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[bookmark: _Toc72919044]Introduction
There are many denominations in contemporary Judaism. As far back as the Second Temple period, the interpretation of the Bible has never been uniform. Various Jewish sects and movements grew up, developed, and changed in the course of history.
Karaite Judaism is the original, most ancient form of Judaism.[footnoteRef:1] The name says it all: mikra means “Bible,” thus, “Karaite”[footnoteRef:2] essentially means “Biblical.” Karaite Judaism is based on the Bible and the aspiration to fulfill the laws of the holy Written Torah given to our prophet Moses (peace be upon him) at Mount Sinai, and on the other words of the prophets sent to the Jewish people by God. Accordingly, the Bible constitutes the sole source of religious authority for the entire Jewish people. [1:  Until the middle of the Second Temple era, all Jews believed in one single, perfect Torah, the written Torah. But in that era, new denominations arose, among them the Pharisees, who claimed to have a tradition that interpreted the text as commanding laws not specified in the written Torah, at times even “uprooting” the plain sense of the text. Rabbinic Judaism crystallized in its final form with the “sealing” of the Talmud in the 5th century CE.]  [2:  From the Hebrew root קרא.] 

To our way of thinking, the changes that have taken place in the various Jewish movements in the course of history have taken them far away from the rock out of which they were hewn — the Torah. The path of Karaite Judaism is the preservation of the path of the Torah. This is an indispensable condition if God is indeed to “renew our days as of old,” as we read in Deuteronomy: “When you return to the Lord your God, and you and your children heed His command … then the Lord your God will restore your fortunes and take you back in love … since you will be heeding the Lord your God and keeping His commandments and laws that are recorded in this book of Torah” (Deut. 30:2-3).
Among the wider public and in the media, there is a great deal of misinformation about Karaite Judaism. The goal of this handbook is to provide reliable, up-to-date information, direct from the source, to the public interested in expanding its knowledge about Karaite Judaism and its principles. We hope you will find this handbook helpful.
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[bookmark: _Toc72919045]What is Karaite Judaism?
Karaite Judaism is based on the belief that the Creator gave our prophet Moses (peace be upon him) at Mount Sinai just one single Torah — the written Torah, about which the Bible tells us, “The Torah of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul” (Ps. 19:8). Karaite Judaism believes in the sanctity of all twenty-four books of the Bible (the Torah, Prophets, and Writings), but rejects the notion of granting binding validity to any later, human text like the Mishnah or the Talmudim[footnoteRef:3] (not to mention later rabbinic literature), those books called “the Oral Law.” [3:  The Babylonian Talmud and the Palestinian (“Jerusalem”) Talmud.] 


[bookmark: _Toc72919046]Karaite Judaism and the Oral Law
As noted, the Karaite approach rejects the notion of granting sanctity or binding validity to the Oral Law. We nonetheless view the Mishnah and the Talmud as words of wisdom and as a part of the cultural and historical heritage of the Jewish people, written over the course of the centuries. Some of these words of wisdom are correct, but others are mistaken; like any other human creation, it has no authority to contradict the words of God. It may neither add to them nor detract from them, in accordance with the commandment explicitly written in the Torah: “You shall not add anything to what I command you or take anything away from it” (Deut. 4:2).
In the Bible, as a whole, there are many indications of the existence of just one Torah — the written Torah given at Mount Sinai.
1. For example, in Deuteronomy, we read, “When Moses had put down in writing the words of this Teaching to the very end” (Deut. 31:24). That is, all the words of the Torah were put down in writing. Further proof can be found in Malachi, where we read: “Be mindful of the Teaching of My servant Moses, whom I charged at Horeb with laws and rules for all Israel” (Mal. 3:22). God commands Malachi, the last of the prophets, to be mindful of the Torah of Moses. He does not mention any other Torah. In Joshua too we read: “Be most resolute to observe faithfully all that is written in the Book of the Teaching of Moses, without ever deviating from it to the right or to the left” (Josh. 23:6). The Psalms likewise tell us that “the teaching of the Lord is perfect” (Ps. 19:8). “Perfect” means that it is complete. The Torah is complete and needs no supplement.	Comment by Author: Not sure why there is numbering here, consider removing.
2. The contents of the Oral Law itself bear witness that it is not divine. Nowhere in the Oral Law do we find instructions or commandments given directly by God. It is entirely formulated as a human text—“R. Eliezer said this and R. Judah said that.” This proves that these are not the words of the living God, but words that come from flesh and blood. Moreover, the disagreements found on almost every topic of discussion in the Mishnah and Talmud prove that these are not the words of the living God, since it is impossible that God should contradict His own words by teaching the opposite of what He has taught elsewhere. In addition, how can one possibly claim that the Oral Law is an interpretation of the Torah when it discusses subjects that the Torah itself says nothing about? Even the Rabbanites[footnoteRef:4] themselves admit that most of their laws (like those about the annulment of vows, the Sabbath, the festival offerings, and misappropriation of Temple property) are not connected to the Torah, have no basis in the Torah, or are, at best, extremely far removed from it. We read in the Mishnah, “The laws of release from vows float in the air, having nothing on which to depend. The laws of the Sabbath, festival offerings, and misappropriation of Temple property — these are like mountains suspended by a hair, for they consist of a miniscule amount of Bible and many laws.”[footnoteRef:5] It is no wonder then, that the Oral Law contains countless disputes that remain unresolved. [4:  An inclusive term for those who believe in the Oral Law (principally, Orthodox Jews). ]  [5:  M. Hag. 1:11.] 


[bookmark: _Toc72919047][bookmark: bookmark9][image: ]Who is Responsible for Interpreting the Torah?

In Karaite Judaism, given that prophecy has long since ceased, we believe that today, along with any human leadership sanctioned by divine ordination, every Jew has to study the Torah and to interpret its plain sense in accordance with the standards that will be set forth presently. When you come right down to it, all Jews are individually responsible for what they do and get rewarded or punished based on their actions, rather than on what is sanctioned (or not) by Rabbinic authority. That is until a redeemer comes along and shows us the path of justice. As our teacher the Hakham Rabbenu Anan HaNasi (ZT"L) said, “Search well in the Torah and do not rely on my opinion.” Hakham Daniel al-Qumisi (ZT"L) put it in similar terms: “Anyone who relies on one of the sages of the Exile without careful study using his own wisdom is like one who worships a foreign god.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Daniel al-Qumisi, Ha-Iggeret La-Tefutzot, in L. Nemoy, "The PseudoQūmisīan Sermon to the Karaites", Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, Vol. 43 (1976), p. 62.] 

