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Chapter 3:
 “With Money or Its Equivalent”:
Buying the Rabbinate
[bookmark: _GoBack]<Explanation: blue denotes additions or modifications of the source text for clarity or style; purple denotes my comments and questions; yellow denotes two alternatives. Please feel free to be in touch with any questions or comments and/or to send me back the text if you would like me to make any corrections -Avi K. >

1. “With Money, a Document, or Intercourse” 
Because the appointment of a rabbi was frequently attended by dispute, accepted standards for conducting the process were often treated as suggestions more than rules. With this context we can understand the free hand taken by locals in positions of power [גורמים מקומיים] when it came to the timing of the selection process, the identity of the chosen candidate, and the exercise of fairness during the process. [אני לא בטוח שהבנתי את כוונתך פה] Thus for example, while in the Middle Ages clauses in communal ordinances sometimes prohibited the appointment of rabbis in communities in which they had first or second-degree relatives, this was not issue in the time we are studying and was not discussed as part of the public discourse over the rabbinate at all. [איך הדוגמא קשורה למה שקדם?] At the same time, we find another, informal path to the rabbinate, one often more influential than nepotism. I am referring to the practice of selling a community’s rabbinical position.
In the winter of 1897, *** – a 22-year old yeshiva student with semikhah, who had served as rabbi of the community of *** – decided to accept an offer to serve as rabbi in the community of *** in Galicia. It was not his first choice. He had already investigated other options – including the communities of *** and ***. However, having received no response from the community of ***, despite actively reaching out to them, and realizing he was the preferred candidate among the members of the community in ***, he decided to accept their offer. It soon became clear, however, that the position came with a metaphorical – and literal – price tag. As he describes in one of his letters: 
To my sorrow, they coveted money, claiming that they needed it to build a bathhouse. They expected/wished [ויבקשו] the chosen rabbi to pay this out of pocket, a large sum of 1500 or more. [Only then] would they give him his bread; [only then could] he hold the scepter of [the rabbinate] in their community. 
***’s goes on to express his disappointment that the members of the community “do not set their sights on a man who is suited to the [rabbinic] cloak, to serve in prestige in their community; to them, money is the answer to everything.” Despite his indignation, it is unlikely that the request came as a surprise. As a Talmud scholar, well-versed in halakhic discourse, it is safe to assume that *** was aware of the long history of halakhic discussions revolving around the sale rabbinic posts. Moreover, it is unlikely that he was ignorant of a phenomenon which was the subject of a lively three-decade-long public debate, featuring prominently in the Jewish press of the time. We can also assume that the practice was discussed among young rabbis courting various communities. Indeed, his letters describing the episode show that he took the request for granted, and even treated it as the norm. He does not protest, on principle, to the idea of buying and selling rabbinic positions. It is the specifics and practical details of the request which perturb him: 
For apart from the fact that I do not have the ability to pay a sum as large as 1500 or more, in a small town with a small income, spending such a considerable sum, is not worth it. [This is certainly so for a] man who hopes in the future, by the grace of the Almighty, to be seated upon the [rabbinic] throne in one of the large cities, paying a much lower price [for it].
When the leaders of the community of *** realized that *** had no intention of paying, they began to look elsewhere. At one point they were even on the verge of signing a rabbinic writ of appointment with a young student “who was willing to pay from his own wealth the large sum of money they wanted.” However, upon reconsidering, and realizing that the negotiations with the other candidate had stalled, *** concluded that to advance his rabbinic career he would need to accede to the request at least in part: “I am willing to pay my own money to their treasury, but not the great fortune that they have requested.” For unclear reasons, ***’s negotiations with *** were never finalized. It was only two and half years later, in the summer of 1899 that *** would assume a rabbinic throne, this time in the community of ***. Here also the rabbinate came at a price – a sum of 7,000 crowns. Half of the sum was to purchase “ownership [hezqat] of the rabbinate,” from the widow and heirs of the previous rabbi. The other half was designated for “community needs.”
This episode showcases an important aspect of the rabbinate which has received scant attention in scholarship – the sale and purchase of rabbinic posts. One possible explanation for this lacuna is the assumption, once held by many scholars (such as ***), that the phenomenon was marginal and that ***’s is not representative of wider trends. This overly optimistic assumption lacks any basis in reality; the phenomenon of purchasing rabbinic posts was actually quite widespread. As *** explained: “two things prevent a rabbi or head of court from being appointed in Galicia – money and age. [The rabbinic candidate] must first place money in the pockets of the community and its prestigious members [יחידי סגול], and then they declare him to be ‘good,’ [ואז יאמרו לדבק טוב] without anyone bothering to check [באין איש שם לב] whether or not he is actually suited to the position.” As will become clear below, the practice was not just prevalent in large communities; it could also be found in small towns. Moreover, what *** described as a “Galician” phenomenon, was even more accepted in the Jewish communities of Lithuania and Poland. Interestingly, few other subjects related to the history of the community rabbinate have been discussed as frequently and in so much detail in the contemporaneous public discourse only to merit so little attention from scholars. 
 A review of extant sources shows that the practice had its roots in the Middle Ages. In the late sixteenth century, we begin to find numerous accounts attesting to it in various communities in western, central, and eastern Europe. The large number of texts discussing the subject shows that already at this time the rabbinate was frequently purchased. Moreover, the practice was in the minds of many not just normal but sometimes even appropriate. This is demonstrated by the lack of effort to conceal the practice, so much so, that transaction details were even entered into official community records. For example, an entry in the ledger of the Jewish community of Berlin reads:
And now the great leader, our teacher, Rabbi David has been accepted as the head of court of the holy congregation of ***, and this has been agreed upon by the chief and leader Reb Peital to give to the treasure of our community a sum of 150 Reichsthaler each year in exchange for the rabbinate of the great-leader’s brother in law, mentioned above, in the holy community of ***. 
The recurring attempts to correct the practice only attest to its unremitting pervasiveness. During the sixteenth-century, enactments to curtail the practice were legislated by both communal bodies super-communal ones such as *** and ***. By following discussions of the phenomenon, especially those in rabbinic literature and codices of enactments, one can see that as the centuries passed, the practice not only did not decline but even spread throughout eastern and central Europe. One of the many accounts attesting to this is that of Rabbi ***:
And then I came here, to the holy community of ***, which accepted me as a rabbi and head of court. Indeed, the people favor [שלימים איתי] me, and have accepted me with sincere [motivations], not asking for any expenditure in exchange for the rabbinate [...] This is unlike other communities in our country [emphasis added, M.Z.]; in every city, they accept the rabbi in exchange for the large, hefty sum of money the rabbi pays to the leader [להשר] and the community. Due to our many sins, this breach has grown widespread in our country. 
When a rabbinical post was vacant in a large, prestigious community the temptation to sell the position and the willingness to buy it were even greater. To name just one example, in the mid-seventeenth century the rabbinical post of *** was bought for Rabbi ***, by his father-in-law. It seems that with time, buying the rabbinate grew into a countrywide problem, as demonstrated by the growing frequency of its mention and the recurring attempts to contend with it through rabbinic legislation, some of which was articulated in a particularly acrimonious tone. 
A watershed in the history of purchasing rabbinical posts, and an excellent example of the practice, took place in 1745 in the Jewish community ***. During this period, the community owed large sums of money to several people, the majority of whom were non-Jews. One of the wealthy men in the community, ***, offered to repay these debts on the community’s behalf in exchange for appointing his son-in-law ***, rabbi. Suffering from financial straits, and due to ***’s prestigious status, the community could not refuse and after lengthy deliberations, the leadership of the community officially agreed to the deal. The rabbinic post was sold to *** and his father-in-law in exchange for 24,000 zloty. 
