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The Dispute Over the Vilnius
Rabbinate and the Religious .
Realignment of Vilnius Jewry.
- 1928-1932

Gershori Bacon

Ramat Gan

At first glance, a paper analyzing the struggle over the rabbinate in
Vilnjus in the late 1920s and early 1930s would seem far removed from the
main topic of the present conference, namely Elijah Gaon of Vilna and his
era. Yet.as we shall see, the fight in this century had its roots in precedents
set in the time of. the Gaon.

The timing of its outbreak reflects the relatwely late stabilization of
the legal situation of the Lithuanjan region annexed to the Second Polish
Republic. Kehilla elections in the region would take place several years
after elections in former Congress Poland. Jewish politicians attempted to
widen the authority. of the kehilla in Polish Lithuania, but in the end
Jewish communities in that region too were governed by the same rules
as in former Congress Poland.!

The wojewoda (provincial governor) of the Vilna reglon ordered that
kehilla elections in the region take place no later than the end of ]uly 1928.
In the key community of Vilna itself, elections were scheduled for July 29 of
that year. The election results reflect the new political alignment of the Jewish
community at the time. A coalition of four “economic” groups (artisans,
merchants, retail traders, property owners), with 10 of the 25 council seats.
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joined by the Zionists (5seats) elected Zionist Sejm Deputy Wygodzki
chairman of the council and Mr. Kruk, the representative of the artisans, as
chairman of the 12-member kehilla executive.? Even a cursory analysis of
the election results shows that the orthodox forces (Ahdut, Agudat Yisrael,
Mizrahi - 6 seats total) comprised only a small minority of the new council
in the fabled “Jerusalem of Lithuania.” The political balance of power had
shifted drastically in favor of the secular and left-wing parties.

With the new kehilla council and its elected leadership in place, the
starosta (district prefect) directed the kehilla to choose a rabbi and deputy
rabbis for Vilna. The order aroused the ire of the rabbis in Vilna, since the
new Polish law specified that only one man would be considered-the rabbi
of the kehilla, and all others would be his deputies.

The very notion of électing a chief rabbi for the Vilna community
opened up wounds 150 years'old. At that time the community fought a 30-
year battle with the incumbent communal rabbi, Samuel ben Avigdor, a
struggle that at its height involved mutual denunciations to the authorities
and imprisonment of the rabpi, and ended only with the rabbi’s death in
the 1790s. The community then resolved never again to elect a chief rabbi.
As symbolic confirmation of this resolution, a large stone was affixed to
the rabbi’s seat on the left side of the Holy Ark in the Great Synagogue.
This situation would persist until the period under discussion.?

The directive from the starosta of Vilna led to a break with this
venerable'tradition. At the session of the kehilla council called to consider
thé'isue, the names of twb rabbis were raised. The Zionists, supported
by the economic organizations, nominated Rabbi Yitzhak Rubinstein, a
Mizrahi leader and member of the Polish Senate who had served as Crown
Rabbi during the era of Russian rule and had served the community with
distinction during World War I and after* Agudat Yisrael and Ahdut
proposed the name of Rabbi Hayyim Ozer Grodzifiski, a world-famed
Talmudic scholar and orthodox leader, whose official position was that
of a member of the Vilna rabbinical court, but whose authority in actuality
was world-wide. In the vote, the Zionists and their allies prevailed, and
Rubinstein was elected rabbi of Vilna. The orthodox factions protested
the entire process of electing the new rabbi.®

This was the opening salvo in a three-year campaign to undo the decision
of the kehilla board. The public debate spread beyond the boundaries of
Vilna itself, and engaged the attention of the major Warsaw dailies, among
other newspapers. The major struggle, however, was in Vilna, led by the two
Rabbis Karelitz, Avraham Yeshayahu (known after the title of his books as
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the “Hazon Ish”) and his brother. Meir, the former working behind the scenes
and the latter working in the pybli¢ spotlight. For months on end, the pages
of the Vilna-based orthodox dveekly-:Dos Vort would feature. ringing
denunciations of the precipitate action.of the kehilla majority and its insulting
attitude toward the acknowledged . Torah authorities in the Vilna rabbinate.
Opening the attackon the kehillawas the revered Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan,
known throughout East. EuropeantJewry as the “Hafetz Hayyim” after the
title of his popular book on the' religious prohibition against gossip. His
letter, entitled “Humiliation: of Torah”é, went right to the heart of the matter.’
After sketching out in short the history of the rabbinate question in the city,
and the fact that no rabbi had served as chief rabbi since Samuel. ben
Avyigdor, Rabbi Kagan lamented the present predicament:
.. and now the majority of the kehilla has decided to remove
the Geonim, teachers of Israel from the religious kehilla, so they
should have no influence in religious affairs, and to appoint a leader

