Louis Finkelstein’s introduction to his father Simon J. Finkelstein’s commentary to the Prayer Book, Siah Yitshak.  Tr. by Joseph Davis.

My father my teacher, may the memory of the righteous be a blessing, was a great Torah scholar, and even at the end of his days, when he was already in his eighties, he still remembered the entire Talmud by heart.
  In addition to being a scholar, he was also a very fine and ethical person.  He was very well liked, and never insulted another human being, nor did I ever hear him speak deprecatingly of anyone else, even if the other person was an opponent of his.  And as we will see, he did suffer great opposition.

When he was young, he studied at the Beit Yitshak yeshiva in Slobodka, but he was attracted by the Musar movement.  He heard some of the sermons of the great R. Yisrael Salanter of blessed memory, and he was a disciple of the Rabbi Yitzhak Elchanan [Spektor] of blessed memory, and he continued to correspond with him even after my father emigrated to America.

He used to say that when he was younger, he was not a successful preacher.  His sermons were too long, and he was not as clear as he should have been.  Once when he was about twenty, he was given permission to preach in the presence of his father, and R. Yitzhak Elchanan was also there.  After a few hours, my father was still not done with the address.  My grandfather went over to R. Yitzhak Elchanan of blessed memory and said: “Someone has to tell him to stop, he may exhaust himself.”  R. Yitzhak Elchanan answered: “Leave him.  When he gets exhausted, he will stop.”

But during his years in the United States, his talents developed and he became one of the celebrated preachers of his day.  After he moved to Brownsville (a neighborhood of New York City, which at that time was almost completely Jewish) and he was appointed rabbi of Congregation Ohev Shalom (in 1902), which was the major synagogue in Brownsville, thousands of people used to come every Shabbat afternoon to hear him speak.  Even today, decades after he died (in 1947), there are many people who remember his sermons, which were indeed memorable and moving.

It was his custom on Shabbat, during the long summer days, to speak for three or four hours between the afternoon prayers and the evening prayers.  The audience would sit quietly, attentive and enthusiastic, from the beginning of the sermon until the end.  After he suffered a severe illness in 1911, his doctors forbade him to speak for so long, but in spite of that he continued anyway.  

When I asked him about this, he said: “Every hour that the congregation sits in the synagogue, I am doing a mitsvah.  Attending synagogue is itself a mitsvah, and listening to words of Torah is a mitsvah.  But apart from that, some of the people who come are simple people, or perhaps not even quite so virtuous as that, and if they stayed home, they would play cards on Shabbat, or perhaps even worse things, and they might even violate the Shabbat.  And certainly it is possible that they would gossip and spread rumors or speak negatively about others.   But when they are in synagogue, they can’t speak at all.  Anyone who just sits and doesn’t sin is given a reward from Heaven, just like anyone who does a good deed.”

My father was twenty-four years old when he left his family and his home and came to the United States.  At that time, he had already made a name for himself as a prodigy, but on account of his humility, he did not yet consider himself a true scholar.  After he had been in America about twenty years, he succeeded in bringing his father, who was about eighty, to America as well, and also his brothers and sisters and their families.

As I remember, my grandfather of blessed memory arrived in New York just before Passover, 1908.  Since until then he had only known his son as a young man who suffered from stage fright, he was very impressed by the honor that was given to my father by the members of his synagogue, and by his position in the community.  

On Shabbat ha-Gadol,
 the first Shabbat that Grandfather spent in the United States, he heard my father preach.  Grandfather was very moved by what he saw and heard.  He was amazed at the enormous audience who had come to hear his son, and he was surprised by my father’s talent, and that he was able to engage the audience for three or four hours in everything that he spoke about.  My father used to give sermons which were  combinations of aggadot and stories, together with discussions of fine points of Jewish law.  When he saw the feelings of his father, who was sitting in front of him in the congregation, my father was also much moved. And so my father tried even harder than he usually did to enchant the audience and to arouse them.  He cried, and the audience cried with him, and he laughed, and the audience laughed with him.

Apparently on account of the power of these emotions going back and forth between the son and the father and exciting both of them, there was almost a disaster after my father got home.  It was after the evening prayers on Saturday night.  In those days, my father used to chain smoke.  He would have a cigarette in his mouth all day, from the moment that Shabbat ended on Saturday night and until a week later when the candles would be lit for the next Shabbat.
  But now on account of his exhaustion and his excitement, he swallowed the cigarette smoke, and he was not able to exhale.  (I have never heard of another case like this one, and I still do not understand how it happened.)  He fainted and fell on the floor. 

