Two Editions of R. Chaim Berlin's Responsa: An Egregious Example of Censorship
by Eliezer Brodt

R. Chaim Berlin, Sefer Nishmat Hayyim, She'elot u-Teshuvot, R. Ya'akov Kosovsky-
Shachor ed., Beni-Brak, 2002, 412 pp.

R. Chaim Berlin, Sefer Nishmat Hayyim, Mamorim u'Mechtavim, R. Ya'akov Kosovsky-
Shachor ed., Beni-Brak, 2003, 424 pp.

R. Chaim Berlin, Otzar Reb Hayyim Berlin, Shu™t Nishmat Hayyim, Jerusalem, 2008, 4
vol., 446, 462, 449, 298 pp.

R. Chaim Berlin (1832-1912), the son of the R. Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin (author of the
Netziv), although well known until recently none of R. Chaim's extensive torah has been
published. To be sure, some of R. Chaim's torah can be found scattered throughout the
seforim of his time, but never in a book of its own. In 2002, R. Kosovsky-Shachor ("R. KS")
published a collection of R. Chaim's responsa entitled Nishmat Hayyim. These responsa were
collected from various manuscripts in many collections as well as correspondences which R.
KS found in the Rabbinic literature from R. Chaim's era. A year later R. KS printed a second
volume of letters, derashot, articles and approbations of R. Chaim Berlin also entilted Nishmat
Hayyim. In the back of the volume of responsa, R. KS includes a nice historical write up of R.
Chaim Berlin's life (corrections and additions to the biography appear in the back of the
second volume).

A few months ago another collection of R. Chaim Berlin's respona were published by
Yeshivat ve-Hegaditah le-Vinkha entitled Otzar Reb Hayyim Berlin. This version was
published in four massive volumes on all areas Shulchan Orach, Shas and more. In this post |
will discuss a bit about the two versions, some of the interesting teshuovs found in them and
many instances of censorship in the later edition. Regarding these examples of censorship, |
can only assume that there are many more examples as I haven't compared every line of the
four volumes with the original. But, as will be apparent, the examples provided below are
fairly egregious. Additionally, these works touch on the important topic of the reason behind
the closing of Volozhin Yeshiva.

For purposes of this post, I will refer to the Nishmat Hayyim as the older edition and the Otzar
Reb Hayyim Berlin as the new edition. The earlier edition contains about 200 responsa while
the new version has well over 800 responsa. In the earlier edition they printed a volume of
letters and haskamos which the new version did not do yet include but promises to print
shortly. The newer version has an excellent index based on the order of shas and topics. Just a
quick glance shows the tremendous wealth of topics discussed. They also included a list of all
the people R. Chaim corresponded a veritable "who's who" of the gedolim from that time
period.

Some Highlights

Amongst the many interesting teshuvos there is one about riding on a train on Shabbas
(1:171-172), creating something via the Sefer Yetzira on Shabbas (1:418), asking an agent to
give a Get via a phonograph (4:39), throwing grass when one leaves the cemetery (2:359) and
burning dead bodies as opposed to burial (2:353-355).

In the new edition there is a lengthy discussion (1:70-77) about answering Amen when one is
in middle of davening. In the midst of this responsa (1:73) R. Berlin notes a very interesting
thing :
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Another interesting statement found in a correspondence between him and R. Sholomo
Hakohen where R. Shlomo writes (#67 in the old edition and # 191 in the new edition):
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While discussing the topic of gramophones, R. Chaim Berlin (#1 in old edition) writes that
they had these already in the time of Chazal:
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Another nice point is found while dealing with the issue of reciting the tefilah of Birkat Rosh
Chodesh in light of the general prohibition against praying for one's livelihood on Shabbos. R.
Chaim Berlin writes (#23 old version):
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Another nice piece (# 52 old version) I found is in regard to the famous discussion for those
who observe gebrucks how can they make kneidel on Chol Hamoed Pesach?
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It is also apparent from this teshuvah that R. Chaim did not even write Torah on Chol
Hamoed.



Another very interesting Teshuvah (new edition 3:1-3) is where he deals with the Tzavas R.

