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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?

1. Describe the state of Jewish lifein Cairo at the
beginning of the sixteenth century.

2. WhowasR. Yitzchak Sholeil? When did he die?
Describe him and the powers of his office.

3.  Who wasthe Radvaz's mentor? Describe him.

4. Describe threeregulations instituted by the
Radvaz.

5.  Who wasthe Radvaz's greatest disciple?

This and much more will be addressed in the third lecture
of this series. "The Radvaz and the Rebirth of Egyptian
Jewry".

To derive maximum benefit from this lecture, keep these
guestions in mind as you listen to the tape and read through
the outline. Go back to these questions once again at the
end of the lecture and see how well you answer them.

PLEASE NOTE: This outline and source book was
designed as a powerful tool to help you appreciate and
understand the basis of Jewish History. Although the
lectures can be listened to without the use of the outline, we
advise you to read the outline to enhance your
comprehension. Use it as well as a handy reference guide
and for quick review.
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THE RADVAZ AND THE REBIRTH OF EGY PTIAN JEWRY

l. Lifein Egyptin the Fifteenth Century

A. | shall not speak of the grandeur of Cairo and of the multitude of men to be seen
streaming there, for many before me have described them, and all that has been said of
the town istrue. It is not completely surrounded by awall, though there are several places
here and there protected in that way. The town is very animated, and one hears the
different languages of the foreigners who inhabit it. It is situated between the Red Sea
and the Mediterranean, and all merchants come from India, Ethiopia, and the countries of
Prester John through the Red Seato Cairo both to sell their wares, which consist of
spices, pearls, and precious stones, and to purchase commodities which come from
France, Germany, Italy and Turkey across the Mediterranean Sea through Alexandriato
Cairo. . .. In Cairo, there are now about seven hundred Jewish families; of these, fifty are
Samaritans, called also Cutheans, one hundred and fifty are Karaites, and the rest
Rabbanites. . . . The Samaritans are the richest of al the Jews in Cairo, and fill most of
the higher offices of state; and are cashiers and administrators; one of themis said to
have property of 200,000 pieces of gold. The Karaites are richer than the Rabbanites, but
there are opulent men even among the latter. . . . The Karaites mix among the Rabbanites
and try to become friendly with them. Among the Jews in Cairo, there are money
changers and merchants, for the country is large, and some branch of industry is open to
everyone. For trade, there is no better place in the world than Cairo; it is easy to grow
rich; hence, one meets there with innumerable foreigners of al nations and languages.

Y ou may go out by night aswell as by day, for all the streets are lighted with torches; the
people sleep on the ground before the shop. The Jew can buy everything that is
necessary, such as meat, cheese, fish, vegetables, and in general all that he requires, for
everything is sold in the Jews street ; . . . the Jews cook at home only for the Sabbath,
since men, as well as women, are occupied during the whole week and can, therefore,
buy everything inthe market.  Letter of Rav Ovadiah of Bertinoro to hisfather,
Written in 1488
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... In Cairo, there are about fifty families of forced apostates (Marranos) from Spain,
who have all done penance; they are mostly poor, having left their possessions, their
parents, and ancestors, and come here to seek shelter under the wings of the L-rd, G-d of
Israel. Letter of Rav Ovadiah of Bertinoro, written in 1488
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Praised be G-d that we have so many membersin our community [in Egypt] that we don't
even know the exact number. And we have so many erudite scholars aswell as gifted
Tamudic analysts, who have the ability to uplift mountans [of evidence], grind them into
their composite parts, and extract superior sifted flour. They speak in a soft voice, not in
loud or harsh tones. Teshuvas R. Moshe Alashkar 31

. The Nagid

A.

PR [722m] 7957 X2 777805 77AWNI ©°DOXR T NIW RO anawn? 1ow niwatl (1
WY AR NI195M3 9% FARR ROwa X1 o XD [@7I00] PR Tonn a2 R L L. ooaxn

1Y 7277 20 OXY . . . 12 TIANN ANRT TIT VAN ... XOWI o7 w7277 ovhRawe
owm 17 MW .12 7NXY N2 9 0Fn TR P nbwnl .. . D% 702 07D NHwY Tonn
AR QWY .0XM PR DY IIROWNY L. . DORWIT YA 19D M 03 1131 WOR
DPma ovn DR NITA% Tomn 9nRmI XO9MT RNIIMIT 2 Y .0%I8P NI Hwbnw)
TIT YT O AR AT FORW 27T 07T 1T TV AN PWRn I . .. IVIXI)

