Joseph Isaac Lifshitz
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On the ‘Father of Mercy’ Prayer
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The Father of mercy who dwells on high
in His great mercy
will remember with compassion
the pious, upright and blameless
the holy communities, who laid down their lives
for the sanctification of His name.
They were loved and pleasant in their lives
and in death they were not parted.
They were swifter than eagles and stronger than lions
to carry out the will of their Maker,
and the desire of their steadfast God.
May our Lord remember them for good
together with the other righteous of the world
and may He redress the spilled blood of His servants
in our sight, in our time,
as it is written in the Torah of Moses the man of God:
‘O nations, make His people rejoice
for He will redress the blood of His servants
He will retaliate against His enemies
and appease His land and His people’.
And through Your servants, the prophets it is written:
‘Though I forgive, their bloodshed I shall not forgive
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When God dwells in Zion’

And in the Holy Writings it says:

‘Why should the nations say, “Where is their God?””

Let it be known among the nations in our sight

that You avenge the spilled blood of Your servants.

And it says: ‘For He who exacts retribution for spilled blood
remembers them

He does not forget the cry of the humble’.

And it says:

‘He will execute judgement among the corpse-filled nations
crushing the rulers of the mighty land;

from the brook by the wayside he will drink

then he will hold his head high’.

1 Introduction

The prayer, Av ha-rahamim (‘Father of Mercy’). recited to this day in Ashkenazi
communities during the Sabbath morning prayers,! is mentioned in the Worms
community records as a prayer that was composed in memory of those killed
in the riots that took place during the First Crusade (1096). In this paper I
intend to show how Av ha-rahamim, though initially composed as a memorial
prayer, was later invested with a variety of deeper theological meanings. It
were these theological meanings that gave it the importance that it has carried
into our own days.

Av ha-rahamim appears in later halakhic writings as a memorial for those
who were killed during the First Crusade. Thus we find in the writings of the
‘Maharil’ (R. Ya‘aqov Moellin, 1360-1427): ‘In all the Rhineland they say the
prayer Av ha-rahamim only on the Saturday before Pentecost, for this is the
time that the holy ones of the decree of 1"1NN (the year 5856/1096) are com-
memorated’.? That is, Av ha-rahamim is recited only when those murdered
during the First Crusade are being commemorated. What is the meaning of
the prayer Av ha-rahamim, as recited throughout those generations, until our
own times? What was meant by its composers, and how did it come to be

1 In most communities, Av ha-rahamim is recited every Sabbath except for those which fall
before the new month (according to the Hebrew calendar), on the first day of the month, and
during the month of Adar. In the Jewish-German custom, Av ha-rahamim is recited only before
Pentecost and before the Ninth of Av.

2 R. Ya‘aqov son of Moshe Moellin, Sefer Maharil (Minhagim), ed. by Shlomo J. Spitzer (Jeru-
salem: Makhon Yerushalayim, 1989), p. 159 (Hilkhot Shavu‘ot).
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preserved? Was it meant, as some say, as a memorial prayer, or, as others
suggest, as a polemical prayer, — or is it maybe something altogether differ-
ent?

In order better to understand the meaning of Av ha-rahamim, we must
consider the significance of the First Crusade for the Jewish communities. Dur-
ing the First Crusade, as is well known, some of the crusaders attacked Jewish
communities on their way to the Holy Land. During these attacks, the attackers
demanded that the Jews convert to Christianity; those who refused to do so
were killed. Some Jews indeed converted, some were executed and some took
their own lives rather than convert. This period became instilled in Jewish
consciousness as a particularly traumatic episode - nothing less than the
destruction of the Jewish community in the Rhineland.

