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Israel's Four lbly Cities: 
It Tiberias 

Daniel Jerany Silver 
January 16, 1983 

If a tx>llster or census taker had visited any of the camunities in the Holy 

Land during the .Midd~e Ages and had asked the heads of the rouse.holds there to list 

their occupation he would have frund that by far the largest ntnnber would have answered 

piety. NcM, piety doesn't pay well. 'Ihese people, for the nnst part, spent their 

days in prayer and in study, ooly occupations of Jewish life. '!hey did so because 

they felt that through their prayers arrl their study of 'lbrah in the Holy Land they 

were hastenir¥J the end of the exile arrl the caning of the Messiah. Sore were callerl 

the advacion, the rrourners for Zion. All of then felt that they, by being in the 

Holy Land which is the highest place on earth closest to God, were a key element 

in the life of piety of the Jewish people in the tenns of enca.rraging Q:rl to bring 

redemption. But still, even holy~ have to put sane food in their st:anachs, arrl 

since Jewish ooly rren marry ard marriages terrl to lead to children, their wives and 

their children hcrl to be fed also. So row did piety resolve this problan in the 

Middle Ages? 

'Ihey had what was kncMn ,as a kolehel. Kolehl is a word which simply means a 

centralized fund-raising agency. And what the kolehl did was to send rut fran Hebron 

or Tiberias or Jerusalan or Saferl missionaries. 'Ihey were called schlihim, and 

each one was given a territory. Essentially, they were cntuti.ssion salesmen, can­

mission salesmen in piety, arrl one was given luge and its environs, and one was 

given Marakesh and its environs, am one was given Banbay and its environs. An:l 

they would leave fmn the Holy Land and they \\Ould be given a cncurl.ssion, paper, 

which certified that they were oollecting funds for the ooly kolehl, am then they 

would pass through their territory and the usual arrangenent was that they would be 

able to pocket 50 percent of the nonies that they raised plus their expenses, and 

the rest of the nnney woold in one way or another be renitted to the kolehl for 

distribution to the professional pious. Ard, believe it or not, sarehow it worked 
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because there's very little evidence that unless the locals attacked these ccmnunities 

they starved. 

Now, the profit motive is a powerful one, as we well rea::,gnize, and since these 

salesrre1 were working on ccmnission it's really quite amazing when you read the 

stories of the schlihim. They literally crossed the seven seas and the highest rroun­

tains in order to raise rroney. Arrl my favorite story of one of these schlihim has to 

do with a brave soul who found himself in Englarrl in the early part of the 18th century, 

and he heard that a new unharvested field of fairly rich Jews had developed in New-

ix>rt in Rln:le Islam. So he bought passage on one of the little ships of the time 

and he landed in New York and he made his way to Newport arrl he harvested such gold 

as he could fran the Jews of Newport. But after he had paid his expenses it wasn' t 

enough for a return ticket back to Europe, so here he was, high and dry in puritan 

New Englarrl. So what does a schliah, a schnorrer, do who's high and dry in puritan 

New England, believe me puritan New England was high and dry? He puts his ear to 

the ground airl he disoovers that a local divine by the naroo of Ezra Stiles was about 

to found a new Ce1Ietery which he was going to call Yale. Arrl so he went to Hartford 

where Ezra Stile : was teaching at the time and he told Ezra Stile that he was a 

Biblical sch:>lar and since, in fact, he knew Hebre,, arrl Ezra Stiles hadn't the 

faintest idea of what Hebrew looked like or SO\.lOOed like, he gained an appointment 

as the first acadanic Jew to gain an acadanic chair iW1American university. 

'!he nost ingenius of all of these car1cu.ssioned salesnen in piety, all these 

representatives of the kolehl, was an unkIXJWn genius woo went into eastern Europe, 

probably in the 15th or 16th century,and he recognized that in order to make rroney 

you samtimes have to sperrl sane noney and he did a little bit of investigatioo. 

