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Chapter 5: Upon the Rabbinic Throne
The Rabbi’s Welcome

Yesterday, the great leader, our rabbi and teacher, *** (who served as head of court in the city of ***, with <<בהרב הגאון? What’s the relationship between them>> the great, renowned leader, our rabbi and teacher ***) came to our city, that his honor may reside in its midst and that he may assume the rabbinic throne. We travelled to greet him with ten of the notables of the city, giving him an honorable reception. When he arrived at the train station <<תחנה>> near our city, we sent for him a carriage drawn by four galloping horses and all the stores [in the city] were closed. And the entire street in front of the synagogue was filled with people. When the great rabbi and leader arrived at the courtyard of the synagogue, the city’s notables helped him down from his carriage and led him to the great beit midrash which was filled with light, and all [the members] of the large congregation shouted out in unison “welcome!” And so [loud were there voices] that the benches trembled from the sound. 
The clamorous “welcome” that greeted Rabbi *** when he arrived in *** in December 1887, was a pivotal moment in his life, marking his transition from young Torah scholar to community rabbi. For him, it symbolized the culmination of a long journey, driven by hopes and dreams and beset by challenges and disappointments. This was a new beginning. The time had come for him to finally apply his studies, to implement everything for which he had labored, and everything he had dreamed of over the past years. At this juncture, as was the usual practice, any internal community politics that had preceded the selection process were muted. To name another example, at the welcoming ceremony organized by the community of *** for Rabbi *** we learn that: “among those present were many who had objected to his selection. However, now they showed him signs of affection and respect.” 
However, before our protagonist could begin his work as the community’s rabbi, one task still remained: the rabbinic sermon, his inaugural address to the community. Unlike the trial sermon, which he had delivered while contending for the position, this sermon (also known as the “entrance sermon”) was a ceremonial event. Within the context of traditional Jewish society, it symbolized the beginning of a new stage in the rabbi’s life, analogous to the speech traditionally delivered by a boy at his bar-mitzva or a groom at his wedding. Now, freed of the restrictions that had shaped his trial sermon, the rabbi had an opportunity to speak candidly to his new community, to lay out his tenets and principles, to explain to them how he viewed his new position and how he intended to fulfill his duties. Like trial sermons, the number of recorded inaugural sermons is quite limited. Nevertheless, from those few that are available, we can paint at least a partial picture of this element of the community rabbi’s career.  
On September 24, 1859, less than two weeks after his trial sermon, Rabbi *** delivered his inaugural sermon to the community of ***, “the sermon inaugurating the rabbinate before the eyes of the entire Kahal.” The timing here was no coincidence. A sense of urgency pervaded ***’s selection due to the approach of the High Holidays, a period in which the rabbi was expected to play an active role in the religious life of the community. 
The character of Rabbi ***’s sermon differed from that of the two trial sermons discussed in the previous chapter. One would think – especially given the festive air – that Rabbi *** would deliver a sermon on uncontentious topics – something scholastic and talmudic, or perhaps a discussion of generic moral issues. However, after a short formal introduction, *** began immediately to broach a pivotal issue – the community rabbi’s public status and authority. In ***’s view, a rabbi’s primary role is to be a spiritual and moral mentor for the members of his community “for I know what things are proper for the man whom God has appointed to serve his community.” That being said, *** was well aware that merely claiming such authority was not enough to consolidate his status: “for [in this] community there are many who refused to believe that the [rabbi’s] opinion may be more informed than their own.” This included both the masses to whom “many of the [rabbi’s] actions and statements seem strange” as well as those who “deem themselves to be scholars.” As for the first group, *** explained that he would “lower himself to the level of the lowly, [raising them up] with [his] arms of wisdom.” In other words, this goal could be achieved in three stages: 1) indirect <<why indirect?>> contact with members of the lower classes of society 2) gaining their trust 3) cultivating their religious and spiritual values. As for the more significant challenge, the local Torah scholars, *** decided to allay their concerns by presenting himself as “a leader who knows how to deal with the character <<רוח>> of each and every person.” <<how does this allay their concern?>> In general, it seems that *** sought to establish himself as the spiritual leader of all sectors of the Jewish community, while underscoring the importance of striking a balance between the rabbi’s desire to serve as a spiritual guide and his ability to realize this aspiration in practice. Given the hierarchical conceptions that prevailed in Eastern Europe at the time, this new rabbi’s willingness to broach such a sensitive question points to a substantial amount of self-confidence coupled with a healthy dose of realism. <<I don’t understand the relationship between “hierarchical conception and the rabbi’s willingness. Do you mean that he was self-confident enough to confront local elites? If so best to just say so>>
A similar theme runs through the inaugural sermon delivered by Rabbi *** to the community of *** in 1840. Like ***, *** also focused on the qualities of a community rabbi and his obligations as a community leader – including the importance of tailoring sermons to better conform to the character and language <<שפה ממש או יותר שיח?>> of his audience. That being said, *** does not limit his discussion to abstract theory, and actually lists the rabbi’s obligations: rebuking individuals and the community, serving as a role model, helping the needy, and eschewing immoral behavior such as embezzlement or extortion. 
