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Rabbi Wohlgemuth's life

was itself a "dvar Torah" in

the sense that all who knew

him learned Torah values

from their interaction with

him. His behavior was a

Torah lesson for young and

old alike.

Firstly, he taught us to

accept unquestioningly the

Will of HaKadosh Baruch Hu,

and to maintain one's

enthusiasm for life despite

adversity. A precocious

young student who had

learned Torah in the Yeshiva

of Telz and then at the Hildesheimer Rabbinical Seminary, he succeeded his

father as the Rav of Kitzingen (a small town southeast of Wurzburg) in 1935, at

the tender age of 19. His shul was attacked on Kristallnacht and he was

incarcerated in Dachau for six weeks. Upon his release, former classmates from

the gymnasium who were now Gestapo officers advised him to leave

Germany. After a short time in Harrisburg, Pa., he taught Hebrew School in

Chelsea before accepting a position in Maimonides School in 1945. He and his

wife Berta—who had wandered from Wurzburg through Belfast and Texas to

Boston—became the central figures on the school's faculty.Their joie de vivre

and their optimistic conviction in the inherent goodness of human nature

belied the horrors of their early lives.

Secondly, he represented the best of the Hirschian integration of "Torah im

Derech Eretz." This was the particularistic German version of the philosophy of

Judaism later popularized by Rav Soloveitchik, zt"l, and represented by Yeshiva

University's commitment to "Torah uMadah." Rav Wohlgemuth was an

exemplar to our community of the rich blend of Torah learning and Western

high culture.Who could not be inspired by Rav Wohlgemuth's juxtaposition of

a classical rabbinic text and a passage from Heinrich Heine's Die Lorelei?

Thirdly, he embodied the dignity of Torah. His personal bearing and his respect

for each and every human being elicited admiration for our halachic tradition.

He personified the nobility suggested by Chazal's exhortation to a talmid

chacham never to wear a stained garment or patched footwear (Shabbat

114a). He lived by the dicta of the Mishnayot in Avot (1:15 and 4:20): Hevei

Rabbi Isaiah Wohlgemuth borne by admirers at
the Maimonides Scholarship Banquet honoring

him and his wife Berta in December 1990.
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NEW ENDOWED CHAIR 
WILL HONOR TEACHER

Maimonides School announces the creation of 

an endowment to be named in honor of the 

teacher whose wisdom, energy and compassion

inspired three generations of students, families 

and colleagues.

The Rabbi Isaiah Wohlgemuth Be'urei HaTefillah

Endowment Fund will be a permanent memorial and

fitting tribute to an exemplary teacher and role

model, whose recent passing has engendered a flood

of memories and emotions among hundreds of

former students. Rabbi Wohlgemuth's petirah was

January 6 (28 Tevet).

The campaign will be directed primarily toward

former students and their families, as well as

colleagues and associates from the greater

community. Generous donations have already been

received, even as organizers complete the campaign

timetable and levels of giving.

"This is clearly our task, as we begin the process of

mourning for our teacher; we need to honor his

legacy, by lifting up onto our shoulders not only grief

at his passing, but also the weight of his Torah, the

mantle of his legacy as an educator," said Jeffrey

Swartz, Maimonides Board chair.

Rabbi Wohlgemuth and his wife Berta escaped from

the horror of pre-war Europe and began a new life in

1945 as teachers in Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik's

fledgling Jewish day school. They were part of the

fabric of Maimonides School, in and out of the

classroom, for more than 50 years.

"Maimonides School is a living institution of Torah,

a kahal striving constantly to rise above the limits of

the moment, towards the transcendence of our

mission," Mr. Swartz said. "Even as we grieve for 

the giants who led us, we do not relinquish what 

they taught us; we bear their legacy, as a blessing 

on our shoulders." 

Continued on page 2

A LIFE EPITOMIZING TORAH VALUES:
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mekabel et kol adam be-seiver panim yafot ("Greet everyone with a

cheerful disposition") and Hevei makdim b'shelom kol adam ("Initiate a

greeting to every person").

Lastly, his paternal love for his students was a boundless source of

inspiration to his colleagues on our faculty. He lived by the standard

implicit in the midrashic comment on the verse we recite daily (Devarim

6:7): Ve-shinantam le-vanecha ("You shall teach them [the words of Torah]

to your children"); Chazal note: Eilu ha-talmidim ("This refers to students").

