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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?

1. Describethe state of affairs in Pumbede sa and Sura when
Rav Sherirafirst took office.

2.  What changes did Rav Sheriraimplement to remedy the
situation?

3. Namethe single event that occurred in Rav Sherira' s lifetime
that had the greatest impact on the study of Torah outside
Bavel.

4. How didit also affect the Y eshivasin Bave ?
5. Who wasthe father-in-law of Rav Hai Gaon?

This and much more will be addressed in the thirteenth lecture of
this series; "The Last of the Giants - The Life and Times of Rav
Sherira Gaon and Rav Hai Gaon”.

To derive maximum benefit from this lecture, keep these questions
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 aswell as a handy reference guide and
for quick review.
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THE LAST OF THE GIANTS - THE LIFE AND TIMES OF
RAV SHERIRA GAON AND RAV HAI GAON
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

l. Controversy and Crisis
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After Rav Kohen Tzedek, Rav Tzemach Gaon ben Rav Kafnai reigned for two and a half
years. He died Rosh HaShanah of the year 937. In Teves of 938 Rav Chanina, our father,
the son of Rav Y ehudah Gaon began a reign that lasted for five and ahalf years.. He died
in the year 943. After him Mar Rav Aaron bar Mar Y osef HaK ohen [reigned]. He was not
from afamily of Rabbis but rather from afamily of merchants. Mar Rav Mevaser Gaon,
appointed him to the position of the major (first) row in the Mesivta. He wasn't fit to take
over the position of Gaon after our father, the Gaon. The position was being reserved for
Mar Rav Amram, Av Beis Din, the brother of our mother, the son of Rav Mishui, Rosh
Kallah. Rav Aaron, however, jumped at the opportunity [to take the position]. He was
very bold and [as aresult] Rav Amram, Av Beis Din, left him the position. Sometime
after that, Mar Rav Nechemiah, the son of Rav Kohen Tzedek, fought against him for the
position. This was after he had already sat before him [and had already recognized Rav
Aaron as Gaon]. Mar Rav Aaron was greater than he, and the Rabbis did not leave him
[for Rav Nechemiah]. After Rav Aaron died, in the year 960, some of the Rabbis went
over to Rav Nechemiah.. [However,] we and many Rabbis did not consider him [to be
Gaon] and did not go before him. At that time | was Av Bais Din. | did not receive the
appointment of Gaon until Mar Rav Nechemiah passed away. In the year 968 | was
appointed Gaon. Hai, our son was appointed two yearsago. TheLetter of Rav Sherira
Gaon written in the year 987
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[In] the seventh generation, Rav Aaron HaK ohen ben Sarjado [was appointed Gaon| after
the death of Rav Chanania. He was a merchant and was very wealthy. He was appointed
because of hiswealth, and not because he was fit for the office. He died in the year 960.
After him Rav Nechemiareigned for eight years. Raavad - Sefer HaK abalah
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Khalif ben Sarjado, the evil, whose evil acts are well known and his lies, denials, and
falsehoods are evident to al. Not only has he expropriated the donations which were
designated for the scholars, but he has also the consumed that which was designated for
the orphans and destitute . . . and they were not able to extricate [the monies] from his
grasp. And not only that, but heis corrupt in hislegal decisions and hastaken bribes. A
letter found in the Cairo Geniza written by Rav Nechemiah Gaon against Rav
Aaron ben Y osef (Khalif ben Sarjado) Gaon. Printed as an addendum to the L etter
of Rav Sherira Gaon by Rav B. M. Levin
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In addition to all of this, the controversy that existsin the Y eshiva has crushed and
lowered us to the dust. Also, we no longer have districts that can be a source for our
sustenance because they are in a state of desolation. We are [now] required to go out and
collect from that which has remained. The [district] judges, who were amongst the
greatest scholars of the Y eshiva, are no longer appointed by us and the [income
producing] land that we once had is destroyed. This all occured in the wake of the
destruction of those terrible years that have just passed. Our money and lands are
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depleted, scattered as holy stones [of the Temple] at the entrance of al the streets. We
have given over our precious possessions to aquire food to restore our souls. Nothing is
left except for the writings of our forefathers. . . . But nonetheless we have not forsaken
the ways of our forefathers and we devote ourselves to study in the midst of [al thig]
pressure. . . . Act with us as your forefathers acted with our fathers and remember uswith
agenerous contribution. . .. May you continually send us your lettersto tell us of your
welfare and your questions, whether they be from Scripture, or Mishna, or Talmud, so
that we can answer you as G-d will guideus. A Letter to a community in Spain from
the Yeshiva of Pumbedeisa. Addendum to theLetter of Rav Sherira Gaon
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We are writing to you each and hope and look forward to your reply. ... However,
spring has passed and the summer is over, and we haven't seen anything from you and
don't know why you have abandoned and forgotten us and thrown us behind you.
Perhaps you have G-d forbid become disgusted with us or have purged your souls from
us, for you haven't even replied to our letters. ... Or perhaps you have doubts about the
authenticity of our position. ... Itisalso very difficult for us because you don't pay any
attentiontous. ... A letter from Rav Nechemiah Gaon found in the Cairo Geniza
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And you are also destroying this place (Pumbedeisa) by making yourself deaf [to our
pleas] and by abandoning us. For from the time that your forefathers abandoned us, the
Y eshiva began to decline, and it keeps on getting worse to this day. A letter by Rav
Sherira Gaon found in the Cairo Geniza
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We have been left with few where we used to have many. The Midrash HaTanaim is
almost desolate, for every young man, with brightness of eyes, was brought to the
Midrash HaMishna. Now no one brings hisson. . .. And even many of the children of
the trandlators (experts) of the Talmud have gone out to various trades and are
apprenticed in business (lit. to profit) or work. A letter from one of the Geonim, found
in the Cairo Geniza
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After Hezkiah, Rosh Y eshiva and Exilarch, the Y eshivos and Gaonim ceased. Before
that, [however,] the Holy One, blessed be He, caused the financial support of the