We should, therefore, not accept the basic principle of Rabbinic Judaism: that the rabbis alone have the authority to interpret the Torah, and that their interpretation is binding even when it contradicts, adds to, or detracts from the text.


[bookmark: bookmark11][bookmark: bookmark12][bookmark: bookmark10][bookmark: _Toc72919048]How Should One Interpret the Torah?
[image: ]In Karaite Judaism, we aspire to interpret the Torah in accordance with the peshat — the plain meaning of the original written text. This is done by relying on the rules of the Hebrew language, applying the rules of logic, and giving due weight to tradition, as follows:
1.  The written text – The complete Bible (Torah, Prophets, Writings).
2. Logic – Gleaning meaning by way of straightforward deduction (based always on the Bible itself). For example, in the edict “You shall not put on cloth from a mixture of shaatnez” (Lev. 19:19), the meaning of the rare word shaatnez is unclear. But from Deuteronomy, where we find written “You shall not wear shaatnez, a combination of wool and linen” (Deut. 22:11), we learn the meaning of the word: a mixture that combines material derived from the animal world (wool) and material derived from the plant world (linen) into a single garment. Another example is the following: “You shall not plow with an ox and an ass together” (Deut. 22:10). From this command, we learn not merely that it is forbidden to plow with an ox and an ass together, but also, by logical extension, that it is forbidden to plow with any two animals together if they are unequal in strength or in species: a strong animal with a weak one, or a kosher animal with a non-kosher one. The ox, you see, is strong and kosher, while the ass is weak and non-kosher.
3. The weight of tradition — Traditions or customs about how to perform various commandments (e.g., kosher slaughter, circumcision, and marriage), about which the Torah says little, have been passed down from father to son over many generations, having, in fact, been practiced even before the reception of the Torah. We emphasize that such traditions and customs may never contradict the explicit written text.
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[bookmark: _Toc72919049][bookmark: bookmark14][bookmark: bookmark15][bookmark: bookmark13][image: ]Sanctifying the Sabbath
The sanctification of the Sabbath is mentioned early in the book of Genesis: “On the seventh day God finished the work that He had been doing, and He ceased on the seventh day from all the work that He had done. And God blessed the seventh day and declared it holy, because on it God ceased from all the work of creation that He had done” (Gen. 2:2-3). We learn the commandment regarding the Sabbath for the first time when God gives the Israelites food from heaven: “This is what the Lord meant: Tomorrow is a day of rest, a holy Sabbath of the Lord” (Exod. 16:23).
The commandment to keep the Sabbath is one of the most important ordinances in the Torah. Its importance is evident from the many times it is repeated in the Bible and its inclusion within the Ten Commandments: “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the Lord your God: you shall not do any work—you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle, or the stranger who is within your settlements. For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth and sea, and all that is in them, and He rested on the seventh day; therefore, the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it” (Exod. 20:7-10). We see that God forbade performing any work whatsoever on the Sabbath. It is therefore obligatory for everyone to make sure that no one under their authority (children, for instance) does anything that might desecrate the Sabbath.
[bookmark: _Toc72919050][bookmark: bookmark16]Karaite Judaism and the “Shabbes Goy”
On the basis of the written Torah, all the sages of Karaite Judaism throughout the generations have rejected the idea behind the “Shabbes goy,” so widely accepted in Rabbinic Judaism. In Exodus, we read: “You shall not do any work—you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle, or the stranger who is within your settlements” (Exod 20:9).
The word ger (“stranger” in the Exodus verse) derives from the word mehager, an “immigrant” — one who has left his homeland and finds himself in a land that belongs to another people. This is also the meaning of the word in “You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger, having yourselves been strangers in the land of Egypt” (Exod. 23:9).
We therefore learn the severity of the prohibition against doing any work on the Sabbath: it is forbidden even for slaves and strangers, oxen and asses. If all these are forbidden to work on the Sabbath, it is obviously forbidden nowadays for a foreign worker, a temporary resident, or a non-Jewish citizen of Israel to work on the Sabbath.
[bookmark: bookmark17]The Rabbinic interpretation that it is in fact permissible to make such people work on the Sabbath, and that their work done on the Sabbath is “kosher,” is inconsistent with the explicit text in Exodus.

[bookmark: _Toc72919051]What About Sabbath Candles?
The standard assumption in Rabbinic Judaism is that women are obligated to light candles before the Sabbath begins and to leave them burning throughout Friday evening. They recite a blessing as if the Creator had in fact commanded them to do so. Yet it is patently clear that the Torah does not command the lighting of Sabbath candles, and certainly not the recitation of a blessing over them. In fact, anyone who blesses the Sabbath candles is not only not fulfilling a commandment, but (as we see it) actually committing the serious transgression of adding something to the Torah by saying “He commanded us”, when God has given no such commandment.
It is an interesting point that the blessing over Sabbath candles is quite a late addition,[footnoteRef:7] dating back to the tenth century CE, and came about as a result of a conflict with Karaite Judaism in which many believers were then involved.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  See Dr. Alexander Klein, “‘You Shall Light No Fire’ — The Exegetical Problem and Its Solutions.”]  [8:  See Abraham ibn Ezra’s short commentary on Exod 35:3.] 

