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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN

CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY
SERIES 3: 8 - THE ETHIOPIAN BETA YISRAEL:               

PART 1 - HISTORY & HALACHIC STATUS
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - FALL 2024

• Around 160,000 Ethiopian Jews from the Beta Yisrael community1 live in Israel today.  More than half of these people were born in

Ethiopia although the number of native born Israelis is of course rising fast.  It is estimated that around 6,000 remain in Ethiopia.

• Most of the Ethiopian Jews were brought to Israel in two famous rescues - Operation Moses in 1984 and Operation Solomon in

1991, but these are just two of a number of IDF rescue operations

• Their integration into Israel society has met with many challenges, mostly social, cultural, and economic, but also halachic.  In this 2

part series we will examine two of halachic issues - (i) How the poskim determined the Jewish status of the Ethiopian Jews - both the

Beta Yisrael and later the Falash Mura; and (ii) How the customs of the Ethiopian community in their observance of mitzvot compared

with that of the rest of the Jewish community and how these different approaches are being integrated2. 

A] THE HISTORY OF THE BETA YISRAEL

A1] FOUNDATION LEGENDS

• There are a number of theories as to the origins of the Beta Yisrael:

1.  An early Ethiopian tradition3 is that King Solomon married Queen Makeda of Sheba (possibly from Aksum in the north of the

country) and they produced a son - Menelik, who visited his father in Yerushalayim.  Shlomo then sent him back to Ethiopia with the

first born sons of Israel, who became the Ethiopian Jews.

2. A more accepted Jewish tradition is that Beta Yisrael are from the tribe of Dan who left Eretz Yisrael, initially following the split of the

Northern Kingdom under Yeravam in the 10th century BCE.  Then, after the exile of the 10 Tribes by Sancheriv, many more of the tribe of

Dan settled in Ethiopia.

3. Beta Yisrael are the descendents of Egyptian Jews who emigrated to Ethiopia between the 7th century BCE and 2nd century CE.

4. Beta Yisrael are the descendants of Yemenite Jews who emigrated between the 2nd and 6th centuries CE due to wars between

Ethiopia and Yemen.

1. We will see below that a distinction is usually drawn between the Beta Yisrael community and the smaller Falash Mura.  A key break point between the two communities was the

result of the intense Christian missionizing of the Ethiopian Jews in the late 19th century.  While most of the Beta Yisrael community resisted those attempts to convert them, some

did become Christian (sometimes voluntarily but often by force in order to gain relief from famine and hunger) and these became known as the Falash Mura. (The original name may

have been Faras Muqra but this was confused with the older term Falasha - see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Falash_Mura).  Almost all of the Torah observant Beta Yisrael have

been rescued and brought to Israel. Many of the Falash Mura have since returned to Jewish practice, moved to the cities of Gondar and Addis Ababa, and are desperate to be

brought to Israel.  Nevertheless, some in the Beta YIsrael community which resisted conversion regard the Falash Mura as traitors and apostates and object to their being brought to

Israel.  The halachic implications of their return to Jewish practice are considered below.        

2. Important resources on this include:

1. Two articles by R. Menachem Waldman in Techumin 4 (1983), 314 and Techumin 16 (1996), 243.  Rabbi Waldman is a central contemporary rabbinic and halachic figure in

outreach to the Ethiopian community.  For more on him and his writings see

https://korenpub.com/collections/rabbi-menachem-waldman?srsltid=AfmBOorbvQcoBZlgFcdBbkCYPODrxyLxn3jp8g1MGECmtArD5tYmmBUK. See also

https://www.timesofisrael.com/rabbi-of-8000-stranded-ethiopian-jews-fights-to-complete-their-exodus/. 

2. R. Sharon Shalom’s From Sinai to Ethiopia - The Halakhic and Conceptual World of Ethiopian Jewry  (Geffen, 2016). 

3. Or HaORITa (The Light of the Torah: Interpretation and Customs of Ethiopian Jews) by R. Mubrato Solomon

4. Falasha Anthology translated from Ethiopic Sources (Yale, 1951).

5. R. Chaim Jachter’s analysis in  https://www.sefaria.org.il/Gray_Matter_I%2C_The_State_of_Israel%2C_The_Halachic_Status_of_the_Falash_Mura.16?lang=en.

6. Rabbi Shimon Nadel’s shiur at the OU - Ethiopian Jewry: A Survey of Halacha and History - https://outorah.org/p/110932/.

3. The most extensive version of their legend appears in the Kebra Nagast (Glory of the Kings), the Ethiopian national saga, translated from Arabic in 1322, and is based on the

traditions of the Ethiopian church.  King Haile Selassie (d. 1974) claimed to be from this Solomonic line.  The meeting of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba is recorded in the

Tanach in Melachim I chapter 10 and Divrei HaYamim 2 chapter 9.  There is no explicit suggestion in the biblical accounts of a marriage or a child.  However, Melachim I 10:13

states that the Shlomo gave the queen ‘everything she desired’, which the Midrash develops into an account that she became one of his thousand wives, converting upon the

marriage, but recanting when she returned to her land. The Midrash continues that before she left and recanted she had a child through the king. A descendant of that child, many

generations later, was Nebuchadnezzar – who would destroy the Temple Solomon built.  See https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/queen-of-sheba-midrash-and-aggadah.
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5. The Beta Yisrael are the descendants of the non-Jewish Agaw tribe which adopted a form of Judaism in the 14th century period.      

• Non-Jewish Ethiopian records mention the Beta Yisrael as far back as the early 14th century when troops were sent to fight people

“like Jews”. The Beta Yisrael suffered centuries of persecution by Christians who sought to baptize them or reject them calling them the

derogatory term  “Falasha” - ‘wanderer’ or ‘landless’. 

• Much of their history has therefore been a cycle of extermination (by Christians and Muslims), forced conversions and baptizments

although at times the Beta Yisrael even had their own kingdom and army.  There are no clear records much earlier than the 14th

century, but the Beta Yisrael may have been autonomous, even having their own kingdom and army which flourished in the 9th-13th

centuries. 

