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Abstract
Writing history has never been free from/unhampered by considerations of ideology and values.  Discussions of history are not simply descriptions of the past; they are a body of information with an impact on the present and perhaps/sometimes even the future. This holds true not only for the composition of books dedicated to history
, but also to descriptions of formative events of the Jewish past by halakhic authorities. This article will explore how Rabbi Yisrael Meir Cohen, the Hafetz Haim, (1839–1933), in his work Mishna Berura, contended with events of the past. We will analyze four passages/sources contending with four historical events: the war of the Hasmoneans as discussed in the laws of Hanukkah; the Bar Kokhba revolt and the fall of Beitar as described in the laws of Tisha B’av; the assassination of Gedaliah ben Ahikam as discussed in the laws of fast days; and the decree of Haman as discussed in the laws of the Fast of Esther.  In his Mishneh Torah, Maimonides’ provides the historical backgrounds of these events. R. Joseph Caro omitted these descriptions, and R. Abraham Danzig, with some deviations from the language of Maimonides, re-incorporated them into his popular work Hayei Adam.  While the Hafetz Haim followed the lead of Maimonides and the Hayei Adam, a comparison of their respective formulations proves instructive: Maimonides has no qualms about including descriptions with the potential to deliver problematic educational messages. The Hayei Adam softens/moderates these formulations and the Hafetz Haim consistently prefers to omit problematic elements from his descriptions, emphasizing instead elements which contain more powerful educational messages for his reading audience.  It follows that educational considerations do not simply apply to the realm of the Hafetz Haim’s halakhic rulings; they also consistently guide his presentation of the non-halakhic elements in his work.
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