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An Historical Irony: Solomon Aailion 's Court Tries 

the Case of a Repentant Sabbatean 

• Matt Goldish 

The seventeenth-century messianic movement of Shabbatai Zvi was the 
most widespread to affect the Jewish world in a millennium and a half. The first 
stage of the movement ended in 1666 when the would-be messiah converted to 
Islam. This event, however, gave rationale for the movement to continue under- 
ground, and it did not cease even after Shabbatai's death in 1676. In the early 1680's 
there were mass conversions to Islam among the "believers" of Salónica, who ex- 
plained their apostasy as part of the continuing messianic process. The apostates 
continued practicing Sabbatean rites in secret, and remained a distinct sect within 
Islam well up into the twentieth century, known as Dönmeh } 

Most of the believers in Shabbatai Zvi at the height of the movement (1665-6), 
who constituted perhaps the majority of the Jewish world, abandoned the faith 
within a short time after his conversion. There continued to be a high attrition rate 
among those who remained within the "faith", and this was especially true con- 
cerning the radical Dönmeh. Upon reflection on the enormity of the chasm they had 
created between themselves and the Jewish faith of their fathers, many abandoned 
the Dönmeh to return, some to normative Jewish faith, but probably most to conti- 
nued belief in Shabbatai Zvi within Judaism. The problem for the Jewish community 
with all former Sabbateans professing penitence was to know who was sincere and 
who continued to harbor a clandestine heretical belief in the false messiah. Rabbini- 
cal literature of the period contains several cases dealing with this difficulty.2 

One example is the case of a penitent former Dönmeh apostate in Candia, 
whose candidacy for certain honors in synagogue raised the issue of whether his 
past should disqualify him. The community turned to the Amsterdam rabbinate for 
a solution, and the exchange was published in the responsa of Haham Zvi Ash- 
kenazi, the chief Ashkenazi rabbi of that city. Now, the same issue has turned up in 
a manuscript responsum from the Amsterdam Sephardic rabbinical court of Haham 

For information on the movement and detailed bibliographies, see the following major works: G. 
Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi : The Mystical Messiah (Princeton 1983); idem, Studies and Texts 
Concerning the History of Sabbateanism and its Metamorphoses (Hebrew; Jerusalem 1982); idem, 
Researches in Sabbateanism (Hebrew; ed. Y. Liebes; Jerusalem 1991); M. Benayahu, The 
Shabbatean Movement in Greece (Hebrew; Jerusalem 1973; = Sefunot 14). 
Benayahu, The Shabbatean Movement, p. 97-99. 
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Solomon Aailion. This source is interesting for various reasons. It adds a great many 
details of the case not known from the Haham Zvi's letters; it tells us something of 
the Dönmeh in its earliest phase; it helps us understand the difficulties a believer in 
Shabbatai Zvi might face reintegrating into Jewish society when he finally gave up 
his messianic faith; and it presents a rather bizarre irony, as the history of the 
penitent Sabbatean bears a striking resemblance to that of his rabbinical judge, Solo- 
mon Aailion. 

I. The Events 

The versions of the question presented by the Haham Zvi and by Solomon 
Aailion are complementary, the latter presenting many details not found in the 
former. 

She'elot U-Tesbuvot Haham Zvi (Lemberg, 1900). #13, p. lOv: 
Question #13, from the holy congregation of Candia: a man was appointed as Hatan Torah 3 who 
had many years ago participated in the uprising in Salónica and converted to Islam, having been 
convinced by the insane and wicked group of believers in Shabbatai Zvi. When his senses returned 
and his eyes were reopened, he saw that it is all nothingness and evil, that all their actions are 
meaningless. He returned to the true religion and repented in the proper manner. From that time 
onward he has shown love of Torah, acted honestly, walked in innocence and performed just acts 
like all his good and honest brethren, the Children of Israel. But there were those who expressed 
disagreement, saying he is not fit to be Hatan Torah. 