According to Robert Chazan,3 the events were not as widespread as tradi-
tion would have it; that is to say, that in comparison with much of Jewish
history, which was so full of disasters, the 1096 events do not count among
the worst. They were regarded as especially disastrous only in the subjective
perception of medieval Jewry. Chazan’s view has been challenged by Avraham
Grossman who contends that Jewish sources relate, not only by poetry but by
chronicles that state evident that are grave indeed.* Regardless of this disas-
ter’s objective degree of severity, it constituted a trauma that inspired the
extensive acts of memorialization by medieval Rhineland Jewry. That is why
they wrote the names of those who were killed in Memorbiicher, and why they
wrote prayers of commemoration like Av ha-rahamim. But there, is more to it
than that. Beyond the emotional experience involved, there was also a theolog-
ical crisis that drove the Jews to emphasize these events. The existence of the
small Jewish community in Christian Europe was possible due to the Christian
‘Doctrine of Witness’. According to this doctrine, the humiliation of the Jews
proved the truth of Christianity, and that is why their existence as a lowly
people was necessary, as it provided reassurance for Christians. At the same
time, the humiliated Jews felt that the truth of their religion was becoming

3 Robert Chazan, European Jewry and the First Crusade (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1987), pp. 62-63. See also Simon Schwarzfuchs, A History of the
Jews in Medieval France (Hebrew; Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2001), pp. 109-13; Simon
Shwarzfuchs, ‘The Place of the Crusades in Jewish History’, in Culture and Society in Medieval
Jewry, Studies Dedicated to the Memory of Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson, ed. by Menachem Ben-
Sasson, Robert Bonfil, Joseph R. Hacker (Hebrew; Jerusalem: Shazar Center, 1989), pp. 251-67.
4 Avraham Grossman, ‘Shorshaw shel Qiddush Ha-Shem be-Ashkenaz Ha-Qeduma’ in Sanctity
of Life and Martyrdom, Studies in Memory of Amir Yekutiel, ed. by Isaiah M. Gafni and Aviezer
Ravitzky (Hebrew; Jerusalem: Shazar Center, 1992), pp. 102-3.
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undermined. The experience of a disaster like that of 1096 made it difficult for
the medieval mind to justify the truth of Judaism. The Jews were constantly
being faced with their image in the eyes of the Christians. In the famous artistic
depiction, Judea leans on a broken staff with her eyes covered, while Ecclesia
stands straight, holding a staunch staff, her eyes wide open. If the reality of
daily events serves as a theological proof, how could the Jews maintain their
religion? The way they battled against such so-called proofs was by assuming
a postponment of good fortune to the future. So, while misery is the property
of the present, good fortune is the property of the future. In this messianic
theodicy, not only will the Jewish condition improve in the future, but whoever
oppresses the Jews in the present will be punished in the time to come. Thus,
revenge was very much a central motif in medieval Jewish Ashkenazi theology.
This brief overview of Jewish perspectives regarding the 1096 riots provides us
with a solid background of the Av ha-rahamim prayer. As already noted, and as
I shall demonstrate in more detail, both aspects of the Jewish condition in the
Rhineland after 1096 — the emotional trauma and the theological humiliation —
found their expression in this prayer. Av ha-rahamim has a strong element of
commemoration and, at the same time, an element of revenge that serves a
theodicy, and as a polemical claim against the Christian attack on Judaism
based on the Jews’ physical misfortune. Often, these two elements are pre-
sented as mutually contradictory, but, in fact, they did not necessarily co-
exist in time, but, rather, were emphasized in different eras. That having
been said, it must be noted that these two elements in Av ha-rahamim are
not the only ones that were to be identified among those reciting this prayer
over the years. As I shall demonstrate, the martyrs were viewed as holy peo-
ple, and their merits were counted as assets before the Almighty. Prayers
in their memory were essentially prayers for the sake of the people who
remained.

