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This week, we read about the concept of ordination for the first time, when Moses
ordains the seventy elders (Source 1). He also ordained Joshua before his passing
(Source 2) and this ordination continued on throughout the generations (Source 3).
In Roman times, the sages risked their lives to ensure that it continued, and Romans
did everything to stop them; this demonstrates just how important it was (Source 4).
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At some point, the ordination ceased to exist. Nonetheless, it continued to occupy an
important place in Jewish life. In the fourteenth century, the rabbis of Israel attempted
to bring it back, based on the rulings of Maimonides (Source 5).

But if it was so important, why did it stop? Roman persecution wasn't enough to snuff
the flame of Torah study. Why was ordination different?
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The answer is that the sages themselves avoided ordination for a different, also
important, reason: Jewish unity. With the scattering of the exiles, it was difficult to keep
track of ordinations. If someone showed up claiming ordination, it would immediately
raise questions of legitimacy and create controversy. Therefore, ordination slowly fell
into disuse.

This was actually the case with the attempt to reinstate it; the efforts petered our
when it became clear that the issue was creating strife.
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But when did ordination really cease? It seems to have existed for much longer than
previously believed...



Introduction

Judaism is very proud of its precise way of passing on the tradition from generation
to generation. Maimonides enumerates the names of the teachers and sages of all
forty generations, from Moses to the generation of the Talmud. About forty more
generations have passed from the Talmud to our generation, and the names of those
teachers and sages are well known and engraved in Jewish history.

The sages of each generation carefully passed on their knowledge to the next, ensuring
the preservation of Jewish tradition to our day.

The highlight of it all was the ‘ordination’. The fact that Moses taught the entire Torah
to Joshua and personally ordained him, and he in turn taught the Torah to the sages
of the next generation and personally ordained them, emphasized the authenticity
and wholeness of the transmission of tradition. Every Jew could point to his rabbi and
know that he was personally ordained, in a direct link, to Moses himself.

But for some reason, this amazing link stopped.

Nowadays, we are no longer to Moses. The knowledge, of course, was transmitted
in its entirety, and the tradition was preserved with the utmost authenticity, but the
unique ‘ordination’ ceremony and everything it symbolized no longer exists.

In this lesson we will dig into the history of this ceremony, try to find out exactly when
it stopped, and why...



A. The Chain of Tradition

Source 1 numbers 11:16-17

In this week’s Torah portion, Moses complains to G-d that it is too difficult for him to lead the people
on his own. Therefore, G-d instructs him to gather seventy elders and to “ordain” them to lead. This is

the first time we read about the concept of ordination.

The L-rd said to Moses:

“Assemble for Me seventy men of the elders
of Israel, whom you know to be the people’s
elders and officers, and you shall take them
to the Tent of Meeting, and they shall stand
there with You.

I will come down and speak with you there,
and I will increase the spirit that is upon you
and bestow it upon them. Then they will bear
the burden of the people with you so that you
need not bear it alone”

Source 2 numbers 27:18 22-23
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Before Moses died, we find a similar occurrence. In the presence of the entire Jewish people, Moses
— accompanied by Elazar, the High Priest after Aaron’s passing — publicly ordained Joshua as the
next leader. G-d told Moses to place one hand on him, but Moses went further, placing both hands,

symbolically giving him a double portion of his spirit.

The L-rd said to Moses, “Take for yourself
Joshua the son of Nun, a man of spirit, and you
shall lay your hand upon him?”

Moses did as the L-rd had commanded
him, and he took Joshua and presented him
before Elazar the kohen and before the entire
congregation.

He laid his hands upon him and commanded
him, in accordance with what the L-rd had
spoken to Moses.
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This ordination continued throughout the generations. Joshua ordained the “elders,” the leaders of
the Jewish people after his passing. They passed on this ordination throughout the period of judges,
leading down to the period of the prophets. Famous names of prophets like Samuel, Jeremiah and
Isaiah were all ordained in a direct chain leading back to Moses himself.

Following the prophets, which lived through the first Temple period, came the period of the sages in
the second Temple period. Throughout all this time, the ordination continued, carrying the tradition
onward.