A2] HISTORICAL TIMELINE

9th century: Eldad Ha-Dani claimed to belong to an independent Jewish state in East Africa inhabited by people descending from

the lost Tribes of Dan, Asher, Gad, and Naphtali.  He spoke of the ancient tribe of Dan in Kush -  the “land of gold”

referred to in Bereishit 2:11-12.

1.hkdg hba vagu ktrah ,t thyjva ycb ic ogcrh ovhkg sngafu /// ubhhv is hbc ubjbta aht hpn aht vkce ubk ahu ///
ohnjkb ubjbt vnk :uk urnt /ohkaurh ogu ogcjr og unjkvu unue urntu ohycav umcebu sus ,hc ,ufkn vekjbu cvz
ufkva lrsv kg tku ohrmnk lkhk vmg ub,b ;uxck /// !vkhkju vkhkj 'vsuvhu ktrah lkn sus ubbust ic ogu ubhjt og
,usa vcu vbnau vcuy .rt v,ut ubtmnu auf .rtk ubgdvu /// auf .rtk iuahp rvbk rucgk lkhk hsf tkt //// ubh,uct

 ///.rtv ,t ujek vezjc hf ovng ,cak is hbck ugbn tku /ohxsrpu ,ubd ohnrfu
e"vxun ,tmuv ihhyapg /t hc,fc xpsbu rzj 26-25 wng t"br, drucxrp 'whbsv ssktw lu,n

Eldad Ha-Dani writes that the Ethiopians were from the tribe of Dan and left Eretz Yisrael when the Northern Kingdom
rebelled against Rechavam

4
.

12th century: Travellers through the ages, including Benjamin of Tudela5, reported meeting them as a “Mosaic kingdom lying on

the other side of the rivers of Ethiopia.” 

13-17th century: Anti-semitic persecutions, land confiscations & pressure to convert. Jews are given the derogatory name “Falasha”.

1438: R. Eliyahu of Ferrara was a 15th century Italian Talmudist and traveller.  Following his travels to Eretz Yisrael in 1438

he wrote letters back to his family.  

2.,uarc obhtu onmgk ohbust ova /unuen habt ,usut kg hsuvh sjt rujc hk rpxa vn ofghsuvk h,nsea hk vnusnf
ovk ahu ///// ovc ov ohnjkb shn,u 'ovhbp kg crgu h,ac ohrmb,nu /a"cuj ,treb vkusd vnut ovh,uchcxu ohrjt
ubh,gsk ohyub o,mec - ,umn vnfc ubnn h,reju /ubka ohexupv tku sunk,v tk ovk ihtu 'vp kg vhkg aurhpu vru,v

 //// vfubj tk kct r,xt ,kdn ovk ahu /ohtrev ,gsk ohyub o,mecu
88 wng 'hrgh 'h"t ,urdt 'trtrhpn uvhkt crv

Here he describes meeting a meeting with an Ethiopian Jew who described their kingdom near to the land of Habash
6
,

the wars with non-Jewish peoples around them and missionizing of Christians. He reports that the Beta Yisrael had the

written Torah and some Oral Law explanations but not the Talmud.  They had Megilat Esther but not Chanuka.  In

halachic terms, some of their mitzva observance accorded with normative halacha but in other respects their practice
was more like that of the Karaites. 

1488: R. Ovadia Mibartenura meets Ethiopian Jews on his travels to Eretz Yisrael.

4. The reliability of the accounts of Eldad HaDani is discussed by later poskim.  Although there are traditional commentators who regard his writings as unreliable - see, for instance,

Ibn Ezra to Shemot 2:22 who states explicitly that HaDani cannot be relied upon.(However, see the Avi Ezri supercommentary (ibid) who cites the Sefer Agur against Ibn Ezra and

asserts that Ibn Ezra should not be followed on this).  See also Shu’t Maharam MiRottenberg 193 and Rosh at the start of Chulin for views which reject HaDani.  However a number

of traditional commentators accepted HaDani’s authority.  Following the publication of HaDani’s account, which included variations to the laws of shechita which differ from those in

the Talmud, the Jews of Kairouan wrote to Rav Tzemach Gaon to seek his view.  He supported HaDani’s account and allowed for the possibility that these lost tribes could have

halachic differences to the accepted talmudic position. (See Adiel Kadari: All Drink from the Same Fountain: The Initial Acceptance Of The Halakhot Of Eldad Ha-Dani Into The

Halakhic Discourse - https://www.academia.edu/12588529). Other authorities which accepted HaDani’s reliability include: Rabbeinu Chananel, Rashi (HaPardes #148), Sefer

Eshkol, R. Avraham b. HaRambam, Sefer Hateruma, Mordechai, Hagaot Maimoniot, Tosafot (Chulin 2a s.v. hakol, Zevachim 31a s.v. shehashechita), Or Zarua, Semag, Rosh, Shiltei

Giborim.  See Waldman 1983, 315 for full citations.  He also quotes R. Chisdai Ibn Shaprut who cites HaDani in his letter to the newly converted king of the Kazars.

5. See François-Xavier Fauvelle-Aymar: Desperately Seeking the Jewish Kingdom of Ethiopia: Benjamin of Tudela and the Horn of Africa (Twelfth Century), Speculum, Vol. 88, No. 2

(April 2013), pp. 383-404.

6. Habash = Habesha = Abyssinia.
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3.,ru, ohrnua ov ot ovn ihjcvk ukfh tku 'ohhauf hbcf tk kct 'ygn ohruja ovu ohrmnc ovn ohba h,htr hbtu
ovh,cc at tmnb vhv tka urnta vnc 'ohtrev ,ru, ohrnuaf ohtrb uhv ohrcs ,mec hf /ohbcrv ,ru, ut ohtrev

/is ycak ohxjh,na ohrnut ovu 'ohbcrv ,ru, ohrnuaf ohtrb ohrcs rtacu /,cav ouhc
133 wng hrgh 'h"t ,urdt 'trubyrcn vhscug ubhcr

Another 15th century traveller, R. Ovadia Mibartenura (c.1445- c.1515) wrote extensive letters concerning his travels to

Eretz Yisrael to his father back in Italy.  He also met Ethiopian Jews and writes at length concerning their terrible

tribulations and wars with oppressive neighboring peoples. Again, he describes some of their practices as halachic and
others more akin to the Karaites, such as not having any flame burning on Shabbat.