After a little while, we were able to bring him to and stand him up.  Immediately, my grandfather went over to him and said, “Son, I command you never to smoke again.”  And in spite of having been a smoker for forty years, my father obeyed Grandfather, and never touched another cigarette from that day on. 

Since my father was busy all day studying, my mother my teacher was left by herself to take charge of all the household matters.  She was a very sharp and intelligent woman, but she was also extremely pious and truly God-fearing.  Even though my father was himself accustomed to study Torah every possible minute of the day, she would encourage him to study more and to study more diligently.  She was disappointed that he spent so much time studying aggadah for his sermons (as one can see also from his commentary on the prayer book), and that he needed to spend so much time taking care of the congregation.  Her preference would have been that he concentrate only on the study of Jewish law, so as to achieve as much as possible as a Torah scholar.

As was the custom among the Jews of Lithuania, where she had grown up, my mother had absorbed a great deal of Torah from things she had heard, and she would recite Torah sayings and quote them.  She suffered a great deal from the American way of life, and she would mourn the circumstances that had brought the family to the United States, far from the great centers of Torah study and far from the pious ways of life that she had grown up with.  All of her life, she hoped that her sons, or at least one of her sons, would return to Kovno, the city where she was born; the difference between life there and life even in a Jewish neighborhood like Brownsville was very great.

Even when we were quite poor – and my parents had five sons and three daughters, and the family income was meager – my mother always found ways to support people whose need was greater than ours.  No Shabbat would go by without guests both for dinner and for lunch.  Our door was always open, and many poor people used to come and visit.  Our home was also a meeting-place for Torah scholars.
  Many rabbis who came from Eastern Europe would visit us.  Frequently my brothers and I would sleep on the floor, because we needed to give the beds to honored guests such as these.

One of the people who would visit our house every Shabbat was a relative who lived in Williamsburg, another neighborhood of Brooklyn, about an hour and a half walk from our house.  Our relative would make the walk to our house every Shabbat (and every Jewish festival) to eat at my parents’ table.  Among the guests there was also always a certain rabbi, who lived in our neighborhood, who had been separated from his family. Later I studied with this rabbi for four years; he was a considerable scholar, and he tutored me for free.

My mother of blessed memory decided that her oldest son, my brother Reuben, should study medicine. Because we were poor, it was very hard to pay his tuition at the university and to support him.  On account of these difficulties, my father suggested that Reuben leave the university and take a job that would pay a salary, in order that he not be a burden on the rest of the family.  But Mother answered: “Even if we have to eat just bread and water, he will be a doctor.”

Eventually, Reuben finished his studies and became a very distinguished doctor.  Even today, when he is now well on in years, he still sees patients.  Many Torah scholars go to him for medical care, and he sees them for free, and sometimes he even gives them money to help support them.

As my brothers grew up – the oldest, Reuben became a doctor and Jonathan became a lawyer – the situation of my parents improved considerably.  My brother Jonathan bought my parents a fine, large house,
 and my father lived there until he married his second wife, who refused to live in my mother’s house.

The number of guests increased, since there was more place to put them, and some of the great rabbis of Lithuania, who would come regularly to visit the United States, would stay in our house.

Before he became the rabbi of Congregation Ohev Shalom in Brownsville, my father served as rabbi in Baltimore (1885-1889), Cincinnati (1889-1895) and Syracuse (1895-1902).

When we lived in Cincinnati, Isaac Mayer Wise, the founder of Reform Judaism in the United States, would visit us frequently.  Even though all of his views and all of his efforts were painful to my father, my father befriended him and hoped that he would some day repent, or at least that he would refrain from doing even worse things.  Dr. Wise would befriend all of the emissaries from the yeshivot in Lithuania who would come to raise money, and he would escort them on visits to the wealthier members of his community.  After the emissaries visited the members of Dr. Wise’s congregation, and had raised whatever money they could, my father would usually invite them to preach in his synagogue and to spend Shabbat with us.

