The Lost Tribes: Perceptions
Through the Ages
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Tannaic/Amoraic Perspectives:
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Q: R. Akiva’s opinion seems to contradict clear prophecies about the ultimate
reunion of the ten tribes with the rest of Israel?
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Geonic Period

e Eldad HaDani- (8th century)
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e R'Tzemach Gaon, 8th Century, contemporary of Eldad HaDan: no reason to reject
what Eldad HaDani says, despite the seeming strangeness of what he says; rather,
each of his statements has to be examined on its merits.




Rishonic Era:

5.

R' Avraham ben haRambam - mentions Eldad's stories in a Teshuva as proof that
the Ten Tribes still exist and are identifiable. (Kovetz Al Yad 4 (5648), pp. 62-63)

Rashi - (Mishlei. 5:19) cites explanation of word nawn in the name of R' Moshe
Hadarshan, who bases it on Eldad. And in halacha, (Pardes, Hilchos Treifos)
accepts Eldad's explanation of why a delay (shehiyah) during slaughtering
invalidates the animal.

The Mordechai 13th century: In Chullin, quotes Eldad HaDani as saying that meat which is

slaughtered without a bracha is pigul, but rejects this stringency.

Raavad - (R' Avraham Av Beis Din), author of Eshkol, cites a couple of halachos of

Eldad's (he calls them niw' nid7n). He disagrees with some, but accepts one as a

possibility.
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Radvaz: 15th century Egypt (0 n'o 7 279n 127170 n"1w) was asked if a slave
acquired from certain countries should be treated according to the laws of
Jewish Slaves.
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He ruled that the Falasha were descendants of the lost tribe of Dan. His ruling

was based upon the report of the famous ninth-century traveler Eldad Hadani!




Late Acharonim/Modern Times:

Brief History:

« Their own Tradition: Falasha are descended from Jews who accompanied Menelik,
the son of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, from Jerusalem to Ethiopia.

% 1790
James Bruce: Protestant churchmen learned of the existence of the Ethiopian Jews
from James Bruce’s, Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile. Bruce revealed that
this tribe, completely isolated from other Jews, was in fact practicing
pre-Talmudic Judaism. Christian missionaries, already active in the Near East,
were dispatched to Ethiopia to proselytize among the Falasha.

+ Rabbinic Interest: When Jews heard ancient Jewish tribe was being converted to
Christianity, a rabbi pushed desperately to help, bringing teachers there, and bringing
Falasha youths to Europe train as teachers for their people. (They gave up the
Passover sacrifice at someone’s urging, to fit in more with standard Jews!)

e Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook (1865-1935) also took part in renewed efforts to reach
out to the Jewish community in Ethiopia. In a letter written in 1912 regarding Rabbi
Samuel Hirsch Margulies’ request to send a teacher to the community, Rav Kook
writes: “With all my heart | desire to join those who are performing this mitzvah, to aid
you in all your efforts to assist these remote brothers of ours...to save them from
extermination”(igrot HaRaya 2:432)

OBJECTIONS:

e R. Herzog 1954: letter questioning the Jewishness of the Ethiopians: Scientists had
determined they were not genetically Jewish, which means they would have to have
converted... Yet their modes of conduct indicate that if they converted, it was without
an awareness of the Torah as we know it. Conversion would be invalid.




R. Moshe Feinstein on the Passage of Time- why we should assume that what was

true in Radvaz’ time would still be true in ours—even if they were the descendants of
Dan as of the sixteenth century, a lot could happen in four hundred years!

Tzitz Eliezer: Radvaz said that they lived where Moslems, Christians, and Jews were
in a state of frequent war, daily taking captives from each other. So, the Ethiopians
coming to Israel might include descendants of captives from other nations, who
never properly converted.