Evidence for this is that the Mishnah and the Talmud make no mention whatsoever of any blessing over Sabbath candles. The Rabbanite Saadia Gaon, too, wrote in his edition of the prayer book: “Most of us recite a blessing over them.”[footnoteRef:9] Thus, in his opinion, the blessing is permissible but not obligatory. A great deal of scholarly research has shown that “this blessing was formulated during the Geonic period to be used against the Karaites,”[footnoteRef:10] who had in that era forbidden leaving a fire burning on the Sabbath. The influence of Karaite Jews in this matter spread throughout the world, reaching as far as Spain by the 12th century. Abner of Burgos in his book Moreh Tzedek writes: “Very little time passed before all the Jews of the kingdom of Castile became Karaites … in the city of Carrión [in northern Spain] the Karaites were completely in charge. As a result, not a soul in the city lit candles on Friday night … but the king, who always granted the requests of the Rabbanite physician Joseph Alfakhar, ordered that all the Karaites must accept the faith of the Rabbanites … against their will.”[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Saadia Gaon, Prayer Book, p. 109.]  [10:  R. Reuven Heller, “Blessings Unmentioned in the Talmud,” p.?.]  [11:  P.?.] 

[bookmark: _Toc72919052][bookmark: bookmark18]Is it Permissible to Use a Blech / Hot Plate?
In Karaite Judaism, it is permissible to eat hot food on the Sabbath as long as it was stored before dark on Friday in a thermos, or other container, to keep it warm. However, it is forbidden to actively warm up food or even to keep it warm by means of fire or an electric appliance. This would be forbidden work. Heating up food on the Sabbath is by its very nature an act of cooking. The use of a hot plate or blech amounts to cooking the food, and the Torah says explicitly: “Bake what you would bake and boil what you would boil” (Exod. 16:23) while it is still day, before the Sabbath comes in.
The community’s traditional Sabbath foods are those that can be eaten without being heated up. This certainly does not impact either how good the food tastes or how festive it is; it even adds a certain unique and beautiful flavor.


[bookmark: _Toc72919053]The Calendar and Festivals
“These are the set times of the Lord, the sacred occasions, which you shall celebrate each at its appointed time” (Lev. 23:4).
[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]From this edict we learn that the festivals must be celebrated, as indeed they are annually, in accordance with what is written in the Torah. No one is authorized to adjust the dates of the festivals for their own convenience, whether out of financial concerns or for any other reason. On the precise dates indicated in the Torah, the gates of heaven open to receive our prayers and supplications. This is evident from what is written in Leviticus about the Day of Atonement: “Any person who does not practice self-denial on that very day shall be cut off from his kin” (Lev. 23:29). In other words, one who does not observe the Day of Atonement on its actual date suffers the divine penalty of excision, as declared in God’s commandments.התשע״ד לפ״ג - 5774
(2014-2013)
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The sanctification of the new month, in Karaite Judaism, is therefore performed based on the direct observation of the moon, just as it was done by our ancestors ever since the reception of the Torah.[footnoteRef:12] Direct sighting of the new moon is the sign that the new month has begun, and this determines the date for the rest of the month. We are careful to celebrate the festivals precisely on their proper dates, regardless of which day of the week they fall on. [12:  In Rabbinic judaism the sanctification of the New Moon was done by visual observation up until the 3rd century CE; see Tractate Rosh Hashanah of the Mishnah.] 
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At any given moment (except during a lunar eclipse) the moon has a dark side and a side illuminated by the light of the sun. Because of the movement of the moon around the earth, these areas are always changing; they return to their original positions after every orbit of the moon around the earth (around every 29½ days). Since, from the Earth, we always see the same side of the moon, which is illuminated by the sun to a different extent every day, the moon continually appears differently to us. The dark side of the moon is the side that happens not to be illuminated by the sun at any given moment. For example, on the Hebrew new moon, at the time of the molad, the “birth” of the moon (#1 in the illustration), the visible side of the moon is mostly dark except for a crescent of light on its western edge. At that time, the far side of the moon is almost completely in sunlight. In the middle of the month, by contrast (#5 in the illustration), on the night of the full moon, the visible side of the moon is almost entirely bathed in sunlight.












In the 4th century CE, Rabbinic Judaism began using a fixed Hebrew calendar. Among other thing, this calendar established that there would be “no Rosh on 1, 4, 6; no Passover on 2, 4, 6.”[footnoteRef:13] In accordance with this rule, Rosh Hashanah can never begin on Sunday, Wednesday, or Friday (1-4-6 of the days of the week). If the molad happens to naturally fall on one of those days, the beginning of the month is advanced artificially to follow the rule. This ruling stems from the desire of the Rabbanite sages to prevent a situation in which the Day of Atonement falls next to the Sabbath (either on Friday or Sunday), since then there would be two “Sabbaths” in a row on which no work could be performed. They likewise enacted a rule that Passover could not begin on Monday, Wednesday, or Friday. [13:  B. RH 20a.] 


[bookmark: _Toc72919054]Leap Years
[image: ]An additional difference between the Karaite and the Rabbinic calendars has to do with the determination of the leap year. The Hebrew calendar, of course, is based on the cycle of the moon, requiring leap years to synchronize it with the seasons, which depend on the sun. Even during the exile, Karaite Judaism has always insisted on determining leap years by observing the barley in the land of Israel. The biblical principle is that the festivals must match the seasonal agricultural calendar (the Feast of Ingathering, the Feast of the Harvest, etc.), and so an agricultural standard must determine when an extra month is to be added to the year. Karaites call this “finding abib,” based on the verse “Observe the month of Abib” (Deut. 16:1).
What is “abib”? It is a particular stage of the ripening of barley: “The barley was abib [that is, ‘in the ear’]” (Exod. 9:31). If by the end of Adar the barley has not yet ripened nor reached the abib stage (meaning that the barley will not be harvestable by the time of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, making it impossible to wave the Omer), an additional month must be added to the year, a thirteenth month called Adar 2.
Rabbinic Judaism uses a fixed calendar, in which the leap years are fixed in advance in a cycle of seven out of every nineteen years.


[bookmark: _Toc72919055]Karaites and Hanukkah
We do not celebrate Hanukkah. The main reason is that Hanukkah commemorates the miracle of the oil described in the Talmud and historical events of the post-biblical period. It is therefore not a biblical festival.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  The sources for Hanukkah are the following: the First Maccabees, which treats the war of the Maccabees for independence and religious sovereignty as miraculous. This is the book that gave the holiday its name, in reference to the hanukkah or “dedication” of the Temple after its liberation from the Greeks and the Hellenizers; the Second Maccabees, according to which the original Hanukkah was a delayed Feast of Booths, as the Maccabees could not celebrate either the seven days of Sukkot or the 8th day, Shemini Atzeret, that year, because of the war, but they did so once the Temple was liberated; B. AZ 8b, which emphasizes the universal aspect of the Feast of Lights by connecting the holiday to Adam, the ancestor of all humanity; B. Shab. 21b, where the Amoraim add a new dimension that does not appear in any of the earlier sources, that of the miracle of the oil and the commandments derived from it.] 

