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1.04 Vilna’s Righteous Convert

Related by the Rav in his lecture on the Saturday night before the
recitation of the first Selihot, Boston, Mass., September 14, 1968

I once heard the following story from my father. It was most prob-
ably a true story, since the stories that were transmitted in our
family from generation to generation are mostly true. They are not
like hasidic stories, where miracles happen. {Laughter.] These sto-
ries, which have been told and passed down from generation to
generation, are usually trye, These stories do not deal with mira-
cles, but with nanral phenomena. T do not know whether every-
body here knows or hag heard of the famous ger zedek {righteous
convert] in Vilna. The ger zedek was z son of the famous Polish
Count Pom’otouki]. His father was one of the Ieading aristo-
crats of Poland. Almost half of Lithuania belonged to Potocki, who
served in most ways as a feudal lord. He was basically a feudal
lord. As you know, feudalism prevailed in Poland until the end of
the eighteenth century. His son is known in Jewish history as Graf,
or Count, Potocki. Somehow, he converted and became a Jew, I
was at his pgrave in Vilna.! Now they [the Communists] have
destroyed his grave.

Graf Potocki was sent to one of the famous universities in
Italy. It was customary for the Polish aristocracy to send their
children to Italy for advanced studies. Apparently, he became
acquainted with Jews there. We do not know exactly what hap-
pened; it is clear, however, that he abandoned Cathpligcism and_
er"n;_ﬁf_a_cea Judaism, and became a pious Jew. Bcgause conversion
to Judaism was prohibited in Italy, he went to Holland, which per-
mitted such changes of religion. Indeed, had he remained in Hol-
land he might have lived longer,

The Graf, it seems, became lonely and wanted to return o
Lithuania, and so he came to Vilna, However, he was afraid to
remain in Vilna, where he might be recognized. In Poland ar that
time {Lithuania was then part of Paland], conversion to Judaism

was considered a capital crime. To avoid the police, he traveled to a
small town called Ilya, near Vilna, where he studied. The local Jews
discovered that this young man who sat in the bet medrash all day,
studying and leading a saintly life, had not been born a Jew. He
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I do know exactly what happened. It seems that once a boy
was making noise and the Graf told the youngster to be quiet. The !
boy’s father, a shoemaker, reprimanded the Graf: “You are not a _
Jew and yet you told my son to be quiet!” Finally, the father of the
_ boy informed the police. That was all that was necessary. As a mat-
@ ter of fact, my uncle? told me that there was a certain family in Ilya -
which was called the family of the moscim_[informers). Their
P v ancestor i i
They arrested him, and, of course, they offered him his life if

he would renounce Judaism and return to Catholicism. He would .
then be restored to his former glory. The Graf resisted all pressure
and insisted on remaining a Jew. In spite of his high birth, he was
sentenced to death, and was executed on the second day of Sha-.
v@_{]ﬁﬂmm&ml Square in front of the famous cathe-
dral in Vilpa. After his execution, his body was cremated. Jews
disguised as Poles came and collected as much as they could of the

ashes. They then buried the ashes.
This story is an historical fact. In addition, I heard the follow-

ing additional detail from my father. who beard it from Reb

Chaim, who in turn heard it from Reb Yosef Baer, who had
heard it n in the name of Reb Chaim Volozhine ot '
of the Vilna-Gaon-The night before the execution, the Vilna Gaon

visited with the ger zedek. The Graf began to cry. The Vilna Gaon

amg_was—?:rying. Was he afraid of death and torture?
The ger zedek replied that he was only afraid of one thing—that he :
would be lonely in the world to come. Neither hig father nor his '
family were Jews. As the only Jew in his family, he would be a—
stranger. Indeed, halakhically speaking, he would be completely
fatherless, since “one who has become a proselyte is like a child
newly born” [Yevamot 22a]. You know very well that the relation- |

ship between the father and the son is completely abandoned
when one becomes a convert. Indeed, since the Graf was still sin-
gle when he was executed, he would have no immediate family
whatsoever,

—2  The Vilna Gaon quoted the verse: “Thus saith the Lord, the
King of Israel, and his redeemer the Lord of hosts: T am the first,
and I am the last. And beside me there is no God” [Isaiah 44:6].
The Gaon then cited the Midrash that says: “I am the first because
I do not have a father, I am the last because I do not have a
brother. Beside me there is no God, because I do not have a son”
[Shemot Rabbah 29:4]. The Gaon guestioned the meaning of this
Midrash. What does it mean that God says I have no father? If this
text is correct, it is simply against Christianity. It stresses that God
does not have a son.

The Gaon told the Graf that there was in fact a mistake in the
text. The correct reading should be: “I am the first to the one who
has no father, and I am the last to the one who has noson”Iama
father to everyone who has no father, to everyone who 1s lonely. I
am a 5on to everyone who dies childless. This is the promise of the
Almighty. The ger zedek exclaimed to the Gaon, “You have com-
forted me!” Only then did the Gaon leave the prison.

I abuays remind myself of this story when [ recite this verse

@ [I_saiah 44:6] in the Malkivot kingship prayers on Rosb__ha—Shap_gqﬁ
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