Y eshivos to cease. For [support] used to come to them from Spain, Morroco, Tunisia,
Egypt and Israel. There was another cause as well. There was an admiral of the

[ Spanish] fleet who came from Cordova by the name of 1bn Demahin (Rumahis). The
Arab king of Spain, Abd-al-Rahman (I11) Al-Nasser, sent him to capture ships of Italian
(lit. Edom) origin and to conquer cities near the border [of Italy]. They traveled to the
shores of the land of Isragl and turned around and headed towards the Aegean sea (lit. the
seaof Greece) and itsidands. They found a ship there. Amongst its passengers were four
great scholars. They were traveling from the city of Bari to a city called Sebastian. These
scholars were going to awedding [ 7195 noasri] (or perhaps an alternate tranglation: to
collect funds for the Kallah - the twice yearly conclave of scholarsin Babylon). Ibn
Ruhamiss captured the ship and bound the scholars. One was Rav Chushial, the father of
Rabbainu Chananel. Another was Rav Moshe, the father of Rav Chanoch. They bound
him, together with hiswife and his son Rav Chanoch, who was still a young boy. The
third scholar was R. Shemariah b. R. Elchonan. | don't know the identity of the fourth
scholar. The captain wished to force the wife of Rav Moshe, for she was a beautiful
woman. She yelled to her husband, Rav Moshe, in Hebrew and asked him whether those
who drowned would arise at the time of the resurrection of the dead. He replied [quoting
the verse in Psalms 68:23]: The L-rd said, "I will bring again (i.e. resurrect) from Bashan
(meaning from those that are eaten alive), | will bring again from the depths of the sea.”
When she understood from his words that she would be resurrected, she flung herself into
the sea and drowned.