2 Commemoration

For a long time Torah scholars interpreted Av ha-rahamim as a commemoration
of the 1096 riots. Reading halakhic sources from the end of the thirteenth
century in Ashkenaz, one cannot avoid seeing the connection between Av ha-
rahamim and the martyrs of 1096. One should note, however, that the first
appearance of the prayer is in this century, and not earlier. This gap of at least
a century and a half between the time the events took place and the appear-
ance of the prayer should engage our attention, as it makes it difficult to claim
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that the prayer served as a sort of documentation of the dead.> But it is not
only the time gap that arouses our suspicions. A careful reading of the sources
reveals that this prayer was not written exclusively as a memorial. If we start
with the Sefer Minhagim (‘Book of Customs’), based on the customs of R. Meir
of Rothenburg (‘Maharam’ ~1220-1293), one can identify a distinction between
Av ha-rahamim and the memorial prayer recited before it:

There is a tradition that on the last days of the pilgrim festivals, while the cantor is sitting
on the migdal (central podium), holding the Torah, before reciting Ashrei (Psalm 145),
the leading member of the community takes an object and a book in his hand and goes
from one [person] to another, and blesses everyone, one by one, separately, for the merit
of promising to give a donation for the sake of God and the festival. And in places where
it is customary to do so, they [also] commemorate the dead and say Av ha-rahamim [my
italics].
[77I0 990 =] n"'om DTN DY 2w 71n T 20930 YW [QPNIAR [D]A 902w a1
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A similar citation is found in the Sefer Minhagim of R. Yishaq Tyrnau (end of
the fourteenth century to the beginning of the fifteenth century). Here, too, Av
ha-rahamim appears as a prayer separate from the one that commemorates the
dead:

On the Sabbath before the first day of the month, they offer a blessing for the new month

and say ‘May the One who performed miracles for our patriarchs etc ...” And then they

do not commemorate the dead nor do they say Av ha-rahamim. The same rule applies to

a wedding and all the more so to the first day of the month and to Hanukka.

TR ,MAWI PO PR IR LN 201 WYW on WA 1P72n W WK 2195w nawa
7. TONM WIM WRI MM 9P ,00002 191 22000 AR 2N

5 On mentions of the dead in prayer-books see Avriel Bar Levav, ‘The Concept of Death in
the ‘Book of Life’ (Sefer Ha-Hayyim) by Rabbi Shimon Frankfurt’ (doctoral dissertation, submit-
ted to the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1997), pp. 160-225, Regarding a prayer for commem-
orating the dead, see Bar-Levav, pp. 177-79; Susan L. Einbinder, Beautiful Death: Jewish Poetry
and Martyrdom in Medieval France (Jews, Christians, and Muslims from the Ancient to the
Modern World), (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), pp. 17-44.
6 Sefer Minhagim Devei Maharam, Minhagim ben Pesah Le-Shavuot. And further: ‘And after
Nisan is over, one says zulatot every Sabbath ... and on the Sabbath before Pentecost the
souls of the murdered of the [1096] decrees are commemorated and Av ha-rahamim is
said.’
MY v 72 17 PR OA9R SNT TI9IR 130 MNP MNaw H32 MRIR 091 Navw nRoY
ar "MIRY NTA ('TR) T DR nvawd (NYNOTA 9AINIT) 95T NIIAW 195w Nawd)
Lamnan
7 R. Yishaq Tyrnau, Sefer Ha-Minhagim, by S. Y. Spitzer, Minhag shel Shabbat (Jerusalem:
Makhon Yerushalayim, 1979), p. 26.
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The separation appears even more clearly in the Qoves Minhagim (‘Collection
of Customs’) of R. Zalman Jent, who lived in the same time and place as Yishaq
of Tyrnau and towards the end of his life moved to Italy:

The Sabbath before Pentecost, [the custom is to] wake up early and say pesuge de-zimra
(the Psalms recited at the beginning of the prayers) quickly in order to commemorate the
murdered and the burned of the communities of Speyer, Worms and Mainz. And Av ha-
rahamim is said, as well as, in the yoser (additional poetry inserted in that particular
section) in Ahava Rabba - ‘It is You that we were eager for all day’ and the zulat (addi-
tional poetry inserted in that particular section) — ‘My God! We heard it in our own ears’.
m’mp DI AT IR 97D AT 210D PPATAMY PPRDwHn MY 1950 Naw
TR N9 IR 01T 93 TR 737 730K X1 2N QAT 2R 2,0
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In all the passages I have cited above, the recitation of Av ha-rahamim is
mentioned together with that of the commemoration of the martyrs, although
they are clearly perceived as separate prayers. From the next citation I can
demonstrate that the recitations were separate from each other:

In the Sabbath that falls after the [fast-day] of Seventeenth of Tammuz, ... after the Torah

reading, the decrees against the murdered are commemorated and the community is

blessed. And Ashrei (Psalm 145) is recited, and afterwards Av ha-rahamim is said, and

special Sabbath clothes are not worn.