16th century: Shlomo Molcho taught that redemption for the Jewish People would come from the Ethiopian Jews of Kush who

would arrive in boats and take revenge of the Christian oppressors.

17th century: R. Menashe ben Israel of Amsterdam researched in depth the question of the 10 lost tribes and identified the Jews of

Ethiopia as part of these lost tribes.  

19th century: By the mid-19th century there are estimated to have been around 250,000 Beta Yisrael although this number was

tragically reduced due to terrible famines between 1888-1892 and also an intensive Protestant missionary drive. 

1848: The son of R. Shmuel David Luzzato (Shadal) engaged in extensive research concerning the Beta Yisrael and sent

letters to their priests via explorers attempting to locate the source of the Nile.  Shadal’s son died young and he

lectured on this topic on his son’s first Yahrzeit in 1858.

1855: An Ethiopian Jew, Daniel ben Chanania and his son Moshe arrived in Yerushalayim and facilitated an exchange of

letters between the rabbinic leadership of the Old Yishuv and the priests of the Beta Yisrael in Ethiopia.  These

highlighted the need to save the Beta Yisrael community from destruction.

1859: The London Society for Promoting Christianity Amongst the Jews began operating in Ethiopia.  Henry Aaron Stern, a

Jewish convert to Christianity targeted the Beta Yisrael. 

1859: British Chief Rabbi, R. Nathan Adler tried to set up an organization to save the Ethiopian community, writing to R.

Moshe Chazan of Alexandria to enlist his assistance.  The attempt was not however successful7.  

1862: Early Ethiopian Zionist leader, Abba Mahari, led a mass attempt to make Aliya.  The attempt failed and many died. 

1864: R. Azriel Hildersheimer issued a kol koreh imploring the Jewish people to rise up to save the Ethiopian community8.

This was later joined by other rabbinic leaders including R. Zvi Hirsch Kalischer9, R. Yaakov Etlinger and R. Hirsch. 

1865: R. Hirsch’s son-in-law, R. Yosef Guggenheimer, wrote a halachic article in Yeshurun asserting without question that

the Beta Yisrael community was Jewish and that the remainder of the Jewish people had an obligation of ‘kol Yisrael

areivim ze laze’ to rescue them.

1868: The Alliance Israélite Universelle organization sent the Jewish-French Orientalist Joseph Halévy to Ethiopia to study

the conditions of the Jews there, after which he called for the world Jewish community to save them by establishing

Jewish schools in Ethiopia.

1879: The Malbim (who lived for a time in Paris) wrote to the Alliance encourage a further “mitzva mission” for Halévy to

rescue the Jews of Ethiopia.

1888-1892: Devastating plague, drought and famine killed up to two thirds of the Beta Yisrael.

1904: Jacques Faitlovitch, a student of Halévy, led a new expedition to northern Ethiopia after receiving funding from

Edmond de Rothschild. Faitlovitch disrupted the missionizing efforts and managed to create an international

committee for the Beta Israel. 

1908: 44 chief rabbis made a joint statement officially declaring that the Ethiopian Jews were indeed Jewish. This decision

was later affirmed by other rabbinic authorities, including Rav Avraham Kook in 1912.10  

7. R. Chazan had access only to the first teshuva of the Radvaz (see below) which identified the Ethiopian community as Karaites and he therefore refused to intervene.  

8. This included the call:o,uhjvku okhmvk ,gv vtc hfu ov ubracu ubhjt hf rurhcc ubk gsub vz kfn
9. R. Kalischer made practical proposals to form an action committee to engage in rescue operations. 

10. See Igrot HaRaya 2:432.
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1922: Rav Kook issued a kol koreh in 1922 in support of a later expedition by Faitlovitch.

4.true kuechavk tb urzg !vghnynu iuhkfn ohakpv ubhjt ,t 'ohjt 'tb ukhmv /// !!r,tu r,t kfcs ktrah hbc ubhjt kfk 
;kt ohanj ukhmv 'ubhjsb ,t iurmck uchav 'ws hna ,j,n ktrahn yca vjnh tku !vktv ohjsbv ohjtv ,t ubhkt
/ktrah ,rzgc oueh ktrah rumu 'uh,ujf .untu ubng ihbck .nutu zug vzc uphxuvu iuhkfn ktrah ,hcn ,uause ,uapb

!okaurhc asuev rvc wsk uuj,avu iuhm ournc ubbru utcu .rtv ,upbf gcrtn ubhjsb .cehu

1954: President Ben Zvi of Israel asked Emperor Haile Selassie to permit some Ethiopian Jews to emigrate to Israel

1975: Based on the 1973 halachic ruling of R. Ovadia Yosef (see below), the Knesset decided that the Law of Return

applies to the Beta Yisrael.

1977: Menachem Begin instructed the Mossad - “Bring me the Ethiopian Jews”.  The Mossad persuaded Ethiopian dictator

Mengistu to release 120 Jews in exchange for arms.

1979: The Mossad decided to bring in the Beta Yisrael through Sudan and Jews began to walk to Sudan, many thousands

dying en route from famine and violence. 8,000 were rescued over 5 years.

1981: OPERATION BROTHERS - the Mossad took over a Red Sea diving resort and began a covert rescue operation11. 

1983-5: Devastating famine in Ethiopia which claimed over one million lives.

1984: OPERATION MOSES - following a secret agreement with the Sudanese 6000 Jews are brought to Israel in 3 months. 

1985: OPERATION JOSHUA/SHEBA - over 500 Ethiopian Jews were airlifted to Israel by the US airforce.12 

1985: The Israeli Chief Rabbinate ruled that the Beta Yisrael require a giyur lechumra - mila/hatafat dam brit, mikve and

acceptance of mitzvot.  

