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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?
1. Describethe Gaon of Vilna at the age of thirteen.
2. Describe atypical day inthelife of the Gaon.
3.  Whendid R. Chaim Volozhiner first meet the Gaon?

4. What was the Gaon's attitude to the study of
Kabbalah?

5.  What was the scope of the Gaon's general knowledge?

This and much more will be addressed in the twelfth lecture
of this series: "The Mgesty of Vilna: The Lifeand Times
of the Vilna Gaon".

To derive maximum benefit from this lecture, keep these
guestions in mind, as you listen to the tape and read
through the outline. Go back to these questions once again
at the end of the lecture and see how well you answer them.

PLEASE NOTE: This outline and source book was
designed as a powerful tool to help you appreciate and
understand the basis of Jewish History. Although the
lectures can be listened to without the use of the outline, we
advise you to read the outline to enhance your
comprehension. Use it, as well, as a handy reference guide
and for quick review.
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THE MAJESTY OF VILNA: THE LIFE AND TIMES OF THE VILNA GAON
l. The Holy Incomparable Genius
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... the unequaled holy and pure chasid, the light of Israel, he who embodies al areas of
wisdom, astute and knowledgeable, who possesses ten measures (i.e. broad knowledge)
in the science of Kabbalah, our Master R. Eliyahu, may Hashem protect him, whose
praises are known throughout the entire country of Poland, and in Berlin and Lissa.
Wherever this chasd traveled, they recount his extraordinary accomplishments. R.
Y onason Eybeschuetz (1690-1764), Sefer Luchos HaAidos (published 1755)
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That saintly world renowned Gaon who had no equal on earth, an angel of the L-rd of
Hosts, the awesome Gaon who was like one of the early authorities, our Master Eliyahu
of Vilna. .. R. Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenberg (1785-1865), author of " Ksav
V'Kabbalah"
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Our holy master, whose appearance was like that of a Heavenly angel, the master of the
entire Diaspora, our master, Eliyahu of Vilna, before whom all the knees of Torah
scholars, large and small, bent. It was not for nought that he was called throughout the
entire diasporaas " the Gaon", without any need for further explanation, asif a Heavenly
voice made the announcement, for it was true and correct. It was asif he was one of the
early Gaonim . . . R. Yisrad Lipschutz, author of the TiferesYisrael (1782-1860)
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Since the times of the Gaonim, no one of such stature, a person who knew the entire
Torah, the revealed and esoteric, like a set table, has arisen. From the times of the Rabban
Savorai and the Gaonim, of blessed memory, no such great eshkol, a person who
embodied everything ( ish shehakol bo ), hasarisen. HaGaon R. Aryeh Leib Zuenz
(1773-1883)
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If a person were to live athousand years, he wouldn't be able to fathom the depths of the
Gaon's nature, just asit is impossible to calculate the amount of dropsin the ocean. . . . It
iswell known that hisintelligence, his profundity and his fear of Heaven was way and
above those of his generation and many generations before him. R. Menachem Mendel
of Shklov
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| arranged the Tosefta according to the arrangement of the Gaon, R. Eliyahu of Vilna, of
blessed memory, who refined it like well sifted flour. . . . | only took issue with him, [on
various points,] as adisputation of love, for from the times of our master, [the Rambam,]
no one has arisen with such amazing knowledge of the two Tamuds and the entire oral
Torah, entirely arranged and fluent in his mouth. May his soul be bound in the soul of life
for having enlightened our eyes into the meaning of all those hidden and enigmatic hints.
R. Yitzchak Isaac of Komarna (? -1874)

. The Child Prodigy of Vilna
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Hislight first emerged in the year 1720, on the first day of Passover, in the home of the
world renowned tzaddik (righteous one), the great Rabbi, my grandfather, R. Shiomo
Zaman, in the city of Seltz, acity full of scholars and scribes, near the city of Brisk of
Lithuania. . . . He studied under ateacher only until the age of six. . . . [From that time
on,] his mouth began uttering pearls of wisdom in the presence of scholars. At the age of
six and ahalf, hegavea chiluk (a Talmudic discourse) in the synagogue, which was
taught to him by his father. He was then brought before the Chief Rabbi of Vilna, Rav