Like ***, in the summer of 1904, Rabbi *** delivered a sermon to the community of *** which also focused on what he deemed to be the rabbi’s primary duties: promoting charity, managing education, rebuking community members, and peace-making. Interestingly in his sermon, *** adopted the same tactic we described in the context of the trial sermons – splitting the sermon in two. In the first part, *** discussed Aggadah, adopting a more homiletical discourse aimed at a wider audience. In the second part, he proceeded to discuss Halakhah, appealing to the local scholarly elites. Other rabbis in their inaugural sermons discussed other topics – e.g., the obligation to give fair trials and to act as peace makers as well as the community’s concomitant obligation to treat their rabbi with respect. Some, however, such as *** when he was appointed rabbi of ***, dedicated their entire sermon to halakhic-scholastic issues.
It can be assumed that both *** and *** were aware that any commitments made in a public forum could be thrown back at them by their opponents in the future (and what rabbi did not have opponents?). However, it is important to bear in mind that the commitments made, while numerous, were still very generic, certainly allowing for very broad interpretation. Furthermore, it should be borne in mind that the inaugural sermon was viewed by both the rabbi and his audience as a ceremonial occasion – the contents were not viewed as a binding “platform.” Evidence of this is the fact that even when disputes erupted between the rabbi and various groups in the community, we never find the rabbi’s opponents invoking the program presented during his inaugural sermon, even when their grievances directly related to topics explicitly broached. 
After the rabbi had concluded his sermon, he could still enjoy a grace period – especially if the beginning of his tenure coincided with the holiday season (Tishrei and Nissan) when he was expected to prepare a major public sermon (for Rosh Hashana, Shabbat Shuva, Yom Kippur, and Shabbat Hagadol) or to make himself available to answer urgent Kashrut questions (especially before Passover). However, this period was certainly short. Before long, the rabbi was expected to juggle the full gamut of tasks required of a community rabbi – both those mentioned in his writ of rabbinic appointment but also many that were not. 

Serving as Head of Court <<perhaps another title would work better in English?>>
It can be assumed that at the beginning of their careers many young community rabbis viewed themselves (perhaps subconsciously) as religious leaders, as the spiritual shepherds of their new communities. For those who served in medium or small towns in the Lithuanian-Jewish cultural sphere, this conception was reinforced by the analogous roles filled by the region’s rural clergy. As described by ***, the rural priest in Lithuania was expected to serve as the community’s highest moral authority, enjoying no small amount of social prestige. However, even if the young rabbi had the luck of assuming a rabbinic throne without being embroiled in community controversies, it soon became clear that his day-to-day activity would be far more complex than anything he had expected when he had first embarked on his journey. Thus, in one of his letters describing his time as a community rabbi, Rabbi *** writes:
The rabbi (head of the court) is enslaved with his entire body and soul to his Kehilla, days as well as nights, without proper regulation and order. [...] And at any time, anyone can enter his chambers and disturb him from his studies, to pester him to their hearts’ content. Ever since I have arrived here, I have been unable, despite my best efforts, to rid myself of people and disturbances, to relieve myself of the hindrances and wasting of time which trouble me.
These words – written just a few years after *** finally realized his dream of receiving a rabbinic appointment – point to the sense of disillusionment and helplessness that seized many community rabbis, certainly those who had once viewed the role a challenge or a calling. This can be attributed to the gulf that separated the ideal image of the rabbi – someone who spent his time primarily learning Torah or giving halakhic rulings, perhaps also finding time to serve as a moral exemplar and a spiritual shepherd of his community – and the rabbinic vocation in practice: a public servant who was pestered on a daily basis by community members who wanted their money’s worth from the man whose salary was paid from their taxes. A summary of the community rabbi’s daily routine illustrates this well, as described by Rabbi ***:
There – in a bitter, small, meager city – sits the rabbi, master of the city. In the morning, after prayers he gives a lesson on a chapter of Mishnah; between Minhah and Maariv – he gives a lesson from [the halakhic work] Hayyei Adam; after Maariv, a lesson on Gemara; on the Sabbath – the Torah portion, a Humash lesson, and a sermon. Every day he gives rulings on a variety of halakhic questions, what is permitted and what is forbidden, ruling one blood kosher and another not, distinguishing between one ruling and another, and he is the spirit of life in all societies. The rabbi sits in his chamber, and after much work and labor ruling on the [kashrut] of animal lungs for six hours, an aggrieved woman will suddenly burst in [and shout out] “O rabbi, please save me!”