MS. Los Angeles - U.C.L.A. #779 bx. 8.7/1 (=Jerusalem, Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew 
Manuscripts, #32387), p. 3r:4 
Question: There is a small town with only a few people [Jews] in it, most of whom are poor, 
lowly and ignorant, with the exception of two or three scholars who possess the fragrance of 
Torah. An ancient tradition exists there, that the Hatan Bereshit5 who begins the Torah reading 
one year is himself the one who finishes it at the following Simhah [!] Torah.6 It is then his 
privilege to choose and call up any one he wishes to be the Hatan Bereshit for that year; the 
chosen individual will then also be Hatan Torah 7 the next year. This decision and appointment 

3 Hatan Torah is the individual honored to read the last portion of the Torah at the end of the 
yearly cycle. 
The answer continues on p. 3v-5v. As is so often the case, I owe the awareness of this source to 
the outstanding cataloguers at the Jerusalem Institute of Microfilmed Hebrew Manuscripts. I 
thank U.C.L.A. Libraries - Special Collections for permission to use this material. 
Hatan Bereshit is the first person honored with reading in the Torah at the beginning of the 
yearly cycle, commencing on the holiday of Simhat Torah immediately after the past year's cycle; it is ended by another individual honored with the title Hatan Torah. 
See n. 5. 
See n. 5. 
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take place on Y от Kippur preceding the holiday [Simbat Torab ], and a Mi SbeBerakh 8 is made for 
the one now called on as Hatan Bereshit, whoever he might be, whether scholar or ignoramus, 
rich or poor. 

Now the following even occurred. On Y от Kippur the man who began the Torah reading in a 
particular year and was to complete it the next year (as per the tradition), called up as Hatan 
Bereshit a certain Jew who had come years ago to live in this land. He had fled from his homeland 
and birthplace because in the days of Querido9 his master, he had seduced his wife and all his 
fellow students into apostatizing. In our multitude of sins, they all became Turks [Muslims]. He 
was a young man10, and when he came to recognize his Creator and comprehend the lunacy of his 
master, he turned away from embracing and kissing Mohammed, and began again to serve his 
Creator with all his heart. He had married a Jewish woman under a canopy and with kiddusbin 11 

according to the law, and properly circumcized his son, while still in his land, though he did it 
secretly out of fear.12 
When he saw the time was ripe, "a time to work for the Lord"13, he escaped together with his 

household and came to a city among the cities of [Papal?] rule in order to settle among the Jews14, 
to keep the commandments of God in quiet and security ...15 at the beginning. In a word, when he 
arrived he was received by the resident Jews as a brother and friend. They gave him a speci -1 .¿ce 
in the synagogue, and knew him as an honorable and proper Jew who walks with ' _ars sin 
and avoids even the [pleasurable] things permitted him. He turns neither right nor left from the 
way of the Lord, and no shame has accrued to hem. 

Now tell us, our righteous teacher: Is this man is fit to be Hatan Torah or Hatan Bereshit , 
since all the townspeople have known and approved of him; and he has been among them for 
eleven years serving God and performing His commandments, and never any complaint has been 
heard against him that he has transgressed even the smallest law or statute; and he studies the 
Torah and even reads [publicly] occasionally from the Torah scroll? Or do we rather say no, 
because he apostatized and changed his religion he is like a Kohen [Priest] who converted out, 
whom even if he returns is not permitted to "lift his hands"16 in the opinion of Maimonides? In 

e Mi SheBerakb is a prayer for the blessing and success of the individual. 9 Jacob Querido (Philosoph) was the fomenter of the mass apostasy of Sabbateans to Islam at 
Salónica in 1683. See: Benayahu, The Shabbatean Movement, Ch. 2, 'The Great Apostasy in 
Salónica.' 
The term used is 'biyemei alumav'. which could also mean, 'in the days of his concealment/ 
Kiddusbin is the leeal Jewish weddine ceremonv. 12 The phrasing makes it slightly unclear whether the marriage spoken of took place before or after 
his abandonment of the sect, but the logic of the document indicates that bom the Jewish wedding 
ceremony and the circumcision were performed in secret while still among the Dönmeh. The fear 
he experienced would have been both from the Muslim authorities, who would certainly have 
punished a neophyte Muslim performing such Jewish rituals; and from the Dönmeh themselves, 
who were heavily anitomian, especially as regards family relations (Benayahu, The Shabbatean 
Movement , p. 101-103). 13 According to the rabbinic understanding of Psalms 119, 126: *A time to work for the Lord; They have made void thy Law.' 
Anv pemtent Dönmeh sectarian wishing to return to Judaism had to escape from Muslim lands 
and go to an area where all or most inhabitants were Christian. Many of them ended up in Italy, where they remained active Jewish Sabbateans. See: Benayahu, The Shabbatean Movement , p. 
96-97, and Ch. 3, "From Salónica to Italy". 15 Here the manuscript is illegible for the space of about two words. 16 The priest's 'lifting his hands' refers to his bestowing the priestly blessing (Numbers 6,23-7) along with the other descendents of Aaron, performed witn the hands lifted high and stretched out 
toward the people. See: Maimonides, Mishneh Torah , Laws of Prayer, Ch. 15 section 3. 
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our humble opinion it appears that not only is this Jewish man suitable, acceptable and fit to be 
H atan Tor ah, but any Jew who prevents him performs a criminal transgression by closing the 
doors of repentance to those who wish to return, though being Hatan is not actually a law but 
only a tradition. The only ones who have dealt with this law are the later authorities, such as the 
author of the MM"H17, Rabbi Benveniste18 and others ... [there follows some legal discussion]. 