1991: OPERATION SOLOMON - Israel paid Mengistu $35 million dollars and airlifted 15,000 Jews to Israel in less than 48

hours!13

2016: The Knesset decided in principle to bring the remaining Ethiopian Jews - mostly the Falash Mura - to Israel.

2021-23 OPERATION ROCK OF ISRAEL (TZUR YISRAEL) brought 5,000 Ethiopian Jews to Israel.  This was precipitated14 by

recent wars in Ethiopia and the pandemic in which Ethiopians had little access to vaccinations and medication. 

B] HALACHIC DETERMINATIONS AS TO THE STATUS OF THE BETA YISRAEL

• A number of halachic questions15 must be resolved when reintegrating the Ethiopian community into the general Jewish population:

(i) Can we be certain of the Jewish status of the Beta Yisrael. Although they have clung to a Torah observant lifestyle and also identified

as Jewish (enduring centuries of persecution), their origins are obscure.

(ii) Although most resisted conversion, many Ethiopian Jews DID convert to Christianity, often under enormous pressure16.  Many of

these became known as the Falash Mura and, in recent decades, they have moved to the larger cities, ‘reconverted’ to Judaism, and

now want to be brought to Israel.  Are these people and their descendants Jewish? Do they require a new conversion on their return to

Israel and, if so, should this be a full conversion or a gerut lechumra?

(iii) Do we have to be concerned about possible mamzerut in this community which could have arisen if married couples separated

without proper halachic divorce?  If so, what can be done to resolve this so that these people can marry freely in Israel?

11. See https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/operation-brothers-the-mossad-s-red-sea-diving-resort.  A 2019 spy movie - The Red Sea Diving Resort - was made to recount this

operation. 

12. The news of Operation Moses had leaked out to the press and, under pressure from other Muslim countries, Sudan blocked further flights. All 100 United States senators signed a

secret petition to President Ronald Reagan, asking him to have the evacuation resumed. Vice President George H.W. Bush then arranged a follow-up mission - Operation Joshua.

13. See for instance https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/30-years-on-defense-ministry-releases-operation-solomon-footage-watch-668955. 

14. It was also pushed by the first Ethiopian-born Jewish woman to enter the Knesset - Pnina Tamano-Shata - who was Minister of Immigrant Absorption in the Bennett government. 

15. There are of course also many non-halachic social, economic and political issues.  One question which has arisen in recent years is how to ensure that opportunists, including

war-criminals from Ethiopia’s many conflicts, are not trying to join the emigrants.  See for instance

https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-said-to-promise-to-return-ethiopian-immigrants-who-committed-war-crimes/

16. During the devastating famine of 1888-1892 most of the community were dying and missionaries offered food and land to those who were prepared to convert.   
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• A recent application of these issues arose in 2018 in a controversial case concerning Barkan winery, which used fully religious

observant Ethiopian workers in the process of producing their wine.  When the Eida Charedit discovered this, they withdrew their

kashrut certification on the basis that some of the workers had not undergone full conversion and were therefore non-Jews who

invalidated the wine.  As a result, Barkan moved these workers to other duties in order to retain the certification. This caused a massive

backlash from both secular Israelis, the Rabbanut and even the President of Israel, accusing the company of pure racism17.  

5. /tuv ohycav ,ragn tna 'ihausek ihaauj - vzv inzc ashea ohcfuf scug :hxt r"t vsuvh cr rntutaba - h"ar)
 (rznn haushek ihaauju rznn skuv ktrahn vskha ohcfuf ,scugs rcxeu ohcfuf ,uscug tk :k"t ktunas vhne v,hrnt hf /////uzz

ohrund ohcfuf hscug outaga sg oan :rntba '(z:v gauv)Us·(k(h oh *r(z oh¬*b (c,h-*F Usº(d (C wv́ 2C  
:zy ,unch

The Gemara raises the question of marriage to one of the descendants of the 10 Tribes and questions whether there could

be an issue of mamzerut.  It concludes that this is not relevant since we regard all descendants of the 10 Tribes as

non-Jews due to their total intermarriage and assimilation.

• But does this apply to the Beta Yisrael who retained their Jewish practice and did not assimilate? Even those who were converted to

Christianity very rarely married non-Jews from outside the community, partially due to the extreme discrimination they continued to

suffer from non-Jewish Ethiopian society.18

6. k º3t (r 4G *h Æ t (y (j (th:z gauvh) /tuv ktrah - tyja hp kg ;t :tscz rc tct hcr rnt -oa ihhsg wogv tyjw rnt tksn - h"ar)
(/ovhkg o,ause

/sn ihrsvbx

Chazal derive a general halachic principle from the biblical account of Achan stealing from the spoil of Yericho - a Jew

remains Jewish no matter how much they sinned.  But does this even apply if they convert to a different religion? 

7.grz u,ut ashe ot 'rhnvan shkuva ugrz ukhptu /yd ubnn vfhrmu ohrund ihause uhause - ashea rnun ktrah
vhv ukhpt 'o"ufgf ubhs o"ufgv in ushkuv ot kct /,rnun ukhpt ,hktrahn ushkuva teusu /ihause uhause - ,hktrah

//// rnun ubhta ktrah shkunv
y ;hgx sn inhx ihaushe ,ufkv rzgv ict lurg ijkua

The Shulchan Aruch rules
19

 that, even if Jews convert to other religions, their marriages to other converts are valid and

their children’s marriages to Jews (even converts) are also valid.  As such, as long as the mother is not a non-Jew, the

descendants of converts retain their halachic status as Jews. 

8. d hbpc ,urhcj hrcs uhkg kceku kucyk uk ah ibcrsn er /kucyk m"t vcua, vaga rnun ktrah(.kujv wp h"b) /
ch ;hgx jxr inhx ohrd ,ufkv vgs vruh lurg ijkua

The Rema rules that, although there is no Torah requirement for a Jewish convert to immerse in a mikve when they
return to Judaism, there is a rabbinic requirement (minhag?) for them to do so.  Would this apply to those Ethiopian

Jews whose families had converted to Christianity?