1. Both the First and Second Temples, of course, were destroyed, and we therefore mourn and fast in observance of their destruction. How then could we possibly celebrate the dedication of a temple that has been destroyed?
2. The Torah forbids any additions to the written text. It is therefore forbidden to say, “Blessed art Thou … who sanctified us by his commandments and commanded us to kindle Hanukkah lights.”[footnoteRef:15] The instruction to light Hanukkah candles is not a divine commandment but a rabbinic ordinance, meaning that anyone who recites this blessing is violating two prohibitions: [15:  B. Shab. 23a.] 

• You shall not add. One who recites this blessing is attributing human words to God, which violates the following commandment: “You shall not add anything to what I command you” (Deut 4:2).
• Taking God’s name in vain. The recitation of these blessings transgresses the commandment “You shall not swear falsely by the name of the Lord your God” (Exod 20:7).

[bookmark: bookmark29][bookmark: bookmark30][bookmark: bookmark28]

[bookmark: _Toc72919056]Purim
All Jews observe Purim,[footnoteRef:16] which is a time of great joy. In Karaite Judaism, we observe two days of Purim everywhere, in accordance with the words: “observe the fourteenth and fifteenth days of Adar, every year” (Esth. 9:21). Moreover, we celebrate these days of Purim in Adar, the twelfth month of the year, whether or not it is a leap year, when the twelfth month is Adar 1 and not Adar 2, in accordance with the words “the twelfth month, that is, the month of Adar” (Esth. 3:7), not in Adar 2, which is the thirteenth month of a leap year. [16:  Purim, unlike Hanukkah, is mentioned in the Bible, in the book of Esther.] 

There is an additional important difference: we do not recite a blessing for the reading of the Megillah as if it were a commandment. We do not view either the days of Purim or the reading of the Megillah as commandments from God, but as obligations stemming from a decision made by the Jewish people: “The Jews undertook and irrevocably obligated themselves and their descendants, and all who might join them, to observe these two days in the manner prescribed and at the proper time each year” (Esth. 9:27).

[bookmark: _Toc72919057]The Fast of Esther
We do not fast on the Fast of Esther, since Queen Esther’s declaration, “Fast in my behalf; do not eat or drink for three days, night or day” (Esth. 4:16), was made during the month of Nisan[footnoteRef:17] and, therefore, does not ordain fasting during the month of Adar. Given that we are rejoicing over the miracles of Purim and the Jews’ being saved, there is no reason to observe a fast. This was a one-time fast, declared in the aim of seeking God’s help. [17:  Esth. 3:12.] 

[bookmark: _Toc72919058][bookmark: bookmark33][bookmark: bookmark34][bookmark: bookmark32]The Feast of Unleavened Bread[footnoteRef:18] [18:  In Rabbanite Halakha it is customary to call this festival “Passover,” but this is a mistake. There is some confusion between the Feast of Unleavened Bread, which is one of the three pilgrimage festivals, and Passover, which refers to the sacrifice offered before the Feast of Unleavened Bread or to the evening on which the sacrifice is offered. ] 

As the Feast of Unleavened Bread approaches, we clean our homes from top to bottom and take means to make sure all of our possessions are kosher. During the festival we eat only food cooked at home or food whose suitability for the holiday is unquestionable, such as meat, fruit, and vegetables.
Wine for the festival is made from raisins steeped in water and squeezed before the meal. The reason for this is that regular wine contains alcohol produced by fermentation with yeast and, therefore, cannot be drunk.
The unleavened bread, too, is customarily prepared at home. Every family, bakes their matzah with extra care for the seven days of the festival from special flour sold at Karaite community centers.
We thus do not accept the concept of “selling hametz”; this is a forbidden circumvention of the Torah’s command: “No leaven shall be found in your houses for seven days. For whoever eats what is leavened, that person shall be cut off from the community of Israel, whether he is a stranger or a citizen of the country” (Exod. 12:19). One must, therefore, leave no hametz of any kind in one’s home.
[bookmark: bookmark35]
[bookmark: _Toc72919059]The Haggadah—The Little Hallel
The source for the obligation to recite the Haggadah[footnoteRef:19] on the eve of Passover, the night of the Seder, is the Torah. It is compulsory to tell the story of the exodus from Egypt and the miracles performed by the Creator at this time: “That you may recount in the hearing of your sons and of your sons’ sons how I made a mockery of the Egyptians and how I displayed My signs among them” (Exod. 10:2). We recite the story of the exodus from the Bible verses that tell of it. Besides the story of the exodus, the Haggadah also contains words of praise and thanksgiving to God, as written in the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings. The Karaite Haggadah does not contain the various midrashim that are unrelated to the exodus from Egypt. [19:  The Karaite Passover Haggadah is available at Karaite community centers.] 

[image: ]ההגדה לערב פסח כמנהג היהודים הקראים יזג״ו עם זמירות וברכת המזון


It is customary for all those who are celebrating Passover around the table to chant the Haggadah together, in a melodious tune passed down through the generations.

[bookmark: _Toc72919060][bookmark: bookmark37][bookmark: bookmark38][bookmark: bookmark36]The Feast of Weeks
[image: ]The Feast of Weeks is the one festival whose calendar date is not explicitly noted in the Torah. About the counting of the Omer, the Torah writes as follows: “From the day on which you bring the sheaf of elevation offering—the day after the Sabbath—you shall count off seven weeks. They must be complete: you must count until the day after the seventh week—fifty days; then you shall bring an offering of new grain to the Lord” (Lev. 23:15-16).
“The day after the Sabbath” is of course Sunday, the first day of the week. The “Sabbath” in question is obviously the day about which we read, “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy” (Exod. 20:7).[footnoteRef:20] If the text meant to refer to a day other than the Sabbath, it would have said so. The counting of the Omer, therefore, always begins on Sunday, the day after the Sabbath of the festival. The 50th day of the count is the Feast of Weeks, which also always occurs on a Sunday. In Rabbinic Judaism, the counting of the Omer begins on the day after the 1st day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread. Thus, the Feast of Weeks always falls on a fixed date in the calendar, the 6th of Sivan (the 3rd month of the year). [20:  [This is v. 8 in many texts.]] 