Often in their sermons, the emissaries would criticize the Reform movement, and one of them even attacked Dr. Wise himself, and used the Talmudic phrase that “he was like a blister on the Jewish people.”
  The next year when that emissary came back again, Dr. Wise was astonished, and he spoke to him like Jephthah to his brothers (Judges 11:7)  “Did you not hate me and drive me out ?  Why do you come to me now when you are in need ?”  But in spite of that, Dr. Wise agreed to do once again as he was accustomed to, and took the emissary around to the wealthy men of the commiunity to raise money for the yeshiva.

Once Dr. Wise came to my father and said to him, I have found an argument that it is permitted to eat oysters.  My father said, “But how ?  Do they have fins and scales ?”  Dr. Wise answered, “No, but they attach themselves to underwater rocks, and they stay there all their lives, so one could treat them not as animals but as plants.”  My father answered that this was not even worth arguing about, and that oysters are prohibited to eat by an explicit command of the Torah, because they are sea animals that do not have fins and scales.  The argument was long and heated; Dr.Wise did not want to accept my father’s opinion, and he finally left him with these words: “Rabbi Finkelstein, you do not see what is coming.  You are younger than I am, and you will yet see that Jews will come to pray on my grave, as if I were a tsadik or a sage.
”  

At the time of this conversation, I was not yet born, but I heard about its substance from my father of blessed memory.  Many years later, I was invited once to Temple Emanuel in New York, and I saw the tablet there that was inscribed in memory of Wise.  I remembered that story and said to myself that part of what Wise had predicted had come true.

In those years, many members of my father’s former congregations used to come and visit us.  Mainly they would come from Cincinnati, where they were still upset that my father had left the community.

Among these visitors was one man whose wife had died giving birth and who had left him a son who was born healthy. When the man came to our house, about six months after his wife had died, my father asked him what he was going to do, since he had been left a young widower and he needed to raise the orphan. My father suggested to him that he do the right thing and marry a second wife who would be a mother for the child. But the man answered that the family of his first wife was strongly opposed to that idea, which had already occurred to him, and that they had promised him that they would help raise the baby and take care of him. My father explained to him the problem with that idea, that after a year or two the wife’s family would certainly get tired of it, and then it would be harder to get the child to accept a stepmother as his true mother. And furthermore, that he himself (the widower) was still young and needed to get married. 

After a short argument, the man agreed to do as my father urged him to do, and my father suggested to him to meet a certain girl, an orphan who was the daughter of a respected family in New York. He met with the girl a few times, and eventually they got engaged. But when the man went back to the city that he was from, the family of his first wife jumped on him with the complaint that he was about to marry a second wife, and they convinced him to go back on the engagement.  

He wrote to my father what had happened. My father immediately invited him to come to him a second time, and he scolded him for what he was about to do, which was insulting to the girl.
 And furthermore, he still needed to get married, whether for himself or whether for the orphan baby. But all of my father’s arguments didn’t convince him, because the man had been convinced by his family, whom he loved. So my father suggested to him to come with him, and they went to visit the family of the fiancée to tell them that he had changed his mind, which they didn’t yet know.  

So they did that, and they went to the house of the fiancée’s aunt, whom she lived with. My father and the uncle of the fiancée and the groom went into a room to discuss the matter.  In the meantime, my father had already invited a minyan of Jews to come to the fiance’s house after one hour, and he had also ordered his shammes to bring a chuppah and a ketubah and everything else that was needed for a wedding. The two sides were still arguing back and forth, and the men for the minyan and the shammes arrived. 

Immediately my father got up and asked the uncle of the bride for the key to the door.  He locked the door and he said to the groom: “Now I am warning you, you cannot leave this house until after the wedding.” The man was taken aback by these harsh words, and he said to my father, who was his good friend: “How could you do a thing like this to me, to force me to marry this woman, after I told you how difficult this was for me ?”. But my father, who was ordinarily as soft as a reed, suddenly became hard as oak, and repeated what he said; that he would absolutely not permit the man to leave the apartment until after the wedding ceremony was done. Eventually the man gave in and my father performed the wedding. 

After they said Sheva Brachot, he explained to the man the whole story. He said, “Now, when you go back to your city and all the family comes to complain, you can tell them everything that happened, and you can explain that you didn’t have any choic,e because I wouldn’t let you out of the room, and you can blame me. And you and they will remain dear friends like you were before.”