They reciprocated by their devotion to him, illustrated dramatically by the

15-20 students who would walk from Newton, Brighton and Brookline

each Shabbat to participate in Rabbi Wohlgemuth's Talmud shiur, no

matter how inclement the weather. It was this loving relationship with his

students that contributed determinately to the popularity of Rabbi

Wohlgemuth's famed Be'ur haTefillah course. In the mid-1990s his lessons

were compiled into a book, A Guide to Jewish Prayer. He also taught for

many years in Hebrew College's Prozdor program.

Beyond the classroom, Rabbi and Mrs. Wohlgemuth were leaders in

supporting and strengthening the school. The rabbi delivered hundreds

of appeals on behalf of Maimonides. Mrs. Wohlgemuth, a kindergarten

teacher at the school for more than 30 years, was a leader of the Women's

Auxiliary for decades, and each year called hundreds of graduates

individually to inquire about their welfare and solicit their support. Rabbi

and Mrs. Wohlgemuth were among the first recipients of the Pillar of

Maimonides Award in 1979, and they were honorees of the 1990

Scholarship Campaign.

In remarks to more than 550 people at the Scholarship Banquet on Dec.

16, 1990, Rabbi Wohlgemuth said that in honor of the children who

perished in the Holocaust, "I vowed I would never cause a Jewish child

any anguish or sorrow. I tried in all my teaching career to become a friend

of my students—never to punish them, but to encourage them with

kindness and friendship, and with a sense of humor, that they may enjoy

their studies."

Rav Wohlgemuth attracted three generations to the warmth of the Torah

by this profound love for each and every student. Rabbi Zalmen Stein

remembers being told by many parents that they would try to end their

evening of parent-teacher conferences by meeting with Rav

Wohlgemuth because they returned home with his glowing characteri-

zation of their child's strengths.

In tribute to his memory, let us each rededicate ourselves to the principles

by which Rabbi Wohlgemuth conducted his life. In this manner, his

memory will truly be a source of berachah.

RABBI WOHLGEMUTH, z"l Continued from page 1

Maimonides School graduates from all over the world are

responding to the passing of Rabbi Isaiah Wohlgemuth, z"l, with

fond memories.

"The gentle Rabbi Wohlgemuth, with his impressive mixture of

scholarship and charm, led us for many years on an exciting

journey of Jewish learning," recalled Steven Bayme '67. "In his

presence you sensed the depth of his sincere religious

commitment and feeling, his vast erudition in Jewish texts and his

general worldliness." 

Ada (Greenwald) Jacobowitz, a member of the first graduating

class in 1953, recounted an episode. "Once, when I had been asked

to leave class for talking out of turn, Rabbi Soloveitchik came to

visit the school, as he often did. Rabbi Wohlgemuth, not wanting

me to be embarrassed, motioned me back into the room and

made some remark about my having been on an errand—not

mentioning that my "errand" had been to learn self- control in the

classroom. He always seemed to be looking for the good in each

of us."

"He communicated affection and concern for each student,"

concurred Rabbi Yitzhack Rubin '56. "He made each of us feel

important. He taught us that a rabbi can be a friend." "I have such

fond memories of Maimonides and of Rabbi Wohlgemuth,"

recalled Ethel Chaya Igel, who graduated in 1966. "He used to call

me 'shirim' because I liked to hum and sing in class." 

"He was my fondest childhood memory of Maimonides," wrote

Estelle Lajmer-Gomolka '81. "He was an extraordinary teacher who

cared about ALL his students. He believed that everyone was a

learner no matter their ability academically. He made you feel that

you could make mistakes in his class and the world didn't end. " 

"As a teacher myself, I always think about him and his teaching

style, and the relationship he had with his students," wrote Rabbi

Craig Liberman '91, who is an educator with Ohr Someach's Yesod.

"It wasn't about the tests and the homework—it was about the

connection between him and his students that made him such a

great teacher," said Barry Kling '82. "Rabbi Wohlgemuth, z''l, was

that rare rebbe who accepted every talmid for who he or she was,"

agreed classmate Mitch Morrison.

GENERATIONS OF ALUMNI REM

The Wohlgemuths and Abraham
Levovitz, z"l, school president emeritus.

Rabbi Wohlgemuth davening with students 
during Chol HaMoed Sukkot in the Elm Hill Avenue building, 1958.

Rabbi Wohlgemuth presents a Pillar 
of Maimonides Award to Rabbi 
Steven Dworken '62, z"l, in 1985.



Sarah Bronson '90 of Jerusalem lived next door to Rabbi and Mrs.

