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NEW DATA FROM SAADIA BEARING ON THE
RELOCATION OF THE PALESTINIAN YESHIVA
TO JERUSALEM*

MICHAEL G. WECHSLER**

As remarkable as it may seem given more than a century of research
on the vast wealth of documentary and literary sources afforded us by
the Cairo Geniza, the date and circumstances surrounding the
relocation of the Palestinian yeshiva from Tiberias to Jerusalem
remain a matter of speculation. According to one view, as
consolidated and boosted in recent scholarship by Moshe Gil, the
relocation was an essentially linear one, from Tiberias to Jerusalem,
and it occurred sometime “towards the middle of the tenth century”—
that is, between July 922, when the Gaon of the yeshiva, Meir, sent his
son Aaron to Jerusalem (hence, it is inferred, from Meir’s seat in
Tiberias), and ca. 960, when the famous letter of King Joseph of
Khazaria to Hasday ibn Shaprit, in which express reference is made to
“the yeshiva that is in Jerusalem” (obwaw nawen), was composed.?
A less “tidy” picture of the yeshiva’s movement, however, was earlier
advanced by Jacob Mann, who suggested that it relocated from
Tiberias to Jerusalem “not long after the Arab conquest of Palestine,

* My heartfelt gratitude goes out to my colleagues Prof. Phillip 1. Ackerman-
Lieberman, Prof. Mordechai A. Friedman, and Prof. Meira Polliack for their
insightful feedback on earlier drafts of this article.

Also, for the sake of consistency and to facilitate reading, we have
adjusted the use of diacritics in all the Judaeo-Arabic citations in this article
according to the system adopted by (inter alios) Blau, Grammar, 8§28, i.e.: n for
&, for -, 3 for -, 7 for 5, ¢ for , © for L, and i1 (unless the cited text has n;
cf. ibid. § 7R) for .

**  Professor of Biblical Studies, Moody Bible Institute, Chicago.

1 Gil, Palestine, pp. 499-500 (§738). The date of July 922 (i.e., 1233 Sel.) is
given by Saadia Gaon in his Séfer ha-Mo ‘adim (per Bornstein, “Controversy,”
p. 74 [frag. 2, line 1]): w5 [owHwy onlRnA MIwH *Pranni wIna 13 nR nown
oow1 Xan. For the reference in King Joseph’s letter, see Kokovtsov,
Correspondence, p. 25, line 18.
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about 640,” and thence to Ramla sometime in the late-ninth/early-
tenth century, owing to the Karaites’ ascendancy in Jerusalem.? Still
otherwise, according to a recent proposal by Benjamin Kedar, the
yeshiva relocated “in about 893 from Tiberias directly to Ramla—
from the former city as a result of Rabbanite opposition to Ananite-
Karaite assumption of the yeshiva’s leadership by the influential
Tiberian family of the Gaon and nasi’ Semah b. Josiah, and to the
latter city since, in addition to the Karaites’ ascendancy in Jerusalem,
Ramla was the then-flourishing capital of Jund Filastin.® Both of these
latter proposals, moreover, would entail the yeshiva’s relocation, once
more, from Ramla to Jerusalem by ca. 960, if the reference in King
Joseph’s letter is indeed reliable.*

In the course of our work in preparing an edition of Saadia Gaon’s
Arabic translation and commentary on the book of Esther,®> we have
come across a statement that may well serve to refine the date—or at
least the terminus ad quem—of the yeshiva’s final relocation to
Jerusalem. This statement is found on the recto (lines 7-13) of MS
JTSL ENA 2678.7,% in a uniquely attested (and hitherto unpublished)
portion of Saadia’s comment on 5:1-14.7 After enumerating eight
reasons for Esther’s invitation of Haman to her two banquets (see Esth
5:4, 8), Saadia avers that she may indeed have been motivated by all
of them; he then rationalizes this assertion (and the underlying
rabbinic tradition in b. Meg. 15b) by citing a psychological truism and
giving an example clearly intended to reflect contemporary realia:®

2
3
4

Mann, Palestine, vol. 1, pp. 59, 65.

Kedar, “Palestinian Yeshiva.”

Neither Mann nor Kedar specifically address the bearing of this datum
from King Joseph’s letter upon the yeshiva’s subsequent relocation to
Jerusalem.

> Under contract with Brill to appear towards the end of 2014 in the series
Biblia Arabica.

®  This fragment, which was identified by Ephraim Ben-Porat under the
auspices of the Friedberg Genizah Project Judaeo-Arabic Biblical Exegesis
Team (see the cataloging data at: http://www.genizah.org/), is from the same
codex represented by MS JTSL ENA 2824.1-2, MS NLR Evr. Il A 700, and
MS NLR Evr.-Arab. | 3866—on our identification of which latter three see
Wechsler, “Fragments,” pp. 238-39. For an index of all the (known) fragments
of Saadia’s commentary on Esther see ibid., pp. 280-84.

" Saadia’s commentary on Esther, like his other biblical commentaries,
proceeds pericope-by-pericope rather than verse-by-verse.

& In our transcription the brackets [ ] enclose text restored by us, and the
hollow circle o represents approximately one letter space of lost or illegible text
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AT 1 RaARW ATV 1M KO Dy TR R[TAIR IR FAnRWAOR 1
arRoNARY [y AR oTPRSR na HR vdnd Hipr mara O[Fnn
i ManonoxH [ooocooooo]rHT R[N]HY[OR]  RPHRHST  RaNIN
2anRY1 180K 0 2oa[a]h [A5HR T]RIPR HY DYORDT RAAORID

SIRIA TR PapR [R] [Mom B ]y Aan

It is among those commonly-understood things that a person may
undertake an action and it be deemed right by him for many
reasons, as (in the case of) one who says, “l consider it right that |
go forth to Jerusalem (bayt al-maqdis) in order that I might
acquire merit, and that I might meet the scholars (al- ‘u/ama’), and
that I might [...], and that | might amass®® its sweet fruits, and that
I might exhibit my reliance on God to keep me safe during the
journey, and that I might be absented for a time from those who
annoy me; and so too, (that) if I should die, then I will be buried
there.”

(and may also represent a blank space between words). We have also supplied
the supralinear dots (per the convention remarked in the opening note above),
which are employed by the scribe of this MS only for the letters 2/ (= ) and
V(= L).

®  So, for nxrwnbR (see Blau, Grammar, §130x; idem, Dictionary, p. 351b
[s.v. ,siz]). In the MS the area where the n and the = adjoin each other is
somewhat obscured due to damage, and it may be possible that there is an
unusually small * between them; however, the normative length of the crossbar
of the n weighs against this.

10 Or, perhaps: [[a%n3n mi]y (“various reasons”).

11 The samekh is written (in the same hand) above the line.

12 The lamed is almost entirely obscured by damage, and what we have taken
to be a little bit of the top stroke may in fact be part of the vav in the word
above; hence it may also be possible to read *oa[11].

13 The reading of the dalet is uncertain. | am indebted, nonetheless, to Prof.
M. A. Friedman for suggesting this restoration.

14 Other possible restorations (in place of om, here at the end of the line)
include &2'x1, or (*5p) N2>, or 757 TV, or *nm.

15 “that 1 might amass”—Ar. li-astakthira min, on which see Dozy,
Supplément, vol. 2, p. 445a, as well as Saadia’s translation of Prov 22:16a ( pwdp
9 niannY 57, construed as a protasis; per Qafih, Hikma, p. 173): 87pa owy i
noasb nano (“Whosoever wrongfully takes from a poor man to amass
(more) for himself”).
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The value of this statement as possible evidence bearing on the date of
the yeshiva’s relocation hinges specifically on two expressions, which
consequently require some further comment. The first of these is bayt
al-maqdis (= Heb. bér ha-miqdash). Though this phrase is also attested
in medieval sources as a designation of the contemporary Temple
Mount as well as of Palestine, its usual reference is either to the
biblical Temple or to Jerusalem.!® This is certainly so in Saadia’s
usage—in particular, as regards the present passage, of the 10 other
occurrences of this phrase in the extant fragments of his commentary
on Esther, all of them are clearly delineated by context as references
either to the biblical Temple!’ or to Jerusalem.'® Consistent with this
observation, bayt al-maqdis in the present passage is best understood
as a designation of contemporary Jerusalem (certainly not the Temple

16 See the richly documented discussion of Gil, Palestine, p. 114 (§125) and

n. 38. One point of his, however, we would call into question (which he
reiterates on p. 788 [8924])—viz., that the Karaite Sahl b. Masliah “evidently
means Palestine” when, in his letter to Saadia’s disciple Jacob b. Samuel, he
says “I have come from bét ha-migdash to issue a warning ...” ( n'an "NX3
... b wpnn; Pinsker, Qadméniyyét, part 2 [appendices], p. 30 [second
par.], as earlier on p. 27 [last par.]: ... "AY =13 AR A DRI WIPAN 1°an IR).
In fact it would make eminent sense that he means Jerusalem (so Mann, Texts,
p. 22), which was his primary residence and where he was active within the
prominent Karaite circle of “the teachers of the émigrés to Jerusalem”
(mu ‘allimu ’I-maqgadisa). Cf. also Friedman, Polygyny, pp. 252-53, n. 28.

17" E.g., in his commentary on 3:6-15 (per MS CUL T-S Ar.23.44, fol. 3r,
lines 13-15): & "2 nndw T *Hy oTpnbr ma jwb onabn 70 80 wn o
Hxwr upr Nk Andw Sap* (“In Tishri their kingdom was revitalized by the
consecration of the Temple in the time of Solomon, as it says, Then Solomon
assembled the elders of Israel, (etc.) [1 Kgs 8:1]”). The other uses of this
phrase as a designation of the Temple are found in his commentary on 1:3-4
(once); 3:1-5 (once); and 3:6-15 (once). The phrase also occurs once each in
his commentary on 8:1-14 and on 9:1-19, where it may refer either to the
Temple or to Jerusalem—though certainly not to Palestine.

18 E.g., in his commentary on 1:3-4 (per MS CUL T-S Ar.27.47, fol. 2r,
lines 5-6 + MS CUL Ar.1b.94, fols. 23v, line 8-24r, line 1): 1385 7 IRNOKR 18D
3 v w ohwrr mannd mikdbnb SxerT Sxp &0 5 oTpnbr nab anna (“The
starting date (of the 70-year exile) was at the end of (Nebuchadnezzar’s)
conquest of Jerusalem—consistent with what Daniel says, to accomplish the
desolations of Jerusalem, seventy years, etc. [Dan 9:2]”). The other uses of this
phrase as a designation of Jerusalem are likewise found in his commentary on
1:3-4 (five times), in addition to the two ambiguous uses remarked in the
previous note.
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Mount, which, being a garbage dump in Saadia’s day,'® would hardly
constitute an expected venue at which to “meet the scholars”). The
second key expression is al- ulama’ (“the scholars/sages”), by which
Saadia typically designates the collective intellectual authorities of the
time.?° Since he uses the term here without further qualification—
other than that they are to be met with in bayt al-maqdis (=
Jerusalem)—it seems to us most reasonable to construe this as a
reference to the collective scholars of the yeshiva. Indeed, to what
other collective of Rabbanite scholars in contemporary Jerusalem
would Saadia apply the unqualified, definite honorific al- ‘ulama ??

If our above reasoning is correct, we have before us evidence of the
yeshiva’s existence in Jerusalem by at least September 942, when
Saadia died. If, moreover, Saadia’s Séfer ha-Galiry was indeed his last
work, the final version of which was composed between 935-36,%2
then the terminus ad quem of our evidence from his commentary on
Esther—which was composed before his commentary on Daniel?®—

19 On this sad state of the site see the vivid description of Saadia’s younger

Karaite contemporary Salmon b. Yeruham, cited by Gil, Palestine, p. 67 (881).
20 1., of his or any previous time; cf., e.g., Hikma, p. 244 (on Prov 30:1):
Rpn S owa 7 xarnhy mmon TR [PiHR R71] poidR voa; Amandat, p. 99
(82.9), 8th line et seq. from bottom: K337 "5 RIAROR RINAR RAOY RITH RIRD
..., Mabadi’, p. 33, 8th line et seq. from bottom: pnnix *15& npHx 183 8jnbo
. mwnbr axyn vTARD Ansbr xnby oo, For the collective authorities of
bygone ages—expect for those of his own (i.e., the geonic) age—Saadia also
uses, apparently interchangeably, the terms awa ‘illawwalin (“forerunners”; cf.
ibid., p. 213 [86.7], lines 1-2: *nn qwab vrna Nnb AP NWR RIPRIR D),
qudama’ (“predecessors”; cf. ibid., p. 157 [84.4], 7th line et seq. from bottom:
... DRW ORTA PIN DY 777a 990 RATPHR Hpa 81 IRARDR 8 x&nm), and salaf
(“predecessors”; cf. ibid., p. 269 [89.4], line 3 et seq.: N'2IROR 1p 571 R1nHO Hma
... TonhR R Ty rhRTHRD GAROR Ty RITHR SR a7y).
2L This expression, it should also be noted, is semantically equivalent (per
Saadia’s usage: see Egron, p. 223) to Heb. o'nonn, by which he typically
designates the collective of authorized scholars of the Yeshivot (cf., e.g.,
Bornstein, “Controversy,” p. 75, lines 10-15: w1 uRWI ynw WK M
.. TR 2005 ononn WYY ... 0NN 501 pathrm mawen; ibid., p. 76, lines
21-22: 5aa [Ni]n o7n opnn POR ONaNN MW WK anan pwna an; Gil,
Ishmael, p. 24, 7, lines 14-15: pnarnnbR "o pIHx onanbr yni). The possibility
cannot be absolutely dismissed, however, that Saadia is referring to a non-
specific collective of scholars in Jerusalem.
22 See Harkavy, Remnant, p. 147; Malter, Saadia, p. 269; Schlossberg,
Concepts, pp. 45 and 65, n. 1.
2% See MS CUL T-S Ar.1b.94, fol. 19r, lines 7-10 (on Esth 1:2): map 5xp
RT1 D THR ARNIOKR 1M PIRITHR 723 []o nwKRD 802 mabnn Kod mam (“of
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may be reasonably pushed back to 934/35. Though this revised date
point certainly does not preclude the possibility of a prior relocation to
Ramla (per the theories of Mann and Kedar noted above), it does lead
us to wonder whether, if the yeshiva did in fact relocate to Ramla
towards the turn of the century, it was intended only as a transitional
relocation before the final move to Jerusalem—the desirability of
which destination is clearly expressed by the Palestinian Gaon Aaron
b. Meir himself, in a letter written around the time of his calendar
dispute with Saadia, ca. 921/22: “The glory of Israel is naught but
Jerusalem, the Holy City, and the Great Sanhedrin therein, for so our
sages of blessed memory have taught: ‘He who has never beheld the
joy of the B&t ha-Sho’éva has never beheld joy in his life’ (m. Suk.
5.1)..7%

BIBLIOGRAPHICAL AND MANUSCRIPT ABBREVIATIONS

Blau, Dictionary = Blau, J. o»ran n»'n o»ma=om31py 0oopvy nom
%\Og)lctlonary of Mediaeval Judaeo-Arabic Texts]. Jerusalem,

him (i.e., Alexander the Great) He also says, “And I will overthrow the throne
of kingdoms (Hag 2:22), as | shall explain in (my comment on) the
pronouncement about the Greeks, which is (in) the book that follows this one
[i.e., Dan 11:3-15; see Saadia, Mamalik, pp. 194-99]”); Mamalik, p. 57 (on
Dan 2:46): nbanbx 7oan *a mmwn 1 8nD; p. 140 (on Dan 7:17-18): Rinw T
anox nan oan 'a; p. 163 (on Dan 9:2-3): nhn 70an 5 RIMW KRN O
anox; and ibid.: anoxR Nban 9v0an 'Y Ap PDAN YD KON TOXK.

24 Bornstein, “Controversy,” p. 62, lines 1-3: ©5w1 858 S8 Hw jnaw Ry
N NnAw ARY R5W M L5770 W AW ,A0INa TWR A9 TR0 ,wpn Y
... ' AnnRw Axa &S nasiwn. The reference by Sahl b. Masliah, writing in the
second half of the 10th cent., to “the students of the Rabbanites on the Holy
Mountain and in Ramla” ([A5m0a) :57¢] n5n0231 wipn 903 oaaan b,
Pinsker, Qadmoniyyat, part 2, p. 33, second par., line 1)—if indeed a reference
to yeshiva students (so Mann, Palestine, p. 65) and not Rabbanites in general
(so, apparently, Gil, Palestine, pp. 802, n. 15 [8931]; 811 [8937])—may attest
to a small holdover of the yeshiva’s presence in Ramla following its relocation
magnam partem to Jerusalem (not dissimilar, perhaps, from the scenario of a
present-day college’s main campus, where the administration and most of its
facilities are situated, and its much smaller extension site in another location).
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