the 
Talmudic accounts at their face value, arc puzzled by the apparent 
contradiction between the strict injunctions against witchcraft 
and the resort to magic by the Rabbinic heroes. We know, 
furthermore, that the Karaites ridiculed their Rabbinic opponents 
for their belief in magic and superstition.4° 

In his reply, Hai seeks to preserve the balance between extreme 
rationalism and sheer credulity. He first remarks that he remains 

39 Gitt. 68a 
4o See Jacob Mann, Texts and Studies in Jewish History and Literature, vol. 2, 

pp. 82 1f. 

19 



THE GAONIC PERIOD (TO 1050) 

convinced that all reports of men making themselves invisible 
by the divine names are false. God is not a divine conjurer and 
He exercises a strict economy in performing His miracles. God 
has ordained the natural order, from which miracles are a radical 
departure. The force of a miracle consists in its infrequency. If 
miracles were diffuse they would be self defeating, for they would 
then themselves be part of the natural order. That is why miracles 
must be rare. They are performed chiefly by a prophet in order 
to substantiate his claim that his message is from God. Supposing 
you were told, argues Hai, that an elephant and a camel were 
locked in mortal combat before your eyes but that you cannot 
see them and are looking straight through them. Would you 
believe it for one moment? Or supposing someone told you that 
there was an invisible man in front of you, only God had not given 
you the ability to see him. Would you not treat the one who 
made such an assertion as insane: True, Scripture does speak of 
God opening men's eyes to see angels, but that is because angels 
are refined spiritual beings normally invisible to the human eye 
but there all the same. With invisible men, however, the matter 
is quite different. If a man is invisible he does not exist at all, and 
that is an end of the matter. As for the report ofNatronai Gaon's 
miraculous journeys through space, if they really happened it 
must have been a man masquerading as Natronai, but, in fact, 
after the most careful investigation into the report, says Hai, we 
have been unable to discover the slightest trace of evidence that 
it is true. In all such matters Scripture has laid down for us the 
great principle: 'The fool believes everything' (Prov. 14: 15). 
Credulity is evidence of stupidity. Hai does, however, believe in 
the power of amulets, since these are mentioned in the Talmud, 
but their efficacy depends on the worth of the person who writes 
them and they are not always effective even when written by one 
skilled in the art. Nor does Hai deny the power of the divine 
name to work miracles, but he points to the many strong injunc
tions against such use except by the very greatest of saints. Hai 
continues at length in this vein, proceeding to discuss the whole 
question of the divine names and how, in the main, we are ignor
ant of both their nature and their use. 
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Two of Hai' s Responsa deal with the subject of vicarious merit. 
In one,41 Hai replies to the question whether merit is added to the 
spiritual stock of a deceased person when his son, other relatives 
or friends perform good deeds on his behalf, paying his debts, for 
instance, or giving alms for the repose of his soul. Hai replies that 
there are two aspects to a man's failure to pay his debts. The man 
owes the money and he sins by failing to pay. The demand that 
the debt be paid can be satisfied when others pay since, after all, 
the creditor has received his due. But such payment cannot ab
solve him from the punishment he deserves for failing to pay in 
the first place. Yet even here, if a good man gives alms for the 
repose of the soul of the deceased, it can free him from the punish
ment that is due, not in his own merit but for the sake of that 
good man who has become personally involved. All this concerns 
punishment alone. The reward of enjoying the radiance of the 
Divine Presence in the Hereafter can be attained only through 
deeds a man performs himself while alive on earth. For a man to 
attain to this sublime bliss it can avail him nothing even if all the 
good men on earth carry out virtuous deeds on his behalf. 