These scholars did not tell anyone what their true identity was nor [did they give anyone
ahint of] their knowledge. The admiral sold Rav Shemariah in Alexandria, Egypt. From
there he went up to [the capital of] Egypt (Fustat) and became the Rosh [Y eshival. [The
admiral] sold Rav Chushiel in Africa(Tunisia) which is at the sea shore. From there he
went up to el Kairouan, which at that time was the most vibrant of the western states
under Arabic control. There Rav Chushiel became the Rosh [Y eshiva] and there [his
wife] gave birth to Rabbainu Chananel, his son. The admiral came to Cordova and sold
there Rav Moshe and Rav Chanoch, his son. The people of Codova redeemed him,
thinking them to be unlettered. There was a synagogue in Cordova, which was named
"Bais HaKnessess shel Bais HaMedrash”. There was a certain judge (dayan) there by the
name of Rav Nasan. He was pious and was a prestigious man. The people of Spain,
however, were not expert in the words of our Rabbis [of the Talmud] of blessed memory.
Even so, they would give lectures and teach and explain the little they knew. Rav Nasan,
the Dayan, was [attempting] to explain the statement (Tosefta Y oma 3:2): For every
sprinkling of the blood [on the altar on Y om Kippur] there was an immersion. They did
not, however, know the [true] explanation. Rav Moshe was sitting in a corner of the
synagogue, like a synagogue's sexton. He got up and walked over to Rav Nasan and said
to him: Rabbi, according to your explanation there are too many immersions! When he
and the students heard his words, they were stunned. They [immediately] asked him to
explain to them this halacha. He then explained to them the correct meaning of the
halacha. Each one of the assembled then proceeded to ask him their own unresolved
guestions. He arranged their questionsin order and answered them with his great
wisdom. There happened to be some litigants outside the Study Hall. They did not have
permission to enter until the students were finished with their session. That day, when
Rav Nasan left the Study Hall, the litigants walked behind him. He said to them: | am no
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longer the dayan (judge). The guest wearing sack cloth is my Rabbi and Master. From
thisday on, | will be hisdisciple. Y ou should appoint him to be dayan for the community
of Cordova. They did so. And the community made for him a grand inauguration and
honored him with handsome clothing and a carriage. The admiral, [upon hearing all of
this,] wanted to renege on the sale. The king, however, did not let him. For the king was
extremely happy when he heard that the Jews in his kingdom no longer need the
[halachic expertise] of the people of Babylon. The report [of Rav Moshe's stature] spread
throughout Spain and Morroco. All the students [that would have normally gone to
Babylon] came to study under him. All the questions that they would have normally
asked of the Y eshivos [of Babylon] they asked of him. This event occured in the days of
Rav Sherira Gaon, about the year 960 (990). Raavad - Sefer Hakabalah
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After we have sent the [correspondence], they stopped sending us their letters. For they
have subordinated themselves to the group of scholarsin the land of Israel and we don't
know what has become of our correspondence to them. Please inform us whether it
reached them in order to set our minds at rest. If not, we will send them a copy of our
original letter. . .. Behold, it has been told to us that there is a great man of wisdom in
your area, amountain of Torah, Mar Rav Chushiel ben Mar Rav Elchonan , may his
Creator guard him. We are wondering, however, how isit that he has held himself back
from sending his halachic analysisto the gates of the Y eshiva so that [the Y eshiva] too
can share [the wisdom of] itsfine points. A letter sent to the community of Kairouan
in the year 1006
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For our leaving the land of our birth to travel and dwell in the land of Yishmad was only
[possible] because of our hope of seeing the face of the Rav. ... | have already written
you about details of the years that we tarried in Kairouen . . .And when the members of
the community of Kairouen saw this. . . they began to speak to us about our staying . . .
And He granted us charm and grace in the eyes of those who lived in the land of our
sojourn and in the eyes of the government. A letter from Rav Chushiel to Rav
Shemaria discovered in the Cairo Geniza
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[Thisisalist of] the scholars of Israel, their Rabbis, and heads of Rabbinical courts, who
led the people of the L-rd of Hosts until the glory of the great, holy, prestigious, diadem
of beauty of our master and rabbi, our lord, our Gaon Avraham, the Rosh Y eshiva of
Gaon Yaakov ... A list of the Geonim in Israel which was found in the Cairo Geniza

