
Life and Legacy of Rabbi Klonimus Kalman Epstein (The Maor VaShemesh) 

Rabbi Klonimus Kalman Epstein (c. 1751–1823), a pivotal figure in early Hasidism, is best known for his 
work, Maor VaShemesh. His life trajectory—from impoverished beginnings to becoming a revered 
Hasidic leader—serves as a case study in the movement's impact on Jewish communal and spiritual life in 
Galicia. 

 

I. Early Life, Lineage, and Marriage 

Event/Detail Information Context 

Birth & 
Name 

Born c. 1751 in Neustadt (Nieszcz), Galicia. 
Affectionately known as "Klomishl." 

The period corresponds with the rise of 
the Hasidic movement across Eastern 
Europe. 

Lineage 
Descended from an illustrious rabbinic 
lineage, including R. Zerachiah HaLevi (the 
Baal HaMaor) and the Ra’ah of Barcelona. 

This noble heritage contrasts sharply 
with the family's financial status. 

Poverty 
The family lived in deep poverty; his father, 
Rabbi Aharon HaLevi Epstein, worked as a 
baker selling bagels. 

Highlights the socio-economic reality of 
many learned families at the time. 

Early Piety 
Showed an intense devotion to Torah from a 
young age, often listening to scholars debate in 
Kraków's Bach synagogue. 

Demonstrates a natural, profound desire 
for spiritual and intellectual depth. 

Marriage 

Married Milka Rachel, the daughter of the 
wealthy and learned Rabbi Mordechai 
Gotengold, who became his patron, allowing 
him to dedicate himself fully to study. 

This marriage provided the essential 
financial and domestic support for his 
subsequent spiritual development. 

Early 
Encounter 

As a child, he reportedly slipped beneath the 
tallit of Rabbi Levi Yitzḥak of Berditchev 
during prayer. 

This is viewed in Hasidic tradition as an 
early spiritual imprinting, later seen as 
connecting his teachings to the 
Berditchever's Kedushat Levi. 

 



II. Journey to Lizhensk and Hasidic Transformation 

Event/Detail Information Significance 

Seeking a Rebbe 
In his thirties, he traveled to Lizhensk to 
become a disciple of Rabbi Elimelech of 
Lizhensk (the Noam Elimelech). 

Lizhensk was a central hub of early 
Hasidism and R. Elimelech was a 
foundational teacher. 

Opposition and 
Support 

Faced fierce opposition in Kraków, including 
from his father-in-law. His wife, Milka Rachel, 
pawned her jewelry to fund his journey. 

Illustrates the communal and 
familial tension surrounding the 
adoption of Hasidism at the time. 

Initial Humility 
Upon arrival, he was not immediately 
admitted. He served by chopping wood and 
tending the stove outside the Rebbe’s court. 

Admittance was granted only after 
demonstrating absolute humility 
(bittul). 

The "I Learned 
That There Is a 
God" Exchange 

Upon his return, he declared he had "learned 
to feel it in my flesh" that there is a God, a 
deeper conviction than mere intellectual 
belief. 

This demonstrates the Hasidic 
emphasis on inward, experiential 
knowledge over purely intellectual 
adherence to dogma. 

Return and 
Resolution 

He subsequently resolved a complex 
halakhic question that had stumped 
Kraków's scholars. He then burned his 
earlier writings, concluding that only now 
could he write true Torah. 

Proves that his immersion in 
Hasidism had deepened, not 
weakened, his engagement with 
traditional Jewish learning and law 
(Halakha). 

Vision of 
Avraham 

While serving R. Elimelech, he saw a "radiant, 
awe-inspiring elder" (later identified as 
Avraham Avinu) with his rebbe. R. Elimelech 
lamented, "woe to the child who cannot 
recognize his father." 

For R. Klonimus Kalman, this 
became a "living image of the 
tzaddik as the place where heaven 
and earth meet." 

 

III. Core Teachings and Leadership 

Topic Key Teachings/Concepts Context and Application 

The Tzaddik 

The tzaddik (righteous one) is a "ladder 
connecting heaven and earth," a channel for 
blessing, and likened to the jar of manna 
(sustained by miracle to teach faith). Serving the 
tzaddik is itself a form of spiritual service 
(avodah). 

Stresses the central Hasidic concept 
of attachment (deveikut) to the 
tzaddik, coupled with honest work, 
Torah, charity, and generosity by 
the disciple. 



Topic Key Teachings/Concepts Context and Application 

Prayer 
(Tefillah) 

The axis of spiritual life. The yetzer hara (evil 
inclination) fights prayer fiercely because sincere 
prayer breaks its power. 

Mandates praying with the 
community, on time, with fervor, 
and in a state of purity (especially 
before studying Torah or Kabbalah). 

Kabbalah 
Warned that studying Kabbalah in a state of 
impurity leads to distortion (citing the example of 
the Sabbateans). 

Emphasizes the need for purity and 
proper intent in mystical study. 

Shabbat 
Unlike weekdays (when holiness flows via the 
tzaddik), on Shabbat, each Jew receives holiness 
directly from God—a taste of redemption. 

Articulates the unique, democratic 
nature of Shabbat holiness within 
Hasidic cosmology. 

Kraków 
Leadership 

Around 1785, R. Elimelech directed him to become 
the leader of the Hasidic community in Kraków, 
where he established a small beit midrash. 

Indicates his recognized spiritual 
authority and the expansion of the 
Hasidic movement into traditional 
centers. 

Persecution 

In 1786, the city's rabbinic leaders issued a formal 
ban against him. Faced harassment, including 
officials extinguishing lights on Yom Kippur and 
his arrest and imprisonment in Torna until a 
heavy ransom was paid. 

Classic example of the fierce 
opposition (mitnagdim) faced by 
early Hasidic leaders. He remained 
steadfast and humble, eventually 
earning respect from some 
opponents. 

 

IV. The Maor VaShemesh and Death 

Event/Detail Information Lasting Impact 

Writing 

After years of communal struggle, he 
withdrew to Neustadt to commit his 
teachings to writing. He personally authored 
much of the work (especially up to Devarim); 
later portions were recorded by disciples. 

The work was edited posthumously by 
Rabbi Moshe Yaakov Scharf after R. 
Klonimus Kalman's death. 

The Book 

Maor VaShemesh became one of the classics 
of Hasidic thought. It is sometimes called the 
"Shulchan Aruch of Hasidut" for its clear, 
warm distillation of core principles. The term 
was most likely coined by the first Bobover 
Rav. 

It focuses on themes of prayer, attachment 
to tzaddikim, purity, humility, love of 
Israel, and joy. 



Event/Detail Information Lasting Impact 

Reverence 

The Chozeh of Lublin counted him among the 
three men of his generation who never lost 
consciousness of God. It was revered by later 
masters, including the Divrei Chaim of Sanz 
and the Sar Shalom of Belz. 

Testifies to the profound depth and 
reliability of his spiritual attainment and 
teachings. 

Passing 
Rabbi Klonimus Kalman Epstein passed away 
in 1823. 

His life embodied the rhythm of exile and 
redemption he taught, demonstrating that 
holiness is found in presence (not 
withdrawal), and that every soul can 
radiate divine light through sincerity and 
joy. 

 