The fact that this took place in ***, which boasted one of the largest and most prestigious Jewish communities in Europe, was seen by some as a stamp of approval. It may explain why, twenty years later, the rabbinic post of nearby ***, was sold for 8,000 zloty, and why in 1780, an ordinance was passed in the community of *** that stipulated that “a rabbi chosen by God’s will, shall not pay less than three hundred *** to the community treasury.” In the latter case, there is reason to believe that the community’s financial woes may have also played their part [consider omitting this last sentence of putting in a footnote]. Thus, over the years selling the rabbinate became a norm. An example of its prevalence in urban communities is the case of the community of ***, where the rabbi who received the position was required to pay a sum of 1,000 *** in exchange for an exceptionally long tenure of ten years. 
In terms of the mechanics of selling the position, a number of creative methods were developed such as: purchasing directly, providing the community with a loan (sometimes one that they had no intention of paying back), paying off the community’s debts, or simply a tendency among some communities to prefer candidates with financial means. Sometimes it was rabbis themselves who bought the position; other times it was bought for them by a family member – a father, a son, a son-in-law or a brother in law. 
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, we begin to see a rise in the number of accounts attesting to the practice’s prevalence. As one contemporary put it: “In Poland many a rich man can purchase for his son or son in law a rabbinic throne, as if he were buying an apple for his child, even if [the rabbi in question] is young and intellectually impoverished.” This claim, already voiced in the first quarter of the century, was not unfounded, and the trend would only become more pronounced in the second half of the century. 
Beginning in the 1870’s, the issue of purchasing and selling rabbinic posts began to occupy a prominent place in Jewish public discourse. This is especially evident in the Jewish press of the time. Anyone who thought that those participating in this discourse, especially those critiquing the practice, were exaggerating, was sorely mistaken. He needed only to look around him and listen to the sound of “rabbinical transactions” emerging from numerous Jewish communities in Lithuania and elsewhere. The rabbinate was sold in ***, ***, ***, ***, ***, ***, ***, ***, *** and others. Even ***, considered the “lead defendant” of the eastern European rabbinate in the nineteenth century, was forced to admit in the 1870’s that “there are those who have offered to buy this position for full price. [I’ve omitted the translation of וכדומה] These deeds happen every day in our time.” As explained by Rabbi ***, a candidate had no chance of attaining a position “without paying them, as is the practice in certain cities in Galicia.” Rabbinical posts became traded commodities, sold to the highest bidder. The following discussion of the practice in urban communities in Lithuania in the early second half of the nineteenth century is an excellent example:
Our town has adopted the practices of its ancestors and has built a pagan altar [במה] upon which to make sacrifices to the god of gold and silver, appointing a dayan who has come/appointing any dayan who comes in exchange [והעמידה דיין שבא בשביל כסף וזהב] for gold and silver. 1,000 coins were paid by one scholar for the rabbinate of the town of ***, which was sold in an auction. [במכרז] The town of *** sold the rabbinate in perpetuity. [לצמיתות] It handed over the crown but with collateral, for its rabbi was still young, and had yet to merit [donning] rabbinic adornments, for he could not yet pay all the money which he had promised to the members of the community. And who knows if the men of the community of *** would have agreed to wait until he had amassed the money, had not a prestigious member/leader [אלוף] of the community, the rabbi’s father’s father in law, rebuked them, warning them about losing a candidate as good as him. [...] It is like merchandise traded by merchants. 
Towards the end of the century, the practice began to transcend internal communal politics; sales began to be conducted publicly. Thus, according to the account of Rabbi ***, he attained his rabbinical post in the town of *** “because his father gave money to the men of the city,” or as Rabbi *** put it: “the rabbinate in small towns has become a commodity.” 
All of the above cases refer to rabbis who officially purchased the position from community institutions. However, over the years another method grew in popularity. I am referring to the practice of buying “ownership of the rabbinate” from the incumbent rabbi or his family members. This method of purchase had the advantage of bypassing the clear ethical and halakhic issues with buying a rabbinic post as well as avoiding the public censure this could often entail. The buyers were usually young rabbis who had had trouble finding vacant rabbinic positions. They saw it as an opportunity to guarantee their future career as well as a way to supplement their training, gaining practical experience working for the community rabbi. [I assume you mean the purchase the hazaqa when the rabbi is still alive and then, in the meantime, work for the incumbent rabbi] This was possible because many community rabbis – or after their deaths, their widows – considered themselves entitled to the rabbinate, “owning” the right to it in some sense and treating it as personal property. As mentioned above, one challenge for a community in the event of a rabbi’s demise was the expectation that it would provide for his widow – at least for a brief period of time. To overcome this problem, the widows of deceased rabbis treated the family ownership of the rabbinate as personal property – something they could sell. [In the first sentence you refer to a problem of the communities; in the second sentence a problem of the widows, this creates a bit of an imbalance as far as the paragraph is concerned]
Paradoxically, the practice of selling the rabbinate lent credence to the idea that it was something that could be “owned.” If the position had been purchased, then it made sense that it should be treated as personal property. This assumption had far reaching repercussions when the time came to transfer the position from one rabbi to the next. If the right to the rabbinate is owned it cannot be transferred without the owner’s consent; moreover, a purchaser may do with this right as he wishes and may even sell it to someone else. 
As far as the incumbent rabbi was concerned, this system benefitted him in two ways: 1) “ownership” could often be sold for a lucrative sum. 2) the young rabbi would assist the incumbent community rabbi, who continued to receive his full salary, with his various duties. As far as the purchaser was concerned, this transaction all but guaranteed him a rabbinic post in the future. With this background we can understand the case of Rabbi ***, who, when he grew old “decided to no longer continue to serve as rabbi and published an announcement that he wished to sell his ‘ownership’ of the rabbinate. When word got out, a young rabbi [*** M.Z.], the student of the Netziv from Volozhin, a talented Torah scholar and a renowned preacher, came to the city and purchased the rabbinic throne.” 
We should also not be surprised to read the following advertisement which appeared on the front page of Hamelitz in June of 1899:
A young man, a rabbi who has received semikhah from the great leader in our city, his name is ***, seeks a rabbinic post in some community, and also has 1,000 rubles at his disposal to purchase the “ownership.” He has served the rabbi of our city for several years, is proficient in Torah study, has extensive expertise in the Talmud, and can rule on practical Halakhah. He has excellent virtues, is righteous, and can speak well [לכלכל דברין] with upright logic, in matters of heaven as well as matters of earth. The community which accepts this precious man [as its rabbi] will be pleased by him. 
In parallel, some candidates offered to “pay out of pocket to compensate the rabbi’s wife and son” as explained by Rabbi ***, in his description of the struggle over the rabbinate of the community of *** in the 1870s. Likewise, there were communities which had an explicit or implicit expectation that a new rabbi would marry the widow or daughter of his predecessor. Alternatively, he was expected to donate part of his salary to support the widow or daughter for a set period of time. Because this greatly alleviated the financial burden placed on community institutions, candidates who were willing to assent to these conditions were given precedence in the selection process. In practice, this was a “covert” way of purchasing the position. “In this time, it is an open secret known to all,” explained *** “that the rabbinate in Israel is purchased with detestable/dirty money.” It bears noting that treating a religious-communal position as a commodity, its latent economic potential something to be capitalized on, was not unique to Jewish society. A similar state of affairs prevailed in the Eastern Orthodox Church as described in detail by ***, a rural priest active in Russia in the mid-eighteenth century. 