over them who is unworthy... The solution of the rabbinate question
in Vilna at present is the beginning of Reform..”

The rabbi called on all religious jews to protest this action.,

The rabbinical council of Vilna, the body directly affected by the new
kehilla council’s action, published a long meémorandum stating its position
in the dispute. First and foremost, the rabbis cited the long standing tradition
not to choose a chief rabbi in Vilna. All the rabbis functioning in Vilna, no
matter what their stature, held the title “moreh hora’ah”, and a rabbinical
council exercised religious authority in the city. No rabbi alive today:
possessed the requisite qualities to be over the rabbinic council of Vilna
and its world-renowned scholars.?

After an initial flurry of news reports on the Vilna rabbinate ﬁght in
the first months of 1929 the issue raised little public notice. The new kehilla
leadership had asserted its authority through its election of Rubinstein, but
did .little to carry out jts decision. By March of that year, however, the
Zionists began efforts to get governmental confirmation of their choice as
rabbi. Agudat Yisrael lobbied for its solution, to name a rabbinic council
of several members. After several weeks of deliberation, the minister
directed the wojewoda to confirm Rubinstein as Vilna rabbi.® Orthodox
representatives continued to claim that the nomination of Rubinstein was
illegal, and appealed to the highest Polish administrative tribunal.’

At this point, the community had reached an impasse. When the kehilla
council wished to proceed with the newly-formed rabbinate of Rubinstein
plus his “assistants”, the venerable rabbis of Vilna, including Rabbi
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Grodzitiski, submitted a letier to the council stating that unless their
demands were met, no rabbi would accept appointment to the rabbinate in
the city. In the end, though, the cotncil decided to ignore the rabbis’ letter
of resignation, and included in the budget an item providing the salary for
the five “assistant” rabbis, in addition to the elected ehief rabbi.!*

The kehilla leadership did search for a way out of the impasse. They
invited the orthodox factions to a meeting to seek a compromise solution.
The rabbis and orthodox councilmen had indicated in the past that the
nomination of a second rabbi in addition to Rubinstein could resolve the
issue, and the kehilla presidium took this idea as the opening basis for
negotiation. The presumed candidate was Rabbi Hayyim Ozer Grodziriski.
Negotiations broke down, however, and the impasse remained.” Only after
two more years of strife and maneuvering would the “two rabbi solution”
become the eventual solutior of the crisis in Vilna.

In the meantime, the orthodex community in Vilna, stunned by the
new situation, began to consider a radical alternative. At several meetings
of orthodox activists and in the pages of the orthodox press, the idea of
founding a separate orthodox community first found expression. For the
presetit, ‘thie ofthodox would remain members-of the existing kehilla, but
plannifig would go ahead for the formation of a separate kultusgemeinde
whichi"Would take over the religious functions of the kehilla. The very
rdising of the possibility of forming a separate kehilla caused consternation
iri kehilla circles, who saw this as the first step in the break-up of the Vilna
kehilla. Mutual accusations were thrown about, mostly questioning the
necessity of raising the rabbinate issue altogether.® The issue became moot,
however, when the authorities did not approve the by-laws for the separate
orthodox “religious society.”* Nevertheless, this was-one of the few
incidents in the entire period in Poland when orthodox representatives
made even a tentative effort to form their own community. For the most
part they rejected such efforts as alien to Polish Jewry and self-defeating to
their claims to répresent the silent majority of Polish Jews. The attempt to
take over the rabbinate in the “Jerusalem of Lithuania”, and the perceived
insult to the Lithuanian rabbi who was one of the pillars of the rabbinic
leadership of Agudat Yisrael, led to desperate measures.