His territo:cy was relatively poor. He reoognized that though people were pious 

and were willing to give him whatever free noney they~ when he happened to 

show up in tam, they didn't kIXJW when he wruld cone. '!hey certainly didn't save for 

his cx:ming because their lives were desolate arxi they lived on the thin edge, and 
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so the problan, he decided, was that he couldn't be everywhere at the same time al­

ways, but he could, he decided, leave behirrl a cash box, a place in which they could 

put rroney. And so he went to a manufacturer frierrl of his arrl he asked the manufacturer 

to build him little collection boxes, and this man built him a set of little blue boxes 

with a little place in the top where you could drop in the coins, and this representa­

tive kohlel µit across the face of the box, Mayor, the master of miracles, and wherever 

he went he left little boxes behirrl him.. Arrl, sure enough, the housewives, husbarrl, 

the children, fran time to time whenever they wanted sanething desperately there was 

always the sense, give a little rroney with prayer, they would drop a coin in the box, 

and no,, we have a real collection agency. He'd simply ~ through t:a-m and pick up 

the boxes and give a receipt for what was there and he doobled arrl tripled am quad­

ruples his incane very nicely. Now, these little blue boxes which began in Poland 

picked up the Polish name, pushka, and in the 19th century the Zionists revised this 

old fonn of piety. And many of you may renerber in your hare or your parents' hare, 

because alnost every Jewish hate had one, a little blue box made out of sare kind of 

simple iretal with a white map of the Holy Land on it, it was called Palestine at the 

time, and it was titled not Mayor Bal Hanes rON but Yisroel, the Jewish 

Naticnal Fund, and the rronies that were collected in these boxes were really the 

major funds which bought land in Palestine between 1890 and the 1920's arrl '30's. 

And again, oollecticn agents, better polia:rl this t~, went out through all of 

Europe and of America, oollecting these boxes, and this old piety became a m:xlern 

fonn of charity which really went out of business only in our own lifetime as 

Federations and UJA ard othar xoore efficient fund-raising agencies took their place. 

Why was this nane, Maier Bal Hanes, sudl an attractive one to put on the boxes? 

~Y should people associate prayer in the first instance with the giving of noney? 

'Ibey do, aoo it see:ns to be universal. As you go into Asia am you go into arr;/ of 

the Buddhist tmples, Hirdu tenples, Shinto tmples, yai'll firxi that before the 

shrine where the images sit there's always a great big wooden box, am as a person 
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makes his prayer he'll clap his hands togetrer and toss a penny, \\'hatever little sum 

he has, into that oox. In part it has to do with the custan of the 'WOrld which was 

that when you had a need in human ternlS you had to go to your lord and your master, 

you didn't go directly, you went to court, you found a bureaucrat, a oourtier, you 

paid him a sum of noney arrl he interceded for you with the lord. And the heavenly 

oourt was supposed to operate just as the earthly oourt in fact did. 

I suspect also it had to do with the proof of your am need, your CMn burden. 

You were willing to give sanethin:J, you sacrificed sarething, to the god, and that 

very statarent of need might in fact, that you hcrl given sarething for this that 

yoo desperately needed, might suggest to the gcrl that he, it, they, she, rbe merci­

ful to you. Now, Mayor Balhanes turns out to be one of the roost enigmatic of holy 

saints that you can possibly imagine. I told you the other day of the Muslim story 

about the poor man \\ho hcrl nothing left, who'd run through his business arrl he had 

IX>tlring left but his donkey, his ass, and how he and the donkey went out to find 

their way, to make fortune in the \vOrld, and the donkey died, arrl h0r1 he laid pros­

trate over the grave. Passers by saJN h.im arrl felt that this nn.ist be the grave of 

sare holy man and they began to leave IlDney with their prayers arrl suddenly he 

was in business . '!here' s a certain arrount of that to tlris bit, Mayor Bal Hanes 

story. If you go to Tiberias today your guide will show you on the hillside just 

outside the tCMn a oollection of small buildings, several of them having these small 

little danes on than, which is the sanctuary, the school associated with Maier Bal 

Hanes, the mayor, the master of the miracles. And he will tell you that a great 

ooly man lies here and that miracle cures occur here. Pe:,ple cxrne here who are pious 

to offer their prayers, they've lost an article they think they'll learn if it's been 

lost, they're afraid of childbirth, whatever the need be they cane and express it. 