A review of contemporaneous records can explain why the community rabbinate became a tradeable commodity. Until the late eighteenth century, before the partition of Poland, the appointment of the rabbi was subject to the approval of local authorities. During this time, the ones responsible for supplying rabbis with rabbinic posts were government figures who had an obvious interest in capitalizing on appointments. As shown by ***, rabbinic posts were essentially leased from the local duke. This changed after the region was annexed to the Russian Empire in the late nineteenth century [eighteenth?] as established in the decree of 1804: “In the places of landowners, the Jews also can select rabbis and Kagal’nye [Kahal council members] without the interference of landowners, to whom tax collecting is forbidden in the name of the Rabbinate.” [I took the translation from this website: https://www.jewishgen.org/Belarus/lists/1804_laws.htm] [Maybe explain a little more, if I understood your intention you mean that the practice of leasing the rabbinate, once the domain of local dukes, was taken over by the community when the region was annexed.]
Jewish communities suffering from financial woes sought funding to repay their debts and to invest in other communal projects. At one point, “communities would say ‘the community needs a rich rabbi, for we owe thousands in debt.” Selling a rabbinic position was seen not just as an opportunity to repay a community’s debts but also a way to finance public projects such as renovations of the synagogue or mikvah. The fact that these projects were communal and religious in nature was even used to justify privileging a candidate’s means over his scholarly acumen or skill as a preacher – the ends justified the means. Likewise, prestigious locals who had an influence on the selection process, saw it as an opportunity for significant profit. In the mid-nineteenth century, with the large number of candidates vying for any rabbinic post, supply in demand was a major factor Naturally, with so many candidates and so few rabbinic posts, some sought to take advantage of the situation, for both public benefit as well as personal gain. The principle of supply in demand was also felt in the religious sphere of non-Jewish society. The substantial number of candidates is cited by *** as the main factor driving the practice of purchasing rural ecclesiastical positions. 
However, it soon became clear to a candidate that his willingness to fund public projects was not enough to guarantee his appointment. This was because other candidates were doing precisely the same thing. From this developed the practice of promising local, influential community members personal favors, sometimes even in the form of a bribe. A review of contemporaneous sources shows that alongside public, formal negotiations between the community leadership and prospective rabbis, rabbinic candidates sought to promote their candidacy by making payments to members of the selection committee. An explicit testimony to this method is already evident in a responsum penned by Rabbi *** in 1800. It was written in the aftermath of pandemonium caused by four candidates vying over a rabbinic position. A few days after one of them was selected, *** describes the situation as follows: 
There was the sound or a raging tumult, for many members of the community had received bribes from the relatives of that rabbi in exchange for appointing him. Afterwards, they found a signed letter from one of the members of the community sent to his brother who lived in the rabbi’s hometown. In it, he asked his brother to accept his portion of the bribe on his behalf. He also warned him to be careful to allocate a portion to each person promised, for if not, there would be no rabbi, for these were the original terms of the agreement. 
While this scandal took place in a single community in the early-eighteenth century, by the second half of the century, with the rising number of candidates and diminishing number of rabbinic posts, inhibitions about the practice waned. It became almost de rigueur that a candidate would “buy friends who would side with him against his competitor who had also bought new friends.” Candidates tried, either directly or through interceders, to buy the support of anyone they could influence the selection process. As Rabbi *** put it: “their appointment depends only on might and is sometimes assisted by money.” Examples abound. In the town of *** “it is accepted that those pursuing the [rabbinic] crown are mostly men of means, who bribe prominent members of [the community] with hundreds of coins.” Likewise, in ***, some claimed that the retiring rabbi, ***, had bribed many people in exchange for appointing his son, ***” In ***, as described by Rabbi ***, “many expect handouts, for one married man from Vilna dispatched a ‘matchmaker’ who secretly promised five candidates a sum of four hundred rubles each.” In *** “they chose a young married man [אברך] to assume the rabbinic throne in a small town because he had expended his entire wealth on his selectors, paying each nine hundred rubles.” In ***, “their hearts yearned for profit, and any rabbi who would not pay a hefty sum as a ‘matchmaking’ fee was driven away.” In ***, the father in law of one candidate promised “to the masses a sum of five hundred rubles in exchange for appointing his son in law rabbi. An [additional] sum of ten rubles would be given to each person in exchange for supporting this rabbi and barring other candidates from the city.” By contrast, in an exception that proves the rule, in “a certain holy city” the heads of the community agreed “not to accept any bribe or financial incentive from the rabbi they would choose to serve in glory in their community and who would serve as their head of court, neither for the city’s good nor for themselves.” 
With time, candidates began to diversify their methods. This is evident in the following account about the practices in small Lithuanian towns in the early twentieth century: 
One yeshiva student wanted to pay 1,000 coins for the rabbinate in our city. In the town of ***, two rabbis found themselves in the same inn, Rabbi *** and a yeshiva student from the town of ***. After bickering and strife, and desecration of heaven and the Torah, they reached an accord. One condition of this illusory peace-deal was that Rabbi *** would be obliged to pay the rabbi-student from ***, a sum of five hundred rubles. In exchange, [the rabbi-student] would withdraw his candidacy for the rabbinate of ***. Likewise, all the friends of this rabbi-student would support Rabbi *** and sign his writ of rabbinic appointment. If, however, they did not fulfill this condition, Rabbi *** would be allowed to subtract from the student-rabbi’s fee, a sum of 25 rubles for each [missing] signature of the rabbi-student’s friends. What did Rabbi *** do? He ingratiated himself with his enemies, the friends of the rabbi-student from ***, and secretly gave each of them a sum of 10 rubles to abstain from signing his writ of rabbinic appointment. Thus Rabbi *** could subtract from the sum paid to the student-rabbi 25 rubles for each signature and made a profit of 15 rubles for each non-signature. 
By the first decade of the twentieth century, the appointment process had further deteriorated, as evident from the way it is discussed in the rabbinic discourse of the time, for example, in rabbinic journals, such as Kol Yaakov and the newspaper Hamodia. In the discussions during the rabbinic congress convened in *** in 1903, “the appointment of rabbis for a fee was also raised. [The rabbinate] has become a hoe to dig with, and all those involved in holy work have become like priests rummaging [for tithes] in granaries [ככהנים מחזירים בבית הגרנות] and like peddlers in cities.” Likewise, Rabbi *** claimed: 
The rabbinic crown is bought with money and its equivalent, and with many ignominious deeds which not all [men] are capable of. In the end, the rabbinic crown is worn by he who has paid the most money and [the highest] fees to the powerful ones [תקיפי העיר] of the city and to the ruffians among the masses. Because the rabbinate is purchased in so many ignominious ways, and because the matter is dependent on the city’s powerful members [תקיפיה העיר] who decide to whom the town will be sold, increasing one’s expenditure and intercession [fees] is beneficial and confers an advantage. 
Rabbi ***, who was well acquainted with the state of the rabbinate in this region, pointed to the prominent role played by agents in distributing bribes: 
If we investigate how a rabbi is appointed in our time, we find that first, “matchmakers” come to the city to scout it out, to learn who are the heads of the community, and who can be bought by a bribe of money and who with a bribe of words. Afterwards, secret “matchmakers” arrive, disguised as merchants or donning some other mask, so that the people do not realize that they are there on the rabbis’ behalf. After that, their emissaries arrive and turn the city into a concoction [מרקחה?], they will raise their voices: “we want only this rabbi, he is good for us and we support him, and if we do not heed his voice then the city will be overturned like Sodom and Gomorrah.” Leading them [מנצחים במלאכה?] are people who have received money from the rabbi in exchange for intercession, and they are the heads of the city and its honorable ones. This is how the vast majority of our rabbis are appointed in the communities of Israel. 