The printed responsum of the Haham Zvi tells us from which city the question 
was sent, but otherwise is very short on facts. The Aailion version supplies us with a 

great deal of additional data concerning the conditions in the community, the man's 

history and activities while among the Dorimelo, his family, and the time frame of 
the events. It also contains a date: 1711. This is extremely important because it tells 
us that the issue arose in the period when Haham Zvi had already arrived in Am- 
sterdam and was serving as Ashkenazi chief rabbi, and Aailion was Sephardic chief 
rabbi, but that the Hayyun controversy had not yet occurred (see below). 

The Haham Zvi hints, and the Aailion version indicates clearly, that the only 
argument advanced by his detractors against this man's candidacy was a comparison 
of this case to that of a former apostate Kohen , who is not allowed to "lift his 
hands", that is, to participate in the great blessing given to the people by all the 
Kohanim , since we fear he may not really have returned to Judaism, and will rather 
take this opportunity to curse the Jews instead of blessing them.19 Those who sent 
the question, presumably the communal leaders, make it very clear that they do not 
see any such problem in the present case; it would appear to have been a small group 
within the community which objected to this person's honors. 

Both the Haham Zvi and the Amsterdam Sephardic Bet Din , consisting of 
Solomon Aailion, Solomon Judah Leon (son of the famous Jacob Judah Leon) and 
David ibn Attar, exonerated the former Sabbatean. They both explain in some detail 

why this case is not comparable to that of the Kohen nor to that of a cantor for 

fast-days, who must also be free from major lapses in his past. The Haham Zvi adds 
learned discourses into areas which might conceivably be related to the case, but 
with no direct bearing. The discussions by both parties are dry and legal, giving no 
indication of the deep sentiments still harbored by Jews worldwide concerning the 
Sabbateans and their unacceptable behavior. 

II. The Reintegration of a Former Sabbatean Apostate 

The fact that no more cogent accusation could be leveled against this candidate 
for Hatan Torah than the possibility that his case might resemble that of an apostate 
Kohen , yet the question was still seen as problematic enough to require reference to 

17 Perhaps the Maggid M is h neh, the commentary of Rabbi Vidal of Tolosa to Maimonides' Mishneh 
Torah ? 18 Rabbi Havim Benveniste, author of Knesset HaGedulah. 19 See above n. 16, and text p. 3v. 
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major rabbinical courts, testifies to a deeper problem in the reintegration of former 
Sabbateans. As the Jewish world sought to regain its footing after the shock of 
Shabbatai's failure, the many remaining believers were sought out and persecuted, 
driving them deep underground. Their beliefs were viewed as both heretical and 
dangerous to Jewish religious authority. But from Shabbatai Zvi himself all the way 
through the Frankist and Dönmeh movements20, Sabbateanism had a clandestine 
character with heavy tendencies toward deception and dissemination of misinforma- 
tion. The believers, in protecting their identities, saw no problem with lying freely 
about their faith, so that there was always great confusion about who was really a 
Sabbatean and who was not. Such famous controversies as that between Rabbi Jacob 
Emden and Rabbi Jonathan Eybeschuetz, and that between Rabbi Moses Hayim 
Luzzatto and the rabbis of Italy, are examples of the kind of confusion generated by 
the secret nature of Sabbateanism. 

