Community Rabbinate in Eastern Europe: Abstract 

The study of the history of rabbinate – a relatively new branch in the historiography of Jewish History – is a discipline with many facets. In the past, its main focus was an extensive and detail oriented documentation of the rabbis who served in the various communities. The next phase – which may be viewed as a transition phase from collecting and sorting information to modern, historical research – saw the publication of a small number of studies describing the rabbinic world as a whole. At the same time, the genre of hagiography blossomed, focusing on the description of the scholarly, spiritual, and public aspects of some well-known rabbinic figures. In recent decades, following a growing interest in social history, various researchers have tried to outline the social and economic aspects of the community rabbi’s life, including the institution of community rabbinate, its development and its social implications, using a variety of different research methods. These scholars focused mainly on Jewish communities in Ashkenaz and on the rabbinic world of the Middle Ages. Some attention was also given to the community rabbinate in other European spheres, such as France, Italy, Hungary, as well as other European centers. The same institution sparked the interest of scholars of North American and Middle Eastern Jewish History as well.	Comment by a k: האם צרפת לא נכלל ב"אשנכז"?
	 The Eastern European rabbinate – one element of which is the main subject of the current book – was also part of this scholarly discourse. The discussion of this sphere was characterized by three key trends: geographic, chronological and thematic. From the geographical point of view, rabbinate scholars focused first and foremost on the spheres of Galicia and Poland. The rabbinate of the Jewish communities at the Pale of Settlement—where most of the Jewish population was settled at the time, including the Jewish-Lithuanian cultural sphere—was barely acknowledged by researchers. From a chronological point of view, scholars of the Polish rabbinate tended to focus either on the period that ended at the late eighteenth century, or on different aspects of Polish rabbinate during the first half of the twentieth century. The world of nineteenth century rabbinate, both in Poland and in the Pale of Settlement, was marginalized and discussed only rarely. As for the thematic point of view, scholars' main interest was clearly focused on famous rabbis, who lived and served in large, well-known communities, as well as the leaders of the great Yeshivas established in Eastern Europe in the early nineteenth century. Those who were members of neither of these two groups—i.e., rabbis of urban and town communities in the Pale of Settlement, who constituted the vast majority of the rabbinic world at the time—were rarely acknowledged.
The current book is designed to fill the aforementioned lacuna in these three dimensions – geographic, chronological, and thematic. In terms of geography, our discussion focuses on the community rabbinate in the northern region of the area known as the Pale of Settlement, that is, on Jewish communities located in the Jewish-Lithuanian cultural sphere, and in the north-western provinces of the Russian Czarist Empire.
Regarding the second, chronological aspect, the discussion focuses on a time period beginning in the second quarter of the nineteenth century and ending with the outbreak of World War I. This period was characterized by swift changes in European society at large as well as the Jewish society within it, including the collapse of the traditional organizational structure of the community – the local Jewish Kehilla. For this reason, it is particularly interesting to explore the world of community rabbis and the rabbinic institution during this time period. One particular point of interest, for example, was the tension prevailing between the rabbinic world, which viewed itself as one of the guardians and preservers of the Old Order, and the swift sometimes radical societal changes, which were perceived as a threat to this order. Yet, as the current book describes at length, the shrinking influence of the traditional political-economic elite, its members generally filling institutional positions, alongside the growing power and influence of the masses, had many implications for the lives of community rabbis. This was true in terms of the selection process of rabbis, which now included more people, and consequently more varied and contradicting interests, as well as the rabbi’s position and authority in a society in which the lines between different levels of the classic hierarchy were becoming blurred, and sometimes vanishing altogether.
As for the third, thematic aspect, this may be one of the book’s key contributions: the study of rabbis in small and medium-size communities. Ostensibly, and according to the traditional study of rabbinate, the primary way of exploring the communal rabbinate of the time is by exploring the realm and activity of rabbis serving in large communities such as Vilnius, Minsk, Vitebsk, Grodno, and so on. My basic assumption, however, is that these rabbis were too few and too unique to be considered representatives of the rabbinic milieu in the area under discussion, which is explored here as a whole, particularly when it comes to its financial and social contexts. The web of connections and the activities of a rabbi serving in a large, well-established community, whether it was the rabbi of a whole city or the rabbi of one of its neighborhoods, are not the same as and cannot be compared to their equivalent elements in the world of a rabbi stationed in a faraway town. Thus, in my opinion, the only way to really get to know the world of communal rabbinate of a given time and place is by exploring the primary body active in that sphere – i.e., the rabbis who served in hundreds of small and medium communities in a region – out of site, and sometimes out of mind as well. Only thus – through classification, characterization, and analysis of the information gathered from a variety of sources referring to these rabbis – can we present a comprehensive, well-founded image of the world of the communal rabbi and provide an overall picture of the institution of the communal rabbinate at the time.