In the reality of small-town life, in which the rabbi sometimes represented the only halakhic or scholarly authority, his role entailed a number of other activities: supervision of the slaughtering and the kashrut system, overseeing Sabbath observance, overseeing the Heders, managing the local yeshiva (if there was one); participating in religious ceremonies such as weddings, circumcisions, divorces, and funerals (even though all of these were de jure the prerogative of the crown rabbi); participating in the Kahal meetings (when these were convened); collecting money for various projects such as building, renovating, and operating religious institutions (the synagogue and the mikva); assisting the sick, needy, and poor; and even participating in fire rescue activities; all of which was in addition to various duties that called him from outside of the community. In small communities or neighborhood communities >>? <<קהילות שכונתיותthe rabbi also served as a judge and an arbiter of local disputes. The extent of the rabbi’s involvement in arbitration and adjudication can be gleaned from the account of someone with much experience in this area: Rabbi ***:
When a father is deceased, and his children bicker over the inheritance, when there is controversy between two partners to a business, or between a home-owner and his neighbor, a craftsman and his apprentice, one man and another, or any matter that involves negotiation between two parties, many come of their own free will to the moreh [=the rabbi], so that he may convene a rabbinic court to resolve their disputes. And the moreh spends nights and days, laboring and working to resolve a dispute or to formulate a compromise, serving as a go-between. He investigates and studies [the case] to find common ground between the disputants and to make peace between them.
While the rabbi was mostly a prominent figure in Jewish society, sometimes he was also approached by members of the local non-Jewish population. This usually took place when local Jews had business relationships with their gentile neighbors – for example, the rabbi would be consulted when a Jew and a non-Jew signed a contract or when a Jew and non-Jew had a financial dispute. 
In larger communities, where the onus of responsibility placed upon the rabbi exceeded his abilities, judges or morei tzedek were appointed to assume responsibility for some of his tasks. However, the many complaints about the overwhelming number of responsibilities are evidence that many a rabbi was chronically overworked. While not every rabbi was actively involved in all the duties described above, Rabbi *** gives tangible expression to the rabbi’s complex, and sometimes impossible, work environment:
The talmudic rabbi [=community rabbi] is encumbered to the point of exhaustion by his burdens. He must rule on all aspects of Halakhah, receiving every day hundreds of different questions – for the people come to learn God’s Torah [from him.] And community members approach him so that he can make peace between them, and when a man and his wife come with grievances he must either settle their dispute or oversee a divorce; and sometimes even non-Jews will cast their hopes at him seeking his arbitration – in all these cases the rabbi is required to listen to them all, in addition to delivering sermons to the people several times each year, as the tradition is that [the rabbi] teach [the people] the path they should walk and the actions they should perform. Three distinct charges – a [halakhic] authority, a peacemaker, and a preacher – are united [and placed] upon the shoulders of the talmudic rabbi, and [many rabbis] are weakened by the amount of wisdom [they must display] <<מרוב תושיה?>> which saps a man’s strength, especially when he is forced to study [Torah] with so limited time <<מתוך הדחק>> 
With this background we can better understand the lament of Rabbi ***, who, after serving as rabbi for twelve years in three communities, characterized himself as a “slave laborer.” It is true, as mentioned above, that the rabbi could alleviate the burden of his workload by appointing a moreh tzedek. The problem was that filling such a position, especially if it was assumed by a skilled talmudist, might pose a potential threat to the rabbi’s status in the present or the future. Therefore, many chose not to avail themselves of this particular solution.  