He'll prooably tell you that this is the grave site of a very important serond cen­

tury tanah, seoom century religious leader by the name of Mayer. Mayer is one of 

the men who's quoted roost often in the Mishnah. In fact, we believe that he was 
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the man who organized the material of the Mishnah in the fonn in which it was finally 

edited. He was a very important sage of the first half of the serond centw:y, and 

his name is Mayer arrl so his name got associated with this Mayer Bal H~s shrine. 

What he will not tell you, this Israeli guide, is that the Talmud indicates that Mayer 

died in TUrkey. That's another story. Fact and piety are not always necessarily 

wedded. 

In the Middle Ages they associated this shrine, we don't know ha,, it carre into 

being, with a man by the name of Mayer Katzim. Mayer Katzim, it appears, was a 10th 

or 11th centw:y pilgrim, probably fran Paris, who went to the lbly land and must have 

died there a martyr and sanehow his name got associated with this shrine. The truth 

is we haven't the faintest idea who was su~sed to be buried there. 'Ihe only thing 

we knav is that already in the 12th centw:y or 13th centw:y it was a center like 

IDurdes, a center like St. Ann de Boupres, a center for Jewish piety, not catholic 

piety, a center where cures and miracles take place, and that the one peculiar legend 

of this shrine is that the mayor, the great Rabbi Maier who is buried here, the master 

of the miracle, was a man who was so detennined to force the caning of the ~siah 

that he said, I will not lie da..m, I will not sit down until the ~siah cxrces and 

so he buried upright. 

Now, the association of miracles of his holy grave is really the cause of the 

fact that Tiberias is one of the four holy cities of Israel. As a matter of fact, 

nost of the graves in Tiberias are a little bit suspicious. 'lbey'll tell you, for 

instance, your guide, wherever you go in this world, guides sh:>ul.d be half believed 

and nore than half disbelieved. 'lbey'll point to you the grave of the great ?-Dses 

Mainonides . It's in Tiberias except that wtl.ike Mayer woo die3 in Turkey Ma.im:>nides 

died in Egypt, but he was 111a:1ically transported to the li:>ly Laoo. But again, his 

grave is there, it's visited. About a nonth after Pesach there's a great procession 

on the 11th of Iyar in Tiberias of holy folk wh:> believe in these ~s fran 

Maincnides' grave to the center near Bal Hanes arxi miracles take place am prayers 

• 
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are said arrl a great time is had by all, even tcx:lay. 

'!hat's a strarge fate for a city, a cit\! which was, as its nane suggests, dedi­

cated to a Ranan Emperor, Tiberias, successor of the great Augustus, a man who was 

known as the durist and gloani.est of all men, a man woo has no particular interest in 

or involvenent with Jewish life or Jewish history. In the first century B.C.E. a 

family fran whan Herod ultimately came, a family which came to Irrlia arrl was oonverted 

for political reasons to Judaism, was given authority in the eastern Mediterranean 

by the Re.mans • And Hercx:1 ' s son, Herodentipa.s, was given the governorship, the ruler­

ship of a bit of territory whose geography has becane familiar to us in recent years. 

It included southern Ie.barx:>n, the Galilee, the Mecca Valley where all those Syrian 

missile sites have been, arrl the Golan Heights . Arrl when he took over this territory 

Herodentipas decided that he ought to have several district administrative centers, 

arrl so he looked aroond and he decided that halfway up the western shore of the Sea 

of Galilee would be a lovely site for a district administrative center which you 

rould visit fran time to time. It was right at the seashore, the climate was good, 

and he detennirw to establish the city there. This is the year 21 of the C.E. '!he 

walls were dedicated in 21. 'lhe cx:mruni ty was finished in 29 of the C .E. It's the 

newest of the major cities, major holy cities, of Israel. Being a shrewd cuurtier, 

what do you do when you create a na,, city? Yoo dedicate it to the ~r, therefore, 

the nane Tiberias. 