BUT:

despite conversion to Christianity a century ago, Falasha remain a socially distinct
(though not religiously distinct) group within Ethiopian community. Non-Jews refer to
them as "Israel", see them as having a lower stature, and refuse to marry them.
Therefore intermarriage rate of the Falash Mura extremely low (approximately 0.3
percent), Thus, the fact that the Falash Mura lived as Christians for long time won’t
detract from their status as Jews.” (Jachter)

However
,Rav Ovadia Yosef 1970s .
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Ethiopian Jewry is undoubtedly Jewish in origin- NO CONVERSION!

Urges haste in bringing them into Israel. as part of the effort to bring all scattered Jews
back to their homeland, to fulfill the prophecy of Isaiah

Ashkenazi leaders disagreed. Most doubt the status of all Ethiopian Jews and
require them to conversion upon arrival in Israel, out of concern that they are not
Jewish.

Dr. Karen Bacon uses genetic tests; proves that Ethiopian Jewry contains many
people who were originally non-Jewish. (The Torah U-Madda Journal 3:1-7)

Finally:
Chief Rabbinate 1988: accept Radvaz’s claim that these Jews certainly descended

from Dan, and prohibited questioning that. However, possibility of intermarriage over
the centuries led Rabbinate to agree with R. Herzog, should convert le-chumra.

In 1991 falashas airlifted by secret service and brought to Jerusalem
after chief rabbi rules they were Jewish from tribe of Dan!




Marriage:

e Rav Ovadia Yosef (Yabia Omer 8:11), their divorces not Halachahic, BUT their
marriages also halachically invalid. So no mamzeirim

e Local rabbinates, often forced Ethiopian Jews to meet conditions before being
allowed to register for marriage

e Deri: “I want to say that, of course at the instruction, leadership and adjudication of
Maran, that in the year [2014] the Chief Rabbinate Council convened and approved as
written the ruling of Maran that the Beta Israel community are Jews in every way,
subject of course to the conditions for marriage registration set down by Rabbi [Yosef]
Hadane [the former chief rabbi of the Ethiopian community] at the time,” Dery said.
“Unfortunately, even that decision from 5774 encountered difficulties among some
rabbinates. | suggest that on the anniversary of the death of Maran, in his home,
to once again ratify the decision from 5774; that the community of Ethiopian
Jews, according to the ruling of Maran and other Torah sages, are kosher Jews
in every way and they should undergo the same clarifications [of marriage
eligibility] that are customary in all Jewish communities.”

e Even if they are Jews, each Ethiopian Jew is only a safeik mamzeir. In light of this
double doubt, Rav Herzog, Rav Yisraeli, and Rav Schachter argue that, after the
completion of the conversion process in Israel, Ethiopian Jews may marry
within the ranks of the Jewish people.

Their reSponse to being expected to convert:
The Chief Rabbinate insisted that the Falasha go through a symbolic conversion ceremony to




remove all doubts about their Jewishness.

The Falasha indignant, most refused to go through with any such ceremony. After suffering
for thousands of years on account of their Jewishness, they were astonished to be told they
were not real Jews

. As one Falasha man said in protest at the Rabbinate’s decision: “Our worst enemies never
imagined such a painful way to hurt us as the wound inflicted by our own brethren”

;Under much public pressure, the Rabbinate dropped most of the elements of the symbolic
conversion ceremony (Shapiro)

How Israeli masses greeted them:

During the secret airlifts, thousands of Israelis waited nightly at Ben Gurion Airport to let them
know that after thousands of years they had finally come home.

-Donations, adoption, volunteering, assistance, etc.
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Rabbi Yohanan said: And all of them are for disqualification. In other words, if someone
from one of these places wishes to convert, there is concern that he might be a
descendant of a Jew and therefore a mamzer. Consequently, they all are disqualified.