Essentially, we carry this tradition until today. The credibility of a rabbi in our day is that he received

the Torah’s teachings in a direct link from Sinai.

Source 3 maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of the High Court 4:1-3

At least one of the members of the High Court,
Lower Court, or court of three must have
received semichah (ordination) from a teacher
who himself had been given semichah.

Our teacher, Moses ordained Joshua by placing
his hands upon him, as [Numbers 27:23] states:
“He laid his hands upon him and commanded
him?” Similarly, Moses ordained the 70 judges
and the Divine presence rested upon them.
Those elders ordained others, and the others
still others in later generations. Thus, those
who are ordained extend back to the court of
Joshua, and to the court of Moses.

How is the practice of semichah practiced for
all time? The person conveying ordination does
not rest his hands on the elder’s head. Instead,
he is addressed by the title of Rabbi and is told:
“You are ordained and you have the authority
to render judgment, even in cases involving
financial penalties”

At first, whoever had received semichah would
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convey semichah on his students. Afterwards, as an 122 PP DM

expression of honor to Hillel the elder, the Sages WPl 210 o%n°
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established that semichah would not be conveyed :
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upon anyone unless license had been granted by the

nasi.

Why was ordination so important?

In our day, the Torah’s financial laws can only be applied with the mutual consent of both parties.
However, in biblical times, the Torah’s laws were implemented in practice as the legal basis of the
justice system. You didn’t have the liberty to subscribe to the system or not; you were compelled to
obey with the full weight of the law.

Therefore, it was important for judges to have real legitimacy. A judge was considered legitimate not
because both parties agreed, but because he was ordained in the Divine laws of the Torah going back
to Moses at Sinai. This ordination was the basis of the legitimacy of the entire legal system.

A second reason was the setting of the calendar. In a time when the holidays and the entire calendar
were set according to moon sightings, only ordained scholars were allowed to participate in the

deliberations and in the public declaration of the new month.

>> The Rebbe
How Did It All Begin?
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Since this ordination constitutes a mitzvah
(as part of the mitzvah to appoint judges
and law enforcement), every person who
was so ordained with the link of tradition
back to Moses is obligated to teach Torah
to students and to endeavor to ordain those
who are worthy of ordination. In the words
of the verse, “Do not withhold good from
its owners.” This is an especially worthy
endeavor because it continues the link of
tradition to the next generation.

Ordination in Talmudic Times

Just how important is ordination? How far
must one go to ordain a new generation of
scholars? The following story about Rabbi
Yehudah ben Bava, brought in the Talmud,
will provide us with some insight:
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Source & tactate sanhedrin 142

When the Nazis invaded Poland in 1939, they immediately began to hunt down leading
rabbis, even while ordinary Jews went relatively unharmed. The Nazis knew well that if
they wanted to break the morale of the Jewish people, they needed to target the spiritual
leaders.

This resulted in hasty campaigns to spirit many leading Jewish figures to safety, among
them, the previous Rebbe. It turned out to be quite fortuitous. These leading spiritual
figures were able to survive the war and rebuild a new generation of Jewish life, ensuring
Jewish continuity after the destruction.

The Romans behaved similarly. When they wanted to harm Jewish life, they targeted
the leadership, and specifically, the practice of ordination. They knew very well that
targeting the chain of tradition would have catastrophic effects on Jewish life — and
they behaved accordingly.



One time, the wicked kingdom of Rome issued
decrees of religious persecution against the
Jewish people with the aim of abolishing the
chain of ordination and the authority of the
Sages. They said that anyone who ordains
Rabbis will be killed, and anyone who is
ordained will be killed, and the city in which
they ordain the judges will be destroyed, and
the signs identifying the boundaries of the city
in which they ordain judges will be uprooted.
These measures were intended to discourage
the Sages from performing or receiving
ordination due to fear for the welfare of the
local population.

What did Rabbi Yehuda ben Bava do? He
went and sat between two large mountains,
between two large cities, and between two
Shabbat boundaries:
Shefaram, i.e., in a desolate place that was not

Between Usha and

associated with any particular city so that he
not endanger anyone not directly involved, and
there he ordained five elders. And they were:
Rabbi Meir, and Rabbi Yehuda, and Rabbi
Shimon, and Rabbi Yosei, and Rabbi Elazar ben
Shammua. Rav Avya adds that Rabbi Nechemya
was also among those ordained.

