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SUMMARIES \Y

of Jerusalem, Benjamin reports the tradition that attributes the founding of the present-day
Ashkelon to Ezra the Priest, that is, during the early Second Temple period, while the ‘old,
ruined Ashkelon’ is to be found several miles away.

This tradition seems peculiar unless we consider the geo-political situation during the late
eleventh and the twelfth centuries, in which Ashkelon played a major role in the struggle
for control over the region. First and foremost, this struggle is evident in the battles between
the Fatimids, who were based in Egypt and who controlled the Levant until the 1070s,
and their rivals to the north, the Sunni Seljuks, who were later supplanted by the Franks.
Throughout this period, Ashkelon remained an Egyptian-Fatimid stronghold in southern
Palestine. Concurrently, and affected by these larger-scale events, the Egyptian Jewish elite
strived for greater independence from the Palestine-based yeshiva, which had lost much of
its power and symbolic capital due to the geo-political situation.

Seen within this context, in which battles for control of Palestine generally and Ashkelon
specifically were waged both between the Fatimids and their rivals, and within Jewish
politics, the peculiar tradition reported by Benjamin makes perfect sense. Examination of
this tradition in view of contemporary military and political conflicts sheds light on several
other obscure Jewish sources that discuss Ashkelon in relation to Ezra and address the larger
issue of the sacred boundaries of the Land of Israel in Jewish thought. Furthermore, a new
Muslim tradition that focused on Ashkelon, also based on the perception of the city as a holy
frontier town, emerged in the same period and was cultivated by the Fatimid administration.

This article interprets unique Jewish traditions and examines them in the context of
internal Jewish and broader geo-political developments that were all closely intertwined.
This investigation opens a window onto the mechanisms of local traditions, the creation of
sacred spaces, the intricate relations between Jews and Muslims, and relations between geo-
political events and religious language.

THE OSTROH CONFLICT AND THE CIRCLE OF THE BA’AL SHEM TOV:
A ‘DRESS REHEARSAL’ FOR THE CONFLICT BETWEEN HASIDIM AND
MISNAGDIM?

by Benjamin Brown (pp. 57-97)

Between 1745 and 1777, the Jewish community of Ostroh (Ostrég, OcTpor) was riven by a
bitter, protracted conflict that had two major phases.

The first phase, spanning two decades (1745-1765), was sparked by a struggle over the
post of town rabbi. The chief rabbi, R. David Heilperin, a disciple of R. Israel Ba’al Shem
Tov (the Besht), was de facto deposed and R. Meshullam Ashkenazi, the younger brother of
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RESTRICTIONS ON ENTERING THE TEMPLE:
FROM THE BIBLE TO TANNAITIC LITERATURE

by Yosef Marcus (pp. 5-29)

The preservation of the sanctity and purity of the Tabernacle is at the root of many
commandments in the Bible. One type of warning in this context relates to restrictions on
entering the Tabernacle even among people who are not in a state of impurity: all “outsiders’
as well as priests in certain situations such as drunkenness, failure to wash their hands and
feet, and so on. In these cases, the Biblical text appears to forbid the very act of entering.
The commandment “And the outsider shall be put to death’ (Ve-ha-zar ha-qarev yumat),
for example, is repeated four times in the Book of Numbers, and the simple meaning of
this imperative is a warning to an unauthorized person neither to enter the Tabernacle nor
to approach the holy vessels. The Tannaitic Sages, in contrast, interpreted these warnings
in a limited way: the service in the Temple of an outsider or of a priest under forbidden
circumstances is prohibited as a serious offense, but entering the Temple is not. The
Tannaim, it seems, were interested in softening the intimidating dimension of contact with
the sacred. Biblical law, in this regard, expresses the concept of a ‘natural’ sanctity that
is easily defiled by any foreign element. The Tannaim, in contrast, understood holiness as
a given situation that is not easily degraded. To their way of thinking, it depends on the
relationship between the person and God and the only way to violate the holiness of the
Temple is by transgressing the commandment concerning the identity of one who may serve
before God. Indeed, in other halakhic contexts, several scholars have already noted this
concept of sanctity in the thought of the Pharisees and the Tannaim. It is interesting to
discover, however, that in the literature of the Sages one does find expressions of the ancient
halakha that forbade the act of entering itself.

EZRA IN ASHKELON: A MEDIEVAL LOCAL TRADITION
IN ITS GEO-POLITICAL CONTEXT
by Moshe Yagur (pp. 31-56)
This article traces the creation and the reasoning of a unique and peculiar historical tradition

recorded by the well-known twelfth-century Jewish traveler, Benjamin of Tudela. Describing
the city of Ashkelon on the southern coast of Palestine, then held by the Crusader Kingdom
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