Yehudah Hachassid, as he was asked about marrying someone where it would be against one

of the statements in the Tzavah. To which he replied:
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Another interesting piece found (#24) is about a piece of the Netziv in the journal of Rav
Kook, lyutur Seforim where the Netziv wrote that it is permissible to read newspapers on
Shabbas. Regarding this point R. Chaim Berlin wrote:
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The Netizv defends his opinion in the Shut Bikurei Shlomo (1:2). Interestingly enough there is
testimony to the contrary from R. Baruch Halevei Epstein who writes how on Shabbas his
uncle the Netziv used to read the Hebrew newspaper, Hamagid (Mekor Baruch 4:1794). R.
Meir Bar-Ilan echoes R. Baruch Halevi's testimony about his father the Netziv that he would
read newspapers on Shabbas (Me-Volzhin LeYerushalim 1:138).

Much has been written about how the responsa literature can aid in reconstructing the history
of the period, this sefer also shows us this. Just to cite one example in volume one (p. 88) of
the newer version (which shockingly was not edited out) someone wrote to R. Chaim:
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We see from this that the well known phenomena of woman not covering their hair in
previous generations. The question which was posed to R. Chaim was what one should do
about saying berokhot or Shema in front of such a woman. To which R. C. Berlin replied:
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This is similar to the famous controversial pesak of the Aruch Hashulchan (O.C. 75:7):
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Censorship in the New Edition

Of course this post would not be complete without mentioning some censorship in the new
edition. Although I mentioned that the later edition has much more material than the first



edition it seems a few teshuvos got "lost" in the later edition. [The family involved with the
printing of this sefer is the same one mentioned by Dr. Gil S. Perl, in his Emek ha-Neziv, A
Window into the Intellectual Universe of Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (PhD, Harvard,
2006), on pages 49-50, in light of Dr. Perl's comments, it is of no surprise that they edited out
these particular teshvot].

In the first edition (# 135, see volume 3:5 of the new edition) there is a discussion about
shaking woman hands which has been a very controversial topic [See the recent Bina Ve-das
p. 117]. Perhaps shockingly to many R. Chaim Berlin replied:
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Two other pieces edited out from that same teshuvah in the new edition I am not sure as to
why, are:
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Another very interesting statement which was edited out of the second edition is about
Chasidim (# 7 in the old edition) where he writes:
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Another piece which was censored out although I am not sure what is so bad with it (#200 in
the old edition) where he writes that there were additions to Mishnayos after Rabeenu
Hakodesh edited it:
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This censorship or editing goes the other way as well. In the first edition there is a piece (#120
old edition) about being a vegetarian but the whole question is not included for some odd
reason but in the new version (#222) the whole question is printed out in full. R. Chaim Berlin
was asked by R. Menashe Grossburg:
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To which R. Chaim Berlin answered:
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This teshuvah was a list of questions from R. Menashe Grossburg to R. Chaim Berlin which
the old edition broke up and put it in the different places and never even included the name of
R. Menashe Grossburg [at one time the editor makes it as if someone else asked the question
(see p. 104)].

Some Final Points

When talking about the Malbim in a hesped (printed in volume two of R. KS Nishmat Chaim
p. 14) R. Chaim Berlin said:
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In another teshuvah we see how much he respected the Marsham as he (#19 old version)
writes:
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His very close friend the Adres also felt the same way about the Marsham as the Adres even
asked him to be his Rebbe in Halacha after R. Yitzchak Elchanan died (see Rabbosenu she-
begoleh 1:13-125 and R. E. Katzman in his introduction to Chidushei Hagoan Hadres pp. 25-
26).

I write that the Adres was very close to him based on two things. One, besides for the Netziv
and other family members the most correspondences are with the Adres. Two, in his Tzevah
he writes:
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[On the friendship between Adres and R. Chaim Berlin see also the letter printed in the most
recent volume of Shnos Dor Vedor (3:355-356).]

In a letter from the Adres (new edition 1:382) to R. Chaim Berlin the Adres describes to him
when he first met the Netziv. The Netziv got up and made a Shecheaynu! [The Adres also
records this incident in his now rare, autobiography Seder Eliyhu p. 85]. [On the friendship
between Adres and Netziv besides for what Adres writes there in his autobiography (ibid) see
the letter printed in the most recent volume of Shnos Dor Vedor (3:485-486).]

In a letter to a friend written when he first got to Yerushalim R. Chaim Berlin writes:
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He also writes this statement in a short history of himself which he sent to R. Eisenstadt for
his Doros Achronim (1:71-72). [This short history is included in the new edition of Nishmat
Chaim p. 8 without providing their source.] [On this "Beracha" see R. S. Askenazi in his
Alpha Beta Kadmita Deshmuel Zeria p. 469 where he shows five places where R. Yakov
Emden said this.]