Additional factors contributed to the bitterness of this particular
struggle. First of all, numerous correspondents in the ongoing press debate
remarked that the “conquest” of the prestigious Vilna rabbinate constituted
but an opening wedge in a larger effort by secular forces to capture the
rabbinate, the bulwark of the Jewish religion, in other communities. They
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expressed fears that-Jewish secularists and-government officials had plans
to remake the image of-the rabhi.. . -

Besides the, ideclogical. overtones of the struggle, feelings of personal
betrayal seem to haye played: a part as, well: This element does not figure
prominently in press ggc’étmts,_at the,_time,, but does come in for detailed
exposition in later, pious-biographi¢s of:the rabbinic figures connected to
the struggle, Rabbi Grodziriski_and Rabbi- Avraham Yeshayahu Karelitz
(the “Hazon Ish”). _ R

Recent accounts, siress *the.~pe1:sona1 debt wh.lch Rabbi Rubmstem owed
Rabbi Grodzifiski, a debt which he- -repaid with an act of personal betrayal.
The connection between the two men went back to 1910, durir{g the elections.
for.the office of Crown Rabbi of Vilna. The leading candidate for the post
was Hayyim Tschemowitz (known by the pen name “Rav Tzair”), who
had served as Crown Rabbi in ©dessa. Rabbi Grodziniski was determined:
to prevent the election of Tschernowitz, whom he considered -too liberal,
and sought a tounter-candidate who possessed the requisite matriculation
certificate. At that time Rabbi Rubinstein, who had served, as a congregation
rabbi in the Crimea and met the educational requirements, arrived in Vilna
and presented his own candidacy. Grodzifiski, who saw no other way-to
defeat the candidate of the Jewish secularist groups, threw his supportsto
Rubinstein, but evidently only after an understanding-between.him and
Rubinstein, according to which the latter would refrain from.interference
in matters affecting the kehilla and-the local-rabbinate. After the outbreak
of World War I, however, when Rabbi Grodzitiski went into exile, Rubinstein
stepped into the breach, made his way onto the rabbinical council and
functioned de facto as the spiritual leader of the community.* He continued
in this leadership role into the post-war period; repiesenting the Jewish
minority during the short period of Lithuanian rule, and then under Polish
tule. "Nevertheless, the orthodox circles in Vilna believed that thefe sill
existed an understandirig not to over-step the bounds of the former. office
of Crown Rabbi. By nunning for the office of rabbi of Vilna and taking up
the post, Rubinsteiri had repaid the earlier support of Hayyim-Ozer
Grodzifiski with a stinging slap in the face of the aged renowned scholar.’

The third ahd final aggravating factor in the fight over the rabbinate
was the struggle over the major assets and income sources of ‘the Jewish
community between the newly-elected kehilla board .and the -yeteran
charitable organization in Vilna, the Tzedaka Gedola. The latter, which
functioned practically as an autonomous mini-kehilla, had under its control
many communal buildings and supervised ritual slaughter in Vilna, an
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important source‘of invome: The kehilla. demanded thiat the assets of the
Tzedaka Gedola be handed over to its control, sincé without them it could
not.effectively run the affairs of the Jewish comntunity. Opponents-of the
election of Rabbi'Rubiristeiri, who had &ontrolling influerice irt the'Tzedaka
Gedola;attempted to punish the'kehilla “inthe purse” by preventing‘any
handing over oft assets.+This impasse*apparently: proved crucidl: in 'the
evéntual resolutiort of the. rabbiriaté question in Vilna, in the summer of
1932. Only after the kehilla received into its hands the assets of the Tzed#lk
Gedola and.:control over shehita-(ritual slaughter); from the income of
which.the rabbis received théir salary,-and only aftera special amendment
to the law.was: passed which-allowed the"election of.two rabbis irf-Vilna,
did the.struggle end: Rabbi Grodzifiski 'was named: rabbi of- the- keHilla
alongsidetRabbi Rubinsteir.” One historian of -Vilna Jewry notes that in
practice-Rabbi Rubinstein acted:as the-representative of the community-in
its "reldtions .with' the. authorities, and his office dealt with all matters
con¢erning registratjon of births, deaths, and marriages..Rabbi Grodziriski
servedras the leading religious authority whibse décisionis were sought by
rabbis in other cities a5 well. He also’ continued-to devote himselt to the
maintenance® of .yeshivot in. Vilna.and other parts of Poland.’ Thus the
situation:ih the tominunity remained until the tragic days of World WarII.
Rabbi Grodzifiski‘would die in Vilna during the-Soviet occupation of the
city (1940);'whilé Rabbi Rubinstein {died 1945) escaped from Europe-in
19471 and spérit his last-yedrs te‘échmg at Yes}uva University in New York b
e il ol . b,