NcM, the nost interestiRJ thing about this \tbole city is that in its first 

century good Jews refused to enter it. They foorxl as they were puttin:J the foorrlations 

of sane of the buildiBJS of the city that Tiberias was mapped out over what had once 

been a graveyard. Now, in the Bible there are certain rules which stipulate that 

if a priest entJers a ~~IVaxd he is in a state of ritual \DlClearlliness. Arn the 

Pharisees, those woo fourd rali>inic JUdai an, enlarged ItDSt of the priestly rules 

so that they involved all of Israel, am for all of Israel it becane a rule accx:>ro­

ing to the r.ati>is, the aat1811, that any livi.BJ within a graveyani or touchirJ] of bones 
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defiled the ritual, made you tana.i., and so yoo do not live in an area which~ once 

been a graveyard until you have retDved all of the bones arxl they have been properly 

buried. Arrl still today you' 11 f irrl fran tirre to time a sto:ry a:ming out of m:rlern 

Israel that the archeolCXJists have struck a cave which is a grave arrl the rali>is are 

picketing because they insist that all the bores in the grave nust first be picked 

out and given proper burial before the archeolCXJists can in fact oontinue with their 

work. In any case, the prcblen with the ancient graveyards is that unlike Mayfield 

or a mcxlern cenete:ry where things are nicely laid rut arrl there's a plot which sh<Ms 

exactly where every grave is. People tended to be buried in caves or hither and 

yon arrl there's really no way of knowirg when you had canpletely deoontaminated an 

area so that religious Jews caild live there. 

Now, establishing Tiberias over this ancient graveyard lx>thered Heroo 

antipast oot at all nor did it bother tmse who were called by this time the 

Ameah Aliks, the ordinary folk of the countcy who had no ooncem yet with what be­

cane of the subtleties of rabbinic law. But the scholars ard the rabbis did and 

they refused to enter this area. And tre paradox of all of this is that within 150 

years of its fa.urling Tiberias had becane the center of the ral:binic world in the 

Holy Lam and was to remain so for 300 years, that it was in Tiberias that the mishnah 

was published. It was in Tiberias that the great son Hedron net, for the nost part, 

over a three century period. It was in Tiberias that the patriardl , the 

central rabbinic authority of th:>se times met. How did this reverse take place? 

1-lrd incidentally, cne of the things that always interests me about history is what 

R:>bert Burns capsuled when he said the best laid plans of mice arrl men of Gangaghi. 

I'm sure that if Tiberi.as had set oot a lorg raBJe plan for the city 

\ffiat he would have hq)ed was that the great IOnan baths which he had established 

wbm:e the statJJes of Tikay am Zeus were prevalent, that the theater which was part 

of aifJ lbnan city, with all of these naunental blilcli.J¥Js WOlld be srbellishEd am 
they would beo:Jne one of the great centers of the R:lnml world. 'lhe last thir¥J he 
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had in mind, I'm sure, is that sare Jews wruld cone along and take down all the 

stables of the Ranan gods in the city, that they would take the city dedicated to 

Tiberias and make itinto the Jerusalem of their day. lbw did this happen? Three 

things conspired to make it so. '!he first, the Jews had always enjoyed going south, 

to Miami for the winter; the secorrl, that Jews have always enjoyed baths, that 

they enjoy the spas; and the third, the most :p::>litical of11l~asons, that Tiberias es­

caped most of the damage that occurred to most of the cities in the Galilee during 

the two great revolts against Rane. 

which has to do with Jews in baths . '!here is a very 

fanous scholar by the name of Simeon bar Yohai. Simeon bar Yohai was a rontanporary 

of Rali:>i Meir and Rali:>i Akiba. He was to becone later one of the best known rrwstics 

of Jewish life. He was assurnErl to have been a kabbalist, and a great book of the 

Jewish rrwstics, the Zahar, was in fact claimed to have been written in his nane. 

In :p::>int of fact, we know very little aoout Simeon bar Yohai except this, that 

during the Bar Kochba revolt, the revolt that Bar Kochba led between 132 arrl 135 

of the C.E. which had its final defeat at Masada, that during this period Simeon 

bar Yohai was an ardent rebel, that the Ranans put a price on his head, that unlike 