And that’s what happened. The man and his second wife visited us a lot, and they brought with them the orphan and the children that they had together. And all their days they thanked my father for the thing that he had done for them.

When I was young, I was accustomed to get up at night in order to study. And in order not to wake up my family, I would study in the synagogue. Once in the fall, on a snowy stormy day, I got ready to go to the synagogue to study as usual. But the storm had woken my father and he told me not to go out, so that I wouldn’t catch cold. In the meantime, my mother had also woken up. When she heard that my father was stopping me from going to the synagogue, she said to him: “If your father had stopped you from studying, even when it was difficult, what would you have become? Let him go”. And my father immediately gave in, which was his custom when he discussed things with her.

Our mother was very respected by the whole neighborhood and by all the rabbis who were my father’s colleagues. When she would come in to my father’s room, all the rabbis who were there would stand up for her, out of respect for her piety and her good qualities. It happened once that they all stood up, and there was just one who didn’t stand up. And one of the other rabbis turned to him and said “Stand up, it is proper to stand for this Rebbitzin when she enters the room.”

On the day when my mother died, which was the eleventh of Adar 1923, while we were sitting in shock (she died when she was 62 years old), a poor orphan girl came in who was mentally impaired. And she cried with us but she only said one word, she kept saying it over and over, “mother, mother”. I went over to her, to quiet and comfort her, and I said to her, “But she isn’t your mother” She answered, “No, she was my mother too”. Afterwards we found out that our mother had supported this poor girl that everyone had abandoned, and would visit her everyday, and speak to her kindly, hoping to return her to normal life. 

About five thousand people came to my mother’s funeral, even though that day it was pouring rain. The whole community escorted the coffin from our house to the synagogue, and among the mourners were some of the greatest rabbis of New York, whom we did not know even knew her. They brought the coffin into the synagogue and several great rabbis said eulogies over her there.

In Brownsville there was a man who, even though he was a God-fearing person and mostly acted properly, was an enemy of my father’s and made his life miserable.  It happened that until then this man had seemed healthy, but once he went for a two week vacation and contracted a terrible illness and died at a young age, it is sad to say, only 45 years old. My father and mother were very upset by this, because his children were left orphans and his wife was left a widow. And in particular, they were concerned whether God forbid he had been punished because he criticized my father. As it is said, “Anyone for whose sake someone else has been punished cannot come close to the Holy One blessed be He”.
 So my father and mother cried over him as if he were a close and true friend, and my father gave him a fine eulogy. 

Neither my mother nor my father wanted to make a living from the rabbinate, because they didn’t want to make the Torah “a spade to dig with”
. Twice they tried to start a business but they didn’t succeed. My father, even though he was wise and sharp in certain ways, was naïvely trusting when it came to people. He would give credit to anyone who came to buy things without checking after them. Since many of the customers didn’t pay their debts, we had to close the shop and to pay back the loans we had taken out to stock the store. 

My father frequently acted as a rabbinic judge. Even though he was quite poor himself, people would entrust him with thousands of dollars which the litigants were disputing. Every time a sum of money was entrusted to him like this, my mother would stay up all night in order to watch over the money. The litigants of the case had no idea what they had imposed on her. 

Usually my father, of blessed memory, would offer a compromise. He would avoid having people testify under oath and he didn’t like to be the sole judge.
 When I became a rabbi, my father commanded me that I should never become involved with kashrut supervision, so that I shouldn’t God forbid make a mistake. For this reason I never joined a kashrut organization, even when they invited me. And I never decided cases on that sort of thing, even when I was young and much more involved in that topic.

My father was one of the first Zionists in the United States. My older brothers, Reuben and Jonathan, founded a Zionist youth organization in Brownsville (which was called “Dorshei Tzion”), which was one of the first in this country. I was still young at this time, but I participated in founding the youth group “Bonei Tzion”, which existed for a few years. My younger brothers, Maurice (who died ten years ago) and Hink (who is still alive) also participated in founding Hebrew clubs and the like. 

After my mother died, my father lived about three years in the house of my sister Fanny, of blessed memory, and her family. She and her husband Shimon worked hard to comfort him on the death of my mother. Eventually, in 1925, he married again, and that summer he went with his wife to visit the land of Israel, and I joined him with my wife. My father visited Rav Kook and Rabbi Chaim Sonnenfeld. He enjoyed visiting Israel very much. He enjoyed seeing Jerusalem and our visits to Tzfat and Tiberias, and to settlements and kibbutzim in the Galilee. He was sure that there would a State of Israel, but he died a year before it was established.