It is likely that there was some correlation between the reason the rabbi initially chose his career path, and the level of disillusionment inspired by his day-to-day tasks. One who had always seen in the rabbinate a calling, likely saw nothing wrong with – or at least did not complain about – the many tasks entrusted to him. He may even have actively looked to expand his duties and responsibilities. ***
By contrast some rabbis, usually those who saw themselves as servant bureaucrats (as per ***’s definition), sought an escape from their impossible predicament. Some claimed that “our holy charge is to teach the people the actions they must perform in terms of the laws of Kashrut, and to deliver sermons on the Sabbath. [This being the case,] why [should] the correction of the [problems] of the community concern us? Let the rich concern themselves with charity, and the educated with education <<משכילים בהשכלה>>. We have done that which was required of us, and the time left over after our work should be a reward, a time to study, think, review, and conceive new ideas in Torah.” Other rabbis justified their exclusive focus on halakhic adjudication and lessons to the local bourgeois by noting that when it came to public issues no one heeded their opinions regardless. While some rabbis voiced their grievances, as we have seen, many may have simply borne the burden in silence, possibly fearing that complaining too much might cost them their position. An interesting socio-psychological analysis of this situation was offered by psychologist and rabbi ***: ***. While the context in which these words were written (the role of the community rabbi in the United States) is far different than that under discussion, ***’s insights are still quite relevant. 
 A review of the sources that describe the frustration experienced by community rabbis shows that one issue that particularly bothered them was the lack of time for independent study. It should be recalled that all rabbis began their careers after having spent many years studying in a yeshiva or beit midrash, the forge of their spiritual and intellectual characters. Daily study, the essence of a yeshiva student’s life, was deeply embedded in the mentality of rabbis; it was considered a permanent fixture in their lives, both during their years in Yeshiva as well as afterwards. Therefore, the constant occupation with the various tasks required of the rabbi, was viewed by some as “bittul Torah” – wasting time that could be better spent studying Torah – a situation that every Talmud scholar did his utmost to avoid. Thus, for example, in one of his letters Rabbi ***, who served in the city of **, laments that “there is no time to study on a regular basis.” <<ככל כסדר הלימוד>> ***, who served as the rabbi of his hometown, even provides the following interpretation of the Mishnah in Ethics of the Fathers (“hate the rabbinate [Ethics of the Fathers 1:10]: the rabbis of communities “love the rabbinate but hate their work, to rule on religion and financial issues with wide knowledge and penetrating depth <<בקיאות ועיון>>.”) One ray of hope for these frustrated rabbis was the receipt of a halakhic query: especially if it required the excercise of scholarly and intellectual talents. Unfortunately, even this opportunity was often taken away from them: “for due to distress and the limited time, no one consults him דורש את זולתו <<??>> in any issue whatsoever.” Occasionally, the rabbi would be confronted by questions that went beyond the classic issues (i.e., Kashrut, laws of immersion in the mikva, and the laws of Sabbath and the holidays). Dealing with more complex halakhic issues – such as divorce law, the status of a wife whose husband was missing, or the halakhic approach to a new technological innovation – could certainly have enriched the spiritual-intellectual life of the local rabbi. Properly contending with such a question could require many hours studying relevant sources, as well as consulting scholars and halakhic authorities from other regions. But of course, routine tasks could limit the time the rabbi could dedicate to dealing with these interesting and complex questions – only exacerbating his feelings of frustration and disillusionment. 
For rabbis in smaller towns, another factor contributing to their feelings of despair was the culturally impoverished milieu in which they served. While some towns had local yeshivot, in most cases, no such institution was to be found. For example, Rabbi ***, who had studied in the yeshivot of ***, when appointed rabbi of the town of *** (in the vicinity of ***) “found no one there like himself, [no one] upon whom to pour forth his thoughts on Torah – as once had been the case.” In general, one can say that for a young Talmud scholar, a village or town represented an intellectual wasteland, accentuated by the sharp transition from the scholastic world of the beit midrash and yeshiva, places of intellectual ferment and activity, to a life dominated by the most quotidian of tasks. This feeling was aggravated by the lack of Torah literature, even the most basic texts, at the rabbi’s disposal. This was a fairly common problem for those living in smaller towns or rural regions. As Rabbi *** put it: “I have no books to study.” We can thus understand the sense of loneliness that plagued many young rabbis, as expressed, for example by Rabbi ***, who served as the Rabbi of the community of *** in south-western Lithuania in the late 1800s. 
Against my wishes I was forced to leave the yeshiva, my deeply beloved and the delight of my heart, and to accept a rabbinic position in a new market <<עיר מרכולת>> town, the city of ***, whose people are small in quantity but large in quality. For almost all of them are great Torah scholars, men of knowledge, enlightened in words of truth. But, being occupied by their many activities and their extremely successful <<פרוץ??>> commerce, they do not have the time to take pleasure and entertain themselves constantly with the wisdom of Talmud, as they so desire. Therefore, despite my heart’s desire, I have found no way here to give external expression to my ideas and innovations in Torah. For my city of ***, as I have said, is small, and, therefore, many books, both the old, as well as the new ones published by the great leaders of our generation in their great discernment, have not reached [my town] and cannot be found within it. 