2mPT 702 [@PAT M POIA 7NT IRP MR Mana ™Y nR nawa
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These sources indicate that Av ha-rahamim is not only about commemoration.
The next source appears to contradict my claim and to make a halakhic con-
nection between Av ha-rahamim and the commemoration of the dead: R. Zal-
man Jent teaches us that Av ha-rahamim is recited only on those days when
the dead are commemorated. Hence we learn that Av ha-rahamim is also con-
sidered a sort of commemoration:

On Shabbat Teshuva (the Sabbath before Yom Kippur), the yoser (an added piyyut to the
prayer) ‘Light of the World’ [is said] [...] and the dead are not commemorated and Av ha-
rahamim is not said. This is the rule: on every Sabbath that has a yoser, the commemora-
tion of the dead is not recited and Av Ha-rahamim is not recited. That is also the case on
a Sabbath when the benediction of the new month is recited.
a7 =] 17 2% AR K IR QW AR 03 PR IR 2NW MR X1 721WN NAwa
IO PRI LW ANIR AR K W 770571 11227 DR N9V [0 o hw - 2w
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8 R. Zalman Jent, Qoves Minhagim, included in the edition of Tyrnau’s Minhagim ed. by S. Y.
Spitzer (Jerusalem: Mekhon Yerushalayim, 1979), p. 179.

9 Ibid.

10 Ibid.
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The same rule can be found in the writings of R. Ya‘agov Moellin, based on R.
Jent, where the link between Av Ha-rahamim and the mention of the dead
is very clear — Av ha-rahamim is recited only when the martyrs of 1096 are
mentioned:

In all Rhineland Av ha-rahamim is not said, except on the Sabbath before Pentecost,

when the martyrs of the 4856 [1096] decree are mentioned, and on the Shabbat Hazon

[the Sabbath preceding the Ninth of Av] these martyrs are also commemorated and Av

ha-rahamim is said.

PIOIT MW °1977 NAW2 KPR 2077 AR [@MIR PR =] X"R 0117 nvTn 9oa
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In the next source, R. Ya‘agov Moellin connects the commemoration of the
dead with Av ha-rahamim, without any separation:

In Mainz, on Shabbat Hazon they recite ‘It is you that we love ..." and the zulat ‘Lions

they expelled’ (names of piyyutim) and they commemorate these holy martyrs of 5856

[1096], Av ha-rahamim.

PIOTAY T NPIR NN LT2AKR? O 90 MR MR YW PN NAW2 KX
12,2077 A8 ,"'1nn oowTp

These sources reveal a link between Av ha-rahamim and the commemoration
of the dead, though almost all of them present Av ha-rahamim as a separate
prayer. Av ha-rahamim is not necessarily presented in these sources as a prayer
commemorating the martyrs; that commemoration was done separately. But
nonetheless, it is clear that there is an association between the two. Thus, both
tradition and allusions in the above-mentioned texts connect Av ha-rahamim
to the 1096 events.

At the same time, it seems that Av ha-rahamim was not perceived solely
as a prayer of commemoration. The names of the communities are not even
mentioned, although they are mentioned elsewhere. Even their acts of martyr-
dom are described anonymously as ‘the holy communities, who laid down
their lives’. We thus have to proceed to the other meaning inherent in Av ha-
rahamim — the polemic one.