Dfe 43t LA L . ot

s (et s i - : . . )

= Obseroations and Conclusions

»+ Alongwith several similar incidents in-the interwar period, the dispute
over the.rabbinate of Vilnius pqints fo some changes-at work regarding the
criteria «for -communal leadership. The- Vilnius -cage has, its special
characteristics: the long standing tabop against naming.a communal .rabbj,
plus the-pojver:struggle between:the kehilla.and the Tzedaka Gedola, the
latter functioning for decades; as a kind_of autpnomous kehilla in. miniature.
Yet beyond any local peculiarities, some common trends are evident as well:
1" 1:Who is 4 rabbi?: new.views ~ Inuthis case and others, we are witness
to a quietitevolutior in the claims made as td.-who is warthy to take yp a
rabbinic post.'This revelution was-not thoraughgoing, and the traditional
criteria of Torah scholarship were not denied. Nevertheless, the criterion
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cited first and foremost wa¢ service to the community, especially in times
of crisis. A major argument in favor of Rubinstein’s appointment was his
activity on behalf of individuals and communities in distress.

In this debate over “who is a rabbi?”, Agudat Yisrael found itself in an
uncomfortable position. Its own propaganda stressed the supreme duty of
communal leaders.to function as shtadlanim (intercessors} who intervene
with government officials on behalf of other Jews. Now Aguda representatives
attacked rabbinical candidates who had distinguished themselves in this
very activity. In an attempt to .create a distinction between their political
representatives and Rabbi Rubinstein, Aguda spokesmen utilized nuances of
language. They downplayed Rubinstein’s efforts and abilities as that of a
mere “khodatay” (Russian. for intercessor), a man comfortable walking the
corridors of the starosta’s headquarters, purposely withholding from him
the more honorable title of shtadlan?® This semantic quibbling could not
hide the fact that as important as rabbinic erudition might be as a qualification
for rabbinic office, many Jews looked for other qualities as well.

The experiences undergone by East European Jewry during World
War played a crucial role in modifying the concepts of the criteria for
leadership. Local kehillot and the traditional leadership of the Jewish
plutocrats in Warsaw, Moscow and other communities proved unable to
cope with the unprecedented situation of mass deportations, refugees in
the hundreds of thousands, and cruel military occupation regimes. This
emeérgency opened the way for younger communal activists to exercise
initiative and attempt to deal with a crisis of such wide dimensions. What
is important is not just the fact that new figures made their way to leadership
posts, but that the rhetoric of Jewish leadership was modified as a result.
The attitude toward candidates for the rabbinate reflects this change in
attitude. Actions during World War I served as a sign of worthiness for
office even in the more “normal” period between the two World Wars.

One other interesting aspect of the dispute discussed here is the blurring
of the old distinction between “rabbi” and “rav mi'taam” (Crown Rabbi)
to the point where the new ideal rabbinical candidate had many of the
characteristics of the government rabbi of Tsarist times.