Rali:>i Akiba who was capb.lred arrl executed Bar Yohai managed to evade the Ranans 

woo were chasing him. '!hey lived for, sane say as much a; 14 years in caves in the 

wilderness trying desperately to sw:vive arrl when, finally, the rebels against 

Ione were pardoned and it was safe to caue out of hiding, this salx>lar who lived 

in the dank and the oold of these caves in the wilderness, probably in the hills 

sane place, cane out crippled with arthritis. And Tiberias is known for its hot 

springs, so what did he do? He went to the schvitz arrl he sat there with the heat 

and slowly the arthritis began to leave fran his aching bones am he was very grate­

ful to Tiberias. Ard as they talked, as you would have talked as you sit in the 

schvitz, he disa:wered the old prct>lem of living within the city walls, am being 

a shrewd man he pit his mind ~ work on how to clean up Tiberias of this ritual 
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oontanination. And looking aramd, p:>king around, he realized that the top soil 

in Tiberias was very shallow, perhaps an inch or so, and below that, for the nnst 

part, the land was gravel and friable stone, and so he said, I'll tell you hc:Mwe'll 

manage . We' 11 plant a of plants which have very deep roots am wherever the 

seeds do not gro,,, flourish, we'll know that the land has rot been touched. And 

wherever the seeds do flourish, if a plant grcws out, we'll know that the roots 

have been able to reach down into sane soft soil, sanetx:xiy has cut into that area. 

And if you dig up these areas and you clean than out of whatever bones you find there, 

I' 11 declare the city of Tiberias tahor, clean. And so they did, and so Tiberias 

was cleaned up, not in the sense of a cleanup of a nodern city but as rabbis clean 

up cities, and it was ready for serious Jewish settlement. It escaped, as I said, 

the depredations, the destructions, for the nost part, of the war. It was a salub­

rious climate and it was a natural place for the ratbis to cme to establish their 

schools when they could no longer further south in Judea and Samaria because 

the weather there is far better ther than in the pestilential swanps of the Valley 

of Jezreal. The Ranans ccntrolled the ooastlands, this was an area off the beaten 

track, where they oould live with sane degree of peace. Arrl if you go to Tiberias 

you'll reex>gnize that the weather is very nuch like Miani, palm trees, sub-tropical, 

a kind of life that Jews in their upper years tend to enjoy. 

So in the seoond century by aboot the year 150 or 160 of the C.E., Tiberias 

beccnes the center of intellectual rabbinic life. It's there, as I said, that 

the Mishnah is published. It's there and in several surrourrling a:mro.mities that the 

great yeshivahs met, of Palestine, in which the disrussions took place which ro,, 

muprised the bulk of the material in the so-called Palestinian Talmud. '!here are 

two great Talnudic ccupilations, one in Babylonian, one Palestinian. It was, in 

other words, the great center of Jewish intellectual cultural life in Palestine 

during the seoond, third, foorth an:1 early fifth centuries. Ard then, of course, 

as the Christian Church became the established church of the Ranan Enpire am the 

~i -- -- --------
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churchman were able to get their way more and Irore with the Byzantines in Constant­

inople. Any kirrl of rabbinic presence was opposed and Tiberias, being the great 

center of Jewish life, was particularly opposed and the church p.1t the screws on 

Tiberias. They forced the Jews, little by little, out. They cut off their means of 

support arrl by the sixth century Tiberias settled down into being just another snall 

town in which a few Jews happened to live. 

But, interestingly, it ranained throughout that centucy a rather creative 

center. One of the great poets and hymnists of ~ tradition, a man narred Eliazar 

Kalir who lived in the seventh century, was born, lived, arrl spent his years, his 

creative years in Tiberias. And in the ninth arrl tenth century Tiberias was the 

center of a circle of grannarians callerl the Maserets who produced the critical 

edition of the Bible which is still the accepted critical edition to this very day. 

It is the Maseret who detennined what spelling a word should have, the division of 

sentences in the Bible, the punctuation, the stroke, the stresses, the Biblical read­

ings should have and their work, which culminated in sarething which is known as 

the Ben Asher Codex, their work prcx:luced a harrl-written text which was the ac­

credited accepted text of the Bible arrl ranained sofor Jewish life down to today. 

Tiberias has a noole place in the developnent of our intellectual arrl cultural 

tradition. 'Ihe Crusades did Tiberias no gocxi as they did no good to nost of the 

cities in that area. And during the first half of the secorrl millenium, that is 

fran abrut the errl of the Crusades to the fourteenth or fifteenth or sixteenth cen­

turies Tiberias ranained a relatively niined site, for the most part anpty of people. 