3 The polemical-theological purpose

In his book, Two Nations in Your Womb, Yisrael Yuval points out two motifs
in Av ha-rahamim. The liturgist prays for redressing ‘the spilt blood of His ser-

11 Sefer Maharil (Minhagim), p. 159 (Hilkhot Shavu‘ot).
12 Sefer Maharil (Minhagim), p. 243 (Hilkhot Shiv‘a ‘Asar be-Tammuz we-Tisha be-‘Av.
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vants in our sight, in our time. This prayer is a request for redemption that
includes revenge (as distinct from redemption that includes conversion of the
Gentiles).!3 The second motif appears in the liturgist’s prayer to God to remem-
ber, as opposed to human beings remembering: ‘The Father of Mercy who
dwells on high, in His great mercy, will remember with compassion the pious,
upright and blameless ...’.14 Regarding the first motif, Yuval puts a special
emphasis on the words, that ‘He redress the spilled blood of His servants in
our sight, in our time’. The quest for a redressing to take place in our time is
closely tied to a certain kind of redemption. Yuval’s main attention is focused
on the idea of revenge and its very close connection with redemption.

Borrowing Avraham Grossman’s distinction between two perspectives of
redemption that were common in the Middle Ages — a redemption of revenge
and a redemption of conversion'> — Yuval understands the revenge in Av ha-
rahamim as being of the former type.

According to Grossman, both redemptions provide a solution for the diffi-
cult state of the Jews in the Middle Ages. But according to Yuval, the two kinds
of redemptions are typical of the differences between West and East, between
Jews in the Christian world and Jews in the Islamic world.

For the Jews under Christian dominion, the difficulty was not only physical
but also theological. As mentioned above, the ‘Doctrine of Witness’ played an
important role in the Christian’s perception of the Jews. Christianity used the
miserable situation of the Jews to prove Judaism’s fallacy. The Jewish reply to
this claim was that although the present seems bad, the future will change
the picture. In the future, not only will the Jews will benefit from a better
life, but God will take revenge on the Christians for oppressing the Jews. This
messianic solution is a redemption of revenge, unique to Ashkenaz. Hence,
according to Yuval, we find an emphasis on revenge in Ashkenazi liturgy.

In the East, on the other hand, we find a different messianic expectation.
R. Hai Gaon, for instance, claims that at the end-time, all the Gentiles will
convert to Judaism. That kind of redemption involving conversion knows no
violence or revenge of the sort we find in the Ashkenazi world.

The second motif is expressed in the words: ‘The Father of Mercy who
dwells on high, in His great mercy will remember with compassion the pious,
upright and blameless ...’16. As Yuval explains: ‘The purpose of the ritual is

13 Yisrael Y. Yuval, Shnei Goyim be-Vitnekh (Tel Aviv: Alma, Am Oved, 2000), p. 152.

14 Ibid.

15 Avraham Grossman, ‘Redemption of Conversion in the Writings of the Early Sages of Ash-
kenaz’ (Hebrew), Zion, 59 (1994), pp. 325-42.

16 Ibid.
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not to augment human memory but, rather, Divine memory. The liturgical
meaning ... does not relate to human beings remembering, but to God who
remembers.’”

In saying that, Yuval is in effect criticizing the opinion that holds that Av
ha-rahamim was meant to commemorate the dead. When the communities
were praying for the memory of the deceased, they were not engaging in an
active act of remembering as in Marcel Proust’s works, but, rather, in a reli-
gious act, requesting that God should remember.

I find Yuval’s claims convincing, not only because rituals of self-commem-
oration in this context sound anachronistic, but also because of the very spe-
cial wording of the prayer: ‘In His great mercy will remember ...".

4 Tremendous mercy

Simha Goldin has already shown the early roots of the expression ‘Father of
Mercy’.18 But the idea of remembering with tremendous mercy has no prece-
dence. In Av ha-rahamim the liturgist is not satisfied with mercy as a means
of remembering the deceased; he needs ‘tremendous mercy’. The question that
arises, then is, why? Why does God need all His mercy in order to remember
them with compassion?

It seems that the people of that generation were sure that the acts of the
martyrs did not deserve just any kind of mercy; but that only tremendous
mercy could assure Divine remembrance.

