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Abstract
Safed Jewry in the early Ottoman Period was a community largely comprised of immigrants. The city was characterized by a rare conglomeration of sages and spiritual figures, who chose Safed for economic, political and religious reasons.

As a backdrop to this phenomenon, the religious implications of immigration to the Land of Israel in general, and to Safed in particular, were especially prominent, i.e. emigrating to the Holy Land and observing the special commandments associated with the Land, being close to the graves of the righteous and especially that of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, the desire to reproduce in their times the religious and mystical experiences of the Tannaim and Amoraim (the sages) by studying Zohar in the place it was conceived, faith in the Messiah appearing in the Galilee and belief in the merits of being buried in the Upper Galilee.

In addition to all these reasons, Safed's study centers and great spiritual and spiritually creative leaders attracted Jewish students thirsty for knowledge from all over the world. Safed gradually overflowed with sages who filled the study halls and enriched its spiritual world.

Public life in Safed was organized in communal groups identifying themselves with their land of origin, as was customary in Jewish enclaves in the Ottoman Empire in the 16th and 17th centuries. The groups were involved in funding the study institutions and their students, and in transferring support funds to students from Jewish centers in the Diaspora. They cared for the welfare of their own Torah students just as they helped other needy members of the group, although one can assume they also supported them because they gave them a sense of purpose and pride.

The community and its institutions bestowed halachic authority upon the sages and even employed many of them in rabbinic and educational positions. Sages functioned within community frameworks in rabbinic leadership roles: poskim (deciders), teachers, judges or rashei yeshiva (heads of academies) discussing current issues and guiding the public in all aspects of Jewish life.

Nevertheless, despite the organizational division into different communities, the sages of Safed and its appointed leaders acted cooperatively and jointly participated in administering life in the city through institutions such as Beit HaVa'ad (high council) and the society of Talmud Torah.

During the period under discussion, the Safed community excelled in effusive creativity. Customs, laws and prayers were innovated and developed, leaving an indelible imprint on the Jewish spiritual and religious world. A general overview leaves the impression of a lively and diverse urban community whose members encountered spontaneous religious experiences in a city illuminated by spiritual and mystical tensions.

There was relative reciprocity in the relationships between the Jewish settlement in Safed and its constituent elements of students and sages. Local residents supported Torah students financially, hosted them in their homes, fed them or designated study areas in their own private complexes. The entire population of the city was exposed to public religious events such as public sermons, parades, group activities, special customs, pious events, mass fasts and prayers, public ceremonies and more.

All these were the initiative and legacy of the various groups of sages. However, the sages' status was often put to public test, and their public appearance (lifestyle, financial standing, etc.) was subject to critical scrutiny. There were often harsh public debates about the social status of Safed's sages, for example the tax-exemption issue. These affected the sages' authority yet also helped define their place in the general social tapestry. In addition to these impingements, there were also incidents in which public rivalries between Torah sages (such as Rabbi Joseph Caro Rabbi Moses of Trani) evidently contributed to the ongoing objections to their authority.

Safed boasted a large variety of study houses: large yeshivot (academies) with students at different levels, higher yeshivot (Me'aynim) for theoretical or practical halachic decision-making, frameworks for selected individuals and esoteric groups of Kabbalists.

Some Torah sages moved to Safed with their cups already overflowing from their previous studies in the Diaspora, and there were sages who grew up and received their education in Safed, acquiring Torah and achieving greatness both locally and beyond. 

Still others gained status and publicity by dint of their family connections, an assumption strengthened by the fact that outstanding figures in Safed's rabbinic leadership were connected through direct and indirect family relationships. Upon the assumption that family ties testify to relationships of trust and binding friendships, we can conclude that Safed possessed a type of rabbinical aristocracy, i.e. a social strata that generally perceived itself worthy of its rabbinical members. However, this type of pedigree was not always sufficient and there were sages from the 'aristocratic' families who did not leave any particular impact. 

Researching the world of Safed's sages during its Golden Age conjures up a unique encounter with a rich and varied spiritual and social milieu. Here gathered contemporaries from different spiritual worlds: from Spain and Germany, from Italy and North Africa, from former Byzantium and the Moslem East and personalities raised and educated in Safed itself. Safed was a melting pot of diverse learning methods, which influenced the study of Halacha (Jewish law) and Kabbalah. Sages of different origins and with different study methods engaged in mutual discourse, made halachic decisions together, debated and involved each other in their halachic considerations.

Western, eastern and North African Kabbalists met in Safed, and enriched each other with their methods and their Mystical knowledge. Despite the differences in outlook and emphases between the Halachists and the Kabbalists, there were many personalities whose spiritual and religious weltanschauung combined both worlds. This cultural encounter also had great impact on the worlds of Halacha and Jewish custom as different traditions influenced and nourished each other.

Despite this synthesis, Safed was a city of opposites and its sages were torn between singular social and spiritual worlds and philosophies. Customs and laws anathema to some of the groups became the source of severe tensions among the sages and in society as a whole. 

Alongside mutual influences, the Sephardim tried to preserve their strength and force their way into other traditions, especially the local one. The Mustarib, whose intellectual standing was relatively inferior, adopted Sephardic traditions, but they tried to fight these influences once they realized they were gradually losing their own identity. 

The economic and social advantages of communal organization sporadically aroused feelings of jealousy and anger, and became the basis for harsh claims of injustice and defective ethics. The spiritual world of the mystics and those adopting pious approaches often aroused strong opposition too and – naturally – serious debates between the sages. These were sometimes to the point and sometimes saturated with personal tensions, which clouded relationships between the various spiritual figures.

Many sages worked in a range of professions (industry, trade, medicine, teaching, etc.), but Safed's main source of income during its decline were the donations of Diaspora Jewry. Indeed, this support also characterized its Golden Age, for donors were always needed to assist the myriad students who gravitated there. However, it was especially significant when making a living in Safed became nigh impossible.

An ideology developed around the support system, among both donors and recipients, the aim of which was to encourage the donors. This ideology flourished and enhanced the city's religious and historical virtues, strongly emphasizing the donor's partnership with Torah study in Safed and the religious value of Torah study in the Land of Israel.

Studying the role played by various Diaspora communities in Safed's support system teaches us much about their general status and their public life, as well as the extent of their appreciation of Jewish settlement in the Land of Israel at the time. Many different communities, especially in Istanbul and Venice, established frameworks for managing support to Safed. Local sages in these communities devoted their activities to bettering the situation of the Jews in Safed, and particularly its Torah students. In a few cases, this activity expanded outside of their own location. Sometimes one can prove a connection between this activity and public appeals, but in other cases, the activities of local sages are not necessarily connected to other communal activities in the Diaspora. In Safed itself too, the sages were prominent in their active involvement in the support regimen for Torah students in their town.

Funds raised in the Diaspora were transferred to Safed in a range of ways. Some were transferred privately, either as a personal donation or as hekdesh to private or public bodies, and others were transferred through public channels; for example, communal cash funds or general municipal cash funds such as the Talmud Torah and others.

Throughout the entire period under discussion, three systems worked simultaneously to support Torah scholars in Safed: the administration of the yeshiva (academy), the ma'amad (the leadership of the scholar's community), and the ma'amad of the city's overall Jewish communities. 

These activities failed to bridge the differences between individual identification with any particular community or yeshiva, or to eliminate their dependence on other sources of aid. It is also possible that Safed's community and yeshiva support systems created economic differences between the Torah scholars themselves, with each body or donor determining their own rules of patronage.

To a certain extent, Safed's spiritual world was also influenced by Christian and Moslem cultures. Jewish sages mostly settled in Safed after they had soaked up the influence of foreign cultures in their home countries and been exposed to the local culture in the Land of Israel after their emigration. This influence is obvious in a wide range of areas, such as language and culture, types of study framework, the way they arranged their sources of subsistence, the nature of the relationship with the general society, and more. There were many diverse relationships between the Jewish and non-Jewish populations, yet it is difficult to trace the connection between them and their influence in different areas.

Many factors contributed to Safed's gradual decline from the beginning of the last quarter of the 16th century, and consequently its spiritual decline as well. "If there is no flour, there is no Torah." Following Safed's economic collapse, the demise of its greatest leaders within a relatively short time (including the Rabbi Isaac Luira Ashkenazi, Rabbi Joseph Caro, Rabbi Moses of Trani and others) and other sages leaving the Land of Israel, Safed's spiritual potency became increasingly weaker until it was almost completely doused in the first half of the 17th century. From now on, spiritual creation and religious activity in Safed would be more of an attempt to keep the fire burning or to restore it to its former greatness.

Safed's sages had an enormous impact on the Jewish world during the period under discussion. This was facilitated through the personal relationships they had with Jews around the world, and through their printed works and manuscripts. The corpus included halachic literature (mostly from Rabbi Joseph Caro's school), Kabbalah (mostly from the Luria's doctrine) and a variety of other topics from Safed's spiritual springs. The sages' great influence is evident because of the wide dissemination of their halachic rulings across the Jewish world and because of their involvement in Diaspora community matters.

The Golden Age of Safed has interested generations of scholars, and its status as a spiritual and religious center shaping the Jewish world stands at the forefront of scholarly discussions to this day. Many studies have been written about the personalities, the spiritual life, philosophy and other aspects of Safed in the 16th and early 17th centuries, but there has never been a comprehensive, methodical and synthesized study to comprehend the spiritual, cultural, social and economic world of Safed's sages at this time.

Our study is intended to fill this void. Researching the world of the sages also helps us understand the history of Safed. For example, the history of Beit HaVa'ad, Safed's leadership institution, which functioned sporadically, reflects the changes occurring in Safed during this period.

This study also opens avenues for understanding the conditions of life of the Jewish society in the Land of Israel as a whole, during the early Ottoman Period and illuminates central aspects of Jewish society at the beginning of the early modern era. 
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