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Introduction and 3 letters for ""messengers to themselves' (onsyb o'mbvy)

The Jerusalem community was never well-off. It has gone through worse and less bad times, but
the majority of its Jewish residents, most of them new immigrants, have always lived very
modestly. In the last quarter of the 16th century, the economic situation in the Ottoman Empire
worsened. The community's debts to the authorities and private creditors multiplied, and the
legal struggle for possession of the synagogue, known as ‘the Ramban synagogue’, in which a
great deal of money was invested, ended in failure and its final closure at the end of the century.!
The number of Jews in Jerusalem by that time was reduced to about a thousand souls. According
to the poet Rabbi Israel Najara, about a quarter of them, 230 souls, were poor.2

At the beginning of the 17th century there was a certain recovery which was partly due to the
decline and abandonment of Safed. New immigrants arrived in the city, including well-known
rabbis who preferred Jerusalem to the sinking Safed. The community expanded, and in the
twenties of the 17th century numbered about 2500 souls.

But the hopes for prosperity and blossoming were dashed within a few years. The reign of a cruel
governor, Muhammad ibn Farokh (1621, 1624-5), was disastrous for the city's residents in
general and the Jews in particular. Faced with unprecedented extortion, corporal punishment and
threats of deportation, the Jerusalem community became a broken and debt-ridden community.
The number of the Jewish citizens was reduced to about 1000 souls.?

The financial crisis and its ramifications continued to oppress the community for decades, yet
Jerusalem never ceased to be a focus for Aliya. The place of the deceased and deserting fugitives
was filled by new immigrants. But the heavy debts continued to oppress everyone, old citizens
and new-comers alike. The majority of the public was poor and a large part was supported by

donations from the diaspora or funds which did not always arrive on time and in the desired

! This is a traumatic event for the Jerusalem community. For summaries and additional references see A. Cohen, The
Jewish Community of Jerusalem in the 16th Century, Jerusalem 1982, pp. 85-93 (Hebrew); A. Cohen and E. Simon-
Pikali, Jews in the Moslem Religious Court (16th Century), Jerusalem 1993, pp. 70-88 (Hebrew); idem, Jews in the
Moslem Religious court (17™ Century), vol. |, Jerusalem 2010, pp. 142-144 (Hebrew); M. Rozen, The Jewish
Community of Jerusalem in the 17™ Century, Tel Aviv 1984, pp. 32-33 (Hebrew).

2 2"y 20p ,7"0W ARCXOI ORI mon AR bRAwe. Ottoman pole 1553/5 - 325 households.

3 Rozen, The Jewish Community, pp. 3-20. On Ibn Farokh period and its consequences see pp. 36-50; The Ruins of
Jerusalem (first published in 1631), edited and annotated by M. Rozen, Tel Aviv 1981 (Hebrew). Ottoman pole
1625/6 - 200 households.



amount. Yeshiva students received a meager stipend for their living, but the poor who were not
Torah scholars — not o>»5n »115n - and did not belong to any group, had no regular sources of
income. The immigrants who came to Eretz Israel, a major part of them in old age, encountered,
therefore, a bleak reality.

One of the solutions of the Jews in Jerusalem (and other Jewish centers in Eretz Israel) was to
send emissaries to the Gola, to every Jewish center in the world. Those emissaries were known
by the acronym “shadar” (in plural: shadarim), which means messengers of the rabbis — >mbv
1277 (rabbinic emissaries)

The emissaries were sent to Jewish communities in the Diaspora to solicit funds for institutions,
congregations, Torah centers and schools (yeshivot). They left Eretz Israel equipped with letters
of appointment, which described the sorry plight of the city or institution on whose behalf they
were acting - the burden of debts and the bullying of the local governors. Sometimes they
provided ideological reasons for why the Jews of the diaspora should support their brothers in
the Holy Land.*

The letters of mission (mnv>w >»an>) presented the emissaries to the leaders and rabbis of the
Jewish centers they reached, and begged them to welcome them with open arms, host them and
donate kindly to the institutions they represented. Many of the emissaries were scholars who not
only brought with them news from the Holy Land but also preached in public and arbitrated in
disputes on Jewish law. After a trip lasting sometimes several years, they returned to their home
city with the funds they had managed to raise from the various Jewish communities. Avraham
Yaari wrote a comprehensive book about the institution of the emissaries, the nature of the
messengers, the importance of their mission, the directions of the mission, the methods of
collecting funds, and more.®> Matthias Lehmann’s book, Emissaries from the Holy Land, gives a
historical overview of the institution of shadarim and links its beginning with the Ottoman

occupation of Eretz Israel (1517). He actually describes the phenomenon as “very much a

4 Emissaries came up with innovative arguments about why the poor Jews in Palestine were, in fact, more worthy of
charity than the “poor of your city”—whom Maimonides designated as taking ““precedence over the poor of another
city’” (Matthias B. Lehmann, Emissaries from the Holy Land: The Sephardic Diaspora and the Practice of Pan-
Judaism in the Eighteenth Century, Stanford University Press, Stanford 2014, p. 160). See Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Hilkhot Matnot ‘Aniyim, 3.