[bookmark: _Toc72919061][bookmark: bookmark40][bookmark: bookmark41][bookmark: bookmark39]Fast Days
The fast days of Karaite Judaism are fixed in accordance with what is written in the Bible:
1. The Fast of the Tenth Month — the 10th of Tevet (commemorating the siege of Jerusalem) as it says in Jeremiah: “And in the ninth year of his reign, on the tenth day of the tenth month, King Nebuchadnezzar moved against Jerusalem with his whole army. They besieged it and built towers against it all around. The city continued in a state of siege until the eleventh year of King Zedekiah” (Jer. 52:4-5).
2. The Fast of the Fourth Month — the 9th of Tammuz (commemorating the breaching of the walls of Jerusalem) as it says in 2 Kings: “By the ninth day [of the fourth month], the famine had become acute in the city; there was no food left for the common people. Then [the wall of] the city was breached. All the soldiers [left the city] by night through the gate between the double walls, which is near the king’s garden—the Chaldeans were all around the city; and [the king] set out for the Arabah” (2 Kgs. 25:3-4).
In Rabbinic Judaism this fast occurs on the 17th of Tammuz, commemorating a number of events such as the breaking of the Tablets of the Law, but this date is not mentioned anywhere in the Bible.
3. The Fast of the Fifth Month — the 7th and 10th of Av (commemorating the burning of the First Temple) as it says in 2 Kings: “On the seventh day of the fifth month—that was the nineteenth year of King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon—Nebuzaradan, the chief of the guards, an officer of the king of Babylon, came to Jerusalem. He burned the House of the Lord, the king’s palace, and all the houses of Jerusalem; he burned down the house of every notable person” (2 Kgs. 25:8-9). Jeremiah says: “On the tenth day of the fifth month—that was the nineteenth year of King Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon—Nebuzaradan, the chief of the guards, came to represent the king of Babylon in Jerusalem. He burned the House of the Lord, the king’s palace, and all the houses of Jerusalem; he burned down the house of every notable person” (Jer. 52:12-13). In Rabbinic Judaism, this fast occurs on the 9th of Av, in commemoration of the burning of the Temple.
4. The Fast of the Seventh Month — the 24th of Tishrei (commemorating the contrite confession and renewal of faith after the 70 years of exile) as it says: “On the twenty-fourth day of this month, the Israelites assembled, fasting, in sackcloth, and with earth upon them” (Neh. 9:1). In Rabbinic Judaism, this fast occurs on the 3rd of Tishrei, commemorating the assassination of Gedaliah.

We pray that the verse in the book of Zechariah will be fulfilled in our time: “Thus said the Lord of Hosts: The fast of the fourth month, the fast of the fifth month, the fast of the seventh month, and the fast of the tenth month shall become occasions for joy and gladness, happy festivals for the House of Judah; but you must love honesty and integrity” (Zech. 8:19).
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Kashrut
The laws of the Torah define what is permissible and what is forbidden to eat.
1. The Torah permits the eating of the flesh of certain species of animals, birds, and fish, either named explicitly or recognizable by certain characteristics.
2. It forbids the slaughter and consumption of animals that are diseased or dying, wounded or disfigured, animals that have not yet lived for seven days, or an animal and its mother on the same day.
3. It forbids us to eat certain parts of animals, e.g. suet.
4. It forbids the consumption of blood.
From the last of these, we learn that kosher slaughter of all animals involves cutting the trachea and the esophagus and the two major blood vessels, or the comparable organs in birds, with the goal of draining out most of the blood as quickly as possible. In this way, the pain caused by the slaughter is reduced.[footnoteRef:21] In addition, from our tradition we learn the obligation to extract the remnants of blood by salting the meat.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  In Rabbanite Halakha, in Tractate Hullin, the slaughter is declared kosher in birds as long as either the trachea or the esophagus is cut and in animals as long as most of both of them are cut.]  [22:  In order to make it possible for the members of the community to get meat that is kosher according to Karaite Halakha, the community operates two butcher shops, in Ramleh and in Ashdod.] 

Finally, even once the animal has been slaughtered properly and its blood extracted, the Torah forbids us to eat the suet, that is, the fat that covers the entrails; the two kidneys, with the fat that is upon them; the fat on the loins; the protuberance of the liver; and, also, the broad tail (in sheep),[footnoteRef:23] as it says in Leviticus: “You must not eat any fat or any blood” (Lev. 3:17). The consumption of the thigh muscle is similarly forbidden, as it says in Genesis: “That is why the children of Israel to this day do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the socket of the hip, since Jacob’s hip socket was wrenched at the thigh muscle” (Gen. 32:33). [23:  In Rabbinic judaism this fat tail is permitted (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Forbidden Foods 7:5).] 


[bookmark: _Toc72919063]“You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk”
The verse “you shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk” appears three times in the Torah in identical wording (Exod. 23:19, Exod. 34:26, Deut. 14:21). We fulfill this commandment literally,[footnoteRef:24] which is to say that it is forbidden to cook a lamb, kid, or calf[footnoteRef:25] in the milk of its biological mother. The prohibition does not, however, apply to every combination of milk and meat. The Bible itself does not explain the reason for this prohibition, so scholars have suggested two possible explanations: [24:  All the Karaite commentators agree that the literal interpretation of these words is the plain sense of the text.]  [25:  By analogy; all of these are sucklings.] 

