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Rav Ben Zion Levitan

Who was Rav Shlomoh Yehudah Leib Levitan, and what was he doing in Rock Island,
lllinois

The first question was asked of Rav Moshe Feinstein by a first-class talmid chacham, Rav
Shlomoh Yehudah Leib Levitan, then rav of Rock Island, Illinois. Rav Moshe’s response is
published in Shu't Igros Moshe, Volume 1, Number 33. Igros Moshe does not include the full
correspondence on the topic, for which one needs to find a copy of Rav

Levitan’s teshuvos, Yeriyos Shlomoh, where it is included as Siman #6.Rav Shlomoh Yehudah
Leib Levitan’s father, Rav Ben Zion Levitan, was one of the foremost poskim in Lithuania in his
time. Rav Shlomoh Yehudah Leib Levitan studied in the Chofetz Chayim’s yeshivah in Radin,
where he became exceedingly close to the Chofetz Chayim, whom he viewed as his

primary rebbe. While there, he was appointed as a rebbe to younger students. He also studied in
the famed mussar yeshivah of Kelm. After his years of study in these yeshivos, Rav Levitan
taught in the yeshivah of Brisk& eventually, Rav Levitan became rav of Tver, Lithuania. Rock
Island is in western Illinois, across the Mississippi River from Davenport, lowa. Although a visit
there today would never reveal this, there was once a strong frum community there of immigrant
Jews from Eastern Europe. It was a shul in this community, Bnai Jacob Congregation, that hired
Rav Levitan as its rav after his arrival in the United States in the 1920’s. He remained the rav of
the community for 38 years, until almost his last days, eventually becoming the rav of the

other shul in the city, Beis Yisroel, and also of Congregation Anshei Emes of Davenport.

His sefer halachah, Yeriyos Shelomoh, from whose introduction the biographical information for
this article was gleaned, was published posthumously by his children, and includes dialogues

in halachah between Rav Levitan and a who’s who of gedolei Yisroel, including the Rogatchover
Gaon and Rav Moshe Feinstein. Although the core of the community of Rock Island was

solidly frum when Rav Levitan arrived, with time, the older generation of committed Jews
passed on, and the younger people either moved away or did not remain staunch in

their Yiddishkeit. Several of Rav Levitan’s teshuvos reflect the sad reality of being rav in a
community that is slowly disappearing. The halachic question that opened this article reflects
another manifestation of this problem. In 1949, when Rav Levitan sent this question to Rav
Moshe, the shul no longer had any shomerShabbos kohanim, and there was no longer

any duchening. There was one kohen who came to shul on yomim tovim, a man who owned and
operated a store on Shabbos. He had not been duchening until the chazzan of

the shul encouraged him to do so. The question was whether it was permitted to allow

the kohen to continue duchening or whether Rav Levitan must insist that the kohen stop.
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