World Travelers

Legends as to the existence of the Lost Tribes and their whereabouts were often based on travelers'
reports. One of the earliest of these legendary travelers was Eldad HaDani, of the Tribe of Dan, who
in the ninth century claimed to be from an independent Jewish state in East Africa, which he claimed
was the home of some of the Lost Tribes of Asher, Gad, Naftali and Dan. His travels took him to
Persia, where he claims he traveled beyond the Sambatyon River. There he claims to have
encountered the Tribes of Yissachar and Zevulun. He described the Tribe of Reuven as living in peace
and prosperity beyond Mt. Haran. The kings of Mede and Persia ruled over them, and they spoke
Persian and also Hebrew. He further narrated that the Tribe of Ephraim and half the Tribe of
Menashe dwelt in the mountains near Mecca, in Saudi Arabia. He claimed to have found the Tribe of
Shimon and the other half of the Tribe of Menashe dwelling in the land of the Chaldeans. The story
ends with Dani and his group settling down in the land of Cush - Ethiopia.

3 Opinions

Rabbi Akiva: not coming back
Rabbi Eliezer: coming back
Rabbi Shimon: depends on their actions

e In the area of practical halachah, for the most part Eldad’s statements (almost all of which
refer to the halachos of kosher slaughter) are rejected as normative, though sometimes the
posekim accept them as a stringency.

For example, Eldad states that shechitah without a blessing is invalid; the accepted halachah is that it
is valid, but Taz (Yoreh De'ah 19:1) cites the Bach who says that if the person did so knowingly (and
didn't just forget to recite the berachah), then he himself is penalized by not being allowed to eat the
animal's meat. As another example, Eldad rules that a person who has not immersed himself may not
perform shechitah, and R' Yonasan Steiff cites his teacher, who insisted that the shochetim under his
authority indeed immerse themselves daily (tevilas Ezra).

claimed to be a Prince of the Jewish Kingdom of Haber in central India. He dressed in flowing
oriental robes and a turban, representing himself as ambassador of the Lost Tribes. He received
audiences with national leaders and created much interest in the Jews of faraway lands. He brought
the existence of the Cochin Jews of India for the first time to the knowledge of European Jewry.



David Reuveni, whose actual origins are obscure, appeared in Cairo in the 1520s, introducing himself
as “a chief of staff of the army” of a kingdom of 300,000 Jews ruled by his brother Joseph. These Jews,
he claimed, were “sons of Reuben, Gad, and Menasseh [three of the lost tribes],” living “near the river
Sambation.” After traveling in the Middle East, Reuveni reached Venice in 1523. There he contacted
prominent figures among the Venetian elite, arousing considerable interest. In 1524, he went to Rome,
where he contacted Daniel da Pisa, an influential Jewish banker. Da Pisa arranged for David Reuveni
to meet Cardinal Egidio de Viterbo, a prominent Christian Hebraist. Eventually, Reuveni was granted
an audience with the Pope Clement VII. At the audience, Reuveni proposed a joint expedition of his
own Jewish army and European Christian armies to capture the Holy Land from the Ottoman Turks.
Under the sway of prevailing currents of thought and Reuveni’s powerful personality, the pope
granted Reuveni a letter of introduction to the king of Portugal.

In Portugual, Reuveni met with King Jodo III in 1525. The news of “the King of the Jews” stirred
excitement in the converso community, whose members had been living outwardly as Catholics since
the forced conversion in 1497. One young New Christian, Diogo Pires, a secretary to the royal council,
became a fervent follower of David Reuveni. When Reuveni — whose political objectives required
maintaining a safe distance from the conversos — refused Diogo Pires’s request to circumcise him, the
distinguished young converso performed the surgery himself and adopted the name Solomon
Molkho, a name with messianic overtones.

Both David Reuveni, who was dangerously stirring up converso feeling, and Solomon Molkho, whose
reversion to Judaism rendered him a heretic, were forced to leave Portugal, and the two men
embarked for a while on separate paths. Molkho traveled to Italy and Salonica, where he studied
Kabbalah and even produced a kabbalistic work, The Book of Splendor (1529). Reuveni found his
way to Avignon, where he was arrested and imprisoned, but released in 1529 on orders of King
Francis L

By 1530, both Solomon Molkho and David Reuveni were in the Italian states, each pursuing his own
ambitious plans. Remarkably, Molkho succeeded in obtaining an audience with the pope, despite the
fact that, as a baptized Jew, he was technically a heretic. (The pope offered him a letter of protection,
stipulating that he “shall not be molested by anyone under whatever authority.”)