Wohlgemuth in Brookline for many years. She noted on her blog

that he was "my ride to school for many years, my Chumash and

Gemara teacher for two years, and one of the nicest, most caring

teachers anyone could hope to have." 

"I also participated in and benefited from Rabbi Wohlgemuth's

wonderful Shabbat afternoon Talmud class," recounted Jennifer

(Kosowsky) Michaelson '85. "It was such a special experience to

have time with Rabbi Wohlgemuth apart from school hours.

Outside of the classroom, in the hallways, Rabbi Wohlgemuth was

equally special and unique. His gentle loving kindness for each

and every one of us was remarkable. We each knew that he

sincerely cared about us, how our day was going, what was

bothering us, what was going on in our lives." 

"There was something so appealing about this shiur that nothing

could stop me from being there every Shabbat, rain or shine,"

added Allen Houben '98. "Rabbi Wohlgemuth's charm and

charisma permeated the room, inspiring even the typically

uninterested student to hang on every word." "I also remember

Rabbi Wohlgemuth teaching me on Lag B'Omer how to row a

boat," wrote Gary Cantor '70.

Tova Katz '01 was a member of the last graduating class to learn

from Rabbi Wohlgemuth. "I also was part of the group of

Maimonides students who walked to the rabbi's nursing home in

Brighton on Shabbat afternoons to study with him," she

recounted. "We spanned many grades—from elementary school

to high school—and I am sure that none of us will ever forget our

memories of visiting the rabbi and rebbetzin, noshing on cookies

and juice,and seeing their faces light up with smiles as we walked in."

Rebecca Zibman '03 recalled that after his retirement, "Rabbi

Wohlgemuth continued to come to school every single day. His

driver would pull up to the school where a student would 

be waiting to carefully help him out of the car and patiently 

guide him into the building. Once inside, he would go into 

shul where another student would help him put on his tefilin… 

I think his greatest mitzvah was that he gave so many people 

the opportunity to do such an important mitzvah for him. It was

truly inspiring."

MEMBER RABBI WOHLGEMUTH

Tribute "A CELEBRATION OF HIS LIFE"
More than 50 Maimonides School alumni and families, representing all

seven decades of the school's existence, convened at Eretz HaChaim

Cemetery in Beit Shemesh, Israel on January 8 to pay tribute at the burial

of their beloved teacher, Rabbi Isaiah Wohlgemuth, z"l.

The ceremonies were "perfectly symbolic of the rebbe we revered—

dignified, modest and loving, while spanning several decades and

multiple generations," said Joshua Wolff '89. "It was a beautiful tribute to

a malach of a man," agreed Phyllis (Kranz) Corn '78.

Since it was Rosh Chodesh Shevat, there were no hespeidim. Instead,

Rabbi Mendy Gopin '66 addressed Rabbi Wohlgemuth with words of

hakarat hatov on behalf of the hundreds of lives he touched, for the

fundamental skills and passion for Torah learning that he transmitted.

Rabbi Gopin cited an observation by two alumni parents in attendance

that at parent-teacher conferences, "they reserved their last meeting to

be with Rabbi Wohlgemuth because he could only say good things about

every single student, and every parent wanted to end their evening on

that note."

In the context of a dvar Torah, his son Shlomoh said that "all of Rabbi

Wohlgemuth's students were his children, and he therefore felt the

obligation to teach all of us as a father teaches his child."

Said Debra Weiner '74, "Shlomoh explained so eloquently the reason why

we studied (Masechet) Brachot, Shabbat, Pesachim—because the goal at

Maimonides was to create 'frume yidden,' not roshei yeshiva. Certainly by

seeing all of Rabbi Wohlgemuth's students in Israel there to pay tribute to

him and to reconnect with one another, Shlomoh's words rang true." She

described it as "more of a celebration of his life than a funeral."

"This is the man who imbued us with a depth of understanding of prayer.

Without those teachings our relationship to the text, history and poetry

of the siddur would be weak facsimile of what we know prayer to be,"

noted former student Susan (Levenson) Wolf. "This was the man, who, as

the consummate teacher, knew how to be not only a scholar of

knowledge, but a mentor of menschlechkeit and, above all, a kind and

caring friend. He truly loved each of us, and we knew it—by his gentle

smile, his listening eyes and by his special (and uncannily timed) chuckle."