A similar picture arises from a letter written by Rabbi ***, the rabbi of the community of ***; in a responsum from Rabbi ***; in a letter from ***, rabbi of *** in Lithuania, who lamented that “in our country it is very hard to attain a rabbinic position without paying money”; from Rabbi *** of the community of *** who discusses “the great scandal which has taken place in the rabbinic world, in which many tread on the heads of the holy people with ‘an outstretched arm’ – that is, a bribe”; in an article in the newspaper Hatzefira on the appointment of a rabbi in the community of *** in 1901, in which the writer praises the community for not “selling the rabbinic throne in exchange for profit as is done in prestigious communities in our time”; in an article penned by *** and published in the newspaper Kol Yaakov in 1907: “for the rabbinate is sold for money and bought for money, whether it is public money for the good of the city or the money of bribes given secretly to the heads of the community.” In the account of Rabbi ***, published in Hamodia about “the rabbis who navigate the selection process – each one must contribute some of his own flesh and blood” Likewise, in the colorful prose of ***:
The rabbinate is acquired through money, a document and intercourse. How? When a yeshiva student wishes to be appointed as a rabbi, or when an incumbent rabbi wishes to be appointed in another city, he amasses all the money he can – whether his own or that of his father, father-in-law or family members – and mortgages anything he can. If this is not enough, he takes out loans with interest from whomever he can, and comes, personally or through his agent, to the place of the position, and gives generously to the community and to individuals, to all important and brazen people, until he succeeds in receiving the appointment. Thus, he acquires the rabbinate from money [a fee], a contract [a loan], or intercourse [the assistance of his in-laws]. [yes?, i wasn’t sure what he was getting at here...] 
A variation of this theme is employed by Rabbi ***: “the rabbinic throne stands on three pillars: bathhouses, markets, and coins,” a paraphrase of [is it Avot?]. Due to ethical issues of giving and receiving bribes, the practice directly impacted the scholarly ability, suitability, and status of many community rabbis. As described by ***, the rabbi of ***, in Lithuania: 
The rabbis spend money when they come to serve a holy purpose, they flatter every mischievous empty-headed person, every boor and every brazen one, so that they will assent to appoint him the rabbi of their city. And if they cannot be won by flattery, they can be won by money. As for the rabbis who are truly suited to ascend the ranks [במעלות] and to serve as rabbis of fitting [הגונות] communities, if their pockets are empty they will never prevail; their reputations will remain shrouded in darkness and they will serve in small towns. 
Naturally, as the demand for rabbinic positions – along with the possibility of receiving concrete favors – rose, the tension and competition between potential beneficiaries was exacerbated, that is, between the decisionmakers of the community. The repercussions of this competition were not long in coming: “fights, struggles, disputes and informing break out.” 

2. “An evil thing has been done in Israel”
Although purchasing the rabbinate was widespread and even considered by some the norm, many sources attest to discomfort and aversion to the practice. Some even critiqued the practice harshly. Already in the sixteenth century, super-communal bodies sought to contend with the issue, chief among them ***. In 1587, the council was convened in *** and arrived at the following decision: 

[…] that no rabbi shall seek to attain a rabbinic post by providing a loan or gift, whether personally or through others, and that no one may seize rabbinate, whether it is through gold, silver, or money, or through other practices, be they money or otherwise, anything leading to profit. [או על ידי עניינים אחרים קרובים ורחוקים המביאים הנאת ממון.] And we obligate ourselves with a mighty and powerful bond to declare war on any one who refuses. We will pursue him and destroy him, we will repulse him with both hands and separate him from every community in the Diaspora and from all the sanctity of Israel, and he will be excommunicated in this world and the next, and we will publicize his shame for all to see. 
This ruling was signed by thirty of the most prominent rabbis in Poland and was republished twice more in the conventions of 1590 and 1597. It was also entered into the community ledger of ***. The continuing attempts to outlaw the practice demonstrate the small influence of the initial decree. Our evidence also shows that the practice spread beyond Poland. For example, a decree issued by the *** in Lithuania, published in 1628, stated that the regulations adopted by the *** would be binding in Lithuania as well. Likewise, the *** in *** also voiced an opinion on the sad state of rabbinate. Beginning in 1650 it made a number of enactments stating that “a rabbi who seeks the intercession of the ruling authorities to receive an appointment shall be [punished] with the Great Herem.”
A turning point in the public campaign against the practice is the proclamation issued by the rabbis of *** at the *** in 1640. In it, they threatened anyone involved in buying or selling rabbinic posts with heavy sanctions. That the ***, the highest judicial body of Polish Jewry, resorted to public declarations with such strong language, accompanied by threats of punitive sanctions, likely attests to practice’s continuing prevalence. The proclamations were even issued in Yiddish along with Hebrew, so that even those not belonging to the rabbinic-scholarly elite could understand them. They use stern and exhaustive language, leaving no room for interpretation or loopholes and threaten violators with excommunication. The decrees were affixed with the signatures of the greatest rabbis of the time. But the practice did not disappear. This is why the *** reaffirmed the enactment in 1641. This is why the *** reaffirmed it in 1691, 1695, and 1720. 
It is only natural that those directly hurt by the practice, also voiced their condemnation – i.e., the rabbis themselves. The practice not only impaired their ability to properly fulfill their responsibilities but also posed a major obstacle to those unable to amass the requested money. [הן בהיבט הכספי והן בכל הנוגע לאפשרות למלא את תפקידם כראוי, הלא הם הרבנים עצמם.] Thus, many rabbinic voices critique the practice, describing its corruptive influence on both the public space and the rabbinic institution itself. For example, Rabbi *** writes: 
There are some bankrupt communities that are interested in appointing a rabbi who is wealthy, rejecting men of stature and virtue due to their poverty. And I praise the great rabbis of Poland who have declared a herem against the few and the many [על יחידים והן על רבין], on he who gives and on him who receives, whether himself or through his emissaries. But in our great sins, some do not accept chastisement and violate the bans and curses written in this book, causing the people to stumble. 
During the seventeenth century, we continue to see rabbis working feverishly to eradicate the practice, such as ***. In his own words, “we reinforced the words of the earlier authorities, and compounded them with enactments and bans on those who accept such rabbis.” But it was to no avail. The feeling that the struggle was futile and hopeless is reflected in the words of ***, published in the first third of the eighteenth century.: 
O how I am confounded! Tremors seize me [when I think] of how they decide to accept rabbis in exchange for money. I see no one in this orphaned generation who can seal the breach, who can properly correct this terrible matter, who can legislate and ban with all authority every community in the Diaspora. 