9.'ktrah ,sk ohrzujv ohxubtv kct /ruzjk ohmur ot o,ut ohkcen ihtu /ohrznn epx ov okufu ovc i,j,vk ruxt ohtrev
/ohrd rtac unf ovc i,j,vk r,una k"b 

zk ;hgx s inhx vhcru vhrp ,ufkv rzgv ict lurg ijkua

The Rema also rules that, although it is permitted to marry into the families of anusim who had converted to Christianity,

it is NOT permitted to marry Karaites (who had remained Jewish) since their children have a status of ‘safek mamzer’. 

17. We will see below the irony that the position of the Eida Charedit is actually consistent both with the secular academic and understanding and the halachic position of many in the

Rabbanut.  In the name of racial equality many on the secular left were actually espousing a position based on traditional rabbinic sources that they would never usually accept. 

18. Even in the case of the Falash Mura who did convert in large numbers, Rav Waldman reports that they remained a socially distinct (though not religiously distinct) group within the

general Ethiopian community. Non-Jews refer to them as "Israel", views them as strange and of a lower stature, and refused to marry them. Rav Waldman writes that the

intermarriage rate of the Falash Mura was extremely low (approximately 0.3 percent), and the few intermarriages occurred mostly among those who moved to cities far from their

ancestral villages. Accordingly, the fact that the Falash Mura lived as Christians for quite some time seems not to detract from their status as Jews.   Traditional Beta Yisrael also

avoided contact with non-Jews and understand that such contact rendered them impure and required ritual immersion. 

19. There is a minority position that once a Jew converts to an different religion their children are NOT halachically Jewish (see Meiri Avoda Zara 26b s.v. na’ase.  Nevertheless, most

commentators understand that the Shulchan Aruch rejects this position entirely. However, Be'er Heitev (44:7) cites Shu’t Mahari Mintz (12) and Maharshdam as writing that a

marriage between a Jew who has converted to another religion and another Jew is valid only on a rabbinical level, implying that they believe he is no longer a full-fledged Jew. Be'er

Heitiv (44:8) also quotes Mahari ben Chaviv as distinguishing between a Jew who was forcibly converted to another religion (who remains Jewish) and a Jew who converted willingly

(who loses his status as a Jew). Nevertheless, Pitchei Teshuvah (44:9) cites the Noda Biyehudah (2:162) who rules unequivocally that this minority view is entirely rejected by

halachic authorities. Be'er Heitev (44:8) also cites the Re'eim, who rules that, even after many generations of following a different religion, the descendants of those who converted

to a different religion remain Jewish provided their maternal line remains halachically Jewish.  
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10. /ohrznn epx (sf) /ohrznn ovhbc utmnbu ubh,ru, ,sf tka ohardnu ihaushe ovk aha hpk
sf e"x s inhx rzgv ict z"y

The Taz explains that the Karaites bear a ‘safek mamzer’ status since their marriages are halachically binding but their
divorces are not.  As such, divorced Karaite women who remarry will bear children who are mamzerim.  Does this

halachic concern apply in any way to the Ethiopian community which did not follow a normative halachic approach
20

? 

B1] R. DAVID IBN ZIMRA (RADVAZ)

• The Radvaz has two important teshuvot on the question of the halachic status of the Beta Yisrael. In the first21, he addresses the

question of an Ethiopian woman who was kidnapped during the Ethiopian wars and sold with her two children as slaves.   She was

bought by a Jewish man (Reuven) and told him that she was also Jewish and that her husband had been killed.  Although Reuven

initially treated her as an Aguna, he eventually had sexual relations with her and she gave birth to a son who grew up and sought to

marry.  The question to the Radvaz related to the status of this man. In his teshuva, the Radvaz identifies the Ethiopian Beta Yisrael as

Jewish but as belonging to the Karaite sect and proceeds with his determination on that basis.

• However, in his second responsum22, the Radvaz changes his position and takes a different approach:

11.,kta?tk ut aac tmuh ot ?ung dvb,h lht 'auf .rtc ohrsv ohsuvhv o,utn hapj scg vbea hnc h,gs lghsut hbnn 
?tk ut uc ohdvub ot ohscgc ohdvubv ohbhsv kfu

 vcua, hsuvh tuva uk rrc,ba iuhf hapjv scgv vbea vz lfkhv ///ohscg ihbe tk ohhuca iuhsp tkt vz ihtvumnvu 
vz osea iuhfu u,uspk ktrah kf kg vumn /// tuv a"fu /ohhudv ihc gnyh tka hsf u,uspk ktrah kf kg ,kyun v,hv

//// kkf scg ihs uk iht kct vcr vumnc tuv vfz u,ut vbeu
/xu,hhcu eusm ova ihtrev ,sf ohdvb,n ov auf .rtc ohrsv ahahctjv ukt kf hrva tbhrjt epx tfhts d"gtu
ohnfj hrcs ohturu ohbcrv lu,c ohrs ova ukt hkhn hbvs hk trc,xn n"n ?o,uhjvk tku o,uspk tk ohuumn ubt ihtu
o"cnrv c,f rat vrurtv vjpanv ovu wihkgn tku ihshrunw urnt ovc tmuhf kgu ukt kg /ovhkg ohdhgknu ohchgknu

 /k"zepx hkc is ycan ov auf .rtn ohtcv ukt kcthyap ovk uap, vkce hkgc ohnfj ovhbhc uhv tka hbpnu /
/ohhudv ihck vcaba eubh,f huvu k"z ubh,ucr hrcsc ohreup uhv tk o,ut ohsnkn uhv ot kct /ohcu,fv

 //// /o,uspk vumn 'epx rcsva rnuk tmn, ot ukhptu /osue vkd is ycau uhv hba ,hcc xu,hhcu eusm hrva gs,
ihauseu ihyhd chyc kkf ohgsuh obht hrva k"zj iue,f ubht oyhdu ihause ivhause tna aauj hbt ihxjuh ihbgk kct

 s"gkbvtrnz ic sus/
v wx ,ubudg ,be, z"j z"csrv ,"uac xpsbu rzju (v wx ,uaht ,ufkv 'j"pe, ubruuhk) sus hrcs ,"uac

The Radvaz rules that the Beta Yisrael were certainly Jews and were not to be treated as Karaites
23

 since they had left the
rest of the Jewish people long before the formation of the sectarian groups of the 2nd Temple and later Karaites who

rebelled against the rabbis.  However, he was concerned from the perspective of yuchsin as to whether they had the

correct halachic procedures for divorce.