. Rav Sherira and the Roya Dynasty
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Rav Hal [the son of Rav SheriraGaon] was the last of the Gaonim. He was from the
house of David from the royal family and a descendant of Zerubavel ben Shaltiel and the
princes and exilarchs that were after him. | have seen his seal which wasimprinted on the
margins of the letters that he sent. A lion was engraved on it, just like on the flag of the
camp of Y ehudah and the flags of the kings of Y ehudah. From the days of Arab rule,
however, the exilarchs did not act properly. They acquired the position by paying much
money to the kings, just like tax collectors [of antiquity]. . .. Therefore, the forefathers
[of Rav Sheriraand Rav Hai] did not want to become exilarchs and so they returned to
the position of Gaon. He was from the seed of Rabbah bar Abuah. Raavad-Sefer
HaK abalah
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Rabbah bar Abuah, our ancestor who was from the house of the Exilarch, for we have a
tradition that we are from the house of the Exilarch and from the seed of Rabbah bar
Abuah. ThelLetter of Rav Sherira Gaon
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Our forefathers were of the house of the exilarch. However they forsook the [brutal and
arrogant] ways of the exilarchs and went up to become Rabbis of the Mesivtain order to
pursue alife of humility and self effacement. We are not from Bustenai. Rather, before
the time of Bustenai, our elders went up to become Rabbis of the Mesivta.  The L etter
of Rav Sherira Gaon
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From the year 589, Rav Chanan of Ishkayareigned as Gaon. After him Mar Rav Mari,
our ancestor, the son of Mar Rav Dimi Sorgo. His Study Hall is still known in Peroz
Shapur until thisvery day. The Letter of Rav Sherira Gaon
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Hesaid: Mar Rav Dimi and Mar Rav Mari, his son, were walking together, when Rav
Mari said to hisfather . .. Teshuvas Rav Yehudai Gaon - Teshuvas HaGeonim Lik 45
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After Rav Malka, Mar Rav Ravab. Rav Dodai, our ancestor, intheyear 773. The Letter
of Rav Sherira Gaon
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After him, Mar Rav Y osef b. Mar Rav Abbareigned in the year 814 . . . The grandfather
of the Gaon [Rav Y ehudah] our grandfather was his scribe. He was involved in all of the
needs of the Yeshivain hisdays. TheLetter of Rav Sherira Gaon
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After him, reigned Rav Tzemach b. Mar Rav Poltai Gaon. He was the father of the
mother of our father [Rav Chanina Gaon]. Hereigned for sixteenyears.  The L etter of
Rav Sherira Gaon
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After him, Rav Y ehudah Gaon, our grandfather, the father of our father, the son of Rav
Shmuel, Resh Callah, reigned after Rosh HaShanah of 905 for a period of eleven and a
half years. He died in Adar of 917. TheLetter of Rav Sherira Gaon
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In Teves of 938, Rav Chanina, our father, the son of Rav Y ehudah Gaon began areign
that lasted for five and a half years. He died in the year 943. After him Mar Rav Aaron
bar Mar Y osef HaKohen [reigned]. He was not from afamily of Rabbis but rather from a
family of merchants. Mar Rav Mevaser Gaon, appointed him to the position of the major
(first) row in the Mesivta. He wasn't fit to take over the position of Gaon after our father,
the Gaon. The position was being reserved for Mar Rav Amram, Av Beis Din, the brother
of our mother, the son of Rav Mishui, Rosh Kallah. Rav Aaron, however, jumped at the
opportunity [to take the position]. He was very bold and [as a result] Rav Amram, Av
BeisDin, left him the position. The Letter of Rav Sherira Gaon
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After our Master Tzemach and our Master Tov departed to Gan Eden, queries no longer
came from you. The only exception was the period of our Master Rav Y ehudah Gaon, of
blessed memory. [Rav Y ehudah Gaon] and Rav Mishui Aluf were the scribes of the

Y eshiva of our Master Tzemach, the father of my father, may they all rest in Gan Eden.
A letter from the Yeshiva of Pumbedeisa
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And so have we learned from the light of our eyes, Marana Y ehudah Gaon, the father of
the father of our father. Teshuvas Geonim Harkavi 377
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Thisiswhat Mar Rav Y ehudah Gaon, the father of our father, may they rest in Gan Eden,
and Rav Mishui Aluf, the father of our mother, may they rest in Gan Eden, said: Mar
Elazar Aluf, who came from Lucena, related that the "Issur Haltalki” (Italian Issur) is
well known [to thisday] in France and Italy. 1bid. 386