In the newer edition of R. Chaim Berlin they write that they did not include a biography of R.
Chaim Berlin in light of R. Chaim's opposition to such biographies or histories:
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The Closing of Volozhin

But they did include one historical thing which they felt was very important to be printed, the
statement of R. Chaim Berlin about the closing of the Volozhin Yeshiva (based on a copy of
the manuscript) where he writes:
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This piece has been printed before in many places (at times even an exact picture of it see S.
Roz in his Tzadik Yesod Olam pg 142 and from there R. Eliach in Hagoan pg 629; see also
Yeshurun 7:675). The letter was called into question as to its authenticity see R. Ben Zion
Yadler in his Betov Yerushlaim pg 388-389. [These sources escaped Professor Stampfer's
notice see his book Hayeshiva Halitais Behishavetah pg 224].

The topic of the closing of Volozhin has been the subject of much discussion especially the
often quoted article of Jacob J. Schacter, "Haskalah, Secular Studies and the Close of the
Yeshiva in Volozhin in 1892," Torah u-Madda Journal 2 (1990). See even more recently the
interesting discussion by R. N. Kamenetsky in his Making of a Godol (1: 442-455). Although
we have this statement of R. Chaim Berlin about the closing of the Yeshiva but based on
historical facts it can not be true. While it was very true that the government and maskilim
had been making terrible trouble for years about learning secular studies in the Yeshiva and
for the most part were unsuccessful. We do have clear documentation that Secular studies
were taught in Volozhin on some scale a few years before its closing. [See Hayeshiva
Halitais Behishavetah p. 223.] The various theories discussed in these articles attribute the
close of the Volozhin Yeshiva to the fight of R. Chaim Berlin taking over his father's position
as the Rosh Hayeshiva. R. M. Shapiro in R. Moshe Shmeul Vedoro (an eyewitness to the
closing) also writes that one factor in the closing of the Yeshiva was the rebellion against R.
Chaim Berlin (p.76) [This excellent book was not used by R. KS in his writing up about R.
Chaim Berlin.] Most recently all this has been reexamined by two people especially based on
new evidence - documents that have been discovered after the Iron Curtain fell.

What I find interesting is how two people can see the same documents and came to
completely different conclusions. A few years back R. Frank printed a book on yeshivas
Volozhin called Toldos Beis Haskem Bevolozhin. This book deals with the history of the
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Yeshiva from the beginning until the end including a brief history of all the Roshei
Hayeshiva. Although the book is weak on quoting sources it has many important discussions
about the topic of Volozhin. One of the real new important things printed here is government
documents dealing with the closing of the Yeshiva (pp. 274-96). Although he edits out many
parts due to respect for R. Chaim Berlin and R. Chaim Solovetick he prints parts and
concludes that the maskilim and a few renegade bochrim influenced by the maskilim caused
the government to close down the Yeshiva and it revolved learning secular studies in the
Yeshiva. A few years later Professor Saul Stampfer reissued his excellent book Hayeshiva
Halitais Behishavetah with many important additions and corrections amongst the additions
were these same documents but unedited. The picture one gets from these documents (as he
shows pp. 245-66) is something else entirely. Specifically, the cause for the government
closing down the Yeshiva was not because of learning secular studies, instead the closure was
because of the whole terrible and disgusting controversy about the succession of R. Chaim
Berlin for his father the Netziv to be the Rosh haYeshiva of the Yeshiva. The bochurim got
the government involved and they were very unhappy how the whole thing was dealt with so
they shut down the Yeshiva.

One of the things the Bochrim did was interrupt the shiur of R. Chaim Berlin constantly
bombarding him with many questions. According to some, they used many seforim borrowed
from R. Chaim's vast library to stump him. This terrible act was done a few times before in
Volozhin. Once when R. Alexander Moshe Lapides visited the Yeshiva the bochrim did the
same thing to prove a point (see Yeshivos Lita, Pirkei Zicronos pp. 75-77). [This account is
not included in the otherwise excellent edition of R. Alexander Moshe Lapides writings called
Torah Hagoan R. Alexander Moshe.] When R. Yitzhkach Elchanan Spektor visited the
yeshiva at a different time they tried the same thing but were unsuccessful in stumping him
(see Toldos Yitchack p. 61 see also Harishon Leshalshles Beis Brisk pp. 128-32).