The choice to focus on this specific group entails a number of advantages: First, this is a widespread phenomenon, whose actual scope can only be assessed by remembering that at any given moment during the relevant time period, there were about 1,500 rabbis serving in these communities. These rabbis were the spinal cord of the rabbinate institution in the nineteenth century Jewish-Lithuanian cultural sphere. In other words, we are talking about a widespread social, religious, and political phenomenon, which, due to the special status of its members, carried extremely important implications both for local Jews and for the community as a political-social organ.
Another advantage of researching second-line rabbis is the opportunity to listen to a less-familiar aspect of rabbinic discourse of the time. Usually, rabbinic voices were heard in the contexts of halakhic rulings and/or general public issues. This voice, however, represents but a small group – an elite of sorts, comprised of well-known rabbis, who, as mentioned before, cannot be seen as representing the entirety of the rabbinic milieu. Moreover, the discussion of these issues, important as they may be, was only a small portion of the rabbinic discourse at the time, which included a wide array of issues; these issues were a central and significant part of the world of the communal rabbis, as well as the internal-rabbinic and public discourses. This was a material, practical, and mundane discourse, sometimes focusing on seemingly trivial matters and unimportant issues – particularly those raised and discussed in the context of the network of connections between a rabbi and his community. The difficulties of finding someone to fill a rabbinic post, a rabbi’s complex relationships with his community members, the financial difficulties experienced by many communal rabbis, and the question of authority and status of the local rabbi were all key parts of this discourse, and for good reason. All of these issues had a real impact on a rabbi’s life and rabbinic career, and often on their rulings as well.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The third advantage of studying these second-line rabbis is the window its opens for exploring and becoming familiar with the public communal sphere of Eastern Europe Jewish society at the time. As a public servant, albeit an informal one, the communal rabbi had an intricate system of ties and linkages with most elements of his local society. By exploring the ties between the rabbi and the local system of institutions, as well as between the rabbi and his community members, we can reveal some interesting and comprehensive aspects of the communal fabric of life at the time, as well as the complex dynamics that served as background for local political and social processes. Fourth, the study of communal rabbinate offers an unfamiliar point of view over the broader, super-community organizational-professional structure of Eastern Europe Jewry. Due to their high mobility, a consequence of changing positions every three to five years on average, the communal rabbis were perceived – by themselves and by their communities – as the least stable sub-group in the Jewish society of their time, and as people with no organic affiliation to any particular community. As suggested by research, communal rabbis perceived themselves, and were perceived by others to a certain extent, as members of a professional, super-communal, informal guild, some kind of a “rabbinic republic,” controlled by its own unique codes of behavior. Thus, by observing this specific group we can reveal another, mostly unfamiliar, aspect of the Jewish world of the time: the relationship between the local community and the discourse and trends of the ideological and political organizational networks which characterized the Jewish world during the second half of the nineteenth century.
Despite everything written so far, there are a number of aspects related to the world of communal rabbis that are not discussed in the current book. The first is the web of linkages and relationships between ‘spiritual’ communal rabbis and crown rabbis in the Pale of Settlement. Upon the establishment of the institution of the crown rabbi, Jewish communities were required to appoint a crown rabbi alongside the spiritual rabbi. The distinction between the two, however, was undisputed. While the former was responsible for elements that were not core parts of the rabbinic realm, such as administering the communal metrics and providing formal permits for religious rituals (marriage, divorce), the latter was responsible for all the aspects related to the religious world of the community members. He was the one and final decisor of permitted and prohibited; he was the one who actively conducted the religious ceremonies, delivered lectures, served as a preacher and so forth. This distinction was also evident in the public discussion concerning the “question of the rabbinate,” which was a central part of the public discourse in the region during the second half of the nineteenth century.	Comment by a k: מגיד שיעור
Moreover, the book does not explore the realm of Hasidic community rabbis (apart from a few exceptions), for a number of reasons: We must remember that the Hasidic rabbi was not chosen by his community, but rather appointed by the Hasidic Tzadik whose hegemony covered the entire region of a community. This process had serious implications for rabbinic practices in the Hasidic community, and for his relationship with his community. Since the Hasidic rabbi did not derive his authority from his community, but rather from his appointer, he had no obligation whatsoever to the members of his community, neither in terms of the public aspects of his job nor in regards to practical ones, such as his terms of employment, his tenure, the ability to relieve him of his duty, etc. Thus, like the crown rabbis, Hasidic rabbis were inherently different from the spiritual rabbis in non-Hasidic communities, despite the similarities of their day-to-day roles (halakhic rulings and so on).	Comment by a k: מצודתו פרוסה