In the other Responsum42 on this theme, Hai replies to the 
question-one much discussed in a number of later Responsa by 
famous Rabbis-of whether a man can donate to another the 
reward he has acquired for himself through the performance 
of virtuous deeds. Supposing a man gives to another the reward of 
his fasting, or he sells this to him, drawing up a proper deed of 
sale, or supposing a man gives another a gold coin to study the 
Torah on his behalf-is the transaction valid1 Hai says it is sheer 
nonsense to imagine that a contract of this nature can enjoy any 
validity. Just as it is axiomatic in Judaism that no man is ever 
punished for another's misdeeds, it is equally certain that no man 
can receive reward for another's good deeds. What reward can 
there be, in any event, for a man who traffics in good deeds? The 
seller, by his very act, demonstrates that he has nothing to sell. In 
such instances the good deeds are not performed as acts of worship 
but as part of a business transaction. This is quite different from 
the reward promised to the patron of scholars. Here there is 
41 Lewin, Hagigah, pp. 27-8 42 Ibid., pp. 28-30 
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reward, but it is the reward for the patron's own good deed in 
seeing to it that the Torah is studied. But it is the height of ab
surdity to think that good deeds can be sold or their reward 
transferred to others. 

Eschatology was much discussed during the Gaonic period. 
The Jews of this age were heirs to the apocalyptic speculations of 
former times as well as to theological formulations of the doctrine 
of the Messiah. Many of the more thoughtful Jews of the time 
appear to have been in a considerable state of confusion as to 
what they were expected to believe with regard to the events that 
would herald the coming of the Messiah, the Messianic age and 
the resurrection of the dead that would follow the advent of the 
Messiah. How were the inconsistencies and the downright contra
dictions in the sources to be reconciled, if reconciled they could 
be1 Was it possible to obtain a sufficiently clear picture of the 
world of the future, the realisation of which was the constant 
theme of so many of their prayers1 It is not surprising, therefore, 
to find Hai Gaon replying at great length43 to a questioner who 
had asked him to describe in detail the advent of the Messiah, 
the resurrection of the dead and the new heavens and earth that 
were to be created. Hai's scheme draws on all the statements in 
the earlier sources. If his scheme is too neat, if it allows too little 
room for mystery and borders on the crude, if it accepts legend 
as fact, this is because for Hai the Talmudic and Midrashic passages 
dealing with the Messiah arc seen as revealed truth. Hai does 
remark that to describe it all in full detail would require a far 
longer treatment than he is able or willing to provide, but he will 
attempt, he says, a broad outline. 

First, says Hai, the Messiah son of Joseph, together with a num
ber of his followers, will conquer Jerusalem and proclaim himself 
king of Israel. The majority of the Jews in the Diaspora will 
remain unconvinced, however, that the end of days is nigh. When 
the nations of the world hear that the Jews now have a king, they 
will drive the Jews out of their cities, questioning the Jews' 
loyalty to their own realm now that they have a kingdom of their 
own. Many Jews will be compelled to flee for safety to the desert 
43 Lewin, Otzar Ha-Gao11i111, vol. 6, Sukkalz, Jerusalem, 1934, pp. 72-5 
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surroWlding their former places of residence. There they will 
dwell in tents and suffer severe deprivations. So great will be 
their sufferings that many will abandon the Jewish faith. The anti
Messiah Armilus will then attract a great following by means of 
the magical powers that are his and he will succeed in his plan to 
murder the Messiah son of Joseph. From this, further acts of 
apostasy will result, only the most faithful Jews remaining loyal 
to Judaism. These will suffer from 'the pangs of the Messiah' of 
which the Rabbis speak. But they will cry out to God in their 
trouble and He will heed their cry. Elijah will then appear to the 
Jews in the desert. He will be followed by the Messiah son of 
David who will bring back from the dead the Messiah son of 
Joseph. This resurrection will be the first of the many miracles 
the Messiah will perform. The Messiah will then reign in Jerusalem 
where the Jews from the desert will come to live in safety and 
tranquillity for many days, planting vineyards and building 
houses. But Gog, hearing of the Messiah' s fame, will raise a 
mighty army for an attack on Jerusalem. Gog and his army will 
be defeated, God visiting terrible calamities upon them. In order 
to appease the Messiah, the nations will bring gifts to Israel. All 
the Jews in the world will then come to Jerusalem, some of them 
by miraculous means, Wltil only the dead will remain behind in 
the Diaspora. 