1. Compassion and Ethics — The Bible is a book that educates us to act compassionately and behave ethically. This command is reminiscent of the command “No animal from the herd or from the flock shall be slaughtered on the same day with its young” (Lev. 22:28) and the idea that stands behind it is the quality of compassion, directed against cruelty to animals.
2. Distancing the Jewish People from Idolatry — In the past, as part of idolatrous worship, it was customary to slaughter a kid and cook it in its mother’s milk. Many prohibitions in the Torah are explained in the Bible itself as having the purpose of preventing idolatrous practices, which were still in existence throughout the land of Israel in that era. One example is the insistence that we avoid worshiping Asherah, a suggestion adopted by Maimonides in the 12th century as well.[footnoteRef:26] It is worthwhile noting the context in which two out of the three iterations of this verse are found — that of the pilgrimage festivals. The context suggests that the intent was to avoid the boiling of a suckling in its own mother’s milk, as the pagans used to do, when one goes on pilgrimage to the Temple of the one and only God. [26:  Yoram Erder, Methods in Early Karaite Halakha.] 


The Bible itself testifies that, in that early period, the custom of eating meat with milk was perfectly acceptable, both before the reception of the Torah and after it. A well-known example appears in Genesis, where we are told that Abraham served milk and meat to the angels who visited him:
“He took curds and milk and the calf that had been prepared and set these before them; and he waited on them under the tree as they ate” (Gen. 18:8).
A later example is a meal that was served to King David that included both meat and milk on the menu: “Honey, curds, sheep, and cheese from the herd for David and the troops with him to eat. For they knew that the troops must have grown hungry, faint, and thirsty in the wilderness” (2 Sam 17:29).
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[bookmark: _Toc72919064]The Synagogue
[image: ]

Synagogues occupy a unique place in Jewish life because nowadays, in the absence of the Temple, they are central to the worship of God. The approach that is widely accepted among Karaite Jews is that the synagogue is a “Temple in miniature,” in which man can commune with his Creator. As a result, the synagogue is treated with special sanctity and dignity:
1.  Entering in purity — Everyone who enters a synagogue must be clean and properly dressed, and free of any impurity (whether the impurity of death, of ejaculation or nocturnal emission, a woman or girl having her period or a genital emission, etc.). It is forbidden to enter the synagogue after touching anything impure: “You shall put the Israelites on guard against their uncleanness, lest they die through their uncleanness by defiling My Tabernacle which is among them” (Lev. 15:31).
In order to become purified, once the period of impurity is over, the impure person must wash themselves in fresh water and change their impure clothes for pure ones (that is, laundered ones), as it says: “He shall bathe his body in fresh water; then he shall be clean” (Lev. 15:13). That is, according to the Bible, purification must be achieved by bathing in fresh (that is, flowing) water. A mikveh is therefore not the proper method of purification, as Rabbanite Jews think: in fact, what one does in a mikveh is an immersion in stagnant water. In contemporary Karaite Judaism, purification is achieved by taking a shower.

2. Entering the synagogue in appropriate clothing — Given that the synagogue is a sacred location, one must be extremely careful to wear modest, appropriate clothing. One must always first take off one’s shoes in accordance with the verse: “Remove your sandals from your feet, for the place on which you stand is holy ground” (Exod. 3:5). It is absurd to enter a sacred space wearing shoes with which we have trodden on filthy, impure places.[footnoteRef:27] The priests did not wear their shoes while serving in the Temple. The obligation to cover one’s head during prayer is based on the imitation of the High Priest, who wore a headdress while serving in the sanctuary, and of the turbans worn by the priests, the sons of Aaron.[footnoteRef:28] Given that, nowadays, the sacrifices have been abolished and replaced by prayer, all worshippers are obligated to cover their heads when praying, as the High Priest did in the Temple. [27:  Removal of the shoes before prayer was practiced in such Jewish communities as those of Yemen, Persia, India, and Ethiopia.]  [28:  Exod 29:9: “Wind turbans upon them, and gird both Aaron and his sons with sashes. And so they shall have priesthood as their right for all time.”] 


[bookmark: _Toc72919065]The Structure of the Synagogue
The synagogue is divided into three main sections: the hall, the hekhal (on which stands the prayer leader’s lectern) and the debir (the holy ark), which faces Jerusalem.
The floor of the synagogue is carpeted, but there are no benches, like the Temple, where there were no chairs, and like the synagogues of old. This is in order to make it possible to reenact all the movements associated with prayers in the Bible within the synagogue.

[bookmark: _Toc72919066]The Prayer Movements
From an examination of the prayers mentioned in the Bible, we learn that one who is praying must move their limbs while praying, as body must participate along with the soul in their words of one’s mouth and the meditations of one’s heart: “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to You” (Ps. 19:15). A careful study of the Bible tells us that our patriarchs, prophets, and kings prayed in the following way:
1. Standing — “To stand every morning to praise and extol the Lord, and at evening too” (1 Chr. 23:30).
2. Bowing — “You must worship only the Lord your God … to Him alone shall you bow down” (2 Kgs. 17:36); “And new moon after new moon, Sabbath after Sabbath, all flesh shall come to bow down to Me — said the Lord” (Isa. 66:23).
3. Prostration — “All the Israelites witnessed the descent of the fire and the glory of the Lord on the House; they prostrated themselves with their faces to the ground” (2 Chr. 7:3).
4. Kneeling — “let us bend the knee before the Lord our maker” (Ps. 95:6).
5. Bowing their head — “Then they bowed their heads and prostrated themselves before the Lord with their faces to the ground” (Neh. 8:6).
6. Falling on their face — “And they fell on their faces” (Num. 16:22); “All the people fell on their faces and cried out: ‘The Lord alone is God, the Lord alone is God!’” (1 Kgs. 18:39).
7. Lifting up their eyes — “To You, enthroned in heaven, I lift up my eyes” (Ps. 123:1).
8. Lifting up their hands — “Lift your hands toward the sanctuary and bless the Lord” (Ps. 134:2).
9. Stretching out their hands — “I stretched out my hands to You, longing for You like thirsty earth” (Ps. 143:6).

We are careful to fulfill all the motions mentioned above in every prayer, whether private or public, whether on a weekday or on the Sabbath and festivals.
It is important to note that this way of praying is mentioned in many Rabbinic sources as the earliest kind of Jewish prayer and as the appropriate way to pray. For example, Maimonides teaches that one must bow down in prayer.[footnoteRef:29] He countered the criticism that this was done in imitation of the Ishmaelites, pointing out that it would be equally absurd to say that, since the Christians (at least in his time) prayed in the direction of Jerusalem, it was forbidden for Jews to pray facing Jerusalem (it is a historical fact that Islam was established long after Judaism). [29:  Mishneh Torah, The Book of Love, Laws of Prayer and the Priestly Blessing, chapter 5.] 