There is no doubt that the liturgist of Av ha-rahamim was well acquanted
with the talmudic source that tells us, with regard to the martyrs of the city
of Lod, that ‘no creature can stand in their place’.® The common explanation
of this source is that these martyrs gave their lives for the sake of the Jews of
Lod, and thus achieved great spiritual heights.2° If martyrdom is so respected,

17 Ibid.

18 Simha Goldin, The Ways of Jewish Martyrdom (Hebrew; Ganei-Aviv; Lod: Dvir publishing
House, 2002), pp. 131-36.

19 bPesah. 50a; bB. Bat. 10b. Parallel midrashim appear in Midrash Qohelet Rabba 9.10 (24b),
and Midrash Zuta — Qohelet 9 (ed. Buber, 74a).

20 Rashi, bTa‘an. 18b: ‘And that is what is said in every place (bB. Bat. 10b): As for the
martyrs of Lod, no creature can stand close to them in Gan ‘Eden, and there are those who
say that they were killed because of a princess who was found murdered. It was said that the
Jews had murdered her, and there was a decree against the enemies of Israel [euphemism for
the Jews themselves], and these [two] stood up and rescued Israel, saying “We murdered her,”
and the king killed only those.’
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why is tremendous mercy necessary? It is not unlikely that the liturgist could
not think of the praise deserved by the Ashkenazi martyrs without feeling that
their act also warranted some criticism. Although he praised them for being
‘pious, upright and blameless’ he also indicated that they required tremendous
mercy. What sort of criticism, then, is being levelled at them?

The answer is that the martyrs not only committed suicide, but also killed
others, in a collective attempt to prevent forced conversions. It is this element
that raises questions, halakhic as well as moral.2

Despite all this, love and appreciation of the martyrs should also be
recorded. The following sentences express a respect and a love that reflects
something much powerful than the prayer’s polemical elements:

They were loved and pleasant in their lives, and in death they were not parted. They
were swifter than eagles and stronger than lions to carry out the will of their Maker, and
the desire of their steadfast God.

Commemoration, polemics, controversy — all are present. But one issue still
remains - that of the prayer’s continued presence in the prayer-book. Is there
some content in it that goes beyond these time-connected elements? In the
next section I will explore additional aspects of the prayer, which may serve
to answer this question.

21 R. Meir son of R. Barukh of Rothenburg, Teshuvot, Pesagim u-Minhagim (Responsa, Rulings
and Customs), ed. by Isaac Z. Cahana, Jerusalem, vol. 2 (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1960),
p. 54, section 59. Moshe Aryeh Bloch included the following responsum at the end of the
collection as one transmitted to him by Rabbi Dr Gross, who had received it from Dov Goldberg
without any indication of the location of the original manuscript. See Sha‘arei Teshuvot Maha-
ram ben Rabbi Barukh z”l, pp. 346-47. The explanations in brackets are in the original:

I do not know how to assess this matter properly, for certainly one who kills himself for
the sake of the unity of God is permitted to harm himself thus ... But it has become common
to permit killing family members for the purpose of sanctifying God’s name, for we have
heard and read about many great people who slaughtered their sons and daughters ... And
whoever says that he must atone for this is slandering the earlier generations. His intention
was worthy; arising out of his great love for our Creator, that is why he struck down his
loved one ...
DY WAXY 3797 ORTY 2 ,[IRTD 7272 179 TR0 YTV SR =] 72 NTR 10 DY RIWT K
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On this responsum see Goldin, Jewish Martyrdom, pp. 228-42, Haim Soloveitchik, ‘Religious
Law and Change: The Medieval Ashkenazic Example’, AJS Review, 12 (1987), pp. 205-21.
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5 The merit of the forefathers

Defining the communities ‘who laid down their lives for the sanctification of
His name’ as holy gives the impression that they were truly great people in
Jewish history: patriarchs, people whose merits go beyond simple human vir-
tues. It seems to me that Av ha-rahamim was intended for the living much
more than for the dead. The martyrs’ merits are therefore mentioned as a way
of according them a status that will benefit the living.