My father was never ambitious, and he refused an invitation to be the rabbi of one of the major synagogues in New York City, the synagogue where Rabbi Lookstein is now, where Rabbi M. Margaliot was the rabbi after my father turned the job down. He was worried that he would become too involved in communal affairs and he wouldn’t have time to study Torah. My mother agreed with him that it was better to live in poverty in Brooklyn than to be busy all day with communal matters that other people were better able to deal with. When I asked him towards the end of his life whether he regretted turning this job down, he said, “no, if I had accepted that invitation, I’m sure I would not have lived as long”. 

During the Second World War, a delegation of Jews
 from Soviet Russia came to Brownsville, in order to win support for Russia among the American Jewish community. The Communists invited my father to participate in the assembly in honor of the committee. He accepted the invitation, despite the distress of many of his congregants. His answer to those who objected was, ``Come and hear.'' 

My father was then already eighty-two years old. In his speech at the assembly, he told the following parable: 

Once, some generations ago, the daughter of a Polish squire fell seriously ill. In the middle of the night, the illness worsened, and the doctors despaired of her life. When the wife of the squire heard this terrible news, she burst into tears, and she begged her husband to send to the Rabbi of the town, that he should pray for the girl. ``Perhaps he has some influence with God'' she said. 

The squire did not want to listen to her, but since he saw that his daughter was at the gates of death, he sent to the rabbi while it was still night, to ask him to arrange prayers immediately for the recovery of his sick daughter. The rabbi woke the shammas and told him to gather a minyan of Jews to recite Psalms. So as not to burden the workers and shopkeepers, who would need to go to work the next day, the rabbi told the shammas to go to the taverns and so on, where he would find Jewish card players and such, and to gather them for a minyan. 

So this assembly of wastrels and riff-raff was gathered, and they prayed. In the morning, the state of the squire's daughter had improved, and soon she fully recovered. Immediately, the squire sent the rabbi great gifts to divide among those who had prayed. When this became known, the magnates of the congregation complained to the rabbi: Why had he failed to wake them and so denied them the pleasure of the munificence of the squire? The rabbi answered, ``I realized that night that all of the gates before the young woman were locked: the gate of prayer, the gate of mercy, even the gate of repentance. And so it occurred to me to gather people who would know how to open a locked gate. And among these card players there would certainly be thieves who open gates without permission. I said to myself, `Perhaps they will be able to open the gates of mercy.' '' 

"And now,'' continued my father, ``it seems that all the gates have been locked against us. We are slaughtered and taken to be killed, and Hitler yimach sh'mo is victorious on all the fronts of the war. Maybe these Communists in Russia, who have plenty of experience breaking open gates on earth, will be able to open the gates above.'' 

All the audience laughed, and the emissaries (one of whom
 was eventually executed by Stalin yimach sh'mo) also enjoyed it. After the story my father continued speaking seriously of the state of the war, the fate of the Jewish people, and the need for prayer and repentance.

My father was accustomed to tell stories of great rabbis whom he had known when he was young, such as Rabbi Yitzhak Elchanan Spektor, Rabbi Israel Salanter, and the student of Rabbi Salanter, Rabbi Isaac Blazer, who was known in my father’s circle as “Reb Itzele Peterburger,” because he had lived for a short time in Petersburg, which is now Leningrad.  And also Rabbi Yosef Yozel Horwitz, a major figure in the Musar Movement, who founded several yeshivot in Lithuania.  He was known as the “The Man of the Holes.” (This was on account of a story that was told about him, that when he was young he lived by himself in a locked, windowless cell, and his only contact with the outside world was his food, which would be slid in to him via two holes in the wall, one for meat and one for dairy.) My father studied with him from the time he was fourteen until he was seventeen, in a small town in Lithuania called Rumshishok.

My father had the merit of seeing grandchildren, and even one great-granddaughter..  In his last years, when his children all had families of their own and lived some distance away, it was the custom of my sister Esther’s children, Judah and Hannah, to visit him for the Jewish holidays, especially Passover, in order to be with him for the Seders.  My sister Ruth also spent a great deal of time with him, and he told her and my other sisters many stories about our family.  