Among the other related phenomena common in the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries was the false penitent, the Sabbatean who claimed to retract his 
faith while still holding fast to it in secret. I will give some examples of this to make 
clearer why certain community members remained skeptical about the would-be 
Hatan Bereshiťs sincerity. We may begin with the case of Shabbatai Zvi himself. 
When he was hauled up in front of the sultan's Privy Council to account for the 
trouble caused by his movement, he claimed he'd been taken in by Nathan of Gaza 
and other crafty rabbis who forced him into the role of messiah. He was apologetic 
and reneged his faith both in his own messianism and in the Jewish religion. Yet he 
continued to disseminate Sabbatean faith and practice Jewish rituals, causing con- 
sternation to Jews and Turks alike.21 His prophet, Nathan of Gaza, swore oaths 
before rabbinical courts in both Ipsala and Venice that, with the failure of Shabbatai 
to manifest himself as the messiah by a particular date, he admitted his faith and 
prophesy to be fallacious. But very shortly after "repenting", Nathan was back at 
work actively defending Shabbatai's messiahship and spreading the faith.22 

If we may believe Sasportas, Haham Isaac Aboab and other scholars of the 
Portuguese congregation in Amsterdam continued in the Sabbatean faith long after 
the apostasy. Yosef Kaplan, basing himself on several documents connected with the 
Sabbatean faith in Amsterdam, states that Aboab had been a believer at the height of 
the movement; "But immediately upon being informed of Shabbatai Zvi's tragic 

20 The Frankists were eighteenth-century followers of a Sabbatean guru named Jacob Frank (1726- 
1791) in Northern Europe. See: G. Scnolem, Kabbalah (Jerusalem, 1974) p. 287-309 ¡Jacob Frank), 327-332 (Dönmeh), as well as the listings under these terms in indices of the books listed in n. 1 
above. 21 J. Sasportas, Zizat Novel Zvi (Hebrew; ed. I. Tishby. Jerusalem 1954) p. 172-174; Scholem, 
Sabbatai Sevi , p. 674-686, including various versions of the apostasy, and Ch. 7-8 passim; Y. 
Liebes, 'Shabbetai Zevi's Attitude Toward His Own Conversion* (Hebrew), Sefunot 17 (1983) p. 267-307. My esteemed colleague, Dr. Avraham Elkayam, has discovered an autograph letter of 
Shabbatai from after his apostasy, instructing the believers how to act in faith with him; it will be 
published shortly. 
J. Sasportas, Zizat Novel Zvi , p. 263-268. 
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turnaround, he dissociated himself from the 'group of fools' and remained faithful 
to his [orthodox] way".23 According to Sasportas' indications, however, despite the 
official rejection of Sabbateanism by the Amsterdam leaders, Aboab and others 
continued to clandestinely uphold the faith. The synagogue in Amsterdam had 
adapted the tradition of performing the Priestly Blessing weekly rather than only 
thrice a year, as a Sabbatean ritual, in 1665/6. After Shabbatai's conversion the 
leaders became split about whether to continue this practice, which reminded them 
of their former error, or return to the previous manner of performance. Says Sa- 
sportas of the believers: "They and their followers who erred with their new faith, 
led by the curse of the town24, continued to use their power to uphold and say [the 
Priestly Blessing every Sabbath] ..."25. While Sasportas' conclusions are sometimes 

suspect, it is quite possible that Aboab, the leader of the Amsterdam rabbinate, 
remained a secret believer. 

A further example of the suspect penitent is one Shabbatai Raphael, a native of 
Muria, who came down through Germany to Amsterdam in 1667 spreading a com- 
bination of Sabbatean faith and his own brand of enthusiastic medicine and prop- 
hecy. Upon arriving in Altona, Raphael wrote to Sasportas "As an apologetic sup- 
plicant, saying it was his wish to repent, to announce publicly in the synagogue 
concerning his lies and to confess them".26 Sasportas was quite happy to support the 

acceptance the man's penitence provided he show himself true to his word. Raphael 
quickly proved a total disappointment, going on the vex the Jewish community 
greatly with never a thought to his lies' effect. A most colorful example of this type 
is reported by Rabbi Jacob Emden, concerning the respected and saintly Fishl Zloc- 
zow. 