B2] R. YITZCHAK HALEVI HERZOG

12.ruzgk vcr vumnu /ktrah ruenk ohakpv ,t crek vhau, vbhag,u ofhsh vbezj, 'hk jkaa j"usc h,bhbg,v stn stn
,hrehgv vktav /ohsuvh og iu,hjk raec thvu ',bhbgn stn ,hagn ,h,fkv vsueb itf ah orc /uzkv asuev ,sucgc

 /khen vz ohrd htmtm ot vcrstu 'ktrah ,hc grzn ova ut ohrd htmtm ov ot thv
ka ,sf tka ohagb htsu ov 'ihaurhd okmt ah tna ut /ivc ihkhen ovhauca hpk ova ,uhrg ibah tna tuv aajv
ohhud uhv ot kct /ktrah ,hc grzn ov ot ?ohrunt ohrcs vnc lt /,urznn aaj ah ukkv ohngy hban lfhpku /vru,
/ockn - o,ut ukchea vkt zt usca ,usvhv tkt ubka ,usvhv ,t runak n"g urhhd,b tka rurc vbv 'urhhd,bu trehgn
obht tna tkuek ;rmk ouen vrutfk ah vzcu /ohrpux hrcsn sjt eusesn .uj vru,v kf runak n"g rhhd,nf vz hrvu
ka ihs okmt vfkvv ,bhjcn vhv tku 'ovka ihaurhdk lrg iht tkhnnu ihausek kkf lrg ihtu ohsuvh h,fkvv icunc

 /kebc ktrah ,ubcc ohr,unu o,ut ohkcenaf uhafg okhcyvk er ubk ahu /,urznn
///ktrahk ,hatrv ,ubcrc ohrcj eusesc rurhcu iuhg sug lhrm vagnku 'vrutfk er tuv itf rnut hbta vn kfa icun
/// /ubhhj ,hc iuhmc ktrahk ,hatrv ,ubcrv kt oraeku vbntbv ,usvhv hpbf ,j, okuf ,t thcvk umntu uezj p"fg ////

vkudc ohhbru, ,ucr,u lubhjk vekjnv kvbnk s"ha, wt rst y"f c,fn 'dumrv ejmh cr

Chief Rabbi Yitzchak Herzog
24

 focuses in this 1954 letter on the central question of whether the Ethiopian community had 

20. In fact, divorce in the Beta Yisrael was extremely rare.

21. Shu’t Radvaz 4:219.

22. Shu’t Radvaz 7 Takanat Agunot #5.

23. This was also the psak of R. Yaakov Kastro, a student of the Radvaz.  See Hagaot Moharikash on Shulchan Aruch YD 158.  

24. An important aspect of R. Herzog’s halachic analysis is his reliance on academic scholarship - historians, sociologists, anthropologists and others - which casts significant doubt on

the Jewish origins of the entire Beta Yisrael community.  We will see below that R. Ovadia Yosef objected strongly to this approach which places academic scholarship over an

established Jewish tradition that the Beta Yisrael were originally Jews. This raises the broader question of the extent to which non-traditional academic studies may be integrated

into halachic analysis and the paradoxes that this can result in.  For instance, many academic scholars may be personally, politically and socially opposed to labelling the Beta
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been able to preserve proper yuchsin since they did not have all the halachic details of gerut, leading to the possibility of

mamzerut.  Nevertheless, this would only be a halachic issue if they were Jewish.  If, however, they were not Jewish,

having converted without a full commitment to observe mitzvot, there would be no concern of mamzerut!  The people

could convert afresh on their arrival in Israel and proceed to marry into the Jewish people with no halachic concerns. 

• This position was supported by the Sefardic Chief Rabbi, R. Yitzchak Nissim, and also by R. Tzvi Pesach Frank.

B3] R. OVADIA YOSEF

• The question of the halachic status of the Beta Yisrael was referred by the Ethiopian community to R. Ovadia Yosef in 1973.  He

referred back to the extensive research and and halachic positions of the Radvaz, the Moharikash,  R. Hildersheimer and R. Kook.

13.ova ugcea k"bv ohbutdva epx kf ihtu /aufk unhrsva ktrahn ycak ohtmtm ov ohakpva tbexnk h,tc ifk /////
rjtku /uz vghce kg 'ovh,ucr hpn vkceu 'r,uhc ,ubnhvn ,uhtru ,uhusg p"g uz tbexnk ughdvu uarsu urej is ycan
c,fca vru, 'vfkvvu vru,v jurc ktrah ,hc ubhjt og rcj,vk vaecc hkt ubp rat ohakpv hdhvbnn h,aec,ba
,g tk hapbk h,rnt 'ohhj ubt ovhpn rat k"zj ,utruv p"g vausev vru,v ,umn kf ohheku dhhx kf tkk vp kgcau
ihbcc op,aku vausev ubh,ru, jurc ofbjku /vmrt o,hhkg ahjvku vghnyu ,ukkuc,vn okhmvk ubjbt ohchhju /,uajk

