Medieval Israel Class #7:
The Redeemers: The Semicha Controversy and Dona
Gracia’s Dream

Timeline

1440 Printing press invented

1492 Columbus discovers America

1517 Ottoman conquest of the land of Israel

1530s False Messiahs Shlomo Molcho and David HaReuveni

1538 Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent rebuilds the walls of Jerusalem
1538-39 Semicha controversy

1540 Rabbi Malkiel Ashkenzai buys the old Karaite section of Hebron and builds
the Avraham Avinu synagogue

1556 Ancona Affair

1560 Dona Gracia Nasi asks the Sultan for permission to lease Tzfat

For Jews As Well

Soon there came out of Portugal a noble whose name was Shlomo Molcho. He
was of those who had fled there in the days of the Inquisition. While he was still a
youth he served as one of the secretaries of the king. But when he saw David
Reubeni, the Lord touched his heart and he returned to the Lord, the God of our
ancestors, and he was circumcised. . . Soon he became the wisest of men,
arousing much wonder. He went to Italy and with great daring spoke of the Divine
Law in the presence of kings. . .He became learned in the wisdom of the
Kabbalah. . .he preached to large audiences in Bologna and in other places.
(Emek HaBakha, Joseph haKohen, 1575)

Jews in Ottoman Jerusalem

Jerusalem, notwithstanding its destruction, contains four very beautiful long
bazaars, such as | have never before seen, at the foot of Zion. They have all
dome-shaped roofs and contain wares of every kind. . .all the necessaries of life,
such as meat, wine, olives and sesame oil can be very cheap. The soil is
excellent but it is not possible to gain a living by any branch of industry, unless it
be that of a shoemaker, weaver or goldsmith.

| have taken a house close to the Synagogue. In the court where my house is
there are five inhabitants, all of them women. . . All possible winds blow in



Jerusalem. It is said that every wind before going to its destination come to
Jerusalem to prostrate itself before the Lord. . . (Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura,
1488)

What Do the Sources Say?
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If there was only one judge in Eretz Yisrael who possessed semichah, he should
call two other judges to sit with him and they should convey semichah on 70
judges at one time or one after the other. Afterwards, he and these 70 should join
together to make up the Supreme Sanhedrin and grant semichah to others to
make up other courts.

It appears to me that if all the all the wise men in Eretz Yisrael agree to appoint
judges and convey semichah upon them, the semichah is binding and these
judges may adjudicate cases involving financial penalties and convey semichah
upon others.

If so, why did the Sages suffer anguish over the institution of semichah, so that
the judgment of cases involving financial penalties would not be nullified among
the Jewish people? Because the Jewish people were dispersed, and it is
impossible that all could agree. If, by contrast, there was a person who had
received semichah from a person who had received semichah, he does not
require the consent of all others. Instead, he may adjudicate cases involving
financial penalties for everyone, for he received semichah from a court.

The question whether semichah can be renewed requires resolution.
(Maimonides Mishneh Torah Sanhedrin Chapter 4 Halacha 11)

Rabbi Levi ibn Habib (1475 — 1546)
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Did it Work?

A rapist is sentenced by three judges, if the judges have been given semicha in
Eretz Yisrael. And today, when we have no one with semicha, we
excommunicate him until he makes restitution. . . (Shulchan Aruch Even HaEzer
177:2)

Lecha Dodi by Rabbi Shiomo Alkabetz (1500-1576)

Come, my friend, to meet the bride; let us welcome the presence of the Sabbath.

"Observe" and "Remember the Sabbath day," the only God caused us to hear in
a single utterance: the Lord is One, and his name is One to his renown and his
glory and his praise.

Come, etc.

Come, let us go to meet the Sabbath, for it is a well-spring of blessing; from the
beginning, from of old it was ordained,—last in production, first in thought.
Come, etc.

O sanctuary of our King, O regal city, arise, go forth from thy overthrow; long
enough hast thou dwelt in the valley of weeping; verily He will have compassion
upon thee.

Come, etc.

Shake thyself from the dust, arise, put on the garments of thy glory, O my people!
Through the son of Jesse, the Bethlehemite, draw Thou nigh unto my soul,
redeem it.

Come, etc.
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Dona Gracia Mendes: Jewish Redeemer

1510 born in Portugal as Beatriz de Luna

1528 married to her cousin Francisco Mendes

1538 , Francisco dies, Beatriz and rest of the family leave for Antwerp

1542 Diogo, Francisco’s brother and business partner dies, leaving the business
to Beatriz



1544 Venice

1549 Ferrara where Beatriz can finally live freely as a Jew. She takes the name
Gracia/Chana Nasi

1553 Istanbul
1556 Ancona affair
1560 leases Tiberias from the sultan

1569 dies in Istanbul