5 A. Yaari, Emissaries from the Land of Israel, Jerusalem 1977 (Hebrew). Yaari estimated that the shadars trips
usually last three to four years and that ten percent of them died during their mission.



product of the early modern period”.6 But Lehmann refers mainly to the 18™ and 19t
centuries.

A wide range of sources exists on the itinerary and activities of the emissaries. Among these
sources are the letters of appointment and recommendation the emissaries were provided with
before their departure.

Hundreds of such letters were sent from Jerusalem to the diaspora and, in particular, the flow
increased during - and following - the disastrous reign of Ibn Farukh in the 1620s.

Most of the mission letters published in the past by Abraham Yaari and other scholars were
general letters, which refer to the plight of the many - and not the plight of the individual. But
alongside the letters describing the troubles of the community or its institutions as a whole,
letters were also written describing the desperate situation of private individuals, who had to go
on the road themselves in order to collect alms for their personal purposes. These individuals,
who also carried with them letters signed by the community's leaders, were called "messengers to
themselves" (Dnxyb oMbv).

In Yaari’s monumental book, containing about 900 pages, only two pages were dedicated to the
phenomenon of messengers to themselves!

This is the subject I would like to focus on: letters written by the community of Jerusalem for

private individuals and for private purposes.

The three letters | chose as examples are found in a handwritten collection prepared by a
Jerusalem community scribe in the first half of the 17th century.” This is a sample collection
(), in which the author copied letters that had already been sent, so that he can use their
formulas in the future. In this case the scribe copied about two hundred letters of mission for
emissaries, among them about twenty letters for individuals, and except for a few cases made

sure to omit identifying details.

& Lehmann, Emissaries, p. 15.
7 Jerusalem, National Library, MS. 8*61 o>5w1n o1"7w mnax o"a (Letters of Emissaries).

The manuscript was previously described and mentioned in the research. See its description in Rozen, Rozen, The
Jewish Community of Jerusalem , pp. 299-315. Treasures of information about Jewish personalities and
communities in Syria, Eretz Israel and Egypt still remain in this manuscript. Among it 93 private letters written and
copied by Rabbi Yosef Mataron (a student of Rabbi Moshe Alsheikh of Safed), from the end of the 16" century and
the beginning of the 17™, which were not thoroughly searched until now.



Minna Rozen published 83 letters of mission out of this manuscript, but most of the letters she
published and referred to speak of the troubles of the public.

The three letters I present here were not included in Rozen’s book, and to the best of my
knowledge were not published anywhere else.

In contrast to the general letters whose wording often repeats itself, this is not the case in the
private letters of mission, where no one case is similar to another. Each person and his own
trouble. What made these people go out and collect alms?

There were several reasons why people wandered the roads to collect money for their own
benefit:

A few letters were written for people described as destitute poor, who had no income and had to
borrow money and go into debt to feed their families.

Several letters were intended to come to the aid of people who were robbed or taken captive on
their way to the Land of Israel, as a result of the maritime piracy that prevailed in the
Mediterranean basin during this period.

A group of letters in the manuscript received the title "A Daughter's Trouble" (nan nny). It turns
out that the birth of a daughter was not considered a blessing to her parents, and from her
childhood they began to worry about preparing a dowry for her so that she would be married
when the time came. An unmarried daughter became a burden on her family. Fathers of
daughters whose condition would not allow them to provide a proper dowry for their daughters
had to wander on the roads to raise funds for this purpose.

Another issue that preoccupied Jerusalem's leaders was the situation of abandoned women,
whose husbands left the city and left them without sources of income to become a burden on the
public.

Why did the leaders bother to write letters of recommendation to private individuals while they
are so preoccupied with vexing general problems? There is no doubt that behind the
heartbreaking descriptions of people who lost their property, or captured by pirates, of poor
fathers and abandoned women, there is also the fear of the leaders that these will fall a burden on
the public.