!okucdk ohbc ucau 'vausev ubmrt

,ucr,k vekjnk s"ha, wt rst y"f ouhn uc,fnc k"mz dumrv hukv ehzhht ejmh hcr iutdvk h,htr hf sjft tk okut (c
ong rundu hubn ohreujva vtra hbpn ohakpv ka o,usvhc epepk c,fa /,hsuvhv ,ubfuxv h"ga vkudk ,hbru,
hp kg ubka ,usvhv ,t runak ,bn kg urhhd,b tka rurc hrv if otu /ogp ht urhhd,ba hsuvh tk gzd hbc ov ohakpva
ohrpux hrcsn sjt eusesn .uj vru,v kf runak ,bn kg rhhd,ba hnf obhsu /ockn usca ,usvh tkt 'vp kgca vru,v
,ru, ovk vhv, ztu raf ihs ,hcc orhhdk ah ifku //// /h,fkvv icunc ohsuvh obht tna if otu  /u,ut ohkcen ihta

 /s",fg /ohrund ohsuvh
ka ovhrcs hbpn 'is ycan ova epx ihta ,utsuc ohgcuea okug hbutd hrcs ,ujsk vff kg vtr vn h,tkpb ,utrubu
hcr d"vrvk vuhmu vagn vaga h,htra ,uhv ouen kfnu ?!vvn,t 'hn hbpn vjsb hnu /o,usvhc epx ohkhyna ohreuj
ohakpv ka ,umucevu 'trnujk ruhd oak vkhcyu ,hrc os ,pyv uaghu ohnfj hshnk, hba ung ;rmha k"mz oktx i,b
eukjk h,hmr tk 'vkhcyu ,hrc os ,pyvk ,usdb,v oua ughcv tku 'ogp kfc ,urag vnf ka ygn h,n uhv vmrt ukga
ohakpva 'k"bv ohexupv kg lunxk aha h,gsu /hsng hfbt if tk tbhsk okut ///// /k"bv dumrv v"thrdv kg vagnk

 /trnujk ukhpt ruhd ohfhrm obhtu 'rcs kfk ohsuvh
th inhx rzgv ict - j ekj rnut ghch ,"ua

Chief Rabbi Ovadia Yosef objected in principle to the position of R. Herzog, which he felt was based on academic
evidence that disputed the traditional halachic position of so many poskim.  R. Yosef ruled that the Beta Yisrael were

completely Jewish and did not halachically require any conversion whatsoever.  However, he chose initially not to

oppose R. Herzog’s ruling to require a gerut lechumra
25

.

• Many of the Beta Yisrael were so overjoyed26 by R. Yosef’s ruling that they adopted him as their posek and guide.   We will look in Part

2 at the question of whether this effectively moved them to a Sefardic custom and psak or whether they were still able to maintain their

own traditional practices.  

14.hkuxp okuf ouen kfn 'k"zj ,be,f yd ubht oyhdu ihaushe ovhaushea ;t hf /orh,vk ohtrev kkfk hkkf ogy ah sug
ihaushe ovhaushe uhva iuatrv rusk aujk ihtu ////  ohkuxp ohsgc ohagb ovhaushea iuhf ///// /vru,v in ov ,usg
/// thv veujr taaj hf 'ohrznn vhbcu rjtk ,tahbu urepa rjt ohkuxp ohsgc ivn ,jt vard,b tnau 'ohraf ohsgc
c,f ifu /f"g /ohcr ,uepx jfn wy inhxc rh,vu rzj ouen kfn ',urznn epx ouan ihxjuh ihbgk aaj z"csrva ;ta
ruxhtk vhpuh,t hsuvhc aujk iht tbhsks ',"nsa iuhx uf ouhn 'rksby hfsrn crv usfbk c,fnc ihhyabhhp n"rdv

//// ,urznn
th inhx rzgv ict - j ekj rnut ghch ,"ua

He also rejects the concern that their marriages may have been valid but their divorces not, leading to possible

mamzerut.  Since the marriages were not halachically valid, the issue of divorce was not a halachic concern
27

.

Yisrael as non-Jews with the potential discrimination that follows from that positions.  Yet their academic scholarship points strongly to that conclusion and they would ordinarily be

academically opposed to accepting tradition rabbinic approaches on this.  Emotive issues such as the one at Barkan winery mentioned above can place such issues in sharp reliefs.

Many people were outraged at the position of the Eida Charedit to withdraw their kashrut licence from the winery on the basis that Ethiopian workers handling the wine had not

properly converted.  Ironically, that position is supported by the academic research (which the Eida Charedit would not normally accept)! 

25. R. Shalom writes  (p.38, fn72) that "After further investigation into the issue of Jewish-non-Jewish relations in Ethiopia, and after learning that the Ethiopian Jews were very careful

about maintaining insulation from the Christian environment, this strict ruling was annulled. Instead, a special bureau was established ..... to conduct an additional investigation

into each case individually.” 

26. R. Yosef’s shiva in Har Nof was overwhelmed with Ethiopian Jews who bused in en masse to pay their respects.  

27. See Rav Waldman’s analysis in Techumin (11:214-240) in which he demonstrates in detail that traditional Ethiopian Jews' marriages were not halachically valid.  However, R.

Waldman notes that this issue has become more of a problem in recent years since some Ethiopian Jews living in Ethiopia are beginning (albeit rarely) to adopt normative halachic
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B4] R. SHLOMO GOREN

15.,ukgvk ohmur ot o,uvzk xjhc ohrunj ,uepx hshn ,tmku ohatkpv ka o,hgck hsuvh-h,fkv iur,p tmnk hsf
vgceba vfkvv hpk kct 'ohh,fkvv ohhaev kg rcd,vk kfub lf h"gu ihsfu ,sf trnujk o,ut rhhdk ah 'vmrt o,ut

/ohsuvhk unf o,xbrpku o,uhjk ovk dutsk ubt ohchhj k"bv ohbuatrv h"g
irud vnka cr28

Chief Rabbi Shlomo Goren did NOT accept the psak of R. Yosef and required the Beta Yisrael to undergo a conversion

(at least lechumra) to avoid issues of yuchsin. 