Sometimes a rabbi could solve this problem by more heavily involving himself in the scholarly-intellectual activity of the city. He could give regular lessons to non-yeshiva students or even establish a small local yeshiva (As happened in the towns of *** in Lithuania, to name but a few). And indeed, many rabbis delivered daily public lessons, teaching both Halakhah and Aggadah. The problem was that in most cases, the level of education and intellectual ability of those attending these lessons could not compare with that of the rabbi; teaching did little to enrich his spiritual-intellectual life. As for establishing a yeshiva, this was no simple task; it required cooperation and the willing assistance from various communal bodies, a situation which was relatively rare at the time (See below). Other preferable options included finding a teaching position in a nearby yeshiva or getting more involved in judicial activity as a dayyan. This too was not always simple: teaching positions in yeshivot were extremely scarce, especially before the 1860s. The same held true for a dayyan position, which was only an option in very large towns and cities.
Another way of overcoming intellectual solitude was to correspond in writing with other rabbinical colleagues about halakhic issues. While this entailed no small degree of work, especially for a community rabbi who was considered an important halakhic authority, it had the potential to add some variety to the rabbi’s daily routine. It also represented participation in a social-professional network, a virtual rabbinic republic of sorts, comprised of members with shared values and a shared, internal professional, ideological, and sometimes even political discourse, driven by a sense of calling or responsibility. A rabbi’s position on a given issue was also a way for him to project his halakhic authority, to those within his community as well as those without. A prominent example of this was the public halakhic discussions that revolved around the traditional abstinence from kitinyot on Passover (legumes that are not considered leavened) in advance of the Passover of 1868. Due to a severe famine at the time, there was doubt as to whether the relatively minor prohibition should be nevertheless maintained. Rabbi ***, the rabbi of *** in Lithuania, assumed an independent and unique stance on the issue, differing from the majority of other rabbinic figures in the region. 
The character of a local rabbi’s halakhic discourse can be discerned by analyzing his correspondence with his rabbinic contemporaries. Generally, a rabbi would send letters to other town-rabbis, his equals in terms of their rank within the scholarly hierarchy of Eastern Europe, as well as to two or three superiors, the great halakhic authorities of his time. Thus, the writer could define the extent of the discussion as was relevant, <<באופן זה הגדיר הכותב את מרחב הדיון הרלוונטי עבורו???>> paralleling intellectually and spiritually the real world in which he lived. An example of this is Rabbi ***, who served in the town of *** in the early twentieth century. In his book Teshuvot Menahem he notes that those who wrote to him included rabbis, morei tzedek, and Torah scholars in the following communities: ***. These were all communities situated at the heart and center of the Jewish-Lithuanian cultural sphere. 
The intellectual void could also be filled by the composition of books – commentaries, halakhic works, responsa literature, halakhic compendiums, collections of sermons, ethical works, as well as the publication of individual halakhic responsa and essays in Torah periodicals and collected volumes. Some community rabbis, such as ***, even launched and edited their own Torah periodicals (Hapisga; Itur Sofrim). Many others used the emerging Jewish press of the time as a forum for publishing learned compositions, as well as for voicing their opinions on the issues of the day. Literary activity of this sort conferred three important benefits: 
1) The very act of writing could alleviate to some extent the growing feelings of frustration induced by intellectual isolation. This was especially true for rabbis who served in remote, small towns. This is vividly described by Rabbi ***: “my soul mourns, my heart wails within me, it says: ‘why do you slumber’? why have you hidden and fled.” An example of this is Rabbi ***, who during his time serving as rabbi of the town of ***, composed a commentary on Rabbenu Tam’s Sefer Hayashar, entitling it Or Layesharim. 
2) This kind of writing, which essentially constituted a dialogue with a broad array of opinions and halakhic approaches (from the past as well as the present), served as a replacement for actual human contact with contemporary Torah scholars and halakhists. 
3) Publication of a book that belonged to these genres could bring its author fame, something which could improve his public image and even serve as a springboard for a position in a larger community or in a super-communal yeshiva. Of the 1,500 rabbis reviewed in this study, 400 published a book of some kind. Because some rabbis published two or more books, the complete number arrives at 900. In this context, it should be noted that many spent their lives working on a book, however, for various reasons (such as the large printing costs entailed), they never made it to press and remained in manuscript. This number of books is all the more impressive if we bear in mind the book shortages in small towns and villages, a factor that significantly limited a rabbi’s ability to easily reference relevant halakhic or theological literature.