As an aside in researching this topic I was (and still am) horrified about this whole
controversy how the bochurim (even if it was not the majority of the Yeshiva) could do all the
terrible things they did during the whole fight. Ultimately causing the close of the Yeshiva
and the premature death of the Netziv!

In the Derech Etz Chaim, Y. Meltzer (pp. 51-52) prints a letter of someone (he edits out the
name) (see also Nishamt Chaim old edition 2:122) who asked mechilah from R. Chaim Berlin
for making him trouble when he was supposed to take over Volozhin and R. Chaim Berlin
writes back:
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Another famous piece printed in Nishmat Chaim (volume two of the old edition pp. 380-83) is
the dream he had after his very close friend R. Yitchack Blazaer died and R. Chaim Berlin
gave a hesped although he requested that there be no hespedim. R. Chaim Berlin described the
dream as follows:
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Another thing which R. Chaim Berlin was very famous for was his massive library which
consisted of thousands of volumes. [See R. KS in Nishmat Chaim p. 376, vol 2 pp. 398, 352].
There are even some nice letters of his to his (and his fathers) friend E. Harkavy thanking him
for some recent volumes from the Mikitze Nerdamim society with some comments on the
seforim. This letter was printed in the first volume of Shnos Dor Vedor (p. 199) and than
again in the second volume of the Nishmat Chaim of R. Kosovsky-Shachor. In the recent
version of Nishmat Chaim (4: p. 45 part two) only part of the letter was printed. In the edited
out piece R. C. Berlin wrote:
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I am not sure why it's a problem to acknowledge that R. Chaim Berlin liked R. Strashun but
it's not a problem in regard to R. Harkevey. As an aside we see R. Chaim Berlin wrote
respectfully about A. Berliner contrary to the recent complaint voiced by someone in the
recent Yerushenu (3:396).

This library also consisted of manuscripts one of which was the Seder Hadoros with the
comments of the Radal. [There is a teshuvah (new edition 1:96) of his to the Radal someone
who his father was also very close with] When R. Chaim Kahana was working on the Seder
Hadoros R. Chaim Berlin gave him this sefer. R. Kahana included these notes which are very
valuable to the topic in his Kochvei Or (available here ).

The bulk of this library passed on to R. Isser Zalman Meltzer. In Derech Etz Chaim, Y.
Meltzer brings a few stories of how R. Isser Zalman Meltzer made use with it (pp. 451-52)
and even had the editors of Otzar Haposkim use it (p. 328). Although Y. Meltzer writes that in
the Tzevah of R. Berlin it said that if a Talmid Chaham moves into my apartment after my
death he should get it (p. 50) but in the version of the Tzevah printed in Nishmat Chaim (vol.
2 pp. 403-05) it does not say any such thing. [See Nishmat Chaim volume one (old edition p.
376).]

R. KS brings a story (2:377) to show his incredible yedios which I find hard to believe.
Someone asked R. Chaim Berlin where is the first time that the name Chaim is mentioned in
our literature as its not found in Talmud, Medrash or the era of the Geonim. R. Chaim Berlin
replied the first time the name is found is in Tosfos and than he started listing the rest of the
people with that name. The reason I find it hard to believe this story is we do find this name in
the era of the Geonim. As R. Sherirah Gaon and Ravad in Sefer haKabalah [Cohen ed. p. 41]
bring that Rav Zemach Goan father was Chaim. A look at the index of Moshe Gil's
Bemalchut Yishmael Betekufos Hageonim (volume 4 p. 853) shows that the name Chaim was
fairly common in the era of the Geonim [thanks to M.M. Honig for this source]. R. Chaim
Palgai (Kol Hachaim 8:15) cites a Medrash in Bamedbar (14) that shows an Amorah had the
name Chaim. But it seems to be a printing mistake as in our edition it says Chiyah [see also
Kesser Shem Tov vol 1 pg 300].
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I mentioned that R. KS collected the Haskomos of R. Chaim Berlin reaching over 140 but at
least one is missing a haskamah to a reissue of Seder Hadoros that R. Yeruchem Leiner
brother of the Radziner Rebbe started working on with many additions.

One weakness both editions have which E. Katzman in his introduction to Chidushei Hagoan
Hadres (p. 42) already complains about, is that the older edition left out all the sources for the
pieces. The second edition at times does quote the sources from where they found the pieces
but more often than not they do not quote their sources.

In conclusion, to obtain the full version of R. Chaim Berlin's responsa, both edition are
necessary, and definitely worth owning.
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