[Y ehoshua] Heshel, by hisfather, at Seuda Shlishis  (thethird meal) of Shabbos.
Whereupon, the Rav, R. Heshel, commented to the great scholars who sat before him,
"Does there exist awise and discerning person on the level of this child?' They replied,
"Such afeat is not extraordinary; it is merely indicative of his excellent comprehension.
Look, hisfather taught and directed him and he repeated it a second and third time until
he absorbed it well." R. Heshel then retorted, "I have full confidence in this child that he
can compose such a discourse on his own. I'm going to give him an hour to think it
through and then you will see something amazing." He then thought through [the subject]
on hisown for about an hour and he pointed out further difficulties[in the sugya
(Talmudic discussion)] all of which he resolved with a single [innovative] approach. The
scholars who heard it were astounded and they spontaneously kissed and hugged him.
After having listened to all of this, they [too] said, "There is no wise and discerning
person like him." R. Avraham and R. Leib, the sons of the Gaon of Vilna. Preface to
the Gaon's commentary to Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim
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When he became nine years old, and had accomplished much in the areas of Scripture,
Mishna, Talmud, and had become satiated with the logic of their words and with the
Midrashim, which he had in addition studied, a spirit within him awakened and said, "To
whom are the secrets of the Torah addressed? All isfound in the work, 'Etz Chaim' [of R.
Chaim Vital]. Even if they are hidden from the eyes of the entirety of humanity, Hashem
will make them visible [to you]. [In addition, if you try,] you will see that you can easily
understand the most difficult areas of the Talmud, the legal authorities, the responsa, the
early and later commentaries. Don't think that your efforts will not bear fruit." He
immediately got hold of various exoteric (nigleh) and esoteric ( nistar) works and learned
through the entire corpus of the "Etz Chaim" within a half ayear. G-d's hand was evident.
... When he reached the age of thirteen and aday ( Bar Mitzvah) he accepted upon
himself the full measure of piety ( chasidus). His asceticism lifted him above the rest of
humanity. From that time on until his death, he did not look beyond hisfour cubits. He
didn't desire any pleasures from this world and ate only a small amount of dried bread
soaked in water, equivalent to the size of two olives. He ate them only in the evening and
morning and didn't taste them but only swallowed them whole. . . . His nights were like
days, as he stayed up in order to discover the words of Hashem, the truth of the Torah . . .
, for he had made afirm lifetime commitment never to sleep more than two hoursin any
one twenty four hour period. He never slept more than ahalf hour at any one time and
during that time his lips were moving, uttering words of the halachos (laws) and agados
(Midrash). At the end of the half hour, he would strengthen himself like alion, wash his
hands, and proceed to learn in aloud voice. He would sleep later for another half hour.
Thiswas his total sleep: Three half hours at night and one half hour by day. In addition,
he designed strategiesto combat the  yetzer hara (the evil inclination). He imposed
strictures against that which he desired. He would say that it wasn't something of true
benefit and would distance himself from it. He bent his shoulder to bear the pain of
starvation and the discomfort of wakening from sleep, for he said, "L et us make plans
againgt him (the yetzer hara)." His great perceptiveness and his efforts in the service of
Hashem stood by him against all that afflicted him and removed all worry and
despondency in order that he serve Hashem with joy and gladness of heart throughout his
life....lbid.
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Our master, [R. Chaim of Volozhin,] said that, "After athorough examination, it became
clear to methat al that R. Zalman, (his brother), had achieved before his death, [at the
age of 33,] was already mastered by the Gra (the Gaon of Vilna), z"'l, when he was only
thirteen. The only difference was that all of the asceticism and angelic actions of R.
Zaman were evident to all whereas the Gra, z"l, did everything secretly.” Personal notes
of R. A. Levin, Sefer Hakol Kasuv L'Chaim
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The Gaon, R. Zalman of Vilna, who studied Torah for itsown sake. . . wasasign and
miracle of our generation. When he was twenty four, he had perfectly mastered verbatim
al of the Tamud, Sfrei, Sfra, Tosefta, Midrashim, Rambam, and Tur. R. Yehudah
Leib, Chief Rabbi of Frankfurt am Oder, Atzel Eden 15b

D.
"NYXT 2 X791 NIPRYI 77172 X022 IN1T9° omm 97 77970 INIWn A0 77X ‘02

27 271RT NDT730 7717277 INDT°A 07 MR 2702 NIDOMIM NIN0IA ML TIWY 11D
X701 9173 937 PR KO INYM 12 *NIAR LDIDTA D7TIRT 23 WANWIW M 03 'R 137
791 INPWY YXARI CTIVAY 0213 XI72% *nHinn X7D nnRa 03 20w .09 ’172% 975
"D Y1V DPWIT 1A RANDM “NANR 73 .TIV INIWYDH *Nposm *wR1 HY /R 71N 12y
JITORTIN 00 VAT LTI 37 0TI PIW 2OW IR 77 19O 13 PNYRWT IR 3w NIoT