The community institutions in Jerusalem, which were designed to support the poor, the elderly,
the sick and the lonely - were themselves poor and dependent on occasional donations. The

Jerusalem community was mostly poor, the many financial demands of the Muslim governors



did not allow it to stand on its own feet. Most of the donations that came from outside the
country did not go to individuals but were intended to pay the community's debts to Gentile
creditors. That's why the leaders tried in every way to reduce the number of the poor and free
themselves from personal obligation, and they had a clear interest that those individuals would
succeed in their mission. Therefore, it should not be surprising that those in need were equipped
with heartbreaking letters of recommendation, and in fact they were encouraged to go on the

road and try to raise funds on their own.

In conclusion: the collection of letters from Jerusalem shows an extensive network of
connections that existed between the Land of Israel and communities and individuals in the
Diaspora not only in public affairs and financial contributions to the general, but also in various
private matters. Quite a number of messengers to themselves left Jerusalem with letters of

recommendation and support, signed by public figures and rabbis.

Here are three examples of such letters, sent by the community for private individuals.®

l.

Source 1: Jerusalem, The National Library of Israel, Ktiv Project, Ms. Heb. 8°61, system no.
990000434660205171, Correspondence from Jerusalem in the 17th Century, letter no. 178, fol.
209-210 (digitized fol. 109-110).

The preamble to this letter is particularly long and consists of fragments of biblical verses. It is
an example of the style of addressing distinguished people. It is intended for certain benefactors -
possibly from a family of Cohens - and praises them with an abundance of eloquent phrases.

It continues with a general description of the dire situation in Jerusalem, and then describes the
hardships of immigrants seeking to live in the Land of Israel.

Only then the fate of the poor bearer of the letter is described. It is about a man named David,

who lost all his possessions on the way and after arriving in Jerusalem.

8 In the original Hebrew there are entire sections that are written in rhyme, the majority is based on biblical verses,
but it was impossible to translate them accurately, and | tried to translate as close as possible to the original. All
punctuation, spaces and division were done by me.
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A Reference for a Poor Man

[To] the cherished group of nobles, heroes of old, men of renown who clothe themselves with
righteousness, whose name is great, who seamlessly combine giving large amounts of charity
with providing strength, a fortress of salvation. ]You[ pursue righteousness, supporting every
good cause — people of God, prophets who rejoice at doing what the Creator desires, emptying
out your sacks daily, neither tiring nor becoming weary. One act of giving follows another
towards the survivors about whom the Lord calls, instructing you to be charitable, to satisfy the
longing soul. It is not too difficult for you, and it is not beyond your reach - merciful people
from a long line of merciful people, kind people from a long line of kind people. Behold, you are
of the groups praising God in every city and country, in the places where the edicts of the king —
the King of the world — and his laws reach. On your heads is a crown of glory, for those whom
God has carried since birth. Behold, you are the perfect sages, the distinguished rabbis — the very
best at lighting the lamp of mitzva and Torah — followed by all the upright in heart, the generous
ones of the people, the nation of the God of Abraham, their leaders, elders, and guides, and all



those who work together peacefully for the public good. May God grant you long lives forever,
and may you enjoy an abundance of peace. Amen, eternally, selah, forever.

After directing prayers and supplication to the One who dwells on high asking that you live well
and peacefully, we are writing to you on behalf of those who are weeping as they walk due to all
the hardships that we have been through which were rampant in the city of God on account of a
foreign king and his officers who eat us alive. Not a minute goes by without a blow, and we can
bear Israel’s misery no longer. [And the] honorable people who come from the ends of the earth
because they desire to live well in our Land - which is the mother of all life and protects the path
to the tree of life - their sacks were emptied before they reached their desired haven. A smoking
oven and a flaming torch burned in their midst, for they were stripped of all their goods, unable
to bring home food, and they are crying and bewildered about what has happened.

Such is the case with this poor man, suffering and gaunt, the esteemed Rabbi David, who bears
this letter. He was living serenely in his home and flourishing in his palace, and all his soul
desired was to gaze on the beauty of the Lord and to visit His Temple, and in the course of mere
days he was stripped of everything he had, [leaving] a millstone around his neck. And his
anguish is even greater on account of his daughters: for thiee things the-earth his soul trembles,
for they have matured and reached marriageable age, yet his home has nothing. There is no food
and there is no clothing, and he weeps and wails for his family [mnoon?], sighing endlessly.

Therefore, we are full of sorrow for this poor man, because as we have heard he was among the
givers and not the takers, but now everything has reversed, due to the unbelievable terrors of the
time, and he has been forced to leave his home, and to knock on the doors and gates of those who
have been blessed by God. May they transfer some of their bounty to his pocket, to bandage his
wounds and repair the breaches of the house of David, which are many.

