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, ... r were watched for three days to insure that death had indeed occurred. 

Finally, Mendelssohn's concluding argument reflected his respect for 

contemporary medical opinion: "Behold all medical scholars testify and 

state that they have no sign for death. Sometimes a person may 

faint, so much so that his heartbeat is totally silent and his breathing 

stops completely. Onlookers think he is dead but this is not the 

case." Fully aware that this medical argument which led '>to the Duke's 

decree in the first place would not be as authoritative by his 

correspondents, Mendelssohn cited two proofs from TaLmudic literature 

that the rabbis also recognized that it is possible for to mis-

take a fainted person for dead. He concluded with the hope t!1at his 

enclosed rnernoranqurn to the Duke would be effective but, if not, no real 

harm would be done. On the contrary, the procedure of deferred burial is 

the preferred approach in Jewish Mendelssohn advocated a return to 

this age old practice and in an ironic twist in support of his position 

piously invoked the importance of maintaining tradition: 

"However, if he (i.e. the Duke) will not agree, there 

is no better course for them than tc follow the prac-

tice of our forebears, may their memory be for a bless-

ing, to build a cave in the cemetery to ritually purify 

the corpses there according to custom and to wait upon 

them for three days after which they shall be interred. 

In my opinion, this is incumbent upon all the holy 

communities so that they not deviate from the paths of 

the forebears, may their memory be for a blessing, 

neither to the right nor to the left25 for their paths 
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sohn's 

It is clear that Emden's immediate reaction to Mendelssohn's proposal 

was not the kind of objective, dispassionate analysis that Mendelssohn 

On the contrary, his response is a highly charged and 

emotional one, indeed the kind of impulsive rejection and dismissal that-

Mendelssohn had rather expected would be forthcoming from the Schwtrin 

communal leadership. Emden wrote: 

"Heaven forfend! It is profane to question the custom 

of our fathers are scattered in the four (corners 

of the earth) (40 in spite of all the variations of 

their in areas that do not really matter that 

much). In this regard, Ashkenazim, Sephardim and those 

from the East and West are identical. It was neither 

known nor heard in the entire world, in those places 

where our fellow co-religionists are scattered, that 

they should practice another custom in the burial of 

their dead other than that which we practice in these 

countries . Now this practice has become estab-

lished also in the Holy Land, as is known • • . In any 

case, God forbid and Heaven forfend ('has ve-shalom ve-

halila') (for us) to entertain in our minds any 

sible doubtful thought that, in this matter, all the 

people of the Diaspora, from one end of the world to 

another, should have erred." 

Emden did not present any rational explanation as to why Jews originally 

deviated from the ancient custom of deferred burial other than to say 
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scious desire to deny the authority of the Talmudic text but by an 

erroneous interpretation of it; "How dare you, beloved to me like my 

son! Undoubtedly, an error emerged from your hand, without (previous) 

analysis and examinat.io& •. •· 

Mendelssohn's medical argument elicited a two-fold reaction from 

Emden. First, in the middle of his response, he flatly stated that med-

ical opinion cannot be accepted in a case where it will undermine the 

halakhah: 

"Regarding your honor • s refe•:ence to the sensus of 

the medical authorities, we dare not under any cir-

cumstances pay attention to them in matters relating to 

Torah Law for God forbid, its foundation would 

weaken and its pillars would guake (Job 9:6). It is 

for this purpose that 1 authored a critical work, true 

to Torah, called The Book The Letter (i.e. 'Igqeret 

Bikkoret) . u42 

At the end of the letter he cautioned Mendelssohn: "Hy son, heed the 

rebuke of a father43 and do not swerve from my words (Prov. 4:5) and pay 

no attention to the words of the idolatrous doctor::.u44 He cited a ral-

mudic text which clearly indicated that the rabbinic criteria to deter-

mine the moment of death were at variance with current medical opinion 

and concluded: "Thus you have learned that there is no substance to the 

words of a doctor devoid of Torah; do not, my son, go along with him.n45 

It should come as no surprise that Mendelssohn would be disappointed 

with Emden's response. Instead of the openness and objectivity on 

Emden's part which he had expected, he found the same stubborn adherence 
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to tradition for its own sake that he encountered already from the 

Schwerin community. Mendelssohn responded to Emden's missive in a letter 

which has, unfortunately, been lost. However, the intensity of Mendels-

sohn's reaction can be qauqed from the return letter of Emden in which he 

alluded to Mendelssohn's feelings:46 "You were a bit surprised by the 

words of my previous letter because I did not conceal the truth under my 

tongue." On the contrary, claimed Emden: "I do not understand why and 

for what reason (Esther 4:5) you are angry ... what have I done 

you? What hardship have I caused you? Testify against me (Micha 6:3). 

Behold all my words were spoken in a soft tongue." After all, he con-

tinued, "I sought your merit . . . I judged you favorably" by maintaining 

that Mendelssohn's suggestion to univerzally eliminate immediate burial 

was said in haste and without premeditated thought. After noting how he 

was always concerned with asserting the truth, he expressed his exaspera-

tion to Mendelssohn: 

"Since I sensed in this second letter that it is dif-

ficult for you to Cvw your head to admit the truth, it 

would have been proper (for me) not to bother with you 

any more in this matter for all my words good, 

correct and right to those who have attained knowledge 

( Prov. 8 : 9 ) . " 

Aware that Mendelssohn already expressed to him his opposition to pileul 

in a previous correspondence,47 Emden accused him of adopting precisely 

that method by engaging in forced argumentation to challenge the tradi-

tional position and by refusing to admit his mistake. He addressed the 

essence of the matter, asserting that deferred burial was absolutely 

679 