In the second half of the nineteenth century, with the emergence of the Hebrew press, a significant portion of the public discourse came to be dominated by this issue. The first example of this/One of the first signs of this appeared in 1866, in an overview of the state of the rabbinate in the community of ***, written by ***, as well as a year later in an article published by ***. However, while these two writers simply reference the decree of ***, the first signs of a more serious discussion came from *** in 1869. A member of rabbinic circles, *** was one of the first public figures in Eastern Europe to show an awareness of the democratization overtaking Jewish public discourse, and the first to understand the important role played by the print press in this regard. In his article “Tikkuna shel uma” (correcting the nation), published in the newspaper Karmel in October 1869, *** exposed the sale of rabbinic posts to public scorn, while also giving his readers an idea of its prevalence: 
The rabbinic [title], if attained through money, bestows no honor on he who bears it. To our dismay, we see that charlatanism continues to spread in the realm of the rabbinate. Whoever offers the highest price for the rabbinate, has purchased it. And the brazen ones and leaders who have benefit from his gift of money, will seat him upon the rabbinic throne. This is done publicly, shaming the Jewish community which sells the rabbinic throne for a sum of money to the highest bidder. In our time and in our provinces, we have seen this with our own eyes and heard it with our own ears. 
Sensing that his words were falling on deaf ears, and realizing he was doing little more than speaking to himself, *** sought to rejuvenate the public discourse pertaining to this issue. His first move was to publish, in the August 1872 edition of Lebanon, the full text of the Yaroslavl decree. It should be noted that the newspaper even published the original Yiddish text of the decree, the lingua franca of the Eastern European Jewry. In September of 1872, he published a series of articles dedicated to this problem. To give greater to weight to his words, he now adopted three strategies. First, he painted a vivid and concrete picture, describing specific cases in which the rabbinate was bought in various communities; second, he anchored his claims in the unequivocal stance of the great halakhic authorities of previous generations who had condemned the practice. This included citing the decree of 1640. Third, he appealed directly to the Jewish political and religious leadership, placing upon their shoulders responsibility for what was taking place: “And if you do not rise up [to this task] you, leaders of Israel – the eyes of community, heads of the nation, its teachers and guides – if you do not stand up and unanimously circumscribe this evil, you shall be held accountable!” However, aware of their conflict of interests, *** decided to take a step further, pressuring those involved by publicly revealing their names. He turned to “all honorable writers,” calling upon them “to ready yourselves for a war of writers; seize hold of your pen, and subject to eternal disgrace those who sell and those who purchase, the merchants and the emissaries who take part in negotiating over the rabbinate.”
*** was not alone. The public criticism of the practice would only grow more pronounced as time went on, appearing in articles published in various periodicals, as well as occupying a prominent place in rabbinic discourse. ***, and rabbis such as ***, ***, ***, ***, and *** did not hesitate to fully expose to all the nadir to which the community rabbinate had descended. The issue was also discussed openly and at length in responsa and sermon literature. These sharp criticisms did not fall on deaf ears, and the sense of disgust surrounding the selection of community rabbis was articulated at length in the contemporary Jewish press of the time. We can learn about the prevailing public opinion from the critical, bitter accounts addressing the practice: “interceders/gamblers who are paid [הבאים בשכרם]”; “this rabbi turns to treachery, whispering to individuals to his right and left, until thousands of voices proclaim, long live the rabbi”; “they chose one man who had given them his money; they value gold and silver more than words of Torah”; “the many jump up and purchase [it]”; “money alone shall be exalted on that day”; “nine tenths of them, care for nothing but their own gain”; “their hearts desire nothing but to fill their stomachs with the stew/pot of the community”; “they have turned the rabbinate into a milking cow, even demanding their share [of it] in public”; “the rabbinate has been turned into a commodity and a possession”; “at first they interceded with money, afterwards through improper means, now, every man’s sword is pointed at his fellow.” 
Despite the intensity of this vitriol, the criticism failed to yield any concrete results; all attempts to curtail the purchase of rabbinic posts from community representatives, or the practice of bribing local authorities, were unsuccessful. ***, secretary of Rabbi ***, who was intimately acquainted with all aspects of the rabbinic world of Eastern Europe, pointed not only to the scope of the practice and its underlying causes, but also to the unlikelihood of successfully uprooting it:
What can we do to remove this flaw which besmirches the honor of Torah? Shall we speak to the bourgeois who desire the rabbis’ money. Will they listen to us!? Our words would be in vain, any honorable member of bourgeois in a small town, values one hundred rubles! Many of the agents know which honorable ones have empty pockets so they can give them bribes! And only one with enough money can one become the rabbi of the community! 
We all know that the ancient decree forbids a rabbi from scheming and providing secret gifts. However, those who will be rabbis in the future, have already made the people forget this, as the decree does not please them. And if our rabbis were to renew the ancient decree, I doubt that their words would avail, for there are those who work hard and scheme to make people forget. Moreover, the members of our nation are clever, and [were a decree passed] they would simply stop giving gifts publicly, as they do now, and give them in secret instead. And if they would not travel themselves they would send their money [through emissaries]. For the gates of scheming cannot be sealed. 
Relevant sources show that at the dawn of the twentieth century, little had changed. Prominent rabbis of the time endeavored to situate the issue at the center of public and rabbinic discourse; it was subject to internal rabbinic disputes and featured in newspapers, especially in rabbinic periodicals like Kol Yaakov and Hapeles. This discourse was characterized, with a few exceptions, by attempts to combat the sale of rabbinic posts not with ethical or halakhic arguments but rather by suggesting enactments which would formalize and regulate the selection process. This, it was hoped, would curtail as much as possible the use of disreputable strategies, such as bribery. Notably, a common thread running through these proposals was the suggestion that the authority to select a community rabbi be transferred from local authorities to super-communal rabbinic bodies. Heavy sanctions were also advocated, for example, that a rabbi who attained a position unethically would be threatened with all of his halakhic rulings being invalidated. One writer suggested that “someone wishing to obtain semikhah must obligate himself with a stringent prohibition that if it is found that he or someone on his behalf gave money to be appointed as rabbi, then he shall be forbidden from serving as a rabbi for the rest of his life” 
Those making these proposals were well aware of the gap between the public’s acclamation of such declarations and the actual chances of their being implemented. In any case, most of the proposals were intentionally worded in vague terms without offering any concrete penalties. This is presumably the reason why Rabbi *** summarized his discussion of the topic by proposing that not only should “the aforementioned enactments be articulated explicitly in writs of semikhah, they should also be published in every city, [forcing] the heads of the community to convene, accept them and ratify them, entering them into the community ledgers as a testament [לזיכרון], lending them communal authority.” However, the only way of enforcing this would be through “a gathering of the great leaders of the generation.” Regardless, the sheer number of these proposals demonstrates beyond a doubt both the prevalence of the phenomenon as well as the helplessness felt by those seeking to eradicate it.  
Feeling the ineffectiveness of public criticism, *** adopted an even harsher tone, describing those involved in the sale of rabbinic posts as those “who have turned it into a merchandise bought and sold in the market by pandering [סרסור] and scheming, the likes of which are otherwise known only to fishmongers.” And if this was not enough, *** pointed to the misplaced priorities of the rabbinic world at the time “salted fish on Passover, for that you rise up? Printing a beautiful work in the format of a Gemara, that raises your ire? In response to the prohibition of etrogs from Corfu, you smell the whiff of Reform!? [the prohibition is Reform or using them is reform, I’ve assumed the former] But when this despicable thing is done in Israel you remain silent?!” Joining ***’s were others such as *** who vividly described how “gold coins fly into all outstretched hands; everything [takes place] in the light of day, before all of Israel, all see and all know why this rabbi has assumed the throne.” Rabbi *** reached a similar conclusion. He claimed that “two things prevent a rabbi or head of court from being appointed in Galicia, money and age. [The rabbinic candidate] must first place money in the pockets of the community and its prestigious members.” [you already quoted this earlier] While a number of communities did adopt measures to help prevent such transactions, ***, ***, ***, ***, ***, *** and their compatriots ultimately failed to arouse any real interest in the issue among the community elites who remained in charge of selecting and appointing rabbis. Presumably this was because of the profits reaped by the many of those involved in the process. Likewise, the criticism offered by non-rabbinic authorities failed to elicit any substantial response. The criticism essentially remained a monologue and as acrimonious and virulent as it was, none rose to answer it. 