Once he came to him [i.e. to Embden's informant] in order to confess his sins and revealed that he 
belonged to the sect of Shabbatai Zevi, that he had eaten leavened bread on the Passover, and so 
forth, carrying on contritely all the while as though he had truly repented of his deeds. Soon 
afterwards, however, he was caught in the act of committing grave transgressions of the Law and 
was excommunicated by the rabbis of Lithuania and Volhynia.27 

The Jewish Sabbateans and former Dönmeh who escaped from Salónica moved 
almost en masse to Italy, where they continued to secretly spread Sabbatean myste- 
ries learned from Nathan of Gaza and Abraham Miguel Cardoso. Many were res- 

pected scholars in their new communities, and this made their underground Sabba- 

23 Y. Kaplan, 'The Attitude of the Leadership of the Portuguese Congregation in Amsterdam to the 
Sabbatean Movement, 1665-167Г (Hebrew), Zion 39 (1974) p. 199. 24 Tishby, n. 5: 'Rabbi Isaac Aboab/ The wording, 'ma'ariah de-matah' is a play on the usual term 
for the rabbi of a city, who is called ' mar'ah de-matah ' 
J. Sasportas, Zizat Novel Zvi , p. 236. See also p. 210-212 and notes there. 
J. Sasportas, Zizat Novel Zvi , p. 277. 27 Quoted in G. Scholem, 'Redemption Through Sin', in The Messianic Idea in Judaism (New York 
1971) p. 117. 
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tean network all the more dangerous to the orthodox rabbinate, since the "faith" 
was full of heresies.28 

Such examples make it clear that if reintegration was difficult for former belie- 
vers, there was a good reason: they often continued to keep the faith in secret and 
thus undermine rabbinical authority. 

III. The Irony of History : Aailion and the Penitent 

Perhaps the best example of a recalcitrant Sabbatean "penitent" is that of Solo- 
mon Aailion himself, the chief judge of our case.29 According to the reconstruction 
of Meir Benayahu, Aailion's personal history looks something like this. He was 
born in Salónica, where he associated with the yeshivah of the Sabbatean believers. 
When the mass apostasy occurred in 1683 he was among those who donned the 
turban. After some time as an active participant in the movement of the Dönmeh he 
escaped to Safed, where he either confessed his sins and was accepted as a penitent, 
or covered up his past as best he could. Later he was sent as an emissary to Europe, 
where he secretly kept up communication with the Sabbateans while occupying 
rabbinical positions in London and Amsterdam. In short, his own story bears re- 
markable resemblance to that of the man under question! The fact that someone 
would send a query like this to Aailion's court is an amazing irony, which indicates 
that his Sabbatean past was not widely known in 1711. 30 It was two years later, in 
1713, that a Sabbatean adventurer named Nehemiah Hiya Hayyun showed up at 
Amsterdam and received support from Aailion. This caused a great furor, among 
whose results was a series of (correct) accusations that Aailion was and always had 
been a Sabbatean. His chief adversary in that debate was none other than the Haham 
Zvi Ashkenazi, whom Aailion succeeded in vilifying and having run out of town. 

We will probably never know who the penitent was and whether his repentance 
was genuine. What we can be fairly sure of is that there were many sincerely repen- 
tant former Sabbateans, whose lives were made miserable by the fact that nobody 
could ever trust them completely to have returned. The fact that closet Sabbateans 
like Aailion and the others mentioned above were constantly being discovered, 
made the reintegration of known believers after 1666 very difficult. 

28 M. Benayahu, The Shabbatean Movement , Ch. 3. 
On Aailion as a Sabbatean, see Y. Nada, 'A Kabbalistic Treatise of R. Solomon Ayllion' 
(Hebrew), Sefunot 3-4 (1960) p. 301-347, and additional bibliography concerning Aailion in 
Amsterdam in n.l there; Benayahu, The Shabbatean Movement , p. 147-160, and additional 
bibliography concerning Aailion and the Hayon controversy in n. 134; A. Yaari, Sheluhei Erez 
Yisrael (Jerusalem 1977) index 'Aailion'; E. Carlebach, The Pursuit of Heresy (New York 1991) 
index 'Ayllion5; I.S. Emmanuel, 'The Nehemia Hiya Hayon Controversy in Amsterdam: 
Documents from the archives of the Local Portuguese Kehilla', Sefunot 9 (1961) p. 219-221. 30 We now know that Aailion deliberately obscured the fact that he was raised in Salónica, a past which would make him suspect of Sabbateanism. See: Benayahu, The Shabbatean Movement , p. 
103, 121-122. 
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