Reuveni, meanwhile, had been encountering difficulties among the Jews of Rome, some of whom
viewed his intrigues as dangerous to the well-being of the community — as they surely were, given the
complex political and religious realities of Rome in the early Reformation period. Still hoping to
realize his military scheme, in 1532 Reuveni, who had been joined again by Molkho, sought to gain
the ear of the Habsburg emperor Charles V. Despite a warning from the undisputed leader of the
Jews of the Holy Roman Empire, the Alsatian Jew Josel of Rosheim, the two messianic adventurers
met with the emperor. Reuveni’s aim was still to create a Christian-Jewish alliance against the Turks.
The two men, however, had by now aroused serious opposition in various quarters. Both were
imprisoned and tried by the Inquisition in Mantua. Molkho was burned at the stake there in 1532.



Reuveni was sent to a Spanish prison and was apparently tried by Inquisition in Llerena, where he
died some time after 1535.

Maimonides writes, with regards to this dispute between Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Eliezer as to whether the
lost ten tribes will ever return, that “when there is a dispute in the Talmud that has no actionable relevance

to us, Jewish law does not rule either way. Mamonides YicltbebisbnabiSeahed o SO SRI0S

However, there are those who do rule, and say that we follow Rabbi Eliezer’s opinion that the ten tribes
will ultimately be reunited with the rest of Israel at the time of the redemption with the coming of the
Moshiach.

o Rav Hershel Schachter ( The Journal of Halacha and Contemporary Society 9:143-160):, saving
Ethiopian Jews from mamzeirut by virtue of a safeik s'feika (a double doubt). First, they
argue, there was so much intermarriage, coupled with the improper performance of
conversion ceremonies, that many of today's Ethiopian Jews are descendants of non-Jews. As
non-Jews, the problem of mamzeirut does not apply to them (see Kiddushin 66b). Rav
Herzog adds that perhaps they were all originally non-Jews who improperly converted to
Judaism and thus remained non- Jews

72 N .NIN D'O2WD MYYN KQY ,|'YITRY ['YUYin — ATD NT2 UT'RY 'A 'OX 27 I TN 20 MmN
Y9 X2 — Y9T?!
(Yevamot 16b)

§ Rav Yehuda said that Rav Asi said: With regard to a gentile who betrothed a Jewish woman
nowadays, we are concerned that the betrothal might be valid, despite the fact that a betrothal
of a b gentile is meaningless, lest he be from the ten tribes of Israel who intermingled with the
gentiles. The Gemara raises an objection: But there is an important principle in halakha that any
item separated, i.e., not fixed in its place, is presumed to have been separated from the majority.
In this case, it can be assumed that any individual singled out from the gentiles belongs to the
majority of gentiles and has no Jewish roots at all.

1. Navi: Background on 10 tribes



2. Conflicting messages: gone forever, permanent or temporary rejection? In fact, some assume
biblical passages imply that kibbutz galuyot includes them, and is a prereq for mashiach!

3. Talmud: r akiva vs
4. Geonim: eldad and r tzemach...
5. Rishonim: rashi, ibn ezra, radvaz, abarbanel, etc

6. Acharonim: gra’s student , later research and falashas/ethiopians in particular
7. Machloket re if the need to convert, etc

Eldad HaDani, Introduction
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7. Obadiah Bertinoro 1489, Because of their near-total isolation, most of the scanty
material relating to the Ethiopian Jews was based on rumor. He wrote from Jerusalem
that the Lost Tribes of Israel were engaged in battle with Prester John, the legendary
Christian monarch who was said to rule Ethiopia (and other near-mythical kingdoms)

from the fourteenth century onward.

8. David Rubeni, 1524
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