He was extremely careful about the honor due to Torah scholars.  When he was young, as he himself tells the story in the introduction to his book ‘Ein Shim’on, he protested strongly against the Jews who opposed the Chief Rabbi of New York City, Rabbi Jacob Joseph.  When he was older, he also defended the honor of the Chief Rabbi of the Land of Israel, Rabbi A. I. Kook, whom he was very fond of.

Even in his last years, when he was more than eighty years old and had become physically very weak, his mental powers remained intact, just as they had been when he was younger.  His memory of the Talmud and his ability to offer original Torah interpretations did not diminish.  He also remained an extraordinary preacher.  The address that he gave at the Bar Mitzvah of his grandson Michael Finkelstein, about a half a year before he died – has not been forgotten to this day, twenty years later,  by those who heard it.

His opinion was that he had merited length of years in order to study more Torah and to do more works of kindness, and especially in order to participate to some degree in the efforts to save the Jews of Europe and to build the land of Israel.  He would frequently say, “These years it is not right for me to live for myself, in order to take more pleasure from This World.  I live for my children, who would be upset were I to die, and for my congregation which I serve.”

My father died on the 26th day of Nisan, which is the 11th day of the Omer, 1947.  He had suffered a heart attack while leading prayers on his mother’s yahrzeit, which was the 10th of Nisan.  

When we were talking during those days, I asked him once, “How could such a thing happen ?  [Doesn’t it say in the Talmud
 that] someone who has been sent to do a mitzvah is protected from harm ?”  He answered with a joke, as he usually did.  “To lead prayers on my mother’s yahrzeit – that was certainly a mitzvah.  But crying and expressing emotion wasn’t a mitzvah.  It was the crying that made me sick, not the mitzvah.”

Before he died, he instructed us not to mourn him more than what is required by Jewish law, and to bury him in the gravesite that had been prepared next to my mother my teacher.  He also encouraged his grandchildren to study Torah.  It had been his custom, when his grandchildren visited him, to ask them to tell him what they had studied in school.  For there is a saying in the Talmud that to hear Torah spoken by one’s grandchild is considered comparable to hearing it at Mount Sinai.

Louis Finkelstein

15 Kislev 1967

� A few notes on the translation. All the footnotes are added by me JD.  The original gives all dates in the Hebrew calendar.  I have translated the years into Common Era (AD) years, so, for example, what is translated as “1911” is in he original the Hebrew year 5671, which went from September 1910 until September 1911.  15 Kislev 5728 fell in late 1967, and I have translated it accordingly.  I have eliminated many of the honorifics for rabbis, and some pious Hebrew catchphrases, which are very common in this style of Hebrew writing, such as “for our sins,” which follows references to bad events, “of blessed memory,” which follow references to the dead, and “may s/he be blessed with long life,” which follows references to the living.  I have retained two Hebrew honorific idioms, although they look strange in English: “my father my teacher” and “my mother my teacher.”  I have not translated the last paragraph, which consists partly of a list of deaths in the family since the time of his father’s father death, and partly of acknowledgements.   It mentions as well that his father would have been pleased to know that the commentary was published in Jerusalem.  It is my own pleasure to acknowledge the help of my daughter Miranda Davis and my brother Ernest Simon Davis in preparing this translation.


� Shabbat ha-Gadol is the name of the Shabbat that precedes Passover.


� Smoking is prohibited on Shabbat.  


� Cf. Pirkei Avot 1:4 and 5.


� Or apartment ?  Heb. bayit.


� Kasheh le-Yisrael ke-sapahat.  Yevamot 109b.  


� Dr. Wise’s point may be that future generations will not ask themselves whether oysters are kosher at all, and they will regard him (Wise) as very religious for having kept any Jewish dietary laws at all.


� My grandfather, in telling this story, commented that, in that community at that time, one did not break an engagement unless there was a very serious objection; therefore, a woman who had been jilted in this way became practically unmarriageable. 


� Talmud, tractate Shabbat 149b.


� Pirkei Avot 4:7


� Cf. Pirkei Avot 4:10


� Solomon Mikhoels and Itsik Fefer.


� Actually, both were executed by Stalin.


� Pesahim 8a and elsewhere.


� Kiddushin 30a.