[bookmark: _Toc72919067]The Manner and Content of Prayer
Most of the praying in Karaite Judaism is conducted as a chanted call-and-response, a dialogue between the prayer leader and the congregation, who join together for a complete prayer, primarily made up of verses from the Psalms and other books of the Bible, as well as liturgical poetry, songs, and blessings written by our sages of blessed memory.
The prayer is composed of seven parts:
1. Praise — A psalm that expresses praise of the Creator by alluding to His greatness and power.
2. Thanks — Biblical verses that allude to God’s uniqueness, His deeds, and the obligation to worship Him, among them: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4).
3. Confession — Reference is made to our transgressions and those of our ancestors, on which account the Temple was destroyed and the worship of God was annulled. For example: “Now, what can we say in the face of this, O our God?” (Ezra 9:10).
4. Request — The request always comes after the confession. At this stage, the one who is praying begs forgiveness and expiation for his transgressions: “O Lord, hear! O Lord, forgive! O Lord, listen, and act without delay!” (Dan. 9:19).
5. [image: ]Supplication — The supplication is included as part of the request. For example: “May these words of mine, which I have offered in supplication before the Lord, be close to the Lord our God day and night, that He may provide for His servant and for His people Israel, according to each day’s needs” (1 Kgs. 8:59).
6. Crying out — Verses in which one cries out about the length of the exile and the delay in attaining the end of days.
7. Recitation — The Kedushot and the recitation of the Shema.

[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc72919068]
“Bind them as a sign on your hand and let them serve as totaphot on your forehead”[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Deut. 6:8.] 

In Karaite Judaism, we view this commandment as a metaphor; the actual commandment is to learn and repeat the commandments of the Torah with all our might. In this way, they become fluent in our mouths, etched in our minds, and expressed in our deeds.
In Karaite Judaism we do not interpret this verse as instructing us to literally bind something around our hand or our head.

[bookmark: _Toc72919069]What Made Us Conclude That This Verse is a Metaphor?
1. The Bible is rich in metaphor and figurative language. For example, in the verse “His own life is so bound up with that of the boy” (Gen. 44:30), the word “bound” is used metaphorically to illustrate the strong emotional connection between Jacob and his son Benjamin. This too is of course metaphoric: “Take to heart these instructions with which I charge you this day” (Deut. 6:6).
2. The word totaphot actually means “reminder.” Proof of this can be found in the phrasing of the corresponding verse in Exodus: “This shall serve for you as a sign on your hand and as a reminder on your forehead” (Exod. 13:9). This verse parallels what that same chapter goes on to say: “It shall be as a sign upon your hand and as totaphot on your forehead” (Exod. 13:16). It is therefore clear that the word totaphot means “reminder,” in accordance with the synonymous parallelism between these two verses.[footnoteRef:31] In other words, it is obligatory to repeat the Torah and learn it well in order for it to remain in our memory (as totaphot, a “reminder” on our heads), so that it is fluent in our mouths, and expressed in our deeds (as if tied, metaphorically, onto our hands). We should remember it and always see it before our eyes wherever we go and wherever we find ourselves. [31:  "Synonymous parallelism” is one of the most widely used literary devices in the Bible: two lines in which Line B repeats the idea of Line A in different words.] 

This is in contrast to the kind of tangible commandments noted explicitly in the Torah, such as the commandment about the fringes: “The Lord said to Moses: Speak to the Israelite people and instruct them to make for themselves fringes on the corners of their garments throughout the ages; let them attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner. That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the commandments of the Lord and observe them, so that you do not follow your heart and eyes in your lustful urge” (Num. 15:37-39).
In light of all this, we learn that the meaning of the commandment is to learn the Torah well and constantly repeat it so that it will be fluent in our mouths. The goal is to learn the commandments of the Torah and abide by them. The notion of phylacteries, therefore, does not exist at all in Karaite Judaism.

[bookmark: _Toc72919070][image: ] “Attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner”[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Num 15:38.] 

The commandment of the fringe is an important commandment: it leads one to remember always the Lord’s commandments and fulfill them. This commandment appears first in the book of Numbers: “The Lord said to Moses as follows: Speak to the Israelite people and instruct them to make for themselves fringes on the corners of their garments throughout the ages; let them attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner. That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the commandments of the Lord and observe them, so that you do not follow your heart and eyes in your lustful urge. Thus, you shall be reminded to observe all My commandments and to be holy to your God” (Num. 15:37-40).
From these verses we learn that one must weave a blue cord into the fringe. Yet there is no restriction regarding the source of this blue dye, except that it must be kosher.
[bookmark: _Toc72919071]By contrast, our Rabbanite brethren have added to this commandment certain limitations on the source of this dye. According to them, it must be extracted solely from a rare species of snail,[footnoteRef:33] a non-kosher animal. [33:  T. Menahot chapter 9.] 


Purity and Impurity
We Karaite Jews try very hard to keep and to fulfill the rules of purity and impurity in accordance with what is written in the Torah. There are three levels of impurity:
1. Light impurity.
2. Middling impurity.
3. Severe impurity.
[bookmark: _Toc72919072]
Light (One Day) Impurity
Light impurity may also be divided into three levels:
Primary — Impurity that stems from the body, such as ejaculation of semen or the emission of seed from a man’s body during the night.
Secondary — External impurity, which stems from touching impure things: dead animals, reptiles, lepers, women having their period, someone who is experiencing genital discharge, or who is already impure due to contact with death.
Tertiary — Anything that comes from something impure is itself impure. This includes anything that comes from a non-kosher animal, e.g. camel’s milk or ostrich eggs.
The process of purification from a state of light impurity requires washing with water and laundering one’s clothes. The state of impurity expires with this purification at evening (sunset). Light impurity does not convey impurity to others by contact, nor by sitting or lying down. The Torah requires us to purify ourselves by washing with fresh water, as it says: “He shall bathe his body in fresh water; then he shall be clean” (Lev. 15:13). “Fresh” water means water that is fit to drink. It may be drawn from a well or from any other clean source, as it says: “They found there a well of fresh water” (Gen. 26:19). This differs from Rabbinic Halakha, according to which one is obligated to immerse oneself in a mikveh. Karaite Halakha sees no need for immersion; it simply dictates washing off the impurity with clean water.