'y

In the year 366 A. H. which is 4,745 [or 4735] years from creation (985 or 975 C.E.), the
gueen came [from Irag] to Egypt. . . . The king told her that the Jews don't have aking or
Nasi. Shereplied to him, "In the kingdom of my father, there are many Jews and they
have aNas (prince) . . . who is a descendant from the House of David and my father is
blessed through him . . . If the thing is acceptable to the king, he should send a | etter
through his messengers.” . . . [He asked the Caliph,] "Send me one of the [descendants of
the House of David] for thisiswhat your daughter desires." They sent him awise and
understanding person . . . who was a direct descendant of the Nesieem (princes). . . . He
appointed him over the land of Egypt and, from then on, the position of Nagid beganin
Egypt. He had power, through the edict of the king, of punishment and enforcement
through the use of the cane and whip . . . This situation lasted until the time of Rambam,
Z'l. Divre Yosef - R. Yosef Sambari
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Y ou need to know that this situation [of the Nasi's |eadership] essentially continued on.
Close to the beginning of the [independent] Arabic rule in Egypt, the king, who is called
by them Chal Calipha, married the daughter of the king of Baghdad. When she came to
Egypt, she questioned him regarding the Jews and if they had aking or Nasi. The king
told her that the Jews did not have aking or Nasi. She replied, "In the kingdom of my
father, there are many Jews and they have aNasi (prince) who is called the Reish Galusa
(exilarch) who is a descendant of King David and my father is blessed through him. He
gives him great honors for he is a scion of kings and prophets.” He immediately asked the
king of Baghdad to provide him with a descendant of king David, of blessed memory.
[The king] sent him awise and understanding person . . . who was a direct descendant of
the Nesieem (princes). He appointed him as Nagid (leader) over al of the Jewsin his
kingdom. From then on, the position of Nagid began in Egypt. He had power, through the
edict of the king, to punish and enforce the law through the use of the cane and whip.
After the descendants of David [of this branch] had either died out or were not fit for the
position, the candidacy for the position became based on wisdom and achievement. [The
Nagid] would judge alone in monetary cases and would punish, flog, and excommunicate
according to the needs of the hour. All of this was done through the decree of the king.
This situation continued until the Turks came to power. Even though the position of
Nagid came to an end, due to our sins, and we have no governmental authority granting
him power, the previous custom remainsin place that a single judge can adjudicate, in the
stead of the Nagid. The community appoints someone who isfit for this position and
appoints him to be their judge. Since they select him, it isasif they all accepted him upon
themselves [and his decision is legally binding]. Even those who were not present at his
selection, [are bound by his decisions], since the leadership of the community chose him
in the presence of the members of the community. He has the ability to judge on his own.
Since he sitsin that position and they come before him, accepting his authority, it has the
equivalent force of aformal acceptance. Teshuvas Radvaz 3:509

B. The Nagid R. Nassan HaKohen Shol e
1) The Jewish Nagid who has hisresidence in Cairo is appointed over all the Jews

who are under the dominion of the King of Egypt; he has all the power of aking and can
punish and imprison those who are in opposition to his decrees; he appointsthe Dayanim
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(judges) in every community. The present prince lived formerly for along timein
Jerusalem but was obliged to leave it on account of the Elders, the calumniators and
informers who were there. Heis called R. Nassan ha-Cohen; heisrich, wise, pious, old,
and isanative of Barbary. When | came to Cairo he showed me much honor, loved me as
afather loves his son, and tried to dissuade me altogether from going to Jerusalem on
account of theinformers there; all scholars and rabbis formerly in Jerusalem left the city
in haste in order to preserve their lives from the oppressions of the Elders. The Jews who
were in Jerusalem, about three hundred families, disappeared by degrees on account of
the great taxes and burdens laid upon them by the Elders, so that the poor only remained,
and women; and there was scarcely one to whom the name of man could justly be given.
Letter of Ovadiah of Bertinoro, written in 1438

2) | live here in Jerusalem, in the house of the Nagid, who has appointed me ruler of
his household. Letter of Ovadiah of Bertinoroto his brother, written in 1489
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In those days, there lived in Egypt a scholar who was aleader (Nagid), commander and
minister who was appointed by the king over all of the Jewsin Egypt, Israel, and all of
the areas under their rule. This person’'s name was R. Nassan HaK ohen Sholeil, a scholar
of far reaching knowledge and a descendant of a prestigious family. When Rav. Nassan,
the Nagid, passed away [from this world] to experience the eternal light [of the next
world], the Jews, after careful counsel, chose the honorable R. Yitzchak Sholeil as Nagid.
Letter from R. Avraham b. R. Eliezer HalL evi, one of the exiles from Spain quoted
in Sefer Keter Torah of Maharash de Avila
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"I, Nassan HaK ohen, was born in the year 5197 (1437) on the eight of Av." My master,
the Nagid, R. Nassan HaK ohen Sholeil, of blessed memory, passed away two hours
before daybreak on the thirty ninth day of Sefira, the twenty fourth of lyar, 5262 (1502).
He served as Nagid for eighteen years. He was buried between R. Y osef, of blessed
memory, and Elchakim Abad Ela. Surrounding all three of them isawall built of stone to
prevent any person or animal from entering. Sefer Keter Torah
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At the time of the Nazirite R. Yitzchak Sholell, of blessed memory, while he wasin
Egypt, we discussed thisissue, regarding R. Nassan Sholeil, who did not make hiswill be
known about being buried in Eretz Yisrael. We decided that [R. Nassan's| body be
brought to Eretz Yisragl and thisiswhat was done. Teshuvas Mahari Berav 38
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There was an incident wherein Reuven made a vow to become a Nazr Shimshon if
Shimon would became a dayan (Rabbinic judge). Reuven was the Nagid at the time and
he had the power to prevent Shimon from becominga  dayan. Subsequently, the Nagid
wanted to appoint someone else as dayan, instead of Shimon, but he couldn't find a
suitable candidate, and regretted hisvow. All of the sages of Egypt gathered together in
order to find grounds to annul the vow. After much discussion, some of them decided that
the vow had no validity. Teshuvas R. Eliyahu Mizrachi 51
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R. Yitzchak Sholeil ordered [his servants] to distribute, out of hisown pocket, adequate
funds to support the studentsin order that they continue the study of Hashem's Torah.
From the day he was appointed to the position of Nagid, he did not personally benefit
from public support. The moneys designated for his salary were donated to the students
of Torah and to the judges. Letter from R. Avraham b. R. Eliezer HaL evi, one of the
exilesfrom Spain, quoted in Sefer Keter Torah of Maharash de Avila
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A king by judgment establishes the land. (Prov. 19:4) . . . R. Yitzchak Sholeil . . .
However, regarding the sages of Jerusalem . . . we, together with the Nagid, our master,
and the [other] undersigned sages have agreed to the following: 1) From this day and on,
no Torah scholar will be required to pay any sort of taxes or public expenditure, with the
exception of poll tax, without their express will and permission. 2) We have also decided
that any person of authority, whether they be a Torah scholar or not, shall have no
jurisdiction over a Torah scholar, or dayan, or to personally decide arguments between
any two Jews. . . . Legislation adopted in the year 1509, Keter Torah
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Thefollowing legislation, dating from the time of the Nagid, R. Yitzchak Sholeil, of
blessed memory, was discovered: We agree, in order to sanctify the name of the Holy
One, blessed by Hisname. . . that from this day, the twenty sixth day of Elul inthe year
5274 from Creation (1514), and on, that no holy object, beit a Sefer Torah, crowns,
rimonim (decorative pomegranates placed on the atzei chaim, the wood rollers),
tablecloths, curtains, candelabras, or any other vessel used in the synagogue, should be
used unless they were given without restriction to be sanctified for community use. Every
Jew should have equal access to them and the donors should not retain any special rights
over them. . . . | was amember of the yeshiva of the Nagid, of blessed memory, and |
signed on that legidation. Teshuvas Radvaz 2:644
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"My master, my father the Nagid, R. Yitzchak HaK ohen Sholeil, of blessed memory, died
on Wednesday night, Rosh Chodesh Kidlev, in the year 5285 from Creation (1524)."
Manuscript quoted in Keter Torah
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[1. The Radvaz
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At their head was the great eagle . . . our master and Rabbi, the Radvaz, who spread
Torah and judged the people of Israel for forty yearsin the territories of Egypt, and in
Jerusalem and Safed for twenty years. . . Hisface was like that of alion. There was no
perversion of justice or specia favoritismin his presence. . . . Before him princes and
noblemen bent their knees and sages and men of discernment prostated themselves.
When | would see him from a distance, my heart would freeze (lit. be deadened). . . .
Then at one time, Holy Spirit rested upon him and he left Egypt. He went to Jerusalem to
behold the beauty of G-d and to stand and serve Him . . . For he was as holy as an angel
of G-d. Preface to the commentaries of R. Yitzchak Akrish on Shir HaShirim
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According to the author of Korei HaDoros, the Radvaz lived along lifefilled with honor,
wealth, and power. He lived to be over one hundred and ten years. Toldos Chachmel
Yerushalayim, R. Aryeh Leib Frumkin
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HaRav David ibn Avi Zimra, called the Radvaz, was from those who left Spain. He
traveled to Fez and from Fez he came here, to Egypt, and settled here. Sefer Divre
Yosef, R. Yosef ben Yitzchak Sambary
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| heard that the Rav's family name was originally ibn Zamiro and to this day he still has
family living in Morocco. . . . Shem HaGedolim, Chida
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| saw one of the latter authorities whose nameis HaRav Y. Askandrani, of blessed
memory who wrote the following . . . | made acquaintance with this scholar while | was
in Safed when | was thirteen years old. Without a doubt, he was extremely pious and G-d
fearing and an expert in Talmud and the Midrashim. There were in his generation,
however, greater scholars than he. I, therefore, found it within myself to resolve his
doubts and to make aruling. Teshuvas Radvaz 2:596
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| read in aletter which was written by Rav Chaim Saragossi, a grandson of R. Y osef
Saragossi, that [his grandfather] was from the group of Jews who were expelled from
Sicily (1492-1493). He sanctified G-d's name and came to the land of Egypt. He was the
teacher of the Radvaz. [ Subsequently,] he went up to the holy city of Safed. Many
miracles occurred to him. [In the letter,] he praised [his grandfather] at length. Shem
HaGedolim, Chida
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At that time (1496), there arrived in Safed a prestigious person from Sicily whose name
was Mar Y osef of Saragossi. He was a person of very great renown. As he was travelling
to Safed by way of Sidon, the community of Sidon, together with the mayor of the city,
came out to greet him and beseeched him to settle there. The heads of the community
committed themselves to provide him with a salary of fifty gold coins( adumim) ayear.
In addition, the mayor said that he would give him, out of his own pocket, another twenty
adumim. Rav Y osef, however, was not comfortable with living in that community and
continued on to Safed wherein he settled. L etter of R. Ovadiah of Bertinoro written
in theyear 1496
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HaRav Rabbi Y osef Saragossi, the teacher of HaRav Rabbi David ben Zimra, would
constantly establish peace between his fellow man and between married couples, even
amongst non Jews. He [therefore] merited to see Eliyahu (Elijah the Prophet). In the
place that he beheld him, which was close to the gravestone of the Tanna Rabbi Y ehudah
bar Ilai, he hewed for himself hisown grave. Sefer Chareidim Chapter 8
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[ The Radvaz] instituted many regulations. Amongst them, he abolished the custom of
having non Jewish women, elraktas, come and sing and dance at weddings and parties.
Another thing that he instituted [was regarding burials]. In those days, because of the
enmity of our enemies and the severity of the bitter and terrible suffering as a part of the
yoke of exile, the Jews were not able to go en masse and bury their dead. Instead, they
would hire a Jewish donkey driver or camel driver to carry the body on the back of his
donkey or the hump of his camel the great distance between the city and the Jewish
cemetery to bury him there. To relieve hiimself of their burdensome load, however, the
driver would often just throw the body into some pit or valley on the way. Over the
course of time, Hashem awakened the spirit of the sages of the city and itsleaders, with
the saintly Radvaz, z"'l, at their helm and they boldly stood up and repaired this great
breach. They instituted a new organization consisting of many members who were
assigned [to bury the dead] on aregular basis and to bring them to the graves of their
forefathers. These pure individuals served as a sign against those unscrupulous people
who belittled the sanctity of the dead.



Series VIl 10 Lecture #3

Thefirst group that was assigned thistask by the Rav, z'l, wasthe chevra[kaddisha] of
the community of Frankosh (French or Ashkenazic Jews), for they were people of
strength and courage. They went up many times [to the cemetery] and suffered at the
hands of the Arabs. They were not affected by all of this[adversity] for they had firmly
committed themselves to this mitzvah with a joyous heart. The next group who were
involved were the Mistarab (native Jews of the Arabic countries), for they rightfully had
preference. The final group was the community of Western (Spanish) Jews. Thisis [the
organization] that the Rav, Z'l, ingtituted . . . for the purpose of burial as well asfor the
rejoicing of the bride and groom at their marriage. Divrei Y osef
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Also included in the legidlation and agreements which he instituted to correct [some of
the problems which existed] here in Egypt was the compromi se reached between the holy
community of the Mistarabim (native Jews of the Arabic countries) and the holy
community of the Western (Spanish) Jews. This quieted and brought to a stop the bitter
arguments and conflagrations that erupted between them regarding the customs of prayer
and the order of the reading of the Torah. . . . There was only one synagogue in all of
Cairo. There both communities prayed. Each had there own  shaliach tzibbur, shamash
and president. The Mistarab community, however, was the most powerful and the
Maravim (Western) Jews were subservient to them. The official custom of the Cairo
synagogue was the custom of the Mistarabim. Astime went on, however, the community
of the Maravim became bolder and wished to take the leading role . . . They came before
the court of the Radvaz, z'l, and a peace accord was made . .. Divrei Y osef
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The following question was brought before me in the year 5299 from Creation (1539):
The Sefardic (Spanish) community was aroused against the community of the
Mistarabim (native Jews of the Arabic countries) regarding the loud repetition of the
prayers (p”wi1 n711). The custom in Egypt was that the reader would only say the prayer

oncein aloud voice [and the community would pray together with him.] Thisis against
the legal opinion of the Talmud, the latter authorities [ Poskim|, aswell asthe
Mekubbalim (scholars of Jewish mysticism). This used to be the custom in all of the
kingdom i.e. Jerusalem, Gaza, Safed, Damascus, and Aleppo. The popul ace there
criticized this custom [and it was abolished]. So too, the community of Egypt should
recant and revert to the practice of saying two prayers. One silent and the other in aloud
voice [by the reader]. The community of the Mistarabim claims, [on the other hand,] that
thiswas instituted by the Rambam, z"l, and thisis a copy of hisresponsum, "It isfitin
our times that they not first pray in silence and afterwardsin aloud voice. Thisis because
when the Sheliach Tzibbur (reader) prays out loud, those who have already prayed tend to
turn around to speak to their neighbor or just speak idle talk and turn their faces from the
east and spit . . . When his neighbor who does not know how to pray [and needsto listen
intently to the prayer of the reader] sees his example, he will follow suit, thinking that no
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attention need be paid to the reader. If so, he has not fulfilled his obligation of prayer and
the whole intent of the law of the repetition of the Sheliach Tzibbur (reader), whichisto
service those who do not know how to pray, has now been rendered void. To avoid the
problem as well as the desecration of His name amongst the non Jews who are shocked
that Jews converse and spit in the middle of their prayer service, it isfar better to have
everyone pray in unison in sanctity. Those who know how to pray will pray in silence
and those who do not know will listen. All of them will bow down together with the
Sheliach Tzibbur  (reader) and will face together the sanctuary [in the East] with
concentration and they will thereby all fulfill their obligation. . . ." Teshuva: ...
Thereforein our case, if it ispossible to convince them without controversy to revert
back to the guidelines of the Talmud and to pray two prayers, it is proper to do so. If itis
impossible, however, to abolish the present custom without fighting, it is better to remain
passive [and continue the present custom] . . . Teshuvas HaRadvaz 4:94
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Amongst the Radvaz's | egislation was the abolishment of the Seleucid calendar
(Nvwi 1awn). Divrel Y osef
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The Radvaz annulled the practice of making an announcement in the synagogues on the
holy day of Shabbos on behalf of a person who fell on hard times and was forced to sell
his home. He ruled that it was forbidden to do so on the Sabbath day. Divrel Y osef
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A query was sent to me from Abukir to Alexandria. | was requested to expound on a
certain subject from a person whom | do not know . . . He should be blessed,
nevertheless, for he has forced me to accustom myself to matters of halacha. Even though
| am engrossed in matters dealing with the government and making alivelihood,
becoming engrossed in fulfilling mitzvasisfar better and preciousto me. Now | will
answer the question . . . Teshuvas Radvaz 4:44



Series VIl 13 Lecture #3

DUBOR 793 DIT3 7INLMA N2 TINA IAVA RXM 277 D NAR TN DN NYNAY 2
mow AR P 02%ma ondn TN INR Pon :avmdn abnh op iy ant
VIIDIP TIT M NINITA R 'O .NDEY mLWw IR PYMY 17N 2YWIY IR pYm 1ank

(T"n—ﬂ"yW)

| heard from reliable sources that the Rav (Radvaz) found a treasure within his own house
consisting of many thousands of dinarim of gold. He distributed them to Torah scholars.
One portion to Torah scholars in Egypt; another [to scholars in] Hebron, another to
Jerusalem, and another to Safed. Sefer Korel HaDor os, R. David Conforte
(1618-1690)
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At times, they present a[written] question to me or writing on some subject relating to
Torah while | am walking in the marketplace. | put it in my turban or pocket and leave it
there until | reach home and have time to scrutinize them. Teshuvas Radvaz 3:513
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There was an incident with an Ethiopian (black) woman from the land of Ethiopiawhich
is called Al Chabash who was captured along with her two sons. Reuven bought her and
asked her regarding herself. She said that she was once married and these are her children
whom she had with her husband who was named and thisis the name of my children.
Enemies came and killed the men who were at the synagogue at the time and captured the
women and children. It became apparent that she was from Jewish descent from the tribe
of Dan who live in the mountains of Ethiopia. During this whole period up until the
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present, they considered her to be an agunah, [awoman who could not remarry]. During
the interim, Reuven had relations with her and gave birth to a son who since reached
manhood and wishes to marry a Jewish woman to become part of the community. Ishe
allowed to do so and what should he do? Teshuva: . .. Since the prohibition is not clear,
if they would all agree to return back to us and accept our standards of practice and if |
would find other colleagues of like mind, | would accept them into the community. This
is the language of the [author of the] Kaftor VaFerach ™. . . many of the Karaim are today
returning to Rabbinic Judaism on a constant basis. There was an incident that occurred on
the two hundred and sixty seventh cycle (5055-5074 : 1295-1314) wherein alarge
community of theirs returned to Judaism at one time in Egypt under the auspices of the
Nagid Rabbainu Avraham, may Hashem protect him. One who wants to be stringent in
the matter is deserving of blessing." It would seem to me that this nagid R. Avraham is
the son of the Rambam z"l. He wasn't concerned and he accepted them. David ibn Avi
Zimra. TeshuvasHaRadvaz 4:219
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Y ou asked me about my opinion regarding one of the Karaites who accepted upon
himself Rabbinic Judaism, i.e. to fulfill all of the Rabbinic laws and to refrain from all
that the Rabbis have forbidden, whether he is allowed to marry awoman from the
Rabbinic community or whether his marital statusisimpaired.  Teshuva: | have been
asked about this issue many times before and | have concluded that they are alowed to
marry as long as they will commit themselvesto be like us. The reason isthat all of their
Kiddushin are done in the presence of witnesses whom the Torah deems to be invalid.
Relations with one of their wivesis not considered adultery in the eyes of the Torah.
Therefore, even though their divorce documents (- gittin) areinvalid, this does not effect
the status of their children. . . . There was an incident that occurred at the end of the two
hundred and sixty seventh cycle (5055-5074 : 1295-1314) that alarge group of the
Karaite community returned back to the true faith in Egypt under the auspices of the
Nagid, Rabbainu Avraham HaChasid, z'l, . . . To thisday, these families consist of
Kohanimand Yisraelimwho are deemed to be of proper lineage and no one protests the
fact. On the contrary, they marry amongst the most prestigious families who practice
Rabbinical Judaism. Thisincident was attested to by the author of the Kaftor VaFerach.
Therefore, if two other halachic authorities of this generation agree with me, | will alow
them to marry within the community. Teshuvas HaRadvaz 8:191
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Regarding what you asked me about Reuven who said in public, before alarge gathering,
and embarrassed Shimon by calling him a heretic and saying that other Jews pray to the
G-d of Abraham and Isaac while he praysto the G-d of Aristotle...  Teshuva: ...In
addition, | maintain that he did not merely condemn Shimon, but also all of the holy Jews
who walked on the face of the earth . . . like Rabbainu Saadya Gaon, Rabbainu Hai Gaon,
and the scholars that came after them such asibn Gabirol, Rabbi Y ehudah Hal evi, R.
Avraham ibn Ezra, and the Rambam . . . Even though it istrue that | continually deter our
present day students from studying this body of wisdom, thisis because the minds are
weaker today and the well springs of wisdom are [now] closed. | am afraid lest someone
will be swayed to follow the incorrect views that he studies. . . . In any case, thisisno
reason to allow oneto . . . humiliate someone who studies this branch of wisdom who
lives hislife according to the Torah and the Mitzvah with purity before G-d. On the
contrary, it is befitting that such a person should be honored since his actions are for the
sake of Heaven . . . Teshuvas HaRadvaz 8:191
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The Radvaz was involved in the wisdom of Kabbalah and composed a mystical
commentary to Shir HaShirim. He called its name Michtam L'David. He also expounded
about the mystical meaning of the crowns of the letters. He called thiswork Magen
David. Divre Y osef
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Y ou asked the question, "What is the basis for the common practice of taking off  tefilin
before reciting the Musaf prayer on Rosh Chodesh?' Teshuva: Thisisfound neither in
the Talmud, nor in the later halachic authorities. The sourceisthe Scfer Elkaneh, a
[Kabbalistic] work on the Mitzvas. . . . The people do not actually know the reason. They
do thisin imitation of some students of Kabbalah. . . . Theauthor of the  Sefer Elkaneh
gives areason. Y ou should look there yourself, for it isnot proper to writeitin a
responsum which will be copied many times over [and disseminated publicly]. | too
began taking off my tefilin when | read it in that work. | researched this matter, for | have
an important principle that | accept anything written in the Talmud or the later halachic
authorities or the authors of the  Halachos, even if contradicts a statement writtenin
Kabbalistic works. . . . For myself, if the Kabbalistic statement isa stringency, | follow it.
If itisaleniency, | ignoreit. . . . Even though the removal of the tefilin seemsto
contradict the Talmud's requirement to wear tefilin al day, this does not presently affect
us as we remove thetefilin in any case. . . . Teshuvas HaRadvaz 8:80
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Thisis aquestion regarding some self acclaimed scholar who corrected all of the seforim
[in his domain] on the basis of the Midrash of Rabbi Shimon ben Y ochai, of blessed
memory, which stated that the verse, " Al tira0sso"” (Do not fear him, Numbers 21:34) is
written in the full (plene) form withthe  vov. Thiswas because M oshe Rabbainu, of
blessed memory, was afraid of the [power of the] merit of the circumcision of Og, the
king of Bashan, who was once part of Avraham's retinue and was circumcised [together
with him]. ... Teshuva: | am amazed that those who made the correction would place
greater trust in the Midrash of Rabbi Shimon bar Y ochai, z'l, thanthe Talmud . . . in
which theword pilagshim iswritten in an incomplete form (lacking the yud), yet al the
seforim have it written in the full form . . . and yet they don't make any corrections,
according to their erroneous belief that one should make corrections in the text based
upon aMidrash. The essential principle that | am articulating is that any full or
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incomplete form of aword which affects a din, a halachic matter, . . . should be corrected
according to the text of the Talmud. However, a correction that does not affect the din
should only be corrected if it is corroborated by a mgority of the seforim. This situation
is no different than any of the laws of the Torah, lenient or stringent, in which we apply
the verse (Exodus 23:2), "Follow the mgjority.” . . . Teshuvas HaRadvaz 4:101
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Where the author of the Migda Oz (R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon) left off, the Radvaz began
his commentary and completed it properly. He aso produced countless responsa. . . .
Afterwards he moved to Eretz Yisragl to the upper Galilee, to Safed. He composed a
mystical prayer, smilar to the Keser Malchus composed by R. Shlomo ibn Gabirol, z"l.
Hedied at aripeold age. Divrel Y osef
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| forsook my Y eshivain Egypt to go up to Jerusalem in order to enjoy the fruits of my
labor and fulfill my hopes. But even here | was not free from untold worry and anguish.
Sefer Metzudas David, Radvaz
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When he saw the corruption of the local populace and the immense tax burden which was
placed upon him, he couldn't bear the evil . . . and he left and went to Safed. It was there
that he was asked to join the Heavenly academy.  Preface to the commentaries of R.
Yitzchak Akrish on Shir HaShirim
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| heard from the senior Rabbis of this holy city of Jerusalem that Eliyahu (Elijah) the
Prophet, may he be remembered for the good, appeared unto him. Shem HaGedolim,
Chida
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HaRav Shmuel ibn Sid, an exile from Spain, was the author of the work, Klalei Shmuel.
He was adisciple of HaRav [Yitzchak] de Leon and the son-in-law or R. [Yitzchak]
Aboab. He stood by his people in the times of the terrible enemy of the Jews, Ahmed
Murad. . . . He was an expert in the science of Kabbalah and he [thereby] removed the
demons from the synagogue of the community of Seville which is called by his name.
[Thisisthe story:] Originally the building was a house but no one could live there
because of the demons who would harm anyone who came in. As aresult, many people
died in there. When the Rav came to Egypt, he wanted to live in that house, as he was
told that it was all locked up for fear of the fury of the demons. He then told them that
this was exactly the reason he wanted to live there. He slept there that night and took with
him a piece of wood which was inscribed with the Divine name which he placed by his
head. In the middle of the night, he was seized by fear as he beheld a man coming to him
with a sword in his hand. He asked the Rav, "Who made you an authority over us? And
how did you have the audacity to dwell here?' Immediately the Rav got up and showed
him the staff which was inscribed with the Divine name. He told them, "This has given
me authority over you and your ilk." He ordered him to bring him all the demons which
occupied the house. They stood before him; groups and groups of all different kinds. The
Rav then screamed at them and made them flee before him as he ran after them while he
kept hitting them until they all descended the large well whichiscalled the well of Harat
Elkratz. He commanded them never to arise from the well and in no circumstance to
harm any human. From that day on, they made the building into a synagogue which is
called by hisname. Divre Y osef
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V. Rav Betzalel Ashkenazi
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HaRav Betzalel Ashkenazi, z'l, was an extraordinary individual. He was the Arizal's
teacher for seven years, herein Egypt. He composed the  Shitos on Kesubos and Chulin
and annotations to some of the tractates of the Talmud: Y evamos, Nedarim, Nazir, Sota,
Zevachim, Bechoros, Arachin, T'mura, and Menachos. He [also] composed drushim
(homilies) that are sweeter than honey and the drippings of the honeycomb, as well as
responsa. He left Egypt and went up to Eretz Yisrael where he died. Divre Y osef
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HaRav Betzalel Ashkenazi was the son of the elder scholar, R. Avraham Ashkenzai, who
was the older brother of the Chief Rabbi of al of Germany, R. Yitzchak Betzalel's, from