The great trumpet will then be soWlded and the dead will rise 
from their graves. At first the risen dead will have the form that 
was theirs at the time of their death. Those who died as old men 
will rise again as old men. The cripples will rise as cripples. This 
will be for the purpose of establishing their identity with their 
previous existence. Afterwards God will heal them and they will 
all become yoWlg and whole in body. Seven shepherds will lead 
them-Adam, Seth, Methuselah, Abraham, Jacob, Moses and 
David; and eight princes-Jesse, Saul, Samuel, Amos, Zephaniah, 
Hezekiah, Elijah and the Messiah. Which of the dead will be 
resurrected at the time of the Messiah? Only those Jews who were 
either righteous all their lives or who repented of their sins before 
their death. The resurrected dead will be shown how to rebuild 
the Temple. Others say, however, that the new Temple will 
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drop down complete from Heaven. All Jews, as well as their male 
and female slaves, will then be prophets. All the nations still alive 
will be converted to Judaism and will go up to the house of the 
God of Jacob. 'For out of Zion shall go forth the Law and the 
word of the Lord from Jerusalem.' When these nations come to 
the Messiah, he will order them to cease making war one with 
the other. All the wild beasts will be banished from the holy land. 

As for people still alive when the Messiah comes, and who thus 
never suffer the death decreed for all mankind, they will live 
on to a ripe old age but will eventually die. No one will die 
young, however, in that blessed age. Death will ultimately be 
destroyed for ever. Those who have died during the Messianic 
age will be resurrected to live for ever in the World to Come. The 
Divine Presence will come down to rest on the Temple, appearing 
as a great column of fire reaching from earth to heaven and so 
bright that the light of the sun and the moon will be dimmed. 
The heavens and earth will then appear as if they were new, as if 
the old heaven and earth had been utterly transformed. 

Some say that this state of affairs will last until seven thousand 
years have elapsed from the creation of the world, but others say 
that it will endure for many thousands of years. But eventually 
the heavens and earth will come to an end. The dead who have 
been resurrected will then enter the World to Come. God will 
then create a new heaven and a new earth. In the World to 
Come, the righteous will live for ever. 

This astonishing picture leans heavily on the similar account in 
Saadiah's Beliefs and Opinions.44 Maimonides' description4s is in 
some measure a conscious reaction against the extreme super
naturalism of these Gaonim, as when Maimonides expressly ridi
cules the notion that the Messiah will revive the dead. In Hai' s 
account, legends culled from various sources and accepted as 
authoritative, such as those regarding the Messiah son of Joseph 
and the anti-Messiah Armilus, have been combined to form a 
coherent, albeit highly artificial, picture. 

Not strictly speaking a Responsum, and its author, though a 
candidate for the Gaonate of Pumbedita, not a Gaon, a statement 
44 VII-VIII, trans. Rosenblatt, pp. 264-322 45 Yad, Melakhim, chapter II 
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on the command to rebuke sinners belongs, none the less, to this 
account in which consideration is given to theological Responsa 
during the Gaonic period. This is the reply to a question in the 
Sheiltot ofR. Ahai of Shabha (680-752).46 