[bookmark: _Toc72919073]Intermediate Impurity
This impurity is divided into two main types:
Primary — Impurity stemming from the body, like that of a woman having her period or someone with a genital discharge. This impurity lasts for seven days, provided that the source of the impurity is gone. That is, for example, the leper (let us say) is cured or the woman’s period is over before seven days have passed.
In the event that the flow of menstrual blood has not ceased during the seven days, she is defined as having a genital emission. In this situation, the woman must wait until the blood has ceased to appear and then count from the last appearance of blood seven clean days with no blood, after which she can purify herself. When the Temple was in existence, such a woman would bring a sacrifice.
In Rabbinic Judaism every woman is considered as experiencing genital emission and required to count seven clean days from the end of her period. This practice is an addition to the commandments of the Torah.[footnoteRef:34] Moreover, contemporary physicians and researchers assert that this law of seven clean days has negative medical consequences.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Shulhan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 196.]  [35:  Dr. Daniel Rozenak, To Restore Purity to Its Former Glory: The Stricture of “Seven Clean Days” and Its Consequences — Medical, Halakhic, Ethical, and National Perspectives (Yediot Books, 2011); in Hebrew.] 

A further case is the impurity of a woman who has given birth. In this situation, the Torah distinguishes between the birth of a male and that of a female. If the child is male, the commandment is: “She shall be unclean seven days; she shall be unclean as at the time of her menstrual infirmity. … She shall remain in a state of blood purification for thirty-three days” (Lev. 12:2, 4). But if the child is female, “She shall be unclean two weeks as during her menstruation, and she shall remain in a state of blood purification for sixty-six days” (Lev. 12:5). After this, the woman was obligated to make a sacrifice.
Secondary — External impurity resulting from contact with blood of primary impurity, that is, a man who comes into contact with menstrual blood is impure for seven days.
Purification from these types of impurity is also performed by bathing and washing one’s clothes.
[bookmark: _Toc72919074]
Severe Impurity
The most severe kind of impurity is corpse impurity. Unlike, like light or intermediate impurity, which can be acquired through contact, this kind of impurity may even be acquired by “tenting.” That is, it is enough to find oneself under the same roof as a corpse in order to become unclean for seven days.
There is no such thing as purification from corpse impurity nowadays, since we have no priests to sprinkle water on the person requiring purification, nor do we have the required water for cleansing, made from the ashes of the red heifer. Thus, everyone must try to avoid corpse impurity to the extent possible.
We do everything we can to purify ourselves from corpse impurity — we wash on the seventh day and launder everything that has become impure. Our sages have learned from the Torah that nowadays, in the absence of the water of lustration for cleansing (made with the ashes of the red heifer), to achieve purification from corpse impurity one must look back to the time before the reception of the Torah. Thus, it is achieved by bathing in fresh water.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  It is akin to the purification that was necessary at Sinai before the giving of the Torah with its laws of purification and the instructions about the red heifer: “Consecrate them today and tomorrow and have them wash their clothes” (Exodus 19:10).] 

We similarly do not categorize the general run of humanity today as being tainted with corpse impurity, since one who has not come into contact with a corpse or been made impure by “tenting” is not corpse-impure.

[bookmark: _Toc72919075]Amulets and Prostrating Oneself on the Graves of the Righteous — A Commandment or a Severe Prohibition?
Karaite Judaism rejects the use of amulets of any kind. Amulets fall within the category of idol worship, which the Torah prohibits and condemns. Nor is it permissible to believe in the other abominations of the pagans: “Let no one be found among you who consigns his son or daughter to the fire, or who is an augur, a soothsayer, a diviner, a sorcerer, one who casts spells, or one who consults ghosts or familiar spirits, or one who inquires of the dead” (Deut. 18:10-11).
According to Karaite Judaism, all the doings of magicians and “miracle workers” are contrary to the approach of the Torah: “Put not your trust in the great, in mortal man who cannot save. His breath departs; he returns to the dust; on that day his plans come to nothing” (Ps. 146:3-4). We are obligated to place our trust in God alone and not in any human being, living or dead.
In Rabbinic Judaism, by contrast, there is a widespread phenomenon of pilgrimage to the graves of the righteous, prostrating oneself on the grave, and beseeching the dead. Sick people visit the graves of the righteous to request that their afflictions be healed, barren women pray to become pregnant, and more.

• • •
#


[bookmark: _Toc72919076]The Status of Women in Karaite Judaism

From a Karaite perspective, women are considered the equals of men. Karaite sages have an unreservedly positive attitude with regard to women. This is expressed in a number of differences between the customs of Karaite Judaism and those of Rabbinic Judaism:
1. In Karaite Judaism, a woman’s testimony is treated on a par with that of a man. Deuteronomy states: “A single witness may not validate against a person any guilt or blame for any offense that may be committed; a case can be valid only on the testimony of two witnesses or more” (Deut. 19:15). Karaites view men and women alike as adequate witnesses, since the Torah’s commandments are generally directed at both sexes, except for those commandments specifically designated to either sex.
By contrast, in Rabbinic Judaism, a woman cannot be a valid witness. Maimonides explains it thus: “‘Two witnesses’ uses masculine grammatical forms, not feminine ones.”[footnoteRef:37] We do not accept this argument; after all, the Ten Commandments also use masculine grammatical forms, and no one concludes from this that only men are forbidden to commit murder — the commandment “You shall not kill” uses the masculine form but applies to both genders. [37:  Mishneh Torah, Laws of Testimony 9:2.] 

2. In Karaite Judaism, women may serve as judges. We learn this from the story of Deborah, who was both a prophet and a judge. “Deborah … was judging Israel at that time … and the Israelites would come to her for judicial decisions” (Jud.4:4-5).
By contrast, in Rabbinic Judaism a woman cannot serve as a judge.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Talmud, Tractate Yevamot.] 

3. In Karaite Judaism, a divorced woman does need a get, a document of divