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The French Revolution of 1789 and Napoleon’s expedition to Eretz 
Yisrael in 1799 were interpreted by the Gra’s followers as historical 
proofs of the dramatic changes taking place in the world. As a 
result of these changes, the belief that the Gra indeed had a Divine 
mission to advance the Redemption was strengthened, and his 
disciples began organizing groups for aliyah. Arriving in three 
waves, 511 followers of the Gra and their family members settled 
first in the Galilee region and, later on, in Jerusalem. These olim 
were not fleeing from war, economic hardship or persecution, and 
they included some of Lithuania’s wealthiest and most respected 
and learned Jews. In fact, their aliyah was part of a Messianic 
revival that took place among the Jewish people in the early nineteenth century. But unlike the 
thousands of other Jews who had left the lands of the Ottoman Empire for Eretz Yisrael at 
that time to await the coming of Mashiach, whom they expected to arrive suddenly and by 
miraculous means in 1840, the Gra’s disciples clung to the view that the Geulah was a 
historical process that should be advanced by human action. 
 
A list of all of the giants in Torah scholarship who have lived in Jerusalem since the aliyah of the 
Gra’s disciples would be very long. Among them were Rabbi Hillel Rivlin and his son, Rabbi 
Moshe Maggid; Rabbi Yosef Zundel of Salant and his son-in-law, Rabbi Shmuel Salant; Rabbi 
Yaakov Berlin, father of the Netziv of Volozhin; Rabbi Meir Auerbach of Kalish; Rabbi 
Yehoshua Leib Diskin and his son, Rabbi Yitzchak Yerucham Diskin; Rabbi Yosef Chaim 
Sonnenfeld and many others. 
 
In retrospect, it is clear that the connections forged by the talmidei haGra with political circles in 
Britain upon their arrival in the Holy Land were a crucial factor in determining the fate of the 
future Jewish Yishuv. The influence of British policy-makers was central to the pivotal decisions 
made in 1840 at the conference of the Christian powers of Europe, which took place in London, 
concerning the struggle between the Turkish Sultan and Muhammad Ali. The British proposal 
to restore power in Eretz Yisrael to the Sultan, under British protection and supervision, kept 
the option of returning to Zion open for the Jewish people. At the same time, Britain foiled the 
plans of the other great powers (Russia, Prussia, and Austria) to turn Eretz Yisrael into a 
Christian state or an independent Arab state under Muhammad Ali. Had these tempting 
proposals been implemented, they might have put an end to the return of the Jews to their 
ancestral land. 
 
The aliyah in 1808 by the Gra’s disciples was a turning point in the history of Eretz Yisrael. In 
the wake of their arrival, the concept of “Eretz Yisrael” underwent a metamorphosis, changing 
from an abstract idea—a subject of prayers and dreams—to an actuality, a concrete community 
of Jews living in the Holy Land. The olim’s accomplishments provided the subsequent Zionist 
movement a foundation upon which to build. It is fair to say that everything Zionists have 
built in Eretz Yisrael, up to the establishment of the State of Israel and beyond, was made 
possible by this seminal aliyah. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Shut Ohel Yaakov #68 
    

The members of a synagogue in Amsterdam – who, 
like most of their co-religionists at that time, were 
avidly awaiting the imminent realization of the 
messianic prophecies - decided to enact an important 
ordinance. From now on, it would be the practice in 
their synagogue to recite birkat kohanim every Shabbat. 
Since the messianic period involves a return to 
perfection, it was essential that they begin to restore 
the observance of mitzvot to its perfect state, and birkat 

kohanim was meant to play a part in this process. As 
background to this story, it is important to note that the 
Sabbateans had introduced the daily recitation of birkat 

kohanim. It seems that it was precisely this 
mitzva of birkat kohanim that was perceived as a fitting 
preparation for the arrival of the Messiah. 
Nevertheless, the members of this congregation did 
not dare restore the mitzva to its daily format, but 
rather they sufficed with a modest upgrade which involved reciting birkat kohanim every 
Shabbat. This hesitation also characterized the Gra. On the one hand, there was a strong 
inner desire to restore the original practice of daily birkat kohanim, but on the other hand, 
there was this fear that perhaps the time has not yet arrived. It is noteworthy that it was 
absolutely clear to the members of the community that the prevalent custom 
regarding birkat kohanim was flawed from a purely halakhic perspective, and that they did 
not need the Vilna Gaon to teach this to them. 
  
            In the wake of the collapse of the Sabbatean movement, a dispute arose among 
the members of that congregation: 
  

And when owing to our many sins, we ran like deer ready to believe anything… 
our true King punished us for the mistake which has now come to light. Some of 
the important members of the community concluded from this that it would be 
better to return to the earlier custom, for since the cause is gone, so should the 
result (i.e. the amended custom) be cancelled … Whereas some members of the 
community objected saying it is a positive precept, and once they embraced it, they 
cannot give it up. 

 