[1. Rav Sherira and the Renaissance of the Y eshiva of Pumbedeisa
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Through [great] strain and discomfort, we have gathered the Alufim and scholars for
every Kalah. We study the text of the tractate of the Kalah and reveal [or determing] an
additional tractate [to be learned through the next six months including the next Kalah].
We[also] set up the Talmudic lectures that will be given [throughout this period]. We are
holding the enclosure [tight] so that it not breach and we are being helped by Hashem,
our G-d. We bring the students before us at certain appointed times to see what they have
learned and accomplished during their stay [in the Y eshiva]. He who has advanced will
be given additional honors and we will instill fear in those who have been lax. Also, our
precious one, [Rav Hai Gaon], puts much effort into teaching them, making sure that they
know the material, teaching the novice how to ask questions and to appreciate this
approach of analysis. From our alotted portion we literally withhold food from our
mouths and the mouths of our children in order to share it with [our students. All this
effort] is being expended so that there should be arenaissance of study and so that the
place of our forefathers should be rebuilt. Because we are the disciples of our father and
grandfather, [and have observed their conduct], we are today [reinstituting] these
practices in order to endear thisthing so that the Torah not bediminished. A letter from
Rav Sherirafound in the Cairo Geniza
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Please wakeup, our brethren. Look into these [terrible] conditions, give honor to the
name of your G-d and His Torah and to its scholars, and follow your forefathers' customs
and the ways of your parents and return this thing to its original state. Tell us about your
unresolved doubts so that you will see the responsa and become refreshed. In the process,
by seeing that you turn to them and are concerned about their physical welfare and [have
come to] appreciate the toil in the study of Torah that is evident in their responsa, you
will strengthen the hearts of the scholars of the Yeshiva. ... Lest you say in your hearts
that you will remain in your current position and will not sacrifice the welfare of your
Study Halls [by sharing your wedth] and are willing that the [institution of the Gaon and
his] Y eshiva should be destroyed, you should realize that your heads are the Geonim as it
iswritten (Deuteronomy 29:9) The heads of your tribes. Now how can the head be
destroyed and the body survive! After the head does the body go! . . . Evenif the study
and level of Torah will grow in other places, [you should know,] that the four cubits of
Torah are there [in the Y eshiva of the Gaon]. The structure of the Y eshiva was designed
to take the place of the Sanhedrin, its head, [the Gaon,] takes the place of Moshe
Rabbainu, and the customs which they institute have the status of that which isinstituted
by the Sanhedrin. 1bid.
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They have much to aid them. The legacy of the parents, the merit of the forefathers, [the
Geonim,] and the place. . . For the Divine Presence, which was exiled to Babylon, aids. .
.Asitisstated in Megilla[29a]: Where does the Divine Presence reside in Babylon? Rav
said, "In the synagogue of Hutzel." Shmuel said, "In the synagogue of  Shaf V'Yasiv in
Nehardea." These places are where we study. In Babylon was the Y eshivafounded in
order to receive aid from the Divine Presence. 1bid.
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[Regarding this question] the Rabbis have long accepted the commentary and explanation
of the Rabbanan Savorai that were after the ruling [of the Talmud]. Thisis what they
said: . . . These[exact] wordsin this order were said by the Rabbanan Savorai and it is
constantly in the mouths of all of the scholars of the Talmud. Teshuvas HaGeonim
Shaarel Tzedek 5in the name of Rav Sherira Gaon
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We have observed that thisisour custom and the custom of our fathers, from the
days of the Talmud and Mishna until the present, to allow an agent to appoint another
agent, and that agent to appoint yet another agent ad infinitum, as we found in the works
of Mar Rav Saadyah Gaon. [In the final analysis,] the problem that you presented is not
truly aproblem. Teshuvas HaGeonim Shaarel Tzedek Section 111 2:30
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Asfor you, our colleagues, guard the words of our mouths for they [come from areliable]
tradition which was handed down to us verbatim from our fathers and the fathers of our
fathersfor many generations.  Responsa of Rav Hai Gaon-Teshuvas HaGaonim
Harkavi 228
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And just as we have rebuked you with love, so too have we established a place [and a
representative to serve] the people of Israel who livein the West (Africa) with the
permission of all of its scholars, the exalted, magnificent, mighty and noble Rav
[Shemariab. Rav Elchonon]. . . Ibid.
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IV.  The Guide of World Jewry
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To the gate of the Y eshiva of the Diaspora, unto the two great Batel Dinim of the people
of Israel, to the Bais Din of our Master Sherira, Rosh Y eshivas Gaon Yaakov. Teshuvas
HaGeonim Harkavi 371
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We have found in aresponsa the following written statement of Rav Hai Gaon: Our logic
and the logic of my father, my master, of blessed memory, has always been known
amongst the [other] dayanim to be based upon circumstantial evidence. We always
carefully analyzed the details of the story [that is presented to us] so that there be no
deceit and [we] go and discover the truth and bring everything to light. Responsa of
Maharam Al Shakar 116
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[A guestion was asked of Rav Sherira Gaon regarding a Situation where] a child's mother
and father died overseas and the maternal grandparents say that they want to raise the
child and the paternal grandparents [also] say that they want to raise the child. Where
should you leave the child, by his maternal grandparents or by his paternal grandparents?
Hisanswer isasfollows: The first thing to do isto find out what is best for the child, to
see which home the child frequents most and where the child would be happier, so that if
the small orphan would permanently live in [those surroundings] his mind would be best
put at ease. If he doesn't yet recognize either of them, then you should try to find out
which home would probably make him feel better. Which one of them is wealthier?
Which one of them is more broad minded? Which one of them has women [in the
household] who will be able to carry the child around and to take care of him? [Based on
the above] you should place the child where it will be best for him. However, if both
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homes are equally good, the relatives of the father take precedence for they arein place