An important aspect of the community rabbi’s intellectual and public life was his preaching. Like most topics discussed in this book, the phenomenon has been barely studied in scholarship, at least not in any kind of systematic or methodical way. Thus, for example, in his magnum opus “***,” Rabbi *** provides detailed overviews of the activity of itinerant preachers and maggidei meisharim, even analyzing the sermons of such famous rabbis as ***. However, the sermons of the hundreds of lesser known rabbis from the time, which can shed important light on their spiritual profiles, as well as the characters of their audiences, are treated with just a few short remarks. 
One might expect that preaching would be a marginal part of the community rabbi’s life. After all, traditionally (and as was often articulated explicitly in the rabbinic writ of appointment) the rabbi was only required to deliver a public sermon twice a year – on the Sabbath between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur (Shabbat Shuva) and the Sabbath before Passover (Shabbat Hagadol). On other Sabbaths, public sermons could be delivered by maggidei meisharim (who were usually only active in larger communities) or by itinerant preachers who made their living wandering from town to town. That being said, our sources demonstrate that many rabbis did not limit themselves to these two Sabbaths, and gave sermons on regular Sabbaths, holidays, and at special occasions. This is attested by the 135 of the rabbinic works reviewed in this study (about 16%) that were completely, or at least partially, dedicated to the publication of a rabbi’s public sermons. Assuming that every rabbi gave at least two sermons a year, and that all sermons were published, it is reasonable to assume that rabbinic preaching of this sort was quite widespread. Likewise, the fact that Jewish publishing houses produced so many works belonging to this genre, some including sermons for each Sabbath of the year, attests to the relatively high demand for them, primarily from members of the rabbinic circles themselves.
Naturally, a rabbi’s sermon in honor of a festival would revolve around both halakhic and aggadic issues. This phenomenon, which already characterized the community rabbinate in earlier periods, is evident from anyone who reads many of the rabbinic sermon-collections published. For example, a collection published by ***, Tovei Hahaim, included sermons for Rosh Hashanah (8), Shabbat Shuva (8) Yom Kippur (3), Sukkot, Simhat Torah, Shabbat Hagadol (8), the last day of Passover, Pentecost (2) as well as sermons for the lesser Sabbaths such as Shekalim, Zakhor, Hahodesh, and Nahamu. A collection published by Rabbi ***, Even Yehoshua, included sermons for Rosh Hashana (2), Shabbat Shuva, Yom Kippur, Sukkot, Hanukkah, Shabbat Hagadol, Pentecost, as well as sermons for the Sabbaths Shekalim, Zahor, and Hazon. A collection published by Rabbi ***, Derashot Eliezer, included sermons for Shabbat Hagadol, Passover (2), Pentecost (3), Shabbat Shuva (3), Sukkot, Simhat Torah, as well as a sermon for Shabbat Zakhor. 
A detailed analysis of the sermons prepared by town rabbis during this period exceeds the bounds of the present study. However, even a brief review – and for this study I specifically focused on collections published by rabbis who served in medium and small communities – we can glean a number of important insights about this facet of the rabbi’s life. A review of such sermons reveals that they were not simply an instrumental <<what is meant by this?>> affair, but rather an activity that demanded some level of intellectual exertion. To prepare a sermon, a rabbi generally had to dedicate time to studying the sources and putting his insights into words, certainly if the sermon was scholastic in nature. That being said, there was a prominent trend among sermon-writers to make extensive use of motifs drawn from Aggadah and Midrash, the consequence of the cultural and intellectual character of their audience. Sometimes a rabbi even needed to create a sermon that contradicted his fundamental-ideological approach. For example, Rabbi *** of the community of Khorostkiv, discusses in one of his letters the challenges he faced when preaching to the members of his community:
I preach halakhic dialectics and aggadic homilies. But my heart matches not [my words], for often I know that what I say is impossible according to true logic and criticism and healthy intellect. [Nevertheless], I am forced to adapt my sermons to the character of my audience, to make sweet statements that will fit their old tastes, and thus my words will be pleasing, treated as wise, <<ינעמו דברי לחכם>> and I will elicit good-will from the members of my community. But my spirit murmurs bitterly within me. For I have wasted for naught my strength, ascending the mountains of subtle [inquiry] and hovering over the peaks of trenchant dialectics, even though my soul is well aware that these matters are not the true Torah. <<I don’t have context but perhaps this is a conflict between a traditional approach and a more Haskalah influenced approach? If so this should be mentioned, I think>>
Rabbi ***’s great disillusionment emerges clearly from this account. For even when he tried to create a shared space for scholarly discourse, for himself and for the members of the community, he soon found that not only was the intellectual gulf between them impassable, but that he was also forced to state things that were opposed to his most basic worldviews. Furthermore, this was an essentially irresolvable dilemma because the rabbi was regularly and consistently forced to “elicit good-will from the members of his community.” 