And then, interestiDJlY, outside of the great graves which continue ·L 

througlDut those years to attract pilgrims, Tiberias enjoyed a revival, a very brief 

one, but a revival which was in many ways the prototype of noiern Zionism. let me 

give yoo a little bit of history. '!he Jewish a:mtmlity in Spain during these cen­

turies we've been ta1kin:J about was the great powerful, wealthy, intellectually 

developed Jewish center in the world, but, unfortunately, in 1492 when the two great 
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kingdans of Spairm the Castile arrl Aragon, were united for the marriage of Ferdinand 

arrl Isabella, the church was able to gain a ruling fran the royal house that all Jews 

must either convert or within six rronths leave the oountry. 'lhe poor, for the irost 

part, left. The rich, for the most part, converted arrl they became the ~ranos that 

we kna..l of our history . Sane tried to find a half-way point. Portugal was ver:y 

Spanish but hcrl rot yet imposed an exile, arrl many of the rich fled for a few years 

to Portugal, but in 1498 the Church was able to force the King of Portugal to put 

through a similar decree. 

Na.-1, annng those who fled the rich, who fled fran Spain to Portugal, was 

a family known as the Nass family, arrl there was a~ namad Donna Gracia Nasi. 

She was a very wealthy and very lovely wanan, a very energetic one, and she married 

a man rum:rl lvendez who came fran the other great wealthy family of the time, and 

she arrl he really oontrolled, they were knam the way the R:>thschilds were known in 

the 19th century, it was the wealthy Jewish family of the day. Now, as in r.t>rano 

Donna Gracia was known as Beatrice Deluna arrl she arrl her husband lived for awhile 

in Portugal and then they went up to Ani:lNerp where there was the center of their 

banking. Then they went to Venice and finally they flerl fran Venice and reoonverted 

to Judaism arrl they went to live in Constantirx>ple. During the same pericx:1 of time, 

the early sixteenth century, the Mamaluks wlx:> hcrl rul.Erl the Middle East had been 

overthrown by the Turks, and the Turks in th::>se early years were very shrewd business 

folk and they recognized that aIOOng these Moranos who had been forced and were leav­

ing as fast as they oould fran Spain arrl the great Spanish enpire, were, first of 

all, men of great wealth, an:1 seoond of all, people of great skill in all of the 

professioos, in literature and, rrost of all, in bankiIJ3 and in trade. Am they 

encouraged the novement of these Jews, these ex-Jews, these r-t>raoos, into Turkey 

and the Turkish empire because they sa,, them as agents, as , in the eooIXlllic 

developue11t of their empire. And, of cnirse, the nDst inp:>rtant of the fani.lies, 

Beatrice Deluna, rDtl Ibnna Gracia, was welcxmed in Constantioople. Her husband, 
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unfortunately, died, but her son-in-law, a man namad Yao Miguel, his Hebrew name 

was Joseph, took over the great family arpire and he becane one of the 100st i.nµ)rtant 

people in the Turkish rourt. 

An interesting thing happened psychologically arcong the M:>ranos, that is, 

arcong that group of M:>ranos who were able to get out and who were able to reronvert 

to Judaism, arrl that is that they suffered this terrible sense of guilt for having 

once been Christian. And they developed anong than the piety that if they cx,uld only 

be buried in the Holy Land, sanehGl that fact of having returna:1 physically to their 

origins and remaining there until the resurrection would free then of any sense of 

guilt and a sentencing by God. And so large numbers of these ex-M:>ranoes lived only 

to be buried in the Holy Land, arrl Donna Gracia wried her husband there, arrl then 

she made plans for her a..m burial arrl she decided that she wanted to be buried in 

Tiberias, in part because there was a pious tradition that the resurrection would 

begin in Tiberias forty days before it began anyplace else in the Holy Land. And 

we don' t know quite how that tradition began, but it ' s nice to know you have forty 

100re days than anybcxly else. It probably has sarething to do with the fact that 

Tiberias is the lowest city in the Holy Land outside of Jericho, arrl Jericho was 

rot part of the Jewish world durinJ the Micxlle Ages. In any case, she was not about 

to go to Miami without havinJ a lovely house to go to, so she told Joseph, her son­

in-law, she wanta:i a palace built in Tiberias where she could live out her age, she 

knew it was Miami, and then she wculd be buried. And besides that, she wanted him 

to briIXJ to Tiberias a number of the holy men fran Safed so they cx,uld study and 

pray aoo guarantee that she wculd get what she wanted in the next world. She de­

served it, by the way. Her m:>ney, m:>re than anythiI¥J else, organized the urrlergrourrl 

travel which brought t:oousands and thousands of l-branoes out of Europe to the then 

relative freecbu of the eastem Mediterranean. Her m:>ney was such that when the 

city of Ferarra burned 25 Meranoes at the stake, she organized a boyex>tt at Ferarra 

through the 'l\lrks which allooat bankrupted the town. She was able to get even for 
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many of the crines which were being done against her people. She was a great wanan. 