When their enemies discovered them, Rabbi
Yehuda ben Bava said to the newly ordained
Sages: My sons, run for your lives. They said to
him: My teacher, what will be with you? Rabbi
Yehuda ben Bava was elderly and unable to run.
He said to them: In any case, I am cast before
them like a stone that cannot be overturned;
even if you attempt to assist me I will not be
able to escape due to my frailty, but if you do
not escape without me you will also be killed.
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had inserted three hundred iron spears
[lunkhiyot] into him, making him appear
like a sieve pierced with many holes.

This powerful and tragic story teaches us about the importance of the ordination. Rabbi
Yehudah surely realized that the word would get out that five new rabbis were ordained.
(As the old Jewish joke goes, “I know how to keep a secret, but the one person who I told
was a loud-mouth...”) Nevertheless, he risked his life for the continuation of the Jewish
tradition.

>> The Rebbe

Even the Enemies Realized Its Importance
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B. Reinstation of Ordination

Source 5 maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of the High Court 4:11

At some point in history, the ordination ceased. When and where and why — is the topic of the next
sections. But first, a fascinating story:

An initiative to renew ordination began in the year 1538, by the court of Rabbi Yaakov Bei-Rav, the
rabbi of Tzfat. What was behind the initiative?

At that time, many Spanish conversos fled Spain and immigrated to Israel. They aspired to return
to Judaism, but feared that because they lived as Christians, they were liable for karet and could not
return to Judaism.

The rabbi of Tzfat found a certain halakhic way to solve the problem, but it was only possible with a
court of ordained judges. But, at that time, there were no longer any ordained rabbis.

So, he found a solution to this as well. He drew attention to this Halacha in Mishneh Torah, which states

that if all the sages in the Land of Israel agree to appoint judges, then they are considered ordained.

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

If so, why did the Sages suffer anguish over the
institution of semichah, so that the judgment of
cases involving financial penalties would not be
nullified among the Jewish people?

Because the Jewish people were dispersed, and it is
impossible that all could agree. If, by contrast, there
was a person who had received semichah from a
person who had received semichah, he does not
require the consent of all others. Instead, he may
adjudicate cases involving financial penalties for
everyone, for he received semichah from a court.

The question whether semichah can be renewed
requires resolution.
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Maimonides writes that there are two ways to produce ordained rabbis: one is through an unbroken
chain going back to Moses, and the second is if all the rabbis in Israel agree that someone among them
is worthy of ordination. In that case, they will be able to ordain him, and it will be considered as if he
is linked to Moses.

The rabbi of Tzfat decided to make use of the second option.

The center of Torah in Israel was then in Tzfat; many great luminaries lived there at the time, including
Rabbi Yosef Caro, author of the Shulchan Aruch. Twenty-five important rabbis gathered there, and
ordained Rabbi Yaakov. After being ordained, he ordained several other rabbis: Rabbi Yosef Caro, Rabbi
Elazar Azkari (author of Yedid Nefesh), Rabbi Moses di Trani, Rabbi Avraham Shalom and Rabbi Yisrael
Kuriel. Through their actions, they hoped to renew the institution of ordination.

After the incident, they sent a messenger to Jerusalem and informed the rabbi of the city, Rabbi Levi
ibn Habib (the Ralbach). Compared to Tzfat, which had a Jewish population of 15,000, Jerusalem was
considered small and poor (no more than 1,500 Jews seem to have lived there). Nontheleses, out of
respect for Jerusalem and its rabbis, they sent him a message and asked him to join.

A major controversy broke out. The rabbi of Jerusalem refused to take part in it, and along with other
rabbis, opposed the act that had taken place. With his opposition, some Tzfat sages withdrew their
support as well.

The rabbi of Jerusalem argued, among other things, that (a) in Maimonides’ opinion, the consent of all
the sages of Israel in the Land of Israel is needed, and the consent of the majority is not enough,; since
he and some other Jerusalem rabbis do not agree, it is not valid. (b) The ordination had ceased over a
thousand years earlier (according to his understanding). How is it possible that throughout all those
generations, no sage ever thought of renewing ordination?

The controversy, which involved all the rabbis of Israel, lasted more than a year. But afterwards, Rabbi
Yosef Caro ordained Rabbi Moshe Alshich, who in turn, ordained Rabbi Chaim Vital. The chain of
ordination continued until the middle of the 17th century, but in the end, the ordained rabbis refrained

from attributing real halachic validity to their ordination, due to the opposition of those rabbis.

>> The Rebbe

Another insight into the importance of 1°1y2 NPTNWN 5T %Y Noow AN
ordination: $12°100

Many vyears after ordination had ,19°007 7DLanIY RS N1Y oY
ceased to exist, great Torah authorities PIY AR WA 2T SRIWY *91TA 1DON]
gathered to renew it: In the time of

12



Rabbi Yaakov Bei-Rav, many great Torah
scholars gathered and ordained him,
on the foundation of Maimonides’s
statement that if all the wise men of the
Land of Israel agree to appoint judges
and convey ordination, they have the
power to do so. Rabbi Yaakov Bei-Rav,
in turn, ordained four Torah scholars,
among them Rabbi Yosef Karo, who in
turn ordained Rabbi Moshe Alshich,
who in turn ordained Rabbi Chaim Vital.
However, this ordination also ceased due
to the controversy that arose from Rabbi
Levi Ibn Habib’s opposition; the story is
well-known.

Why Did It Cease?

If ordination was so important, as we
explained, why did the chain of tradition
stop? If every scholar endeavored to
ordain his students, and if those students
followed suite, continuing so generation
after generation, why did it ultimately
cease to exist?

Ononehand, ordination —aswe explained
at length — is absolutely fundamental.
On the other hand, it doesn't seem too
difficult to accomplish; there are no
special circumstances necessary, such as
a Temple or a High Court in Jerusalem.
The only imperative is that the scholar
be worthy of ordination — and there
were, no doubt, worthy scholars in every
generation — and that the ordination take

APy "IN Sw WRtaw Y170 ,19°000
ORI 99173 7MY 7720 1DOXI 27 "2
927 T10° DY - 27 °2 "7 DR 19107
o°nonn 9O 1mODn oR"w 0”anan
TNO%1 D17 NN BRI YINAY
29 °2 Y790M1,”DY91M0 BRI, 0NN
- O7°1Y PRI oM VAR N0
DR 900 A0 N°am ,A01-n°an 1N
0°°1 "1 DR N0 R ,PYOR wn
N2°03 75%V3a 7 719°70W ROX LORDM
[2°21 12 *1%] n”a%nn 5w npibnnn
WD QoMEM 1T ,70% TANnY

Riatahb i

PN 7217 - 979D 99137 0 00
SR 119°007 NOYhY POl YN
TM0% DTNW JMoIw 0o Yow 11°on -
nilaloP R bR ial iy e abls) I akh b la e
{7203 Min e tn W s B o) M a Py s £l M o
PODI DY TI°RN 19 OR ,71T *INRD 17

129277

21N 927 X7 197007 IV - TR TN
S9N POYD 99110 LN o
MY L7272 TR VP PR - TR
Sw mMp] 0OTINTR OORINA MR PR
N nowSa mo°mo L,wIpnt D2
"R QOON PR - OR 0D L[RPIT
M7 501 i RTIY L'OhDUnDd
,719°N0% DR 1AW 0°NO1 TN

13



place in the Land of Israel — and there
were, no doubt, caravans that traveled
regularly between Babylon and the Land
of Israel, which would have allowed the
scholars of Babylon to come to Israel to
be ordained and to ordain others.

There seems to be no reason for the
ordination to cease to exist at any point
in time. This raises a difficult question:
why and how did the ordination come to
an end?
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The Rebbe asks: From all these stories — the rabbi who he gave his life for ordination,
and the sages of Tzfat who wanted to renew it — we see how important ordination is.
On the other hand, what could be the great difficulty in continuing it from generation

to generation? Why did it stop?

Not Because of Persecution

The common understanding of the
matter is that ordination ceased for fear
of the Roman government. However, if
ordination is so integral to Judaism, it
is unlikely that the Roman persecution
managed to stop it everywhere within
such a short period of time.

There is no doubt that despite the Roman
decree against ordination, the Torah
sages made every effort to continue
the institution of ordination due to its
importance. What about the danger of
engaging in prohibited activity? They
could have certainly found ways to
deal with it; they could have done the

TM0% 1P 0D - R°7 NDAIPNHA NI
2RI D Y ,03AR .N199N0 N1 IEn
1719°707 v amacwn P73 MITIR yS
no%na NPT T3NY 1 1POn° RS -
M7 27D2 NIMPAT 933 115°105 P0D]

SIAR

D3 NRD oaw LD ox 1AM
5713 °1Dn M7 - M0 ROW Ndnn
19000 PIVAY  mIoam Davwnn
5> DR ORI nom WY R
DR Pwnad 70 0WORT DOXNRND
"1D1 MDY WRAT .7I9°R00 BW TR
D°91° P ORTA - N DA

14



ordination secretly, or in a distant town
in a forsaken corner of the country where
the government was presumably not
searching for sages capable of ordaining
— because sages were usually found in
the famous yeshivah centers teaching
Torah to many students, not in far-flung
villages.
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C. Avoiding Gontroversy

>> The Rebbe

The Scattering of Exile

The following explanation could resolve
the fact that ordination ceased (as well as
the custom to establish the new month
based on moon sightings):

A time came when there wasn't a central
established court, the sages were scattered
in many different locations, and as time
passed, it was no longer clear who was
ordained and who was not. Therefore, a
Torah scholar may have been ordained
by a sage in one location, but he may
have moved to another location where
his ‘patron’ sage was not well-known as
a qualified ‘ordainer, and a controversy
may have arisen as to the legitimacy of
his ordination. This would definitely be
the case if the scholar wished to establish
the new month according to new-moon
sightings; the controversy would no doubt
be even greater.

Therefore, the sages no longer went
to great lengths to convey ordination,
and over time, the numbers of ordained
scholars dwindled, until they became
entirely extinct.

Remember that an ordained rabbi has the power to give financial penalties and lay
down the law. Imagine a rabbi showing up in town and declaring himself ordained —
there is no doubt that it would draw opposition from the local leadership and laypeople
if they didn't recognize his name or the name of this rabbi. Because it became a source

o f controversy, it began to fall into disuse.
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In the earlier sections, the Rebbe explained how integral ordination was to Jewish
life. But the moment it became controversial, the question changed. The rabbis of the
Mishnah were willing to sacrifice their life for ordination, but was it worthwhile if
it would tear apart the Jewish community? Not necessarily. Disunity among Jewish
communities can have terrible effects on Jewish life, and a controversy is something
that should not be taken lightly.

The Rebbe himself was not afraid of controversy; he famously took very strong stands
when it came to matters that were important for the Jewish people, like the questions
of “Who-is-a-Jew” and “Land-for-Peace.” But there were other cases in which the Rebbe
clearly chose peace over controversy.

To quote one example:

During the Amidah prayer. we pray for rain in the winter. Countries in the southern
hemisphere have winter in the opposite season, but they still recite the prayers according
to the seasons of the Land of Israel.

During one gathering, the Rebbe cited an opinion of the Rosh, a medieval Rabbinic
figure, who said that they should be following their own seasons. The Rebbe mentioned
that this opinion seemed to be correct.

A controversy immediately arose. Some Chabad rabbis in South Africa announced that
they would be changing the local custom, drawing criticism from others. As usual in
Jewish communities, it was an opportunity for everyone to jump in and give an opinion.

Word got back to the Rebbe, and during the next farbrengen, he reprimanded those who
had attempted to change the local custom. Reciting one prayer or another is a halachic
dispute; it will not impact the continuity of the Jewish people. In that case, peace among
Jewish communities was a much higher priority (See Rosh Chodesh Elul 5742).

This seems to have been a similar case. Torah study was continuing; it was only the
formal ordination that was causing strife. In that case, it simply wasn’'t worth it.
The Tzfat Saga

A story that actually happened could PRV DWYHN 9272 An0m XA WM
serve as a basis for this suggestion: :5y1D3
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Earlier, we mentioned the famous controversy
which had Rabbi Yaakov Bei-Rav and the Torah
scholars of Tzfat on one side, and Rabbi Levi
Ibn Habib and the scholars of Jerusalem on the
other, regarding the reinstation of ordination.
There too, when the scholars of Tzfat realized
that it was creating a controversy, and that
Rabbi Levi Ibn Habib was insistent that the
reinstation was inappropriate, they had no
choice but to cancel their plans.

This is to the extent that Rabbi Yosef Karo, one
of the scholars ordained by Rabbi Yaakov Bei-
Rav, makes no mention of his ordination in his
Code of Jewish Law, and he even determines
how we are to conduct ourselves in the
modern-era in the absence of ordination
— despite being ordained himself! This was
because he realized that the ordination had
not been widely accepted as legitimate, due
to Rabbi Levi Ibn Habib’s opposition.

Source 6 waggid Meisharim, end of Parshat Vayikra
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There is a fascinating sequel to the story: In Jewish tradition, there are a number of cases in which a
higher power, an angel or soul, communes with a righteous person and reveals to him various heavenly
secrets. This phenomenon is called a “Maggid”.

Rabbi Yosef Karo wrote a book called Magid Meisharim, a personal diary where he documents
conversations he had with a ‘maggid’ from the upper world. This ‘maggid’ is revealed to him following
the study of Mishnah, and even identifies by name: “I am the Mishnah..” He usually appeared early on
Shabbat morning and told him insights into the week’s Torah portion.

In one revelation, the maggid says as follows:

Since you demonstrated self-sacrifice to return by D1 NIDN °3 YN
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you merit to be ordained by all the wise men of the
land of Israel and the wise men of the Diaspora,
and through you, I will reinstate ordination to its
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D. Historical Accuracy (Optional)

>> The Rebbe

The Real Question

Now, we are only left with determining
exactly when ordination ceased
entirely.

Many of the most recent scholars to
deal with this issue bring evidence
that the ordination continued to exist
throughout the Geonite period!

Moreover: There is a letter from Rabbi
Evyatar Gaon, written in the year
4854 [1094 CE], in which he mentions
several people who were ordained in
his time (himself being among them),
and he says that one of them traveled
to Haifa to sanctify the new year!

A letter from the year 1094 AD, written by Rabbi Evyatar Gaon, was found in the Cairo Geniza. He
was the head of a yeshiva that operated between the sixth and twelfth century, first in Tiberias, then
Jerusalem and Ramleh, and in his days, it moved north, to Tyre, from the terror of the Seljuks who

conquered Jerusalem.

Rabbi Evyatar describes what happened a few years earlier, in the days of his father, Rabbi Eliyahu
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Cohen Gaon, who reinstated the yeshiva after moving to Tyre:

“Tow years before my father passed away, he gathered all the Jews of Tyre and the Galilee and he

ordained us in the name of the entire Yeshivah, and we ascended to the position of Gaon.”

He goes on to say that in one of the years, he went down to Haifa to sanctify the year!

Clearly, ordination didn't stop as early as some assumed.
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The following is a timeline of what we know about ordination:

1300 BC - The ordination of Joshua by Moses. In the years that follow, ordination continues from

teacher to student.

Second Century AD - Rabbi Yehuda ben Bava ordains five of his disciples, and is executed by the

Romans.

1090 AD - Rabbi Eliyahu Cohen Gaon ordains his son Rabbi Evyatar.

1538 AD - Most of the rabbis of the Land of Israel ordain the rabbi of Tzfat, and he ordains some of his

disciples.

With all our questions about the
unlikelihood of the cessation of
ordination, the opposite seems to be
the case — we should assume that it
continued to exist for much longer,
until we find concrete evidence that
it ceased at a certain time period.
Although we do not have evidence
of ordination in later eras, a lack of
evidence does not mean that it didn't
happen; it is quite logical to assume
that ordination continued far beyond
the Talmudic period.

It would be very worthwhile to find
scholars to fully investigate this issue
in the manuscripts that are available
(unfortunately, this research is usually
done by scholars who are not observant
Jews). Being that new manuscripts
occasionally come to light, it is likely
that newly discovered manuscripts will
shed light on this complicated issue.
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