Beginning in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, we begin to see a significant shift in the strategies employed by the vehement opponents of the practice in rabbinic circles. I am referring to the rabbinic councils convened for the express purpose of discussing the rabbinate’s declining status. The sale of rabbinic posts was one of the issues discussed. This reflected a process which had already begun some years prior – an attempt to create a rabbinic republic, driven by the sense that the rabbinic world was declining in status and authority. Processes of radicalization overtaking the maskilic circles [yes?], and the growing trends of secularization in Jewish society are just two of many forces blamed for this decline. It was only natural that many felt the need to consolidate rabbinic ranks and operate within broader communal frameworks. The classic model of dealing with important public problems was adopted – convening of rabbinic assemblies/councils, to clarify issues on the public agenda and to formulate a plan of action. The assumption guiding the promoters of these initiatives was that the authority of the “great leaders of the generation” (gedolei hador) extends beyond the realm of Halakha. As explained by *** in the introduction to his book Ohalei Shem: 
From the time Israel became a nation, those bearing the banner of Torah have been the commanders of the nation leading the camp [of war]. They have sacrificed themselves to grasp the lantern of Torah and to light the way for the nation. Their watchful eyes have observed all the needs of the nation, whether spiritual or material, and the entire nation has bowed its head to the general discipline המסוימה [what does this mean?] in the spirit of the Torah imposed by those bearing its banner.
One of the first rabbinic assemblies was convened at the behest of Rabbi *** from *** in North Lithuania. It was meant to address some of the essential problems plaguing the community rabbinate at the time. The participants, most of them community rabbis from the Jewish-Lithuanian cultural sphere, discussed among other things the practice of purchasing rabbinic positions. For example, seeking to discontinue the practice of purchasing a position under the guise of funding the widow of the previous rabbi, the members of the assembly decided that “a rabbi may not give a sum greater than half of his yearly salary for this purpose.” It seems that they thought that such a relatively small sum would not constitute an incentive to buy [sell?] the position. Another attempt to curtail one of the method used to purchase rabbinic posts was made in the discussions which took place before the rabbinic assembly convened in Krakow in 1903. Based on the assumption that “if the members of the community agree among themselves that the new rabbi must [be able to] provide money to the orphans and widow [of his predecessor] then they will be unable to choose the rabbi who is actually the best for them.” Therefore, it was proposed that “a new rabbi should be forbidden from giving any money for this purpose.” However, it was also emphasized that the community had an obligation to resolve this issue and find funding from other sources. It was suggested that only after a candidate had attained a position, could the widow or her children “sell their ‘ownership’ of the rabbinate which they have received from the community.” A more moderate approach to this issue was proposed by Rabbi ***, ***, and his colleagues who wrote and published an “announcement,” which we will discuss below. In principle, they argued, there is no reason to forbid a direct financial relationship between a rabbinic candidate and the widow of his predecessor. However, given that such a connection often proves problematic, it is preferable that the widow be supported by communal funds. As mentioned above, another way of circumventing the halakhic or moral issue associated with buying a rabbinic post was to define a payment as a “gift” or “loan.” The rabbinic assembly in Lithuania addressed this practice as well: “we have agreed to prohibit this, whether it is initiated by the rabbi or the community.”
We might be tempted to assume that the decision reached by these Lithuanian rabbis, signed by some of the most prominent rabbis of the time, would have an immediate effect on the issue, perhaps even leading to a steep decline in its prevalence. The problem, as is clear to anyone well-versed in these types of rabbinic formulations, was the lukewarm language employed as well as the glaring omission of the issue of bribery (a phenomenon which was, without a doubt, well-known to the signatories). The nature of the document is evident from the fifth article, which is meant to threaten those who violate the proposed regulations with sanctions:
We beseech the great rabbis in each and every city, that if one rabbi violates one of these aforementioned articles, that the rabbis in the neighboring locales of the city should strive to inform the members of the city about the prohibition and tell them that the children of Israel should not receive Torah [rulings] from such a rabbi who has violated the prohibition. 
In other words, the rabbis are requested to “strive...to inform, and to clarify.” The document omits any explicit invalidation of a rabbi appointed via sale or bribery. Specifically, the other party of the deal, the sellers themselves – usually local prestigious community members, who more or less did as they pleased – are left unmentioned. Furthermore, even before the council arrived at any decisions, the signatories all agreed to the following proviso: “whenever the famous great leaders of our generation do not approve them, these regulations shall lack any validity or strength.” In this light, and because such no clear agreements were reached [כמו גם מכיוון שהסכמות מעין אלה לא התקבלו], it seems doubtful that anyone took the document seriously. 
The limited effectiveness of this document does not mean that the issue disappeared from the public agenda. Alongside further rabbinic conventions which addressed this issue, rabbinic voices offered sharp self-criticisms and called for action. An example of this is Rabbi *** who emphatically argued that “it is a great obligation to seal the breach and decree both the appointers and the appointees, a decree the likes of which was wisely formulated by the rabbis of ***.” Other voices emerging from the rabbinic world expressed their bewilderment at the inactivity of the “great leaders of the generation [gedolei hador].” Thus, for example, Rabbi *** wrote in the introduction to his book Beit Yisrael (1901):
A disgrace of God’s name! An evil thing been done in Israel! The rabbi raises his fees, and the more [coins] counted, the greater his benefit. Woe to the generation in which this takes place! It is the sin of the great leaders of our time, who must be the first to hold back the proud waters which threaten to drown our souls. Now money answers everything. It is through money that the rabbi rises up and assumes the throne of honor, the throne of the rabbinate, eliciting much contempt and wrath [from God?]
Some participants in this discourse pointed to the possible repercussions of such behavior, showing how it hindered the rabbi’s ability to properly serve his community as well as having a detrimental effect on the institution’s image on the eyes of the [yes?] Jewish people. Furthermore, as was well known, most candidates lacked the financial resources needed to purchase the position. Most could not even muster a bribe. To overcome this challenge, candidates were forced, in the best case to enlist the assistance of their family, or to use their dowry money from their wedding. In the worst, case they had to take out loans or agree to subtract the required sum from their future salary. Keenly aware of the possible impact these circumstances could have on the community rabbinate, some demanded: 
that they should not burden the new rabbi with negotiations which Torah scholars are incapable of conducting without becoming indebted to others for a long period of time. The rabbis and communities that allocate large sums of money for the previous rabbi’s widow, not from the community treasury but rather by placing the burden on the new rabbi, leaving most rabbis debt holders for long period of time, shall stand up for their crimes. For the community shall be required to accept a lowly rabbi, minimizing the honor of Torah. And through them the honor of Heaven is minimized, God forbid. 
No less problematic, and perhaps even more so, were the possible repercussions that negotiations based on purchase could have on the rabbi’s ability to serve as the moral compass of his congregation. This did not just apply to the morally questionable act of purchasing the position in the first place but also to the methods rabbis were forced to resort to to cover the initial expenditure. For example, some would extort money in exchange for appointments subject to their approval – such as the community slaughterer or bodek. As Rabbi *** explains “if they see that the rabbi pays money without qualms, what will the common people who purchase [purchase what?] think? They will certainly think that the matter is halakhically permitted.” ***, was an exception to those discussing this question and even issued a halakhic ruling that automatically invalidated any rabbinic appointments based on unsuitable methods. He wrote in summary: “a rabbi that wishes to be suited to the rabbinic crown, should distance himself from all such things.” 