RNIY*IXT XIDO? X737 7702 INNTp

Hewasfluent inthetext of Sefer Yetzira from hisvery youth. He had adopted a clear
version of the text with awesome depth. [I know this,] for | had presented to him ten
different versions of Sefer Yetzira and he told me that the version that he had adopted was
the same as that of the Arizal. He had only added one thing to the Arizal's version, [which
he felt was actually arestoration of his original text,] as an error had been made in the
printing [of the Arizal'stext]. | said to him that if that is the case, it wouldn't be a great or
extraordinary feat to create a golem. Hereplied, "I actually once began to create a golem,
but, while | was in the midst of making it, an image passed over my head and | refrained
from making it any more. | said to myself that probably Heaven prevented me because of
my young age." | asked him how old he was at the time and he replied that it was before
he was thirteen yearsold. R. Chaim of Volozhin, Prefaceto the Gra's commentary to
SifraD'Tzniusa
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. A Holy Life
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For more than fifty years of hislife, he slept no more than a half hour at one time. Even
when he was frail, he did not discontinue his holy studies and forced himself with the
power of alion and stood up, [after a half hour's sleep,] washed his hands, and made the
morning's blessings with joy, and indescribably intense love. Afterwards, he would stand
on hisfeet from before midnight until daylight, more than eight hours, and study gemora
(Talmud) and poskim (legal works) with aloud, sweet, but awesome voice that would
penetrate the fire of Torah. . . . Right before sunrise, he would wash his handsin
preparation for the morning prayers and would stand and pray, articulating every word
clearly with a sweet voice and a gentle tune. Anyone who would hear him pray, even
once, be it on aweekday or Shabbos, would feel himself inspired with a spirit of true
knowledge and fear of Hashem that would last for ayear or two. Even if someone's heart
would be hard as stone, it would soften like wax from the fire of his kavana
(concentration) with which he put into every word of the Siddur and would express every
syllable with a clear tone and a strong spirit. [After the prayers] he would recite a section
of the Parshah (the weekly Torah portion) twicein Hebrew and oncein Targum. Every
word of the Torah that he would utter would come out like a clear light from his holy and
pure mouth. [After eating his portion of bread in the morning, he would sleep for half an
hour] and he would then awake from his sleep as if aking would be standing before him
and wake him. He would get up with great haste and with fear and trepidation and he
would immediately sit and learn the entire day until the late afternoon ( mincha). R.
Avraham, the son of the Gra, in hiswork, Saaras Eliyahu
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He who didn't witness the sanctity of his Torah and his Divine service, the purity of his
asceticism, piety and humility, never beheld [trug] light. R. Chaim of Volozhin, Preface
tothe Gra'scommentary to SifraD'Tzniusa
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R. Yodl of Amtzislav told me that he asked our master, the Gaon, z"l, concerning his
asceticism. He replied that if he was stubborn, he would be successful. R. Chaim of
Volozhin, quoted in Kol HaKosuv L'Chaim
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Greater and better than all self inflicted suffering isto become engrossed in Torah study
and bestowing kindness. Commentary of Grato Mishlei 16:7
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Until one's dying day, a person needs to endure suffering; not through fasts and self
inflicted torture, but through muzzling his mouth and his desires. Thisis repentance and
thisisthe source of al of the fruits of the next world (  Olam Haba). . . .. Thisismore
potent than all of the fasts and tortures that exist. For every moment that a person
muzzles his mouth, he merits a hidden light which no angel or creature can imagine.
Letter written by the Grato hiswife
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Who is able to [completely] describe [the Gaon's] saintliness and piety. He never spoke
even one word of idle talk and never accepted the yoke of public life or the Rabbinate or
any occupation that would disturb his learning. He hated unjust gain and would study for
extended periods secluded in ahousein theforest. . . . He studied Torah under conditions
of tremendous deprivation and, in the daytime, he would close the shutters of the room in
which he studied and would study by candlelight in order that the glances of people
shouldn't disturb him. And thisis how he conducted himself in his youth, while he
studied Torah for its own sake. He would review that entire Babylonian Talmud each and
every month throughout hislife.

The following incident occurred in his great and populous city, [Vilna]. The holy
community agreed to grant him a fixed allotment every week with which to support his
family. There was a certain shamash (sexton or communal employee) through whom the
holy community would send the needed funds. The shamash, however, took the money
for himself and didn't deliver it. This lasted for many years but the Gaon didn't tell a soul.
He endured such deprivation that his saintly wife and children were on the brink of
starvation. When she [finally] came to him, he told her to go with her small children to
the neighbors at meal time, asit isnormal for children to ask for food when they see
others eating, and they will provide for them. He didn't want to disclose the fact that he
no longer received communal support because of his complete trust in Hashem and his
concern about causing another person to be shamed. This situation lasted until the
shamash took ill and was on his death bed. He then publicly admitted that he had not
given the Gaon his needed support which had been entrusted in his hands, whereupon the
shamash died. For this alone, one would be allowed to call our master a  chasid (pious
one) and kadosh (holy one). One cannot begin to recount the toil and effort he expended
in studying our holy Torah. He would review each chapter and tractate hundreds and
thousands of times. . . . While he was young, he would study in the bitter cold of winter
in aroom which was unheated and [at other times] he would place hisfeet in abasin of
cold water to prevent himself from falling asleep. R. Yisrael of Shklov (d. 1839),
Preface to Paas HaShulchan