R. Ahai' s statement (in Aramaic) reads in translation: 

It is forbidden for Jews to indulge in quarrels since quarrelling leads 
to hatred and Scripture says: 'Thou shalt not hate thy brother in thy 
heart' (Lev. 19 : 17). It goes without saying that a lesser person 
should be submissive to a greater but even a greater person should be 
submissive to a lesser in order to avoid a quarrel. We find this of 
Moses our teacher, as it is written: 'And Moses rose up and went 
unto Dathan and Abiram' (Num. r6: 25). R. Simeon b. Lakish 
commented on this: We can learn from it that it is forbidden to 
allow a quarrel to continue. 47 And R. Judah said in the name ofRab: 
Whoever allows a quarrel to continue transgresses a negative com
mand, as it is said: 'And he shall not be like Korah and his company' 
(Num. 17: 5). 48 R. Asi49 said: He will become leprous ... R. Hama 
b. Hanina said: Whoever quarrels with his teacher it is as if he had 
quarrelled with the Shekhinah ... And R. Haninah b. Papa said: 
Whoever grumbles at his teacher it is as if he had grumbled at the 
Shekhinah ... And R. Abbahu said: Whoever has base thoughts 
about his teacher it is as if he had had base thoughts about the 
Shekhinah . . . And R. Hisda said: Whoever disagrees with his 
teacher it is as if he had disagreed with the Shekhinah. This, however, 
is the problem. If a disciple sees his teacher doing wrong, is he obliged 
to rebuke him? Do we say that it is unfitting since the teacher's 
honour is compared to God's honour or do we rather say that God's 
honour comes first? We can solve this problem, since our Rabbis 
taught: 50 Scripture says: 'Thou shalt rebuke thy neighbour' (Lev. 
19: 17). We know that a teacher must rebuke his disciple. How do 
we know that a disciple must rebuke his teachen Therefore Scripture 
says: 'Thou shalt surely rebuke thy neighbour', which means-in all 
circumstances. 

It is not difficult to see behind this and numerous other formula
tions of R. Ahai in his Sheiltot a reflection of the tensions engen
dered among the Rabbinic teachers by the challenges to Rabbinic 

46 In Lewin, Otzar Ha-Gaonim, vol. 13, Baba Metzia (n.p., n.d.), pp. 55-6, from a 
MS. in the possession of Saul Liebermann; Sheiltot, Korah, no. 131. On R. Ahai 
and the Sheiltot see Encyclopedia]udaica, vol. 2, pp. 449-51 

47 Sanh. uoa 48 Sanh. noa 
49 Sanh. lIOa, other reading Ashi so BM 31a 
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authority that were certainly not unknown even in his day. 
Problems of teacher-disciple relationships must have been especi
ally acute in this period among the upholders of the Rabbinic 
tradition and must have become even more troublesome at a 
later period when the Karaites began to achieve some successes in 
their attacks on Rabbinic Judaism. 

A theological question with the strongest practical implication, 
discussed by the Gaonim and in many a subsequent Responsa col
lection, was the status in Jewish law of a convert to another faith. 
During the earlier Rabbinic period, conversion by a Jew to an
other faith was unknown. The Rabbinic discussions, upon which 
the Gaonim based their arguments, concerned a Jew who wor
shipped idols. Such a Jew-a mumar-was treated generally as a 
heathen, so that, for example, according to the majority opinion 
in the Talmud, to slaughter an animal for food, even if the act 
had been carried out in the prescribed ritual fashion, would be 
forbidden as though it had been slaughtered by a heathen.51 
During the Gaonic period, when conversions to Islam were not 
too infrequent, the legal status of an apostate Jew had to be spelled 
out. 

The general rulings2 was that an apostate did not require formal 
reconversion (i.e. immersion in a ritual bath) when he returned 
to the Jewish fold. The accepted argument was: once a Jew always 
a Jew. In support it was pointed out that even a convert to Juda
ism who had relapsed did not require reconversion when he 
returned to the fold. A Responsum attributed to Moses Gaon of 
Sura (825-36)53 rules that if an apostate reverts to Judaism in a 
place where his act of apostasy is not known, he can be assumed 
to be sincere. He is to be accepted forthwith as a Jew. He is not 

s1 See e.g. the discussion in Hull. 5a 
52 Lewin, Otzar Ha-Gaonim, vol. 7, Yevamot, Jerusalem, 1936, p. 34r. C£ it>id., 

vol. 10, Gittin, Jerusalem, 1941, p. 207 that a bill of divorce given by an 
apostate is valid because he has the status of a Jew even when he has been 
converted to another faith. However (Lewin, Gittin, pp. 132-3) a kohen who 
had been converted to another faith must not be called first to the Torah and 
must not give the priestly blessing even after his return to Judaism. On the 
whole subject see Jacob Katz, 'Though he sinned, he remains an Israelite', 
Tarbiz, vol. 27, 1958, pp. 203-17 