Methodology
One of the key questions when discussing the rabbinic world at large, and particularly the communal rabbinate, is the author’s perception of the subject under study. By definition, hagiographic literature refers to its subjects as having unique status, value, and weight, sometimes to the extent of attributing a certain elements of holiness to their image. Hence, the discussions of this genre lack any critical theme, and focuses on presenting the subjects’ uniqueness and special traits. Historical research explores its subjects from a different point of view. Rabbis, as great, as important, and as highly-positioned as they may be, are perceived as human beings. They have hopes and dreams, desires and wills, as well as urges and weaknesses. Hence, their jobs and their actions are examined by applying the same standards applied to any person situated on the social ladder, from the highest ranks to the lowest. A similar methodology is applied by clergy researchers, as demonsrated by the Christianity researcher, Louise Shoren-Souta, in her study of European clergy. It should be mentioned here that critical research methodology applies human standards not only to the communal rabbi, but also to his sphere of action, i.e., communal institutions, with their considerations and practices, as they relate to the communal rabbi. This was my guiding principle in this study as well, and it seems that adopting it is the only way to allow an objective and impartial examination of my subjects.	Comment by a k: Not sure if spelled correclty
Writing a collective biography presents some complex methodological obstacles for a researcher, the main one being the danger of generalizations and unfounded conclusions due to the scope of the examined group and the structural differences between its members. I handled this challenge by applying the historical quantitative method in all its respects. For this reason, a large database was built to include rabbis who were born between the years 1800 and 1875 and served in the communities of the Jewish-Lithuanian cultural sphere. The database contains close to 1,500 rabbis and includes their names, places of birth, dates of birth and death, places of study, books they wrote, their communities and their age when appointed. This extensive and comprehensive database, which was collected from various sources, allows us to get as close as possible to portraying a realistic image of the “ideal type” of communal rabbi.
Another dilemma faced by researchers of social groups is how to present their findings, and in our case – how to portray the story of the communal rabbinate in the specific time and region. After many deliberations, I decided to present this story by following the life course of a “typical” communal rabbi. And so, the first section of the book invites the reader to follow the young scholar, starting with his education in the Yeshiva or Beit HaMidrash, through the complex and disappointing process of trying to find a position as a communal rabbi—a process that was characterized by internal disputes within the different communities concerning the identity of the favorite candidate, different mediators and mediation methods designed to promote the various candidates, and the “test sermon” he was required to give—the negotiation with community members concerning the terms of his employment, and eventually the receipt of the coveted ordination letter. The second part of the book follows the process of the rabbi’s acceptance by his new community; his various fields of activity; his self-perception as a rabbinic-scholarly figure with no intellectual peers in his immediate surroundings; his relationships with other community rabbis; the scope and content of his scholarly and religious writings; his sermons; his public activity; the disputes and conflicts surrounding his presence and activity; the phenomenon of the “double rabbinate”; his relationship with local power and authority centers, such as the political and financial elite, the ritual slaughterers, butchers and religious judges, as well as the masses; his financial status; the role and position of the rabbi’s wife; and ending his tenure in a specific community and moving on, by choice or due to the decision of the communal institutions.	Comment by a k: Or: Dayanim
While we focus on the social, financial, and political aspects of the communal rabbi’s world, we should not forget that the rabbi was the most significant or even the sole religious authority in the local communal sphere. As the dilemma created by this significance became clearer throughout my study, I entertained the idea that in this aspect, the rabbi was the Jewish equivalent of another religious figure living and acting in the same sphere, in a similar socio-political context – the local priest, which was usually Greek-Orthodox or Catholic. At first glance, it seems that these two figures do not have much in common. But the examination of contemporary primary literature written by priests, as well as sociological studies of the clergy, reveal a long list of similarities between the communal rabbi and the local priest. The analysis of these similarities yielded some significant insights regarding various aspects of the life of a religious clerk in a small, closed-off community, which are also the focus of a wide variety of studies discussing the world of priests in general, and particularly that of the village-community priest. Furthermore, the attempt to write a collective biography of rabbis in a specific time and place resulted in a description that is somewhat similar to other attempts focusing of priests in similar or other contexts. I believe that beyond the immediate significance of crossing a barrier of consciousness and scholarship by performing this comparative examination, this insight may also be useful for future studies in this field.