V. Love of Torah
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It is extremely crucial for a person to cherish the study of Torah, for each word which he

studiesisaseparate mitzvah . . . and is part of the general mitzvah of learning Torah
which is equal to all of the other mitzvos. . . . Based on the above, if aperson learns, for

example, one folio ( daf), he fulfills many hundreds of mitzvos. HaGra, Sefer Shnos
Eliyahu, Peah 1.1
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Our Master, [R. Chaim of Volozhin,] came before the Gaon of Vilnaat the age of
nineteen, at the height of his acuity, clarity of thought, and immense diligence, and
prodigious memory, [as is common knowledge]. He told the Gaon, "I have already
reviewed Seder Mo'ed nineteen times, but it still isn't completely clear to me." The Gaon,
Z'l, replied, "Thereisno limit to [reviewing]. Y ou should review the material throughout
your entire life."  Sefer Kol HaKosuv L'Chaim - Halichos Chaim, Darkei HaL imud
5
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A certain great Rabbi from my country, who had been, during his youth, a member of the
Gaon's household, told me the following story: Right before  Sukkos, he heard how the
Gaon had reproved those who stood before him and told them that every student is
required to become an expert in at least one tractate and know it verbatim so that he not
cease from fulfilling the mitzvah of Vv'hagissa (to constantly study Torah) while heis
walking on the road or islying down in a dark room. When this Rabbi heard this
statement which had come directly from the holy mouth of our master, [the Gaon,] he
immediately summoned his strength and reviewed the tractate  Sukkah many times until
he knew it by heart. He [even] tested himself before others to insure that he actually did
know it verbatim. On Chol HaMoed Sukkos, while a group of great Torah scholars were
sitting before our master, this Rabbi came before our master and told him that he had
studied the tractate Sukkah and that he knew it by heart. Our master replied, "Do you
want me to ask you something of this tractate so that you can supply me with the
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answer?' He retorted, "Of course. | know it [already] by heart." Our master then asked
him something for which the Rabbi had no answer. He asked him, "How many times, in
this tractate, does Rabbi Meir disagree with Rabbi Y ehudah? How many times does
Rabbi Akiva disagree with Rabbi Tarphon? Rabbah with Rav Y osef? Abbaye with Rava?
Rav Pappa and Rav Huna brel dRav Y ehoshua? All the different Tannaim and
Amoraim?" Afterwards, our master opened his holy mouth and counted them as one
counts pearls and dissected the entire tractate and recounted how many times each and
every Tana and Amora disagreed and how many timesthe  halacha (final ruling) is
according to this one or that one, and how many separate subjects ( sugios) and opinions
there exist. He a so recounted the number of laws gleaned from the Tosephta and Talmud
Yerushalmi. All told there were 85 invalid Sukkos mentioned equal to the numerical
value of theword " Sukkah" without the vav. The sum total of cases of valid Sukkos
mentioned in the Talmud and the Tosephta and Talmud Yerushalmi come out to be 91,
equal to the numerical value of theword" Sukkah" with the vav. Thisisasample of the
expertise which he had in the entire Talmud Bavli and Y erushalmi, and the entire Torah.
In fact, he knew where every single Tosefta was alluded to in the Mishna. R. Yisrad of
Shklov, Preface to Paas HaShulchan
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It is beyond belief to describe the super human efforts that this giant of a man expended
until he had thoroughly and completely clarified the ins and outs of each subject and had
arrived at the truth. Even though he was blessed with a prodigious intellect and with deep
understanding which provided him with a knowledge of Torah that was without parallel
for countless generations, he still did not rely upon the purity of his heart but made a
decision only after he had weighed [the pros and cons] many hundreds of times with his
holy intellect and with awesome effort. He would go without eating or drinking for many
days and nights and would go without sleep until his countenance would darken. He
dedicated his whole soul on resolving an issue until Hashem would finally enlighten him
and grant him full understanding. As soon as thiswould occur, his face would glow from
the joy and light of the Torah. R. Chaim of Volozhin, Prefacetothe Gra's
commentary to Sifra D'Tzniusa
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When Hashem would help him arrive at the truth of a Talmudic subject, his face would
glow from the light within it. He wouldn't eat for many days [afterwards] because of his
great excitement. R. Avraham, the son of the Gra, Preface to Sefer Shnos Eliyahu
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V. The Joy of the Festivals
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How precious it was when we greeted [the Gaon] on  Yom Tov. The joy permeated our
hearts. R. Avraham Danzig, author of the Chayeh Adam, in hiseulogy for the Gaon
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The Gaon, z"'l, was extremely cheerful onthe holiday of  Sukkos and even more so on
Shmini Atzeres, for, according to Kabbalah, it is the most joyous day of the holiday. They
would say the Piutim with song and in amelodious voice. . . On Simchas Torah, they
would go around the Bima at least seven times with the Sfrei Torah . . . and would sing .
.. The Gaon, z'l, would walk before the Sfrei Torah with tremendous joy with an
abundance of energy and exultation. His face would shine like a flaming torch as he
would clap his hands and would jump and dance with all his might before the Sfre
Torah. Asthey would sing each stanza, he would repeat the refrain. Once the Sfre
Torah were returned to the  Aron Kodesh, hisjoy diminished to thelevel of all of the
other holidays. Sefer Maaseh Rav 233
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On Shavuous our master, z'l, would rejoice and the joy would be more than that of any
other Yom Tov. His heart would exult in the joy of receiving the Torah and he would
spend much time at the table engaged in eating and drinking and praising Hashem. Sefer
Tosefes Maaseh Rav 56