Despite their efforts, the chance that the criticisms offered by Rabbis ***, ***, *** would find attentive ears was never high. This was primarily because of the platform upon which it was voiced – the classical rabbinic genre, responsa literature. This obstacle, which did not elude the notice of the rabbis of the time, seems to have been one of the factors behind the attempt to contend with the problem with the rabbinic assembly in Krakow in 1903. The driving force behind the assembly was Rabbi ***, who was well aware of the phenomenon. In a letter to one of the participants he declares that “the rabbinic throne shall not be found through money or schemes, but rather through favor [נשיאת חן].” In fact, in a draft distributed in advance of the assembly, the following prohibition was proposed: “it is forbidden for a rabbi to give a bribe for community needs in order to be appointed. Likewise, it is forbidden to bribe any member of the community.” In light of the great importance of the issue, the planned agenda of the assembly included a special discussion of this issue. However, almost miraculously [is this tongue-in-cheek? If so: The discussion was “surprisingly” cancelled], the discussion was cancelled in the last moment, it seems by Rabbi ***. Another issue on the agenda of the assembly was the establishment of a rabbi’s union (Agudos Rabbonim) [yes?]. Rabbi ***, who had conceived the idea, even drafted a statute for this union, addressing all aspects of the community rabbinate. In the first article, opening a section on “the rabbinic post,” it is stated: “the union must, vested with the power of the central council [בכח בית דין הגדולwhat is this, I’ve assumed it refers to the central council of the union] must completely nullify the sale of rabbinical posts.” This attempt fared no better than its predecessors. Rabbinic posts continued to be sold publicly.  
Despite the feeling that critics were toiling in vain, one man remained undaunted and committed himself to keeping the struggle alive. This was Rabbi ***, the Admor of ***, who worked with what can almost be called a sense desperation, to restore the community rabbinate to its former glory. In the late summer of 1907, the Admor published a “great announcement” signed by the Admorim of *** of *** and *** of *** and 280 other rabbis, the vast majority of whom hailed from Poland and Galicia. The announcement was distributed in hundreds of copies in different communities and was even published two week later in the journal Hakol Kol Yaakov. Its background and the feeling of urgency driving it are already evident in its opening lines:
In the past years, our hearts have been pained by the scandals of Israel pertaining to the appointment of rabbis in their cities. In some places they purchase the rabbinate with a fee [exacted by] the members of the community, with a bribe paid to individuals, or with both methods at once. In our many sins, this leprosy has spread to several cities and has become a norm [לחוק], until they will not accept any rabbi unless he gives a bribe to the few or to the many. To them this has all become [as if] permitted and they do not even feel shame even when they contemptuously violate the explicit rulings of the Shulhan Arukh. 
After this introduction – which makes clear that the phenomenon was not just limited to “some small towns” – the authors review in detail the long history of the sale of rabbinic posts. Likewise, they draw attention to the body of ordinances and halakhic rulings which were meant to contend – albeit unsuccessfully – with the problematic trend. They also reiterate the egregiousness of the practice as well as the fact that “the decrees and prohibitions remain binding today.” The authors were, however, aware that given the practice’s prevalence and scope, the wheel of time could not simply be turned back. This was especially so, for rabbis who had already been appointed through improper means. In terms of the future, the authors assume an unwavering, unambiguous, and uncompromising stance: 
From this day forward, we the undersigned warn all our brethren the children of Israel – especially those dwelling in Poland in which this decree and declaration have been made – not to appoint any man to serve as rabbi through a bribe of money, whether given by himself or others, even if his relatives or others pay out of their pockets requesting nothing in return, regardless of whether the money will go to the community treasury – even for a mitzvah such as building a synagogue or beit midrash, even for a mikva – or for the individuals of the city. 
The authors knew that the only chance of initiating change was by explicitly threatening violators with heavy sanctions:
The rabbi who violates this covenant and oath, has forfeited himself. He shall be separated from the community of Israel and be excommunicated from both this world and the World to Come. His rulings may not be relied upon. If he declares a mikva valid, he shall be ignored. No explanation or apology shall allow him to once again serve as a rabbi and teacher in Israel, neither in this city or another. 
However, as we saw above, by addressing these threats to only one of the parties involved in a transaction, the authors were essentially obfuscating. Those with the power to accept bribes, those upon whom such decisions ultimately depended, could overcome these sanctions and ensure that their preferred candidate would be appointed rabbi and would be immune from any real harm. The authors of the document sought to close this loophole as well. They issued a stern warning to this group: “the excommunication shall also apply to those who receive money, and we have come to warn that the money attained, whether given to an individual or to the many, is an abomination; it is detestable money that shall never see any sign of blessing.”
A look at this last article, which only emphasizes the ethical problems of taking bribes, testifies more than anything else to the weakness of the convention’s participants. They realized that due to the hierarchical makeup of the Jewish community, which was headed by men of means not halakhists, any attempt to impose real sanctions was bound to fail. It can be assumed that this was clear to those who read the document as well, especially those who controlled these power structures. The writers were aware that it was not just the political and economic elites who opposed the initiative. Various groups within the rabbinic world itself did not look fondly on the effort. To this end, the authors made an unambiguous appeal to “the rabbis of the country” to “stand beside this enactment with all strength and might.” Their justification for this demand was the fact that issued from their status in the rabbinic world, stressing the authority that this entailed: [לא בטוח שהבנתי: כאשר ההצדקה לתביעה זו מקורה במעמדם בעולם הרבני ותוך הדגשת הסמכות שנגזרה, לתפיסתם, ממעמד זה] 
We request and warn all the rabbis of the state that henceforth they shall stand beside the enactments with all strength and might. And if it be heard that in some place, people have gone out and acted in contrast to the enactment and decree, then the rabbis near to that town shall be obligated to warn in writing the members of that city, as well as that rabbi, [calling them] to turn away from this wicked path. And furthermore, we warn that if there be any doubt or question about this matter, this will not be deemed a small or light matter, and those to rule in such a case will be none other than the great rabbis of the country. 

They even took a further step. They called upon rabbis who attended funerals of deceased rabbi to publicly “read the notice in the synagogue or the beit midrash in front of the entire community, to motivate [לזרז] them at that time, so they will know not to even consider doing anything that contravenes the ‘announcement.’”
This unambiguous and highly detailed “announcement,” which left no doubt as to the inherent problems of buying and selling rabbinical post, was not ignored. Although no one disputed its basic principles, some questioned its effectiveness. For example, ***, rabbi of ***, publicly, explicitly, and with an air of realism noted the futility of issuing (or more, correctly re-issuing) such a decree:
This decree – that a rabbi shall not be appointed in exchange for paying money – first legislated in 1587 in Lublin, has not spread in Israel. Several times before, our rabbis have published decrees and severe punishments, [legislating against] appointing any rabbi on the basis of gold and silver, paid to the individual or to the many. However, no one pays this any heed, and the matter has become in the eyes of the masses a laughingstock and the subject of jest. And if in better, earlier times, the leaders could not withstand the test, and money induced them to violate the decrees of the sages, what can we do in our day? – even if it is certainly a fitting and nice thing to observe the enactments of our rabbis, their memories be a blessing. There is no doubt that the righteous and upright will not give or receive money, publicly or secretly. [Conversely,] there is no doubt that many will find ways to circumvent [the decrees] – bribery cannot be regulated – and they shall do their deeds in the dark so that none can examine or investigate it.
