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On his way back from New Orleans where in the spring of 1929
he acquired the Ephraim Deinard Collection of Hebraica for Harvard,
Harry Wolfson stopped for a day or so at the Hebrew Union College
in Cincinnati. During 'his brief visit he asked the President, Doctor
Julian Morgenstern, for permission to meet a number of students.
In later years, Professor Wolfson used to say that, of those he met
at that time, he remembered three: Joshua Loth Liebman, who was
to become one of America's foremost preachers, whose Peace of Mind
was a sensational best-seller, and whose career came to an untimely
end by his sudden death; Jacob K. Shankman, who was to become
the beloved Rabbi of Temple Israel, New Rochelle, and President of
the World Union for Progressive Judaism; and the writer of these
lines.1
After coming to Providence in 1932 and registering at the Graduate
School of Brown University, I decided to prepare a dissertation on
the attitude of Jews during the first five centuries of the Common Era
toward proselyting, a subject which required use of Talmudic sources.
No one at Brown was knowledgeable in the 'area, and so Professor
Millar Burrows, head of the Department of Biblical Literature and
the History of Religions, asked Professor Wolfson to monitor my
thesis, which he did and presumably approved, since in 1937 Brown
awarded me a doctorate in philosophy. Subsequently I received from
time to time indirect messages from Professor Wolfson asking that
I visit him. I did not — in part because in those years I was not
fascinated by Jewish scholarship, and, besides, I was not too pleased
with my dissertation, feeling as I did that it was a superficial piece
of work.
In the fall of 1937 while serving as lecturer at Brown University
I had Knute Ansgar Nelson as one of my pupils in a Hebrew course.
Nelson, a native of Copenhagen, Denmark, came to the United States
•as a young man and converted to Catholicism. At the time we met,
he, as a member of the English Society of Benedictines, served on the
faculty of the Portsmouth Priory in Portsmouth, Rhode Island. Nelson
was gifted, diligent, and devout. (Later he was to become Bishop of
Sweden, and but for the onset of illness might have received a
Cardinal's cap). Within one year he learned so much Hebrew that
iThe three, as it happens, were close friends who, with the bravura of youth
dubbed themselves "the Triumvirate."
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he was able to go through and memorize the Pirke Abot;2 and the
following year we began reading the Psalms in Hebrew, using the
commentaries of Rashi and Augustine. In the course of our intense
study, I became aware that ninety per cent of Rashi's commentary
on Psalms is drawn from the Midrash on Psalms — a detail I mention
here because it played a role in my subsequent relations with Professor
Wolfson and consequent effect on the course of my rabbinate and
indeed of my life.
It was while teaching at Brown that I came to realize the tenuous
catch-as-catch-can status of Jewish studies at American universities, and
so around 1939 or 1940 I decided that chairs for Jewish studies should
be established in American universities throughout the land. At the
time the only two such chairs were the Nathan Littauer at Harvard
held by Harry Wolfson, and the Linda Miller at Columbia held by
Salo Baron.
Wolfson, I felt, was the man to talk to, and so I went to see him.
He did not spend much time on chairs for Jewish studies, except
to say that the idea was good. He was, to my surprise, rather complimentary about the dissertation on Proselytes, rejecting my belittlement of it, and then went on to say that he had been wanting to
talk to me about an important matter. A great university — he did
not mention the name — was about to sponsor a series of translations
of classic Jewish texts. Would I consider doing one? I suggested immediately the Midrash on Psalms. He approved, and within a short
time I went to work on the text which proved so difficult that most
of it I felt yielded no sense. It was Professor Wolfson who patiently
showed me how obscure passages did make sense — brilliant sense,
and could be set forth in felicitous English.
In those days my understanding of Midrash was meagre. On one
occasion I came to Professor WTolfson with what I thought was a
"discovery." I found, so I said, in the midrash on Psalms an allusion
to Paul obliquely referred to as "the heretic of Syria."3 When Professor Wolfson heard of my "discovery," he all but hit the roof.
"That's the trouble with you Rabbis," he shouted, "you do not know
how to read texts. No wonder we had our doubts about inviting
Rabbis to do this kind of work. Your performance shows that the
2Sayings of the Fathers—a Mishnaic tractate concerned with moral conduct.
3The phrase kamen bene snryata
(Midrash on Psalms 9:5 [Yale Judaica Series
13, 1, 1251) which describes the Inclination to evil as "lurking anions the hushes"
—that is lying in ambush for the unwary—I read kemin bene Suryata, "like the
heretic [namely, Paul] among the inhabitants of Syria"—a reading which betrayed
all but total failure to understand the structure of Midrashic discourse.
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doubters were right."' He then dragged me down into the lower
lecesses of Widener Library to demonstrate how wrong I was. By this
time I was so bemused and frightened that I could not follow what
he was trying to say to me, except to sputter weakly that I did not
quite mean wrhat I said. Thereupon he blew up again. "I spent a
lifetime trying to figure out what people mean when they say something, and you are now telling me that you did not mean what you
said."
Presently the dust settled, and I learned my lesson which I suppose
w<as what he intended to teach.
Sunday afternoons Professor Wolfson set aside for me at his apartment, 20 Prescott Street in Cambridge, where I called on him with
my problems in deciphering unintelligible passages in the Midrash
on Psalms. In my eyes he was a magician. Using few "tools" — books
of reference — he deftly made his way through obscure words and
lines, and rendered them in lucid English, often reproducing in
English the ambiguities of the original Hebrew and Aramaic.