VI.  Toilingin Torah and the Spiritual World
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The most outstanding feature, his strength and awesomeness, was that he didn't allow
himself to enjoy the fruits of Torah except through the tremendous efforts that he
expended using his wisdom, knowledge and genius.. . . Even though they wanted to
impart knowledge to him without having him first toil and reach exhaustion, . . . he didn't
pay any attention to the offers. . . | heard directly from his holy mouth that, on many
occasions, many Magidim (angelic beings) from Heaven came to him asking and
reguesting that they impart to him the secrets of the Torah without his having to expend
any effort. He paid absolutely no attention to them. One particular Magid was extremely
insistent. Despite this, he paid no attention to his magnificent appearance and answered
him, "I don't want that my comprehension of the Torah of the Holy One, blessed be He,
should come through any medium whatsoever. My eyes are raised up only to Him,
blessed be He, [to receive] what He desiresto reveal and impart to me from my allotted
portion of His Torah, through the efforts that | expend by working to capacity. He, may
He be blessed, will give me the wisdom, knowledge and discernment, directly from His
mouth, so that my heart will understand and my kidneys will be like two fountains [of
insight] and [through that] | will know that | have found favor in Hiseyes." R. Chaim of
Volozhin, Preface to the Gra's commentary to Sifra D'Tzniusa
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Heused to say . . . that the essential thing iswhat a person comprehends through his own
efforts and toil by choosing that which is [deemed by G-d to be] good and totally
focusing on the words of Torah. Through this does a person give satisfaction to his
Creator, may He be blessed, and thisis the sole goal of hisinvolvement in the study of
Torah. That which the soul gains comprehension through  aliyas neshama (rising to the
higher worlds) where it receives knowledge without effort and without the exercise of
free will, ismerely away by which the Holy One, blessed be He, rewards him. He gives
the person a taste of the next world while heis still in thisworld. The inference of his
holy words was that he himself experienced aliyas neshama every single night from the
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time he reached spiritual maturity. . . . He used to often say that Hashem created the
whole concept of sleep only in order to [facilitate aliyas neshama and] allow a person to
comprehend that which is beyond his capacity, despite his best efforts, due to the fact that
he is connected to his body which serves asabarrier. While he is aslegp and is apart from
his body, he is clothed in a higher [spiritual] garment, chaluka d'rabbanan. R. Chaim of
Volozhin, Preface to the Gra's commentary to Sifra D'Tzniusa
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The knowledge that the Baal Shem Tov received was through a shailas chalom
(contacting the spiritual world through special efforts and recelving responses whilein a
dream state) at night. The Gra, z'l, would have  aliyas neshama without any yichudim
(specid concentration with the use of Divine names). It would come naturally. R. Chaim
of Volozhin, Kol HaKosuv L'Chaim, HalichasHaGra 1
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The study of Torah demands two things: 1) To research and investigate it with supreme
effort and 2) to ask of the Holy One, blessed be He, to help him.  Gra, Commentary to
Mishlel 1:28
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"Set your hearts unto all of the words which | testify among you" (Deut. 32:46) He
commanded them that they should try to understand on their own, to the furthest extent of
their ability, all of the words [of the Torah], so that even one word should not be passed
over without being the subject of toil and concentration. Gra, Aderes Eliyahu 1bid.