It is unclear to what extent ***’s approach, a mixture of realism and cognizance of the limitations of rabbinical authority, was accepted in rabbinic circles at the time. What is clear is that the practice did not disappear. About a year after the “announcement” was published, the issue continued to be a centerpiece of the rabbinic and public discourse of the time, especially in Orthodox-Jewish newspapers. The reins of this discourse, once held by ***, were now taken up by Rabbi *** who served as the rabbi of *** and *** in Lithuania. In a long article, published in the journal Hapisga, he once again enumerated the by-now well-known litany of arguments and condemnations. However, unlike his predecessors, *** focused on describing how the practice of selling the rabbinate impacted the rabbi’s ethical and halakhic authority: 
If a rabbi is not akin to an angel of the Lord of Hosts, when he is tested, what teachings can the members of the community ask for, and what rebuke can they learn from him? If the rabbi rebukes a member of the bourgeois – for example, if his business violates the sabbath or festivals, or if he steals, cheats or trespasses – will he not simply say in his heart: Rabbi, remove the beam from your own eyes! 
Besides his theoretical discussion, *** proposed some solutions. However, as in the past, there was nobody to listen. After all, “the leprosy has spread, the great leaders of the generation have no power to protest,” as Rabbi *** put it. Other attempts to curtail the practice were made in the form of rulings of the rabbinical councils which proved equally ineffective. For example, the first decision reached by the founding assembly of the Agudas Harabbonim in Poland (convened in 1913), was “to express their protest against the sale of the rabbinate for money.” The participants expressed their protest, but things continued as they were, as confirmed beyond a doubt by the continuing public – primarily rabbinic – discussions about the issue. For example, according to ***, “because of some ‘mixed multitude’ which has risen to power, in his portion [בחלקו ???] they ‘sweeten’ some individuals with hush money.” Another example, is Rabbi ***’s long, detailed discussion about this issue, punctuated by concrete example which he summarizes as follows: “words cannot describe the desecration of God’s name in our time. The matter has been publicly permitted and an evil thing had been done in Israel, that rabbis pay high prices [for their positions]. [י הרב מרבה כסף מקנתו]. Woe to the generation in which this has happened!”

3. What else can they who give bribes do?
There were other opinions about this issue some of which provided a more nuanced perspective. Some sought to downplay the extent of the problem, claiming that it was marginal in scope. Furthermore, they argued that the Jewish community recognizes and respects its rabbis. His authority and the faith placed in him, are a consequence of his erudition – not the methods he has been compelled to use in order to attain his position. Others noted that the money paid by candidates did not go directly into the pockets of community decision-makers. It was more akin to an “agent’s fee.” Moreover, the money was often used for worthy causes, such as funding community needs and supporting the widow of the previous rabbi. Some proposed in this context that “if the community needs money, [a rabbinic candidate] may provide a loan, as long as it does not exceed 1,000 rubles.” It was also argued that although the practice directly impacted the selection process of non-locals who submitted their candidacy – after all, it could be overcome by simply appointing someone local – it was still better to appoint an external candidate even at the expense of improper conduct. This is because selecting a local candidate could entail internal disputes driven by local family interests – a problem avoided by appointing non-locals. Another argument frequent raised was that those making the payments should be distinguished from those receiving them. The latter, according to this argument, are those responsible for the practice’s prevalence. They deserve censure. As Rabbi *** put it “the blame should be placed on the shoulders of the ‘tovim’ of the city who appoint the rabbi and violate the prohibition of ‘thou shalt not take a bribe.’” The rabbinic candidate by contrast, has been foisted into a difficult reality which he neither chose nor benefits from: “he only seeks his bread and knows in his heart, that if he does not give [money], as dictated by these people, then the city will have no rabbi at all. And if to his dismay, his fellow rabbi is cleverer than him and gives a gift in secret, what sin and what crime is there in this?” And if all of this was not enough, those seeking to justify bribery, found an excuse in a far-off land – America. Because of the dearth of open rabbinic posts, so it was argued, there was a real danger that a frustrated candidate who has not received a position would resort to immigrating to America. This being the case “it is better to commit one sin than to violate many Sabbaths in America.” If we look at these arguments, we can clearly see that they tended to shift the blame from rabbis who purchased their positions to other parties. Given that those expressing these opinions usually belonged to rabbinic circles themselves, this is not at all surprising. 
Some contemporaneous halakhists understood the complex reality which rabbinic candidates were forced to contend with and sought to find solutions to the halakhic dilemmas associated with selling and buying rabbinic posts. Some argued that when it came to rabbinic positions, essential aspects, such as a candidate’s suitability or the ability of the community to support him, should be separated from the question of how the position was purchased. According to this line of though, the latter was secondary in importance and should not be treated as something which could disqualify a candidate. Other halakhic authorities claimed that because a rabbinic post constitutes a source of income for a rabbi and his family, purchasing it is akin to paying money in exchange for one’s livelihood or “receiving from the community a regular salary, in exchange for paying a fee.” Another halakhic solution was to look at the rabbinic position in terms of “ownership” (hazaqa) which the candidate had to buy from the members of the community, and which became his property which he, in the future, could sell to another. That being said, the majority of halakhic authorities were united in their opinion that a rabbinic post purchased through bribery to individuals, as opposed to a public payment for community needs, was invalid: as Rabbi *** wrote:
Indeed, in those places in Poland affected by this leprosy – that rabbis give money to prominent individuals in secret, and they select them, for it is known that the selectors can only be swayed by bribery – this is certainly considered “being appointed in exchange for money,” which the Talmud and halakhic authorities rule invalidates his rabbinical appointment, and it is forbidden to treat him with honor. Therefore, all the great leaders of the generation should rise up in unison to annul this evil practice and announce that any rabbi chosen in such a fashion, will be stripped of his rabbinic crown and shall not enjoy the status of a rabbi. For it is forbidden by both the laws of the state as well as the laws of the Torah.
It seems unlikely that these arguments found attentive ears. Those involved in the sale and purchase of the position certainly paid no heed. 
It seems that the ineffectiveness of decrees, stemmed, among other things, from their wording. A careful review of these texts shows that the sanctions proposed, meant to create some form of deterrence, were only directed at those purchasing positions, that is the rabbis themselves who sought to attain vacant positions. The other parties to the transaction, the heads of the community, were almost never threatened. This was likely because most drafters of enactments were unwilling to openly confront them. After all, many signatories had received their own rabbinic posts from these very same community leaders. In light of this, and as long as the heads of the community felt no real threat, there was nothing to motivate them to change. In other words, threats directed against rabbis who purchased their position lacked any meaningful content because they were defended by their “business partners.”
This reality significantly weakened many community rabbis who abstained from contending for open positions. As Rabbi *** explained “I cannot believe in the healthy disposition of communities today [לא אאמין במזג הבריא של תכונת הקהלות היום]. [I do not believe] that any community in Israel is capable of unraveling the networks which materialize and fill the space of a community with an open [vacancy], to privilege the ruling of someone dwelling far-off in his quiet home over those jumping about and amassing around the city turning it over from every side.” [the previous sentence was difficult; I’m not sure I fully understood] In conclusion, business continued as usual – some people sold the rabbinate, others bought it, and still others protested. 