Requesting that the deceased serve as our advocates in heaven was com-
mon in medieval Ashkenaz. Thus, R. Mordekhai Yaffe at the end of the six-
teenth century teaches us to remember the acts of the dead:

One remembers the acts of the dead and says: ‘If this dead man were alive, he would
have been giving charity.” When this is said, his merits are remembered. If the deceased
was poor but generous and would have given this charity on his own, if he had had
money, then giving this charity can bring him some merit, because the living can ask for
a more lenient judgement of the dead. That is why charity is given on their behalf, so
that they, too, if they were righteous [in their lives], will speak up for their offspring and
relatives. But if one gives for a confirmed sinner, it will not help him.
12 9917 23R RT3 "3 0 0PN DA NIRRT OR L,IIRY 20N awvn oN
1 991N IR ,1’7 i RN iKal) 1M1 7m0 125 70 IR DT NN Y 3% XY ,IN10T
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Remembering the acts of the dead was meant to grant them atonement and
improve their state in the afterworld. At the same time, it might help their
living relatives in this world.

This source from the end of the Middle Ages was based on perspectives
from the earlier High Middle Ages. R. Eleazer of Worms (~1165—~1230) related
to the custom to pray for the merits of the deceased as common knowledge:

And regarding the giving of charity on behalf of the dead, on Yom Kippur and not on
Yom Tov, there is a source for it in the Torah ... And how does it help the deceased that
the living give charity on his behalf? Well, the Lord examines the hearts of the living and
the dead. If this deceased person gave charity when he was alive, or if he was a poor but
generous man who would have given charity, then the merit of charity will help him
somewhat.
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22 R. Mordekhai Yaffe, Levush, Orah Hayyim, 621.
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Both R. Mordekhai Yaffe and R. Ele‘azar are relating to the custom, common
in their times, of giving charity on High Holy Days. According to them, charity
is beneficial to the deceased only if they would have acted similarly when they
were alive. And only the righteous can be advocates for their relatives. They
are, then, not recommending the custom, but, rather, trying to justify it. This
shows the extent to which viewing the dead were viewed as possible advocates
in heaven was common in the Rhineland, even from the beginning of the
thirteenth century.

The usefulness of seeking such advocates is not necessarily a given; but
it seems that the general approach was that there was nothing wrong with the
custom. R. Sidqgiya, the son of Avraham Ha-Rofe (1210-1275) recommends, in
his Shibbolei Ha-Leget in the name of Rashi, that one should make efforts to
receive all possible help from such sources. Actually, Rashi was referring to
angels, but angels, too, can serve as go-betweens:

R. Yohanan said: A person should always seek full encouragement from earthly powers,
as well as having no enemies on high. And Rabbenu Shelomo explained this to mean
that the heavenly angels should assist him by asking for mercy, and that he should have
no antagonists above. And also in the Midrash Shir Ha-Shirim, on the verse ‘I adjure you’,
it says, The community of Israel says to the angels that stand at the gates of prayer and
the gates of tears: ‘Bring my prayer and my tears before the Holy One, Blessed be He,
and be my true advocates before Him, so that he will forgive me for my intentional and
unintentional transgressions. And it says, ‘If there is one advocating angel for him out
of a thousand etc.’
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The request that the dead serve as advocates is, then, what was at the base of
commemorating the dead. It seems to me that this meaning has also affected
the understanding of Av ha-rahamim. Including the martyrs with other right-
eous people in the words ‘May our Lord remember them for good together

23 R. Ele‘azar of Worms, Sefer Ha-Rogeah Ha-Shalem, ed. by Barukh Shneurson (repr. Jeru-
salem: Otzar Posqim, 1967), p. 110 (Hilkhot Yom Ha-Kippurim). On giving charity on behalf of
the dead on Yom Kippur, see Bar Levav, The Concept of Death, pp. 226-30.

24 R. Sidgiyahu the son of R. Avraham Ha-Rofe, Sefer Shibbolei Ha-Leqet Ha-Shalem, ed.
Buber (Wilna, 1887; repr. Jerusalem: Pe’er Ha-Tora, 1959), p. 133b (Rosh Ha-Shana, section 282).