VIl. The Gaon, the Master of the Entire Torah
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There was nothing of Torah, big or small, in which he did not gain expertise: Tamud
Bavli, Talmud Y erushalmi, Mechilta, Sifra, Sifri, Toseftos, all the Midrashim, the Zohar
HakK odosh, the Tikunim, Maaseh B'raishis, Maaseh Merkaveh, Sefer Y etzira, and al of
the works of the early Kabbalists as well as the writings of the Arizal. He toiled
incredibly hard in an awesome and extraordinary way to measure their words, to plumb
their incredible depths, and to shed light and correct the scribal errors that had crept into
the texts until he had lightened up [new] pathsin their holy words. [All these corrections]
were al clear and pure. The Torah of truth was in his mouth, according to the true
version of the Torah, and all his studies were carefully arranged, ordered and well kept.
R. Chaim of Volozhin, Prefaceto the Gra's commentary to Sifra D' Tzniusa
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The entire Torah was arranged before him like a set table to such an extent that, if they
would ask anything, he would answer them instantaneoudly. R. Avraham Danzig,
author of the Chayeh Adam, in hiseulogy for the Gaon

B.
77307 937 715 H¥a 9% 027770 197 NINSDM DWW 9O WK CNMRA 1IR3 11 RIT (1

NIAR DY X737 I3 NNTRIR PROPWA DT anan 1 aPRws 1% 711912 700 213

He was the true Gaon, a person who had completely mastered all sixty tractates verbatim.
The entire Torah was clear to him like a[spread out] garment. R. Menachem Mendel of
Shklov, Preface to the Gra's commentary to Avos
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Theverse, "And | will shatter the pride (Gaon) of your strength" (Deut. 26:19), referring
to that with which you pride yourselves, has been here fulfilled. He was the pride (Gaon)
of Israel and its sanctity, for they used to tell us how fortunate we are to have the Gaon in
our community. The very name "Gaon" hints[at his greatness]. The "gimel" of Gaon
hints at the three (gimel) sections of Tanach (the Hebrew Bible). The "aleph” refers to the
study of spirituality (the word "elokus" or spirituality begins with an "aeph™). "Vov"
refersto the six ("vov") orders of the Talmud. "Nun" refers to the fifty ("nun") gates of
understanding. Our holy master was the Gaon of Israel as he was an expert in Tanach, the
study of "elokus’, the Talmud, and the wisdom of Kabbalah (the gates of understanding).
R. Avraham Danzig, author of the Chayeh Adam, in hiseulogy for the Gaon
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| cannot restrain myself from relating a true and amazing story which | heard from aholy
source, adistinguished disciple of our holy master, [the Gaon of Vilna], my great dear
friend, the deceased tzaddik (righteous person), the prestigious Torah scholar, the pious
and world renown Kabbalist, R. Menachem Mendel, of blessed memory, from the holy
city of Jerusalem, the author of ten holy works on Kabbalah which are still in manuscript.
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Thisincident occurred while he was attending our master, the Gaon, of blessed memory,
who was then residing in the city of Serhaya. Thiswas at the time that he was finishing
his commentary to Shir HaShirim, which had been dictated to [R. Mendel] by the Gaon.
The Gaon was very elated and rejoiced in the [true] joy of His holy Torah. He called his
michutan (his son's father-in-law), the great Torah scholar, the Rav of Serhaya, of blessed
memory, and to his great son, the famous Moharil, z'l. The Gaon directed them to lock
the door to his room, the shutters were then closed and they lit many candles. When he
had completed [writing down the last words of] his commentary, [the Gaon] lifted up his
eyes to Heaven and with tremendous  divaikus (spiritual fervor) he blessed and thanked
His great Name, may it be blessed, for having given him the merit of comprehending the
light of the entire Torah, the esoteric and non esoteric. He stated that all of the branches
of knowledge are necessary to understand our holy Torah and are included in it and that
he knew them thoroughly. He enumerated the science of algebra, trigonometry, geometry
or engineering, and music. He had particular praise for the science of music and said that
the bulk of the reasoning of the Torah, the secrets of the songs of the Levites, and the
secrets of the Tikunei HaZohar are impossible to comprehend without it. Because of its
sweetness, people could literally die as their souls leave their bodies [to embrace the
spiritual world]. Through its secrets, which are embedded and hidden in the Torah, they
could revive the dead. He said that M oshe brought down many melodies and many midos
(meters) from Mount Sinai. The others are combinations. He (the Gaon) explained the
nature of the various sciences and said that he thoroughly understood them in their
totality. Regarding medicine, however, he stated that he knew anatomy and al that is
related to it but he did not gain expertise in practical pharmacology because his saintly
father of blessed memory forbade him to study under physiciansto gain the requisite
knowledge. He had argued that if he possessed such medical expertise, he would be duty
bound to attend to the needs of critical patients and it would take him away from his
Torah studies. Similarly, regarding sorcery, in which the Sanhedrin and the  tanaim had
gained expertise and had mandated that it should be studied, asit is mentioned in the
Tamud regarding Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Y ehoshua and the planting and uprooting of
cucumbers (Sanhedrin 68a), the Gaon was knowledgeable. He was only lacking in the
knowledge of the practical preparation of herbal potions, asit was in the hands of
Gentileswho lived in the villages, and, because of his personal sensitivity, he couldn't
bear to study under them. Regarding the study of philosophy, he said that he had gained
total expertise but he was only able to extract two things of value. Thisrefersto the seven
kochos (facets or strengths) of man, asis stated in the Gaon's commentary to Y eshaya
(Isaiah 11:1) on the verse, "And there shall come arod out of the stem of Yishal etc" and
to one other idea. The rest should be discarded.  Afterwards, he said that he knew,
blessed be Hashem, the entire Torah, just asit was given at Sinai, and he completely
knows where all of the teachings of the Prophets and Holy Writings, Mishna and the rest
of the Oral Law are embedded and hidden in its words. After reaching old age, he has
absolutely no remaining doubts concerning any  halacha (law) or Torah subject. He
knows the entire Oral Law and all of the Poskim (legal authorities) including the
Achronim (later authorities) on the Shulchan Aruch. He clarified them and created light
out of darkness and removed their [typographical or scribal] errors and removed the
impurities and [metaphorically] converted them into fine flour. Regarding Kabbalah, he
had total expertisein all the literature that is available to us, the Zoharic writings, the
Tikunel Zohar, Sefer Y etzira, the writings of the Arizal, and the Pardes, and had
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removed any impurities and corrected the many errorsthat had crept in. He corrected the
text after bringing compelling proofs, clear and powerful asthe sun. There were only
two remaining difficulties of the Cabalistic teachings of the Zohar for which he had no
resolution and he told him where they were. He stated that if he knew the identity of a
person who did have this knowledge, he would walk by foot to go to him. He was waiting
for Moshiach to reveal these things. He ended on the following note: It iswell known
that there are six hundred and twenty pillars of light. Neither their names nor places have
been revealed. He attained comprehension of their names and their places in the Written
Torah. This had not as yet been revealed to any man nor isit writteninany sefer (work).
The aformentioned distinguished Rav of Serhaya cried before him that he should leave
some hint in writing for posterity but he refused. He said that he is keeping it hidden and
saving it for hisfirst drasha (lecture) in the World to Come. [ The Gaon then] warned the
assembled not to reveal any of this. After he ascended to the higher realm, however, his
disciple, the aforementioned Rabbi, [R. Mendel,] related thisto me. So that the [future
generations] should know of the magnitude of the Torah knowledge [of the Gaon] and so
that it should not be forgotten, | wrote it down here.  R. Yisrad of Shklov, Prefaceto
Paas HaShulchan