the Betzalel family. Cover page of theresponsa of R. Betzalel Ashkenazi which was
printed in hislifetime
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The precious land [of Isragl] conceived and gave birth to him. In Egypt, he reached
eminence. From the eulogy delivered by R. Yisrael b. Moshe of Najara
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Involvement in the study of gemora took possession of me in my youth. The days of my
youth had the merit of being dedicated to labor in the study of Torah. My eyes were
denied the pleasures of slegp as | stayed awake, night after night, plumbing the depths of
halacha. Because | was so engrossed in Torah study and | was often late for my meals, |
frequently was left with only spoiled food. | gave up my body fat and blood for the
Torah. Teshuvas HaRav Betzalel Ashkenazi 14
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As | began to reply to hisruling and statements, | heard that there was a conclave of all of
the Rabbis of Galilee together with their disciples and the disciples of their disciplesin
which they issued a decree together with awrit of excommunication that no one ever
take tithes from produce purchased from non Jews. This was based upon the opinion of
the Rambam, z"l, as it was described by the author of the Kesef Mishnah, z'l, in the first
chapter of Hilchos Terumah. In that gathering were my two mentors, R. David ben Avi
Zimra, zt"l, and R. Yisrael Di Korid, zt"l. | have therefore refrained from uttering my
own opinion. Teshuvas Betzalel Ashkenazi 1
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Since this thing was uttered by our master and teacher, z'l, [the Radvaz,] it is only proper
to take his opinion into consideration and not permit thiswithout his consent. After all, he
was the greatest expert in his generation. Who can be compared to him! And who can
allow marriage to awoman who he considers to be forbidden. Teshuvas R. Betzalel
Ashkenazi 20
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| saw responsawhich were recently printed by the greatest Rabbi of our generation, a
man of great renown, R. Betzalel Ashkenazi. Teshuvas Toras Chesed 15
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Would you please do me afavor and send mea  Shita (Rabbinic commentary) or two
which isin the form of arunning commentary to this tractate which explainsits every
detail. I am not asking you to send me the Shita Mikubetzes (collection of commentaries)
because | know that you, the master, needs it to render legal decisions. ... TeshuvasR.
Betzalel Ashkenazi 20
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[I am merely quoting] the works of the early authorities, z'l, whose waters we drink.
They are the pillars of halachic guidance upon which the entire Jewish nation rests. | am
only a copyist. [At best,] it is analogous to a person who touches someone whose body is
anointed with oil. Some small portion of the oil will inevitably rub off. TeshuvasR.
Betzalel Ashkenazi 6
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And | say that statements like that clearly indicate his true opinion of the commentators,
Z"l. Who is going to clarify the halacha for him, however, if not the commentators, z"l,
such as Rashi, z'l, and the authors of the Tosefos, z'l, and the other insightful
commentators and poskim (legal authorities)! For in truth, we are the orphans of orphans.
We are not even students of the students of the latter Amoraim, z'l. We are like the
[proverbial] peg in awall in respect to the study of Gemara, like afinger in wax as
regards logical argument, and like a finger in a pit as regards forgetfulness. (Eiruvin 53a)
If it would not be for the works of the commentators, z'l, and the works of the  poskim,
Z'l, who came after them, the Gemara would be a closed book. For that reason, we do not
study the text of the Gemara alone, but in conjunction with the commentaries of the latter
sages, z'l, andthe  poskim, z'l. Anyone who disagrees with them by invoking the
statement (Bava Metzia 86a), "R. Ashi and Rabina conclude [authentic] teaching,” and
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opines, therefore, that no one can make any ruling based upon a new pilpul (logical
argument) in his interpretation of the Mishna, but rather only on what they explicity
stated, is of another (heretical) mindset and is likened to the person (King Y anai, the
Sadducee, see Kiddushin 66a) who said, "The Torah isrolled up and lying in the corner.
Anyone who wants to study may do so." This man here says the same thing, "The Torah
isrolled up and lying in the corner. Anyone who wants to study may do so." The correct
interpretation of, "R. Ashi and Rabina conclude [authentic] teaching,” is that of Rashi,
Z'l, who states that until Rav Ashi and Ravina, who put the Gemaratogether in its present
form, when the later authorities would disagree with an earlier authority, we would rule
like the later authority. From R. Ashi and Ravina and on, however, no one is permitted to
disagree with them. It is permitted, however, to make new rulings in areas where [Rav
Ashi and Ravina] did not themselvesissue rulings. Anyone who disagrees with the [later
commentators or poskim] is tantamount to disagreeing with Amoraim and has committed
acrimethat carries with it the death penalty. The Ravad, z'l, has already written, "If
anyone disagrees with a Gaon simply because he holds another opinion, it is considered
asif heerred in his knowledge of the Mishna. We have no right to disagree with a Gaon
unless we bring incontrovertible proof. Thisis something which is highly unlikely."
Teshuvas R. Betzalel Ashkenazi 1
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[He was] aholy man of G-d who devoted himself to the community and accomplished
much good. He passionately fought against injustice and rescued the oppressed and
exploited. He was an outstanding leader. From the eulogy delivered by R. Yisrael b.
Moshe of Najara
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At that time, [app. 1558,] the Sultan Suleiman transferred to Egypt Mahmed Paha, his
vizier, to be the governor of that land. In his term of office, the Nagid, the leader of all of
Egyptian Jewry, R. Tqjir, died. In his place, the community of Constantinople sent R.