B5] R. MOSHE FEINSTEIN

16.ktrah onmg ohehzjnv ohpuh,tv ihbgc///// 
 /y"vasjt 'x"yfu vfrcu ouka ,frcc 't"yhka rgksbgy hfsrn r"rvun d"vrv cuvtv hsfb f"gnk

z"csr ,"uac cu,fa vn gusha 'xgatkgpv ,usut 'ohba vnf hbpk hnac ,c,fa vn ratk vzc h,tc 'l,aec hpf vbv
cyhv gsh z"csrv ot rurc tka /vz kg lunxk vae tbhsk kct 'ohsuvhf oehzjna uhrcsn gnana 'wy inhx hghca ekj
rhfzn z"csrva ihgfu ',urznn ruxhtc obht tbhsk kct /ocmn vb,ab tk ubhbnz sg ot rurc tk odu 'o,usut ,uthmnv

/// /,uehpx vnfu vnf ovc ah hrva oa

vumn ah o,urhd osue od kct /kvec tuck orh,ba osue h,hnt ,urhd ofhrmvk ahu /epxf ubk cajb 'o,usvh hcdku
,gsk ah odu /ohsuvhf oxujh omgc huv epxv itfa od kevk ,uapb epxa /ktrah kf ihsf vbfxnu snan okhmvk

 /okhmvk ohchhujn 'o,usvh kg oapb ohrxunu ohsuvh ova ohcauja rjtn n"n 'ohsuvh obht tbhsk ot ukhpta

unfu 'ihsf urhhd,b ot kct /,ukkuc,v aaj ,ucrvk tka hsf ',urhd urcgh f"t tkt h"tk othcvk iht ',rfzvsf vbvu
sutnu /,uhbjurc ihcu ,uhnadc ihc 'ovhhj hfrm kfc ofnu,ku orzugk ahu /ohsuvh kff ocajb 'ohauga h,gnaa
vtrbu /hsuvh ,sn ohsuct uhvha u"j ohnrudu ',uhbjur hbhbgc ocrekn ohgbuna h"tc uktf aha h,gnaa vn kg h,rgymb
ihtu 'ohsuvh rtan ohgurd obhta smn er tk 'ocrek aha yuaps /ruja tuv orug gcma ouan er ohdvub lfa hk
//// /rdv ,t o,cvtu ,umnc ohkkfbu 'ohrd ov hkuta vbgyv ovc aha smn od tkt 'ohruja ova vnc eukhj tbhsk

/ubesm jhan h"g ,uhkd .uchek curec ubkuf vfzb ,umnv kf ,rhna ,ufzcu cmnv rpuaha vue,c ohhxtu
t inhx v ekj rzgv ict van ,urdt ,"ua

R. Moshe Feinstein insisted that the Ethiopian Jews must be saved and was very unhappy about the racism that they

suffer.  He was not concerned about halachic issues of mamzerut
29

 but WAS concerned that there is no strong proof that

they are Jews.  As such, he required a FULL gerut for them
30

, after which there is an extra halachic obligation to look

after them due to the mitzva of ‘ve’ahavtem et ha-ger’.

 

17. x«uŕ 4, 2P *nU o*h ¹2r 4m *N *nU rU=̧ 2t 3n Ár 3t (=*h r´?JAt «u ·N 2g ŕ (t 4J,, ?t ,«u b 4e*k «u ºs(h Æ,h*b 3J h³(b«sAt ;h *̧x«uh tU Àv 2v o«úH 2C v́(h (v 4uJU -F /nUÆr(g4b *= *nU o³(kh3g 3nU 
 :. ?r-(t (v ,«u¬p4b 2F g2C 4r 2t 3n . º3C 2e4h Æv (sUv4h ,«u ³m Ep4bU k·3t (r 4G*h h́ 3j 4s*b ;2x (t 4u oº*h«uD2k Æx3b t¬(G(b 4u :o-(H 2v h3H *t 3nU , º(nAj´3nU

ch-th:th uvhgah

Yeshayahu prophecies the return of the lost tribes from all over the world, including Kush - Ethiopia.

• Some Jewish traditions anticipate the return of the 10 Tribes as gerei tzedek .  May we merit the return of all Jews to Eretz Yisrael

ubhnhc vrvnc!

practices which they are learning from their connections the Jewish world.  In such cases, where they carry out marriage ceremonies with chupa and kiddushin there is a far greater

concern that the marriage is halachically binding and would require a halachic divorce.    

28. Quoted by Waldman 1983, 326.

29. We saw above that R. Ovadia Yosef rejected the halachic concern of mamzerut on the basis that the traditional Beta Yisrael marriage is not halachically binding and does not

therefore require a halachic divorce.  However R. Yitzchak Herzog (see Techumin 4:324-325), R. Shaul Yisraeli (see Techumin 7:312), and Rav Hershel Schachter (The Journal of

Halacha and Contemporary Society 9:143-160) adopted a different approach, which saved Ethiopian Jews from mamzerut through showing a double doubt - safeik s'feika. First,

they argue that there was significant intermarriage in the Ethiopian community, together with improper performance of conversion ceremonies.  Consequently, many of today's

Ethiopian Jews are descendants of non-Jews and, as non-Jews, the problem of mamzerut does not apply to them. R. Herzog adds to the equation the generally accepted position of

academic scholars that the Beta Yisrael may in fact all be descended from non-Jews who improperly converted to Judaism and thus remained non-Jews. Dr. Karen Bacon (Torah

U-Madda Journal 3:1-7) shows through genetic testing that that the Ethiopian Jewish community includes a large number of people who were originally non-Jewish.  As such, each

Ethiopian Jew is a safek non-Jews.  Then, even if they are halachically Jewish, they would only be a safek mamzer since we cannot know which individuals descend from women who

remarried without halachic divorces. In light of this double doubt, Rav Herzog, Rav Yisraeli, and Rav Schachter argue that, after the completion of a conversion process in Israel,

Ethiopian Jews may marry other Jewish people. 

30. This was also the position of R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, Dayan Yitzchak Weiss, R. Shach, R. Yosef Shalom Eliyashiv and others. The policy of the Chief Rabbinate requires a full

conversion for the Falash Mura and a gerut misafek for the Beta Yisrael. 
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