Regardless, the public sermon was without a doubt a significant part of the community rabbi’s intellectual and public life. And it seems that the intellectual element of sermon-preparation represented the rabbi’s one, and almost only, opportunity to fill the role of “master of the city” – not by ruling on halakhic issues, but by molding the religious and moral values of his community members. It was a chance for him to stand before his community and provide guidance without mediation or oversight. Some rabbis treated the sermon not just as a public duty, but also as an opportunity to broach issues of a public nature, albeit picking their words carefully, often fearing that rebuke, if too explicit, would actually elicit the opposite response. As Rabbi *** put it: “it would be an illusion to think that just because the rabbi has spoken, the members of the community would be willing, without any reservations, to follow his instructions.”
At the beginning of the twentieth century, an ancillary sermon-literature grew in popularity. I am referring to publications such as the annual Maasaf Derushi, first published in 1912, which, in the words of its editor, included “wonderful sermons, hand-picked explanations of the Bible and statements of the Sages, and lofty ideas for every time of the year that will bring blessing and great utility to the sermonizers and preachers who need material for their speeches.” Even if we may look with some degree of skepticism at the second volume’s claim that “this collection [...] is already considered indispensable for every preacher,” one cannot deny that they were popular: “1,000 copies were sold over the course of two years, and the second edition has already been printed in its thousands.” While one can assume that not all community rabbis availed themselves of this tool, the preponderance of such works presumably contributed to the improvement of the contents of rabbinic sermons (at least cosmetically) not to mention the image of rabbis who used them. Henceforward, a community rabbi did not need to dedicate an undue amount of time to prepare a sermon and could regale his audience with excerpts from works such as Peninim Yeqarim <<I assume this is the name of a book>> whenever he wished. All he had to do was to employ the appropriate rhetorical devices and turn the written text into a grand verbal performance. Thus, *** notes that the sermon-collections that have been published have become “a useful and beneficial tool” for many rabbis.
Here again we see a parallel to the figure of the rural priest who, during the same time and in the same region, was forced to contend with similar challenges. *** describes the way rural priests would create their sermons: 
“a translation based on the original should be used here xxx” xxx xxx.” 
This situation, however, was viewed with scorn by some prominent rabbinic scholars. As they saw it, many rabbis were being required to, or perhaps even wanted to, ingratiate themselves to their communities, all at the expense of the essence and purpose of a classical sermon. This is the background for the harsh criticism voiced in an open letter published by Rabbi *** in 1910:
In our day, the sermons delivered by rabbis bear the mark of parliamentary speeches. They are but words. For whoever’s speeches have no grounding in the Oral Torah, and merely hover about in the air, this is all the better as far as the masses are concerned. And sometimes, some old rabbi, who keeps the ways of his fathers, will try to deliver a sermon about the Passover laws from the pulpit on Shabbat Hagadol – as was the practice of his predecessors. And immediately, the [members] of his audience slip out one by one, and no one remains to hear him, with the exception of the cantor/beadle <<חזן בית כנסת, not sure if this is being used in Mishnaic sense or not>> who stays at his post out of respect. During this time, there is no one to disturb the rabbi with a beautiful answer or a challenge that requires further study. 

Communal Activity
While the rabbinic writ of appointment did not require the rabbi to involve himself in any public issues besides those it specified, there were some rabbis who, like their community members, gave the rabbinic vocation a broader interpretation. In this context, the rabbi was seen as someone who ought to be involved in various aspects of community life, primarily those of a personal, social, or public nature. In some communities, this quality was even taken into account during the selection process. The rabbi’s involvement in issues of a personal nature is illustrated in the following list of the concerns brought before the rabbi, described in the colorful prose of Rabbi ***: 
When the horse of a poor wagon-driver dies, when the sewing machine of a tailor [breaks], when the daughter of a pauper has reached a marriageable age, when a poor man’s house has burnt down, whatever the trouble may be, and whatever the obstacle, dispute or calamity – to whom do these people pour out the sorrow of their hearts? Behold it is the rabbi! He who is a waterskin [to collect] tears and a treasure house to [store] the groans of all these aggrieved people!
Some rabbis even assumed the role of banks. Because no such institutions existed in the region, people needed a place to store their money. Likewise, if a sum was the subject of dispute, and needed to be put in safekeeping during the legal proceedings, there was nowhere to store it. The rabbi, who was seen as a reliable figure, far from any suspicions of embezzlement or theft, was seen as the ideal solution. It was also a safe solution: because his position was imbued with an air of sanctity, it was unlikely that anyone would actually try robbing him. 
In terms of public issues, the rabbi was viewed by many, especially those belonging to lower classes, as their spokesman, tasked with defending the interests of the weak and downtrodden – the poor, widows, orphans, wives with lost husbands, people with disabilities and the mentally ill. Thus, for example, in the second half of the nineteenth century, when many young women in Eastern Europe were abandoned by their husbands and left without a divorce, some community rabbis came to their aid – whether by publishing advertisements in newspapers or by taking advantage of their connections with their rabbinic colleagues in other communities. Likewise, some rabbis would spearhead initiatives or collect money for public needs, such as ransoming Jewish prisoners or constructing religious buildings (the synagogue and the mikva). 
In other cases, the rabbi would manage issues that had ramifications for the public life in the community, such as dividing up funds for communal institutions. <<חלוקת תמיכות למוסדות קהילתיים>> In cases where urgent public action was needed, and the communal institutions were indisposed to do their part – for example, coming to the aid of Jewish soldiers drafted into the Russian army – many naturally turned their eyes to the rabbi, hoping, and sometimes even pleading, that he wield his religious and ethical authority. 
And if this was not enough, some rabbis involves themselves in issues outside of their communities, such as representing the community to various government bodies, or concerning themselves with super-communal issues, even those unrelated to their immediate environs, for example the dispute between the printing press of *** in *** and of *** in ***; signing petitions related to internal Jewish issues; and even involvement in episodes that pertained to the rabbinic world at large. These public activities could mold the self-perceptions of community rabbis, as expressed in the following words of Rabbi *** of ***, Lithuania: “who shall participate and intercede, to [allay] the sorrow and poverty <<דחק>> of the public in small towns? Who shall keep watch of the public behavior, and the education of children according to the spirit of the time and the desire of the government? Is it not the guardians of the Torah and the rabbis?” 
Despite the wide range of activities occupying their time, we have evidence of many community rabbis in towns and villages who tirelessly sought even more ways to allay their feelings of cultural suffocation, not to mention exhaustion, as the years passed. As Rabbi *** put it: “I am like a dog in a cage, and I feel like the air will suffocate me.” This feeling, as well as the need to conduct a dialogue with other Torah scholars and rabbis, were the impetus for the itinerancy of many small-community rabbis. A review of the sources shows that these rabbis took frequent trips outside of their communities for various purposes: to arbitrate disputes in other communities (sometimes between rabbis and the communal institutions or the butchers); to participate in the welcoming ceremonies of other rabbis in nearby communities, to attend their farewell ceremonies, or sometimes their funerals; to gather approbations or signatures from “pre-subscribers” (frenumeranten) to promote their new books <<did I understand this correctly?>>, as well as to tend to personal family affairs. An important part of such trips was meeting their rabbinic colleagues, other community rabbis or morei tzedek renowned for their scholarly accomplishments, or important figures in the world of Talmud study and Halakhah at the time. This is also the backdrop for the active participation of rabbis from small communities in various rabbinic conferences, such as that convened in *** in May 1913 to discuss, among other things, the growing phenomenon of women whose husbands had left for America leaving them without a divorce, as well as the founding assembly of the Agudas Harabbonim <<spelling?>> in Poland. This could slake the small-town rabbi’s intellectual thirst, constituting a compensation of sorts for feelings of intellectual poverty and social isolation. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Many rabbis were able to find some sort of balance, fulfilling their duties to their community and its needs, and dealing with the difficulty and frustration this could entail. Others preoccupied themselves with issues that lay beyond the domain of their communities, at the expense of their local responsibilities (as defined in their writs of appointment) or what was expected of them. Such rabbis sometimes exposed themselves to harsh criticism as a result. Thus, for example, Rabbi *** “did not consider it fitting or proper that some rabbis would invest too much time on the issues of the collective, abandoning their obligations and those things which fall under their exclusive purview: teaching Torah, ruling Halakhah, and keeping an eye on the doings in their community, to protect its religion, morals, modesty and general wellbeing.” 