In those years I did not realize that the time Professor Wolfson
was giving me was the equivalent of a bank like Chase Manhattan
extending unlimited credit to a man just starting in business. I was
so green I comprehended but vaguely the intensity of a true scholar's
quest. There was for example, the word pahat, which Jastrow's Talmudic Dictionary translates, "cavity, pit"; "broken vessel, fragment";
or, "diminution, depreciation." But none of the aforementioned meanings fit in a fable told in Psalm 7:11 (Yale Judaica, 13, 1, 110-11). And
so Professor Wolfson reported that during a visit to New York he had
discussed the meaning and etymology of pahat with the late Louis
Ginzberg,4 and the two finally decided that in the context pahat
meant "vexation." Though duly respectful, even feigning polite interest, inwardly I wondered what the fuss was about. Only years later
I came to understand something of the passion for truth, for accuracy
which set men like Harry Wolfson on fire.
Wolfson's temperament was on the somber side. So during the years
of World War II, he anticipated the worst — the Nazis' victory and
the destruction of Jewry. One day, as he was talking thus, pacing
round and round in his room, I said: "But Dr. Wolfson don't you
believe in Hashgahah
(God's providence) ?" "Oh," he responded, "if
you bring in Hashgahah, then you are talking of something completely
4Professor of Talmud
America.
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different." And the sense of doom on his countenance was dispelled
at once.
At the Harvard Faculty Club, where Professor Wolfson took most
of his meals, he had a special table, identified as his very own. It
was there that for the first time I heard the word cybernetics, a word
coined and a discipline developed by the late Norbert Wiener, professor of mathematics at The Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
The diner who reported the new word and discipline was glowing
in his expectations of its incalculable possibilities, all but saying that
the new machines which were about to be manufactured would be
capable of surpassing and displacing the human mind. Wolfson perked
up, differing with the grandiose statements just made, and in support
quoted Aristotle on the limitations of a machine, even of the most
sophisticated kind.
The other day I happened to tell the incident to two M.I.T. graduate students. Their response was glowing, taken as they were by
Wolfson's acute analysis of the limitations of the science of cybernetics, limitations which after the event these two students were fully
aware of.
From time to time Professor Wolfson shared with me his "triumphs,"
one of which involved Professor Samuel Eliot Morison. In the early
1930s Harvard University commissioned Morison to write its history
for the forthcoming tercentenary, which was to be observed in 1936.
In the course of preparing this history, while examining Harvard's
archives, Professor Morison came upon an essay on the porosity of
matter. The essay, prepared in the latter part of the 17th century,
presented to Doctor Morison a particularly baffling problem. Was
the discussion on the porosity of matter a contribution to the science
of the day? And if so, was Harvard already at that time an important
center for scientific research? T o these questions Morison sought
answers but obtained none, until some one suggested that he go to
the basement of Widener Library and there consult Wolfson, a professor at Harvard he had not heard of before. Wolfson, he was told,
might provide the answers. Morison went, and Wolfson's response
was almost instant. Porosity of matter had been an important issue
fifty years or so earlier, sometime during the first half of the 17th
century. By the middle of that century, the issue was no longer alive.
And more: the essay which Morison discovered — such was Wolfson's
surmise — looked as though it had been cribbed. In fact, Wolfson
said, if Morison would 'look further in the archives, he might find
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the original from which the essay had been copied. Morison went
back to the archives where he did in fact find the original.
Morison thus obtained the answer he was after: at that time Harvard
was not yet a center for scientific research, a find of great importance
for him in the preparation of the history of Harvard's first 300 years.
Presently, when Morison's daughter registered at Radcliffe, he told
her that no matter what her academic interests were she should not
fail to take at least one course with Harvard's greatest scholar — Harry
Wolfson.
For my part I would turn to him for counsel. WThen the Hebrew
Day School started in Providence, Pen [Mrs. Braude] and I were
thinking of sending there our eldest son, Joel Isaac. But we were
timid about doing it. How dare a Reform Rabbi send his children
to an Orthodox day school? I consulted Professor Wolfson. "Send
them, send them," was his instant response. "Ham they can learn to
eat on their own, which is not likely to be the case with Hebrew.''
We followed his advice and sent our children to the day school, a
practice which in subsequent years has come to be followed by many
Reform Rabbis throughout the land, even as the very principle of
Day Schools has come to be accepted by Conservative as well as Reform Jews.
During the years that Professor Wolfson guided me through the
many "bafflements" of the Midrash on Psalms, he visited Temple
Beth-El on a number of occasions. In 1954 he was present at the
dedication of the structures on Orchard Avenue — indeed his name
heads the list of Beth-El's distinguished visitors guest book. When he
heard of the dance group which Pen started and directed at the
Temple, he was delighted and began calling my wife "the dancing
rebbetzin." Thereupon I suggested that the emergence of modern
Jewish life may be summarized in the words "From Ivri teitch5 to
dancing tights."
He came to the Congregation's observance on 15 November 1957
of the 25th anniversary of my rabbinate at Beth-El. He also attended
the celebration of the 25th anniversary of our wedding in 1963 at
which the Congregation presented to the Temple a Scroll with Pen's
and my names inscribed on the Scroll's wooden disk. This occurred
during the presidency of Doctor Samuel Pritzker. Rabbi Jerome
Gurland, then Associate Rabbi at Beth-El, prepared a festive Sabbath
meal at which Wolfson, Pen, and I were the guests of honor.
sivri teitch means the "deutching" or rendering Hebrew Scriptures or pravers
into Yiddish for the benefit of women many of whom could not follow the original.
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Rabbi Braucle's 25th Anniversary Service on November 15, 1957.
Left to right: Prof. Harry Wolfson, Rabbi Maurice V. Eisendrath,
President UAHE, Rabbi Jacob K. Shankeman, Rabbi Braude, Joy
Pitterman.