VIIl. The Chasd of Vilna
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From his early youth, he dedicated his soul and heart to Hashem. . . . With supreme
sacrifice, he fulfilled all of the minutiae of the statements of Chazal (our Sages of blessed
memory), even those not quoted in the Shulchan Aruch. . . . Everything was done with
enormous diligence and perfection. R. Avraham and R. Leib, the sons of the Gaon of
Vilna. Preface to the Gaon's commentary to Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim

B.

D3 ,7°0° AwITRY IRDDI NI 0Pk MIwYY owITRPR 0127 DY INTpw nabon

O NIIIDY OTPRITRTY 0PLID H53 DUWITRPR OPI12T2 0219137 RNITOMT Y201 NI
RNIV*IXT RIDD? X737 /702 INMTRIT,1PT7RIIM™ 010 /1 1IR3 .TWAR IR

Thereisno way to describe and compare his tremendous diligence in the performance of
Rabbinically mandated ordinances which he would fulfill with amazing alacrity and
overwhelming sanctity with all of the stringencies, and piety mentioned in their holy
works and in all their particulars, minutiae, and kavanos (intentions). R. Chaim of
Volozhin, Prefaceto the Gra's commentary to Sifra D' Tzniusa
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When he embarked on his trip to Eretz Yisral, many men of wealth gave him money for
his expenses. When hereturned . . . he returned the money to each and every one of them.
R. Yisrad of Shklov, Preface to Paas HaShulchan
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| saw him purchasing a b'chor, afirst born animal, and he himself gave the b'chor to the
kohen and he made the blessing, shehechianu. He also slaughtered a calf and gave the
foreleg, the jaw together with the tongue, and the stomach to the kohen and made the
blessing, shehechianu. Sefer Maaseh Rav 102-103
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When our master, z'l, was in prison, Sukkos [5550 - 1789], he mustered dl of his
strength and ran from place to place and took hold of his eyelids and used al kinds of
strategiesto avoid sleeping outside the  Sukkah, even for a short time, until they finally
put him into a Sukkah. Sefer Tosefes M aaseh Rav