53 Lewin, Yevamot, p. II I 
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obliged to return to the place where his apostasy is known and 
revert there in order to demonstrate his remorse. Other Gaonim 
rule, however, that while no immersion is required of the return
ing apostate he is to be flogged as a penance.54 

Although, as we have seen, a major concern of the Gaonim was 
to defend the Talmudic Rabbis against the attacks of the Karaites, 
it was widely acknowledged that the defence would fail if every
thing in the Talmud was accepted as providing complete guidance 
for Jewish life. Thus a Responsum of Sherira Gaonss states that 
the Talmudic Rabbis were not infallible in their views on medi
cine and that the list of remedies for various diseases given in 
tractate Gittin56 was not to be relied upon. The questioner wished 
to know the Arabic names of the roots and herbs mentioned in 
the passage. Sherira replies: 

We have to inform you that the Rabbis were not physicians. They 
simply recorded the remedies practised at that time. These matters 
do not belong to interpretation oflaw. Consequently, you must not 
rely on these remedies. None of these prescriptions should be 
adopted unless expert physicians declare that they are harmless and 
can in no way prove to be injurious to the health of the patient. Thus 
have we been taught by our ancestors and sages: No one may resort 
to these cures unless there is a guarantee that no harm will result from 
using them. 

A famous Responsum of Hai Gaons7 discusses another Talmudic 
rule. The Responsum is in reply to a question put by Nehemiah 
b. Obadiah of Ga bes who wished to know the extent of the Tal
mudic prohibition of resort to music after the destruction of the 
Temple. The Talmudic passage in which the prohibition is 
recordeds8 reads: 

An inquiry was sent to Mar Ukba: Where does Scripture tell us that 
it is forbidden to sing? He sent back the verse, which he wrote on the 
lines: 'Rejoice not, 0 Israel, tmto exultation like the peoples, for 
thou hast gone astray from thy God' (Hos. 9: 1). Should he not 
have sent the following verse: 'Thou shalt not drink wine with 
music, strong drink shall be bitter to them that drink it' (Isa. 24 : 9)? 
From this verse I would have said that only musical instruments are 

54 Ibid., pp. II I-12 

57 Lewin, Gittin, pp. 8-ro 
55 Lewin, Gittin, p. I 52 
58 Gitt. 7a 

56 Gitt. 68b-7ob 
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forbidden, but not song. Therefore, he informs us, from the other 
verse, that even songs are forbidden. 

From this passage it would appear that it is not only forbidden for 
Jews to play musical instruments but that they may not even 
sing. The questioner was puzzled by this ruling which is dis
regarded by Jews everywhere. Is this the law, he asks, and, if it is, 
why do we play musical instruments at a wedding feast: 

Hai remarks in the course of his reply: 

We see that it is the nniversal Jewish practice at ordinary banquets, 
and it goes without saying at wedding feasts, that they make merry 
with joyful sonnds, singing God's praises, recalling His mercies and 
wonders to Israel in the past, and hoping for His kingdom to be 
revealed and for the promises of the prophets to Israel to be fulfilled. 
There are numerous compositions on these and similar themes to the 
accompaniment of musical instruments. At wedding feasts the songs 
have as their theme the happiness and success of bride and bride
groom and no Jew anywhere abstains from such merriment. 

He goes on to say that Mar Ukba refers only to secular songs at 
carousals. However, the questioner mentions the custom of 
women dancing and singing and playing musical instruments, and 
this is certainly wrong. 59 

59 The Responsum attributed to Hai forbidding the study of secular sciences is 
not authentic; see S.W. Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews, vol. 8, 
p. 3II n. 22, who refers to H. Graetz's essay in Monatsschriftfiir des Geschichte 
und Wissenschaft des Judentums, vol. XI, pp. 37-40. Cf. Teshuvot Ha-Gaonim, 
no. 28 
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