Mrs. Wolf, who said she caught a ride from the main road with Eliezer

Cohn '73, "saw the decades of his students and parents of those

students." Michael Stern Cohen '07, learning this year at Yeshivat Reishit

Yerushalayim, was the youngest representative of the only decade that

didn't experience Rabbi Wohlgemuth as a teacher.

Yaakov Levy, left, consul general of Israel, greets 
Rabbi Wohlgemuth and Erwin Katz, center, in 1989.

Rabbi Wohlgemuth and high school students in his Shabbat afternoon shiur, 1991.
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"Boston's Jewish community and American Jewry

have lost a great friend and peerless teacher,

mentor and guide… "

Rabbi Isaiah Wohlgemuth was part of a "greatest

generation" of Jewish leadership who helped to

rejuvenate an American Jewish community badly

in need of educational leadership. During his

tenure at Maimonides he influenced thousands of

young people, including my own children. He was

a gentle man and a beautiful teacher with a

brilliant mind and a clear philosophy. He

represented, with Rabbi Soloveitchik, a vision of

Torah deeply rooted in traditional sources and also

directed at the betterment of all humankind.

Back in 1993 Rabbi Wohlgemuth and his wife

journeyed from Brookline to Kitzingen, Germany,

his native city, for the rededication of his

synagogue there that somehow survived the

flames and looting of Kristallnacht…. Rabbi

Wohlgemuth spoke at the rededication service:

"Even though I have asked myself many times if I

have done the right thing—because my family was

massacred by the Germans, as was my wife's

family—I know finally that by doing this it will

make it easier for the Jews and the Germans of the

next generation to live together." 

This is the spirit of Rabbi Wohlgemuth.....this is the

spirit of Maimonides...this is the spirit of Jewish

education to which our community aspires… May

all of us find comfort in the spirit, the community,

the students and the vision that Rabbi

Wohlgemuth left as his enduring legacy.

Barry Shrage

President, Combined Jewish Philanthropies

He was an inspiration to the entire family because

of so many amazing character traits we all

attempted to emulate. Above all he realized what

the essence of education was.... Each child was a

flower and his duty was to water the bed

surrounding the flower, with rich nutrients, each

specific for that flower, in the hope that the 

flower would eventually grow and thrive to

become exactly what its genetic code had

planned. Each child for Rabbi W. was a flower and

had to be treated specially, to foster his or her own

unique talents by providing the correct

nourishment that would inspire and develop his or

her own neshama.

He himself was a shining light, a beacon of

modesty sensitivity and compassion. We never

ever heard an angry word from his lips. We never

heard him get upset. All we experienced was utter

patience and compassion for his students. His

modesty and self-effacement was legendary. He

never promoted himself, never sought the

limelight; rather, he attracted customers for 

his shiurim and study groups by his sheer majesty

and dignity.

Our children were inspired by his gentleness and

depth. He seemed to understand the text in ways

they had never appreciated before. Especially his

approach to the siddur which combined the

mastery of text with the very nature of t'fillah and

the emotional needs embedded in the text. From

him they learned to see a way to articulate

emotions within the fixed nature of prayer like a

Bach prelude, so disciplined in its meter and style

nevertheless brimming with contained emotion.

Inheriting his approach from the Hirsch tradition

and his German native weltanschauung, as well as

his devotion to the Rav, we were treated to a

beautiful blend that lent intellectual credence and

rigor to his sympathetic and gentle interpretations

of the siddur, his lasting legacy.

The Ungar-Sargon Family

Rabbi Isaiah Wohlgemuth was, above

all, a master teacher whom few could

match and who was able to instill a love

of learning into all of his students. He

cared and empathized with each of his

students and they reciprocated with

their admiration and respect. We know

this because not only did our three

daughters Chaya, Rochel, and Laurie,

have Rabbi Wohlgemuth as a teacher in

Maimonides School, but we ourselves

took his legendary Biur HaTefila course

when he offered it to members of the

Rav's minyan.

We knew Rabbi Wohlgemuth, not only

as a teacher but also as a friend. We

davened in the same shul and were one

of the few Maimonides families that

lived on the other side of Route 9 within

blocks of the Wohlgemuths. They

enjoyed the outdoors and liked walking

around Jamaica Pond. Every spring, we

joined the Wohlgemuths on an outing

to climb to the top of Mount

Monadnock. We shall miss Rabbi and

Berta Wohlgemuth but we cherish fond

memories of them.

Helen and Wolf Walter

GREATER COMMUNITY PAYS TRIBUTE TO "A GREAT FRIEND AND PEERLESS TEACHER"
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