The struggle over the rabbinate was part of the larger struggle over
the leadership of Polish Jewry and over the definition of Jewish identity.
For that reason the tone of public debate became so intense, since all sides
to the debate saw so much at stake. With all that, we would add that
neither the hopes of the Zionists nor the fears of the orthodox came to
fruition. For all its symbolic importance, the rabbinate did not have the
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political clout that other public positions in Polish Jewry possessed in:that
period. Other arenas.of inner-Jewish conflict, such .as the kehillot“and
educational systems, would prove more amenable to wide-ranging changes.
2+Democratization of Jewish life: implicatiofs and limifations —
Though incompleté (limited to thale suffrage and with some remaining
economtic qualifications for the franchise), the demibcratizatioh of Jewish
comintinal lifé in Poland.-had-become fact, with far-ranging implications.
Old alliances and: understandings fell apart, and new groups anid new
leaders asserted their claims tg repredent the Jewish mindrity. In-certain
respekts, the entire interwar period-was an exXtendéd twilight periodof the
old order in the. kehillot,: &s:the newer regulations, first of the Gerrhan
occupation authorities, later'of the new Polish reginte, -slowly-took effect.
»»Qur sutvey shows that even when the final result proved highly
hegative from its point of view, no group wished t6 abandon the kehillot
to its opponents. Strangely enougly, orily the socialist Bund would withdraw
from kehilla politics for several years-as a matter of principle, objecting to
thetoverly “clerical” nature of the Jewish community. The orthodox groups,
Ied by-Agudat Yisrdel;.might raise the possibility of communal secession
Frankfurt $tyle, but thee ideas were quickly set aside. All the public protests,
all thé ringing editorial comments in the press,‘all the interventions with
Polishofficialsdid not succeed in reversing the adverse decision of the
kehillot., For-their ‘part, government officials could force the hand of the
kehilla: hoards.by demanding the holding of rabbinical elections in the
Wak& of communal élections-(as they did in Vilnius). Agudat Yisrael might
claim timé aftertime that it represented the silent majority of Polish Jewry,
but the actual situation in any number of kehillot belied this claim. It could
only partially. undo the insult to the standing of the leading Lithuanian
rabbi in the incidentin Vilna. With all its efforts, Agudat Yisrael could not
prevent the change,<even if slight, in the public image of the communal
rabbi.and the requisite qualities for such a post. The growing emphasis in
Aguda’s ideological writings on the doctrine of “Daat Torah” (Torah
view)! which posited the-infallible leadership of a select number of gedolei
Torah (Torah sages), whose qualifications bordered on Divine inspiration,
may reflect a reaction against the very earthly list of attributes for the rabbi
envisioned in the approach of its Zionist and socialist opponents.

We would not want to leave the impression that the rabbinate in Poland
underwent any major upheaval wherein the “rabbi-doctor” became the
norm in place of the traditional talmid hakham. The conservative nature
of the rabbinical office and of orthodoxy in Poland changed very little.
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Nevertheless, incidents .such:.as"thatiiizVilnius reflect political shifts in
Polish Jewry and the willingness of Jewish elected officials to éxercise their
prerogative to name néw tyi5& tabbis-t6 tommunal posts. The public debate
.in the-pages of tlte fwistipress demonstrates that older views still'fiad their
-proponéhts, bitf HeWervidws alss Were héard. ' C
That same process of p011t1c1zat10n however, coupled with ‘more
traditiondl fighef Hetiv "iateg?‘n al, ﬁas1d1c dynastles, between Hasidim and
M1tnagd1m, or betweer; ioca‘l factlo . further weakened the rqbbmate in
interwar Poland. Ongoing, disputes, in which local factions could not agree
on a candidate for rabbi, coufd"léave the communal rabbi post vacant for
long periods.? This s1tuahor} had wider unphcahons, smce according to
existing law the rabbi sat as an ex officio member of the kehilla executive,
and his absence from kehilla meetings added to the paralysis in kehilla life
in many communities. As the interwar period progressed and as rabbinic
posts became vacant through death or retirement of the incumbent, the
numnber of kehillot without communal rabbis would increase. ThlS process
reached its climax in the 1md-305, after the death ‘of the f'abbl of Krakéw
in'1934. Fiom that fime & unt1] the outbreak of World War I, practlcally all
the major kehillot in Poland were without, chlef rabbis.® In other words,
. the struggle here described was part of a much wider crisis afﬂlchng the
rabbinate in interwar Poland and affecting Jewish autonomy in general.
By logking at the rabbinate, we can gain an important perspective on
the ways that Jews attempted to refashion the nature of this most politicized
of Jewish communities. The modern rabbi and his political backers may
not have “inherited” the rabbinate in interwar Poland, but the list of
potential “heirs” had been changed in a significant way.
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