of thefather. If achild isabandoned by his paternal relativesit is more difficult for him
and it isa source of shame. Thisis not the case with the maternal relatives. Teshuvas
HaGeonim Harkavi 212
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We have to inform you that the Sages of the Talmud were not physicians and they merely
reported that which they saw and heard from patients that were cured. These are not
matters of the commandments of the Torah. Therefore we should not rely on these cures
nor should we implement them unless we know through competent medical authorities
that they will not cause pain or endanger life. Thisis what our forefathers and elders have
taught us. ... Responsa of Rav Sherira Gaon Otzar HaGaonim Gittin 70
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Y ou have heard that some of the local [Rabbinic] disciples rely on these Braiisos and
allow [the theft or destruction] of money of the unlettered. . .. Had these students truly
served [and serioudy studied under] Tamudic scholars, they wouldn't have made such
statements and wouldn't have allowed for themselves [the theft of] Jewish money. With
the exception of the conquest [of Isragl], it is forbidden to take property even from non
Jews. How can one justify, then, the theft from Jews. Rather, the explanation of the
Talmud isasfollows. ... TeshuvasHaGeonim Harkavi 380

F.

«+ . I RITOIR TN 72T TTIRT WATA PRI SPI0DM OPpDIT V2%) 937 KW 27 IR
1M PINNAW 71 O 11937 . . . DITART 1A PTRR PR 1KY 7R DY 199110 PR 10D
7790 7DD N19977 YIDWRT DO .NITARD 71930 10 PRI On ARl XIpnn 1P Down

('0 77

Rav Sherira said: Those statements based on interpretation of Scripture, called Midrash
or Aggadah, are, for the most part, based [not on Rabbinic tradition but rather] on [the
author's] own logical anaysis. . .. We therefore do not rely on Aggadah nor do we make
a[halachic] precedent [based on the Aggadah] . .. Only those statements which find
support from logic and Scripture should we accept. Thereisno end to that whichis
stated in the Aggadahs. Sefer HaEshkol Hilchos Sefer Torah
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When we follow the words of the early authorities, we only have the words of the Gaon,
the father of Israel, Rav Sherira of blessed memory [to follow]. Ramban, Sefer
Milchamos HaShem Pesachim Chapter 10
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These are our customs and we aways have been accustomed to this practice from the
time of our early forefathers until the present. Thisis how we have been Divinely guided,
not through our own merit, but through the compassion of the Omnipresent and in the
merit of our forefathers. When we follow this order [of prayers] our prayers do not come
back unfulfilled. Y ou should also do so in times of distress and stand in front of Hashem
with an upright heart. Tear your heart [and let your emotions flow] like water. We trust in
Hashem that your prayers will not come back unfulfilled and miracles will happen to you.
Teshuvas HaGeonim Chemdah Genuzah 161
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[The following are] questions that were asked of Rabbainu Sherira Gaon by Rav
Meshulam bar Mar Rav Klonimos. ... Geonica p.57-58

V. The Letter of Rav Sherira Gaon
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Regarding that which you asked: How was the Mishnawritten? . . . Why was the tractate
Y oma arranged to be placed before Shekolim,. Sukah before Y om Tov and both of them
before Rosh Hashana? . . . In addition, regarding the Tosephta [of Rabbi Chiyah], why
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did Rabbi leave out of the Mishna the information contained therein? Similarly, how
were the Braiisos written?. . . Similarly, how wasthe Talmud written? . . . And similarly,
what was the order of the Rabbanan Savorai who lived after Ravina? Who reigned after
them? How many years did they reign from then until now? The preface of the letter of
Rav Sherira Gaon replying to the questions of Rav Yaakov ben Nissim and the
community of Kairouen in the year 988

