
PALESTINE IN THE 16TH CENTURY

Ever since the Crusades Palestine had remained a land all but deserted. Its
non-Jewish population was small and lacking in energy. Many wars had passed
over their heads, and the country had changed hands so often, that it left the
native population feeling discouraged and dispirited. Palestine also became prey
to petty, greedy nobles, and without incentive to progress, the locals lived on a
subsistence level. As for the number of Palestinian Jews, very few still remained,
and their overall condition was quite miserable.

Toward the end of the 15th century, a famous Italian Jewish scholar, Obadiah
of Bertenura (1449-1516) went to settle in Israel. He was a disciple of R. Yosef
Colon (Maharik), and served as rav in various Italian communities. In 1486 he set
out on a journey to the Holy Land. His journey lasted him two years and took him
through many Jewish communities, including Salero and Palermo. Along the way
he disseminated Torah knowledge among the various Jewish inhabitants.

Bartenura arrived in Jerusalem in the spring of 1488 where he found the
community in a most deplorable condition. Most of the inhabitants were poor, and
the local rulers tyrannized the population. He wrote as follows:

“Jerusalem’s inhabitants number about 4,000 families. As for its Jews, they
number about 70 families of the greatest poor. There is scarcely a family that is
not in want of the commonest necessities. One who has bread for a year is called
rich.”

Both Christians and Jews viewed Palestine as the Holy Land. Christians built
churches and shrines there, as well as monasteries and nunneries throughout
the country. It was considered an act of piety to undertake the long journey to the
Holy Land to pray at spots sanctified in the biblical stories. Both Christians and
Jews looked forward to the day of the coming of the Messiah. Meanwhile they
were content to let the Holy Land sleep until G-d in His own good time would
awaken it. Unfortunately for the local Jews, the actual state of Palestine came to
stand for the miserable state of the Jewish people in general. Both were
desolate, both were in hostile hands, and both awaited G-d;s redemption.
Fervent prayers were recited daily for Israel’s restoration, but few, if any, Jews
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thought of practical plans to achieve it. They went there on pilgrimages, or to die
and be buried there, but never with the hope of reviving the country.

Joseph Nasi, duke of Naxos, was the first man in centuries to produce a
practical plan. He realized that most Jews were still in urgent need for a secure
home. He knew from personal experience how many Conversos were willing to
make the greatest sacrifices for a place of refuge. Palestine was now under the
rule of a friendly sultan. Thus Joseph Nasi was able to obtain complete rights
over the Tiberias section of the country. The more difficult job was to find a
practical way for settling there a large enough number of Jews. Knowing the
difficulty that Europeans had in obtaining silk, he arranged to introduce into
Tiberias the cultivation of the silk worm. The manufacture of silk might then prove
to be the means whereby incoming Jews could earn a livelihood. He also
arranged for a number of ships to convey refugees from various parts of Italy.

Unfortunately, the plan was never tried. War broke out between Turkey and
Venice so that Joseph’s ships could not set sail for their Italian ports. Moreover,
this war, plus other difficulties within the Turkish empire, caused a cooling in the
friendship between the new sultan and Joseph. He fell from favor, In addition the
Arabs around Tiberias proved to be troublesome. Joseph now expended all his
energies on winning back his place in court, and thus all the plans for Palestine
were postponed and never fulfilled.

A number of Jews had, nevertheless, come to Palestine to live. They hailed
from various parts of Europe and Africa, but most were of Spanish-Portuguese
extraction. Since Palestine provided few economic opportunities, the Jews who
came to settle there were interested most in the religious life that Israel offered.
They were interested most in excelling in both Jewish law as well as Jewish
mysticism. They formed two main settlements - one in Jerusalem and one in
Safed. Before many decades had passed, even the economic situation of the
country improved as a result of the greater activity of these newcomers. Most
importantly, though, was their attempt to make Palestine once more the
outstanding religious and cultural center of Judaism.
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