Y aakov b. Chaim of the family Talmid to become Nagid. When he came to the city, he
stood before the potentate and he recognized him to be the Nagid according to the
directives of the government, and clothed him with the raiment of nobility. On Shabbos,
after the prayer service, the leaders of the community led by HaRav [R. Betzalel]
Ashkenazi came to greet him. The Nagid, however, did not act towards them with respect
and did not treat them properly. The Chief Rabbi was incensed and verbally tore him
apart. The Nagid responded with words of humiliation and curses. It reached such a state
that the Rav could not hold himself back and excommunicated the Nagid and then left in
afit of anger. As soon asthe Nagid saw this, he hastened to the palace of the governor to
report to him how Rav Ashkenazi had dighted the honor of the government. When the
Rav became aware of what was happening, he, too, arose early Sunday morning to go to
the palace of the vizier [and governor], a person whom he knew for along time. He
carried with hima Tanach (Hebrew Bible). In a private audience, he told him, "My
master, the prince, knows that from the day the crown of our kingdom fell and we were
exiled amongst the nations, we were careful that no Jew has the audacity to call himself
king. For, only to you does kingship belong. But behold this man who just cameto the
capital city, Yaakov ben Chaim  Talmid, has given himself thetitte  Nagid which is
synonymous with the term king. Thisis evident from the Book of Samuel (I 13:14) asthe
Targum translates the verse, 'Lord has commanded him to bea Nagid over his people' as
king over his people." Ashesaid it, he showed himthe  Tanach. To this, he added, "I
have already rebuked him and he is now hastening to tell it directly to my master the
vizier." Assoon as he heard this, Ahmed Paha removed thetitle Nagid from [Y aakov ben
Chaim] and formally made it into alaw that no Jew may come from the capital city
bearing the title Nagid, but rather with thetitlejilibi (gentleman). Thisis how the last
honorable position of the Jewish people came to an end. After five hundred and eighty
years, the honorable titteof Nagid was removed from us, a holy office which came into
being even before the royalty (Nasi- Resh Galusa) had ceased from Babylon. Divre
Y osef
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A guestion was asked regarding the case of Reuven who lived in Gaza, the place where
he held his property and conducted his business. He paid taxes, however, to the
municipality of Hebron which was the domicile of hisforefathers. His name was written
in the tax register ( pinkus) of the city of Hebron and the taxes which the king demanded,
he paid to the local potentate. This situation has lasted for many years and during this
whole time, the residents of Gaza did not make any demands from him for his fair share
of the taxes. Recently, however, the residents of Gaza stood up and asked him to share in
the local tax burden, since he did live there and his entire livelihood was based in the
city. ... Teshuva: The community is correct and Reuven's arguments have no merit. . . .
Thelaw is clear that Reuven isrequired to pay the taxes and contribute to all of the needs
of Gazajust like any other resident. If he refuses and pays no heed to this ruling, he
should be excommunicated . . . If he does listen, he will be blessed from the One who
dwellsby thiswall. TeshuvasHaRav Betzalel Ashkenazi 36
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The perfect sage, who is renowned throughout the entire Jewish world, R. Betzael, may
the Compassionate One protect him, seeing how the poor of [Jerusaem] were gripped
with hunger, left his abode, Mount Zion, in order to provide sustenance for them and
arrived here. . .. You, the children of the living G-d, should aso hasten and follow our
example and give agoodly portion and an honorable gift which is needed in order to
prevent the synagogue from becoming desolate. . . . and to provide life for those down
trodden souls who devote themselves to G-d's Torah. . . . For this reason, he has |eft the
comfort of his home despite his physical weakness. A fundraising letter from R.
Yisrael b. Moshe of Najara in the name of the Damascus community
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When | heard about the passing of the perfect sage, the crown of scholars, R. Betzalel
Ashkenazi, z'l, who died in Jerusalem, | burst into tears; the teardrops forming pools on
the ground below. . . . Heleft his abode in Egypt to leave over hislegacy in Jerusdem
and to immensely strengthen the charities there. He restored the fallen glory as he
provided food, clothing and shelter for those who dwell [in Jerusalem] in the presence of
G-d. The news of his passing spread throughout every city and there was mourning in
every corner. . . . A crushing blow of this magnititude has not occurred [to the Jewish
peopl€e] since the passing of Gedaliah ben Achikam. From the eulogy delivered by R.
Yisrael b. Moshe of Najara