VI. From Father to Son
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After [Rav Nechemiah] Rav Sherira[reigned as Gaon]. He lived along life, for
approximately a hundred years were the days of hislife. Because he realized that he was
living avery long life while his son Rav Hai who was fit to be Rosh Y eshiva [was hot
given the opportunity], he retired and his son took over his position (lit. sat on his
throne). Thisisthe [famous] Rav Hai Gaon, the son of Rav Sherira Gaon, the son of Rav
Chanina Gaon, the son of Rav Y ehudah Gaon. [Rav Hai] spread Torah in Israel more
than any of the other Geonim and unto his light did the seekers of Torah find their way,
from the rising of the sun (east) to its setting (west). He lived for ninety nine years and
died on the eve of the last day of Pesach in the year 1038. There was no one like him
amongst the Geonim. Unscrupulous Jews libeled Rav Sheriraand Rav Hai to the
government. [As aresult] the Arab king (caliph) imprisoned them and despoiled all of
their property. They were left without any source of livelihood. Rav Sheriraimmediately
took ill and died. He was approximately a hundred at the time and still not removed from
the affairs and leadership (n133%3) of the Yeshiva. In the year 968 Rav Sherira became

Gaonand inthe year 998 Rav Hai became Gaon . Their [combined leadership in thej
position of Gaon was seventy years. Rav Sherirafor thirty years and Rav Hai for forty.
Their generation was the eighth generation of the period of the Geonim.  Raavad-Sefer
Kabalah
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In the year 987, our master Hai was appointed to the position of Av Bais Din. In the year
1004, Rav Hai was appointed Gaon. In Tishrel of the year 1006, Rav Sheriradied. The
sum total of hisreign was 38 years. In the year 1038, our master Hai died, in the month of
Nisan. The sum total of hisreign was thirty four years.  Elisha Crescasin Chadoshim
V'Gam Y eshonim - Harkavi
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[The father of Rav David Abudraham] heard that when Rav Sherira, the father of Rav
Hal, left the position of Gaon, they read on that Shabbos "Hashem, the G-d of the spirits
of all flesh, should appoint . . ." and they read the Haftorah, "And the days of David grew
closer to death . . ." Instead of reading, "And Solomon sat on the throne of David," they
read, "And Hal sat on the throne of Sherira, his father, and his reign was well
established." Abudraham
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Regarding that which you asked, we have powerful men amongst us who do not heed the
dictates of the Bais Din and do terrible things. Also, the times are difficult and the
government is brazen and difficult, and we can't force them to follow the ruling of the
BaisDin. Teshuvas Geonei Mizrach U'Maariv 42
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They tormented him with malice and guile, they laid atrap to snare him and prepared to
ambush him as if hewere awild animal. Rav Shmuel HaNagid's eulogy for Rav Hai
Gaon