Therefore, we have come to beseech your honors to strengthen the feeble hands and steady the
buckling knees, for it is a time for you to act for God, [. . .] especially for this poor man, who has
a mask of embarrassment hovering over his face, and he lacks the words to beg, as he has no
experience with this. Therefore we said: Let us speak up for those who are mute, and we have
come in these two lines to vouch for him before your honors with all your charity [...]. Now it is
your mitzva, you priests [Cohens?], to support him and bring him joy, to fill him with maximum
happiness with valuable money. [. . .] So that he can return, appearing on the mountain of God,
to take care of the members of his household, all of whom are directing their eyes toward His
providence (may He be blessed). As a reward for this, behold, our God stands watching behind
our wall to bring blessing to your storehouses. May He send you help from the holy place and
grant you support from Zion. May your eyes see Jerusalem [restored as] a peaceful abode, and
the palace standing in its proper place.

.

Source 2: Jerusalem, The National Library of Israel, Ktiv Project, Ms. Heb. 8°61,
system no. 990000434660205171, Correspondence from Jerusalem in the 17th
Century, letter no.72, fol. 114 (digitized fol. 60).



This is a plea written on behalf of a mother to the head of a certain family, whose generosity and
support for the poor of Jerusalem was apparently known. It was published by me, without
references, in the “Culture and Literature” supplement of the Haaretz newspaper on October
2319, 2009.
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A plea in the matter of a captive who is imprisoned we know not where.

[To the one who is] a flowing spring, who knows the will of the Highest, a fountain of wisdom,
[------- ] a man of God who is called holy, who is an exemplar for the nations. People come
to him from the ends of the earth so that he can inform them about the laws of God and His
teachings, because his waters flow from the Temple, the waters of Torah and mitzva, which it is
a mitzva to provide to the nation [- - - - - - ]. | speak of the wise man, entirely perfect, the
esteemed rabbi, may God save and keep him, may his name live forever, [and may he live] to a
ripe old age. May he forever dwell in stillness and quiet before God. May his throne be
established forever as the moon is established forever, he and his sons in the midst of the people
of Israel, now and forever, with eternal life. Amen, eternally, selah, and forever .

This is to call your eminence’s attention to the plight of the elderly woman so-and-so, mother of
so-and-so. She came before us, her cheeks wet with tears, like water cascading down a slope. She
cries and causes others to cry with her, due to her desire to see her son so-and-so. A number of
years ago, he set out somewhere, and she did not know where he was and whether he was alive
or déad. Her soul was embittered as no one could even tell her where he was headed. Recently,
she was told by someone that her son has been detained and imprisoned by a Jew to whom he
owed a certain amount and had to serve him for free until he repays the debt. Therefore, we
implore you, dignitaries, kings, and princes, to rescue a prisoner from confinement, to stand at
the right hand of Moshe and save him. Do not rest until you have sent this young man [money] to
redeem him from there and raise him up post haste. This will comfort his elderly mother whose
soul lies prostrate in the dust and is in constant pain due to their separation, for her soul is bound



up with his soul. This will be credited to you as righteousness, for you will revive her soul in the
midst of Jerusalem.

I1.

Source 3: Jerusalem, The National Library of Israel, Ktiv Project, Ms. Heb. 8°61, system no.
990000434660205171, Correspondence from Jerusalem in the 17th Century, letter no. 165, fol.
196 (digitized fol. 103).

A letter for a poor person emphasizing that the community cannot afford the expenses of helping

all the poor people.
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To you, the holy community, may God watch over you, shalom. We have seen the poverty of
this man who will be visiting you, the hunger in his home, and his helplessness, and that his
strength has given out. His young lions lack and go hungry, his children cry out to God,
wandering without food or clothing, and without protection against the cold. Additionally, there
are many creditors hounding him for money, chasing after him and pressuring him, searching for
him on a daily basis in every nook and cranny, looking to shackle him and cause him grief as in
the wilderness. When he called out to us, we paid heed and helped to the best of our ability, in
accordance with God’s hand that has been good to us. But we are unable to take care of all his
needs and meet his requests for whatever he lacks, as the blanket is stretched too thin, and a
single handful of food does not satisfy a lion, and a pit will not be filled up by rainwater alone.
When he saw that he had no luck in this city and was unable to manage, he decided to change
locations, going here and there, a restless wanderer on earth, in hopes of finding favor with God.
Therefore, we said: Let us send a letter telling you about him, so that when he arrives in your
holy camp, you will bestow upon him some of the goodness God has granted you. Treat him
well, give him what he needs, and pour overflowing blessings upon him. Open up your hands



wide for him and give him generously to the best of your ability. Stretch out your arm to gather
in wanderers, and to bring the downtrodden poor into your home. For he is our brother, our own
flesh and blood, and you must not turn away from him. [If you help him] you will live securely,

enjoying an abundance of peace. Through charity you will be established, and by heaven you
will be blessed.



