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MAHARAL IN NEW LIGHT: JEWISH IDENTITY
IN A CHALLENGED WORLD ORDER

ORIT RAMON

In summarizing his discussion of peace in his book Netivot Olam, Maharal
presented his plan for world peace as a commentary on Brachot, 56:2: “Rav
Hanan said: There are three (kinds of peace), namely, a river, a bird and a
pot.” Maharal explained the bird as the peace of a monarchy: the monarch,
like a bird, shelters his people and nation under his wings; the river: just as all
rivers flow into one, the “river” symbolizes peace within the community and
between man and his fellow; and the peace of a “pot”: the harmony between
husband and wife, united like all the ingredients in a stew (Netivot Olam,
Netiv Hashalom, ch. 3, pp. 227a-228a).

This study contends that Maharal’s commentary on the Book of Esther, Or
Hadash (Prague, 1600) develops these three aspects as a practical plan for
peace and world order. Moreover, this study argues that his plan was based
on the political, religious and social reality in the Czech lands in the sixteenth
century.

It is worth mentioning that from the outset, the story of the Book of Esther
posed a model for life in exile. Though surely aimed at the communities in
the Persian Diaspora, precisely because it offered an example of preserving
Jewish life in exile, the story touched the hearts and minds of Jews in Europe
in the Middle Ages and the Early Modern Era. The vivid descriptions of King
Ahasuerus, his court and advisors, and their relations with the Jews, enabled
generations of Jewish commentators to use the Book of Esther to discuss the
particular political age in which they were living and their relations with the
surrounding society. The central role played by women in the story offered
an opportunity to discuss matters of gender, which Maharal did as well in an
exceptional way in Or Hadash.
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The “Peace of a Bird"— Political Order

Maharal used the kingdom of Ahasuerus as described in the Book of Esther
to demonstrate many of the characteristics of the “appropriate” (to use
Mabharal’s term) political regime. Surprisingly, Maharal viewed Ahasuerus as
a model for the earthly king who rules and prospers by divine command. His
description of Ahasuerus as king and his realm as a giant kingdom in which
the political identities of the (127) provinces within it are maintained, where
“homeland” does not necessarily reflect national identity (i.e., religious or
cultural), and tolerance is a political tool of the central authorities to rule a
multi-national empire, suggests that it is firmly tied to the political reality in
the lands of the Czech crown under Rudolf 11 of Habsburg.

A kingdom composed of many ethnic and religious groups, ruled by a
legitimate monarch who will maintain a regime of tolerance enabling the
different communities to preserve their unique national-religious identity is
at the core of Mabharal’s plan for the achievement of stability and peace.
Under such a regime, the Jewish community may become part of a general
political order, and at the same time continue to be a separate and defined
sector within it.

The “Peace of a River” — Confessional Order

Preserving the uniqueness of all nations is the fundamental condition for
stability and peace, and is within the purview of the king; but according to
Maharal, this responsibility is not the king’s alone. It is the obligation mainly
of the communities themselves, and each should defend its own religious
and linguistic boundaries as Mordechai did, because: “Each and every nation
is unique in its religion, and by that religion—it is a nation” (Be’er Hagola,
148a).

In the Czech lands in the sixteenth century, defining religious and
linguistic boundaries was not just a Jewish desideratum. Tensions were
high as a result of the Lutheran and Calvinist reformations, which added to
the division already created by the Czech reformation in the Czech lands,
with language (especially Czech versus German) as a crucial denominator
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of identity. Christian communities felt the need to define their articles of
faith (confessio) and identity vis-a-vis other religious communities and the
growing power of the Catholic Habsburg state. This led to consolidation into
coherent confessions, each living in accordance with its own theological and
moral values.

Maharal favored this process of confessionalization and argued that a
lasting peace that will benefit the political order and stability of the kingdom
in general and the continuing existence of the Jewish community in particular,
will come about only if and when the confessional boundaries of every
community will be defined and preserved—by king, community, and private
subject, Jewish and Christian alike.

The “Peace of a Pot”— Order by Gender
Fear of conversion and the drift of community members from one confession
to another created a need for fathers to exert ever stricter control over the
family. Men’s authority was intended especially for enforcement of religious
standards within the household, but it affected community coherence as
well as state control. Obedience in general and to the head of the family
in particular became a central tool in defining identity boundaries, and the
demand for obedience was directed first and foremost towards women. In
Or Hadash, Maharal called for obedience to male authority to maintain the
social order, by formulating a hierarchy of the female archetypes based on the
women of the story—Esther, Zeresh, Haman’s wife, and Vashti, Ahasuerus’s
queen—each of whom represents a different female model. Esther represents
the ideal woman who submits to Mordechai’s authority (or to the Holy Spirit),
and does not act independently. Zeresh is the “good wife” and Vashti the bad
one. Order, for Maharal, requires a woman’s obedience to her husband, her
loyalty to his “language”, and the definition of her status as his “facilitator”,
in addition to profound recognition of all that a woman does for the family.
Maharal was concerned by a lack of order that could lead to instability
and political upheaval, as he explicitly wrote in Tiferet Israel: “In these
generations everything is contrary to order in our places” (ch. 56, 170a).
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He believed that peace will prevail and Jewish existence in exile will be
safeguarded until the redemption, if every person will fulfill his or her role
in the earthly order (according to the order of Creation)}—man, woman, king,
sage or the entire community, Jewish or other.

Maharal was not alone in his concern about the upheavals in the world
order, nor was he the only one at that time to devise a plan for world peace in
order to ensure the existence of a defined community. In examining Maharal’s
plan for peace within the context of his time, this study shows the similarity
between the basic principles and concepts he put forward and those devised
by other groups in the Czech lands, notably the “Bohemian Brethren”—the
radical wing of the Czech reformation—with which Maharal was familiar.
Like Maharal, the Brethren’s goal was to secure the preservation of their
community’s unique identity within a stable political-monarchic framework.
The welfare of the confession, according to their plans, ensured the wellbeing
of the state and not vice versa.

This study does not claim that Maharal “adopted” an existing plan for world
peace, rather, it suggests that Maharal regarded the political, confessional,
and social reality as consolidated in the Czech lands during the sixteenth
century as the appropriate foundation upon which contemporary global and
Jewish matters could be resolved. The Jewish community was only one of
many at the time whose leadership was interested in internal consolidation as
a means to instituting world peace and stability.

This study argues that Maharal identified the potential of a multi-
confessional centralized political system as a successful paradigm for
integrating the “peace of a bird, a river, and a pot.” It was the “appropriate”
model for the integration of the Jewish community that would assure its
continued unique existence in exile.
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