IX. Divine Inspiration
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The following was told to me by one of the Gaon's disciples who heard it directly from
his holy mouth . . . Once, on thefirst day of Passover, two of his distinguished disciples
were sitting before him. Since they were well aware of his holy custom to be unusually
elated and joyful on Yom Tov, . . . they were taken aback that he did not display the same
measure of happiness as was his custom. They asked him directly about this and he didn't
want to answer them. They pressed him, however, very intensely. He couldn't restrain
himself and told them, "Y ou are forcing me to reveal athing which I normally would not.
It isonly because | wish to fulfill the dictum, '‘One should unburden your worriesto
others.' (See Prov. 12:25 and Y oma 75a) Last night Eliyahu (I believe it was Eliyahu
whom they mentioned but it could have been another member of the Heavenly Academy)
came to me and revealed subjects and novel ideas that were awesome beyond belief
regarding the twelve letter name of Hashem as it pertains to the verse, "Go up on this
path to the south of Isragl” (Number 13:17). When | stood up in the morning, because of
my unbounded joy, | couldn't restrain myself and | began to think of them before | made
the benediction over the study of Torah. | was punished, for | immediately totally forgot
ital." (Thisfollowshisown ... opinion in Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim that even
thinking in Torah is forbidden before making the benediction.) The disciples comforted
him and blessed him that Hashem should return to him hisloss. After some time, one of
them asked him if it came back to him and he replied, "Thank G-d, it was revealed to me
for a second time. It consisted of twenty two hundred and sixty different interpretations.
Just as| know why it was hidden from me, so too, | know why it was returned.” He told
him, "Through one of the interpretations | know all of the functions (or powers) of each
creature and each and every organ." What makes this even more unusual was that this
came to him naturally without any special kavanos (concentration) or yichudim (special
Kabbalistic formulas to connect to the Divine names). ... However, even though | was
aware of his awesome and wondrous deeds, and |, myself, found written in his holy
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handwriting lofty and holy secrets which he stated were taught to him by Y aakov Avinu,
of blessed memory, and Eliyahu, z"l, and other writings wherein he simply writes, "It was
revealed to me," | still wasn't sureif these revelations occurred while he was awake or
not. For perhapsit occurred while he was asleep through  aliyas neshama (the rising of
the soul) to the Heavenly Academy. But it was clear to methat hehad  aliyas neshama
every single night from the time he reached spiritual maturity, as| stated above.
Regarding revelations in the waking hours, however, | didn't know for sure, for he was
very closed and taciturn. Thelittle that | do know | merited because of hisrare casua
conversations about some extraordinary subject that came about indirectly. From one
amazing incident, however, it would seem that he had great and awesome revelationsin
his waking hours. My Father in Heaven is my witness that | heard directly from his holy
mouth that there lived in Vilnaa man who dreamt dreams, awesome dreams that shocked
all those that heard him. Thisis because he would relate to a person the conversations and
actions which had taken place in the person's own bedroom. The popul ace was very
frightened by this man and he was brought before the Gaon. The man said to him, "Our
master, please give me permission to tell you something. It will be two weeks this
Thursday when you were sitting in this place and you were  michadesh (came up with
new insights) on Parshas Hazinu on this and that verse and Rabbi Shimon b. Y ochal was
sitting at your right and the Arizal on your left." Our master was awestruck. "How isit
humanly possible for anyone to know this?' He said, "'l remember that right beforehand |
had sent my attendant out of the house." Our master, of blessed memory, told him, "It is
true that at thetime | had come up with awesome insights.” As he was saying this over,
his face greatly shone. It would seem that they were truly awesome and lofty secrets that
were fit to be expounded before R. Shimon b. Y ochai. Afterwards, he stared at the
aforementioned dreamer and saw that he suffered from depression. Someone in that state
can at times have true [ paranormal] dreams. Whereupon, the Gaon immediately told his
attendant to remove that man and chase himaway. R. Chaim of Volozhin, Prefaceto
the Gra'scommentary to Sifra D' Tzniusa

X. The Gaon's Generation
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Fortunate is the generation in which our great master, of blessed memory, lived.
Fortunate is our generation that, after our exile, we merited to see with our own eyes how
the fountains of his holy wisdom overflowed across the world through his awesome
compositions and especialy this holy and awesome work, in order to enlighten the
darkness of our eyes. Even though thiswork is but adrop in the sea of hiswisdom and
broad understanding, for the spirit of our holy G-d was within him. Even so, this
infinitesimal [drop] is sufficient to quench our thirst. If it wouldn't be for Hashem's
promise, "For it will not be forgotten etc.” (Deut. 31:21), He wouldn't have shown us all
of this. R. Chaim of Volozhin, Preface to the Gra'scommentary to Sifra D' Tzniusa