Av ha-rahamim: On the ‘Father of Mercy’ Prayer = 153

with the other righteous of the world’ carries with it the notion of the merit of
the forefathers. The request is not only for these particular martyrs, but also
for the benefit of those living today. This explanation of mine may help explain
another phenomenon that developed with regard to Av ha-rahamim. As men-
tioned above, this prayer was said on those days of the year on which the
1096 events occurred, namely before Pentecost, as described in R. Zalman
Jent’s collected customs, already cited above.

This also helps us to understand the custom to say Av ha-rahamim immedi-
ately before the Ninth of Av, as mentioned in the book of customs of the
Maharam of Rothenburg: ‘And there are places where Av ha-rahamim is said
only on the Sabbath before the Ninth of Av’.%

And so also in the ‘Maharil’, in continuation of the passage quoted above:

... And on Shabbat Hazon Yesha‘yahu (the Sabbath preceding the Ninth of Av), those
martyrs are also mentioned, and Av ha-rahamim is said. And so Maharaz Jent instituted ...
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But it is difficult to understand the role of Av ha-rahamim in the prayers of the
three festivals, as cited above from the Maharam’s customs, namely, that ‘there
is a tradition that on the last days of the holidays, while the cantor is sitting
on the migdal (central podium), holding the Torah ... and in places where it is
customary to do so, they [also] commemorate the dead and say Av ha-
rahamim.’?” In my opinion, the fact that saying Av ha-rahamim also became
common on the festivals supports my thesis — that the point of this prayer, as
viewed by these people, was to mention the merits of the forefathers, and
therefore it is to be said not only on days when tragic events occurred, but on
the festivals too. On days that are considered days of judgement there is a
special need for the merits of our forefathers, and therefore a special role was
also assigned to the Rhineland forefathers.

25 R. Meir son of R. Barukh, The Book of Customs from the Sphere of the Maharam, section
on Seventeenth of Tammuz.

26 R. Ya‘agov b. Moshe Moellin, Sefer Maharil, The Book of Customs, section of the laws of
Shavu’ot, ed. Shlomo Y. Spitzer (Jerusalem: Makhon Yerushalayim, 1989), p. 199.

27 R. Meir of Rothenburg, Ibid, section of Customs Between Pesah and Shavu’ot, p. 28, and
later in p. 29: "and after the month of Nisan they say ... and mention the souls of the murdered
of persecutions, and say Av ha-rahamim".
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6 Summary

The recital of Av ha-rahamim is a custom that persists to this day. Its historical
survival teaches us about its deep and varied levels and about its powerful
meaning. Unlike during the Middle Ages, not everyone is aware of its connec-
tion to the events of 1096, and it is generally viewed as a general commemora-
tion of the many communities that were destroyed during the long exile. Our
Sages have taught us that recent troubles make us forget earlier ones.28 It
seems that the 1096 events went through a similar process, one that affected
Av ha-rahamim. The terror of the Crusades began to wane. The prayer then
became meta-historical and absorbed memories of other massacres, of other
communities. In the meantime, the original memory, together with its connec-
tion to the 1096 events, weakened. Its general wording forced the Ashkenaz
communities that wished to remember that particular memory to do so by way
of saying a separate prayer of commemoration for the dead. As mentioned
above, this process may be seen in the separation that occurred during thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries between the 1096 riots and the introduction
of Av ha-rahamim.

But beyond those two meanings, Av ha-rahamim acquired an additional
meaning. The 1096 martyrs became figures whose merits protected the living.
Av ha-rahamim gradually lost the personal connection to the martyrs of the
Crusades. They became holy figures — not mere mortals who need mercy —
and their memory became a source of strength for the Jews, not only when
facing their Christian neighbours, but mainly when facing the Creator Himself.
The merit of those martyrs is seen as what provides one with the necessary
power to stand before God and the heavenly court.

28 bBer. 13a.