VIl. Rav Shmued Bar Chofni
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In the days of [Rav Hai], the Rosh Y eshiva of Masa Mechasiawas his father-in-law, Rav
Shmuel HaK ohen ben Chofni. He a'so composed many works. He died in the lifetime of
Rav Hai, four years before Rav Hai's death. Raavad-Sefer HaK abalah
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For peace was made between us and Mar Rav Sherira Gaon, may the Spirit of Hashem
put him to rest (or lead him), [some time] before his death. [Reconciliation was also
made] with Rav Hai Gaon, his son, may his Shield strengthen him, for he married into
our family and took our daughter for awife. They wrote certain conditions that would
apply to all of usin an [official] document. Some of them are the following: All
donations that are designated to a specific ['Y eshivaor Rosh Y eshiva], should only be the
property of that designee. Donations that are not so designated, or come with the
designation, "To the scholars of the Y eshiva', should be equally split. A letter,
discovered in the Cairo Geniza, from Rav Shmuel ben Chofni, the Gaon of Sura
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Mar Rav Shmuel Gaon, of blessed memory, and those similar to him who spent much
time reading works of non Jews, say that these visions can only appear to prophets and
that miracleswill only be done for prophets. They deny all that which is stated [in the
Tamud] that miracles were done for Tzaddikim. They say that it is not halacha, [and
therefore not beyond question]. . .. We maintain, however, that the Holy One, blessed be
He, makes miracles for Tzaddikim and great wonders.  Teshuva from Rav Hai Gaon,
Teshuvas Geonim Lik 99
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We have seen an argument between the Geonim in this matter. All of them agree that
necromancy [2IX7 wyn] istotal nonsense and charlatanry. There are those that say,
however, that Shaul did not speak to Shmuel and, G-d forbid, that Shmuel did not arise
from his grave and did not speak. Rather, the woman did everything with trickery, for
she immediately recognized that it was Shaul. [ She only feigned not recognizing him] in
order to add credibility to her assumed powers. ... Thisisthe commentary of Rav
Shmuel bar Chofni Gaon, of blessed memory. However, Rav Saadyah Gaon and Rav Hai
Gaon, of blessed memories, say that it istrue. For it isfarfetched [to say] that the woman
would know the future . . . The Creator, however, resurrected Shmuel in order to tell
Shaul all that would befall him. ... There isroom to question the opinions of the
Geonim, however. ... Inaddition, if the practice of necromancy is merely a hoax, how
was all of this hidden from Shaul, who was a wise man and a king, who had with him
many brilliant advisors? How could he have erred so? [We must therefore conclude that]
the correct explanation is how we explained [previoudly, that necromancy really works
and isnot ahoax]. Radak Samuel | Chapter 28 Verse 24

E. Rav Shmuel bar Chofni's Works
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VIIl. Rav Hai - The Last of the Giants
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Once, Rav Hai debated some Arab scholars. They weren't able to respond to his
[arguments] for they were shocked by hiswisdom . . . and he refuted them with his
proofs. Had he not had such expertise in philosophy, it would not have been possible.
Rav Avraham ibn Shalom
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His disciple Rav Matzliach (ben Eliyahu) ibn Albatzak, a dayan in Sicily, tells over the
story of how one time when there was an argument in the Y eshiva about the correct
explanation of averse (Psaims 141:5), Rav Hai sent him to the Catholic [scholars] to ask
them what was their explanation of the verse. When he saw that Rav Matzliach felt
uncomfortable to go and ask an explanation of Scripture from the Catholics, [Rav Hai]
became angry at him and said: The early Chasidim (pious ones) never held themselves
back from turning to those of different beliefs for [guidance to resolve] their difficulties.
Rav Yosef ibn Aknin

C.
MHWIW JIOKR IWOATW D°1IRAT NIIWN Don wobwn an1d NPy oxT 21 YW 1P n1aIwn

fOR Annw 9% 029K PRIPN  L7IW NIRMD VAR WD NI2°WOT hwn

The responsa from Rav Hai Gaon number over athird of the total responsa that has
reached us from the two Y eshivas over the period of four hundred years. Tekufas
HaGeonim, Rav Simcha Asaf

D. Rav Hai's Works (not including his commentaries and responsa)
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If he left us and did not |eave a son, on the day [his earthly body] went down to the
depths,

He has left children in all the lands of Arabia and Christendom.

He had agrasp of al of the beautiful areas of wisdom

He was the last of the era but [ranked] first in his class

Rav Shmuel HaNagid's eulogy for Rav Hai Gaon
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The members of the Y eshiva, however, appointed Chizkiah, the Exilarch, the grandson of
David ben Zakai, to the position of Rosh Y eshiva, on the throne of Rav Hai, of blessed
memory. Hewas in that position for (two) twenty years, when others libeled him to the
government. They grabbed him, bound him in chains, and inflicted on him all kinds of
torture. He left no males [in Babylon]. Histwo sons fled to Rav Y osef Halevi HaNagid,
the son of Rav Shmuel HaNagid, of blessed memory, who was a friend of Chizkiah, the
Exilarch and Rosh Y eshiva. They were there until the pogrom in Granada, when Rav

Y osef was murdered. . . . One of them fled to Saragossa and married a woman and had
children. Afterwards his grandchildren went to Italy. One of them was Rav Chiyah ben €l
Douadi. He died in Castille and was buried in Leon in the year 1154. After him, there
was no one of prominence left in Spain from the House of David. Raavad-Sefer
HaK abalah