Now, Joseph Nassi was the first m:xlern Zionist. Donna Gracia is still an 

old-fashioned lady who will go to the Holy Land to die. He had this cnun.i.ssion. He 

would carry it out. He thought to himself, there's a problem. What's the problem? 

The problem is that there's a trenerrlous group of refugees who were caning out of 

Spain and Portugal and the low lands of Italy because this is n<:M the fifties, sixties 

and ·.seventiaieamunter refonnation has set in in the church and the church has turned 

fran being a place for the Vatican areas to turn, a place where Jews oould live with 

relative security to ones which were nav places of great danger for Jews. And Jews 

were caning to the East. What was to be done with than? If too many of them pile 

into Constantinople or Salanaca they'll create problems; there won't be enough jobs; 

the cxmminity won't be able to support than; they'll create tensions with the locals. 

Why not find a piece of land which is aupty? ~y not firrl a piece of larrl where 

Jews can develop their CMn econcmy and be masters, relative masters ,of their ONn 

fate? Tiberias was in ruins. 'Ihe wmle area around the Sea of Galilee is not used 

for anything. He recognized that the Turks would mt at all be adverse to having 

a friendly group of people in that area as a buffer against the bedouins who wruld 

fran time to time raid up thrrugh the area into the under belly of 'I\lrkey itself. 

And so he went to-' Suimam, the emperor in Constantinople arrl he agreed to pay acer­

tain sum of noney if the snperor would give him a writ which would allow him to 

reestablish the walls of Tiberias, to bring down drafts of Jews to Tiberias to settle 

the lard, and he told this Suinlaln arrl his heir apparent, M.rrcrl, that he saw a basis 

for a new eooncmy that wruld be textile-oriented. '!hey woold grow the silk wonn in 

the area, the silk was a very precirus camodity, the area is very oonducive to 

silk cultivation. As a matter of fact, silk had been gram there for sane years 

during the third or fourth century arrl he would reestablish that silk industry and 

'I\lrkey would benefit, the Jews would have a hare, the J6/ls would be able to oontrol 

their am destiny, the refugees \tJOuld no longer be refugees, they would be Zionist 
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pioneers , This would be the yishuv. 

In 1558 he received the Fiennan, who was afraid to leave the oourt for 

fear of powerful oourtier, you don't go far fran your anperors, so he sent his roost 

trusted lieutenant with a draft of Jews down to Tiberias, arrl in the matter of a year 

they ha:l a wall u..o miles long canpleted, they had established the first synagogue. 

Ibnna Gracia's palace was well under way and the silkwonnwas being cultivated in 

the area. And, of course, you k.row what ha:FPer1ed. An area which m one had wanted 

suddenly everybody needed. '!he Pope interfered within a year. '!he papal legate in 

Constant:imple went to the Grand Porta and canplained that the Jews ·1 had destroyed 

an old Crusader church which had been destroyed for five hundred years arrl that 

they oouldn't be trusted, and besides that they were enemies of the faith. A local 

sheik said and published the fact that he disoovered an old book in which sane Mus-

1.im saint had written that if the walls of Tiberias are reestablished by the Je,.,s 

Islam will fall. And the Muslims took this to the Muslim court in Constantinople 

arrl they used it as evidence that the Jews must not be allowed to oontinue. It 

cost Joseph a lot of rooney to handle these affairs, but he was, to use the verna­

cular, tight, with Sunaroon and Murcd and so about thirty years his plans went ahead. 

And they faltered, interestingly, in a way that many of the early Zionists' plans 

faltered, in the way suggested by the 'Ibrah portion that I read to you this noming. 

'llle Jews -were as much at fault as the eJ'lE!l¥. Why? 

wok at Zionism. For every Je,., who is willing to leave Czarist Russia 

and the pograns to go to the lk>ly Laoo, a thousand came to the United States. Al­

roost every Je,, voted agamst Ziooisn with his body. He went else,mere. '!he ~ranoes 

of Joseph's day, they didn't want to go to the provinces to the in1aoo city of 

Tiberias where there was no culture, there were oo libraries, there was ro theater, 

there was no orchestra, only hard work and fields to cultivate. '!hey wanted t.o 

stay in Constantioople, in Salanaca, in Ismir. '!hey wouldn't go. Ard forevery Je,, 

wh:> did go duriBJ the 1890's and 1900's and 1910's to Palestine to atl.tivate the lam, 
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for every two Jews who went,one returned within bvo years to Europe. It was too 

tough. It was too difficult. When the Bible says that the Hebrew slaves were afraid 

for M:>ses to go to Pharoah with the demand to free the people, the kotzurah, because 

of the narrowress of their spirit, it was presaging sarething which is true about 

the human spirit generally. We are creatures of habit. We are really afraid to try 

different kinds of living. We are afraid to be part of the new experinents. What 

saved roodern Israel is that the pogran.s were so universal and so ronsistent, and 

nost inp:)rtantly, that so many places where you wanted to go closed their d(X)rs to us 

arrl we rouldn't go there, that we had no alternative. '!bat didn't happen in the six­

teenth centw:y. In a strange parcrloxical way whidl we prefer not to hink about, it 

was the 1924 inmigration laws in the United States which established quotas, quotas 

which were designed to preclude large numbers of people cx:ming in fran southern Europe 

and eastern Europe where Jews lived, but where it was the __ ~ which Canada arrl 

England and other camtries had, whidl precluded further Jews fran piling in, as 

they had up to that time, to these places which made it inevitable that enough Jews 

wruld go to Palestine for there to be a viable Jewish state. Palestine exists, to 

a large degree, Israel exists, to a large degree, because of the anti-sanitisn of 

the west. I speak not of Hitler no,, and Stalin. I speak of the inmigration systans 

of the free nations of the west oot so Im.lch because of the rourage of the Jewish 

people, the people who went there had tranemous courage, but nost went to the Cblden 

Medinah. '!hey went to convenience. '!hey went to cxmfort. They went to civilization. 

'Ibey went to the big city, and we're still doing that in many ways. 

Well, after about thirty years as things happened there was oot yet a 

sufficient nurt>er of Jews in Tiberias to really allow the eoonany to be substantial, 

to cultivate the fields and to have the in:lustcy which needed to be there. 'Ihe local 

Arabs did exactly what the local Arabs did in the Middle Fast in the twentieth oen­

tw:y. They began to attack, first the outskirts of the settlement, then the settle­

ment itself. Josepl died ard no one was quite as interested in this particular ex-
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periment as he hcd been before, and by arourrl 1600 or 1610 this rx:>ble early Zionist 

experiment went the way of all flesh, and Tiberias settled back to being a holy city, 

a city of graves and of pilgrims . In the eighteenth century Hasidic groups came 

there . In the nineteenth century sare nore of the pious of eastern Europe came 

there . And then in the twentieth century Tiberias began to have its nx:rlern which 

is a much nore Zionist one, largely because it was the only viable city east of the 

Valley of Jezriel and within the area of the Galil and so it becarre the big market 

an:1 transport center for those cxmnunities arrl because the young fanners of Heilozim 

in the kibbutzim of the area wanted to be able to go swimning, they wanted to be 

able to relax fran time to time, and it becarre the early Eilat of Israel, the resort 

t:a-m for the fanoors, the young pioneers, and it retained that particular tradition 

to this day. 

If you visit Tiberias today you'll find a city which is lovely arrl ar­

cnitecturally of nore particular distinction. It is on the shores of the lake. 

The ruim are Cruscder and Lader. What they will not tell you is that the old Jewish 

tradition is still believed by many: !he resurrection will begin with Tiberias 

and so that if you really want to have forty days on the rest of us, arrange to be 

buried rot in Mayfield but on the rutside of Tiberias an:1 I'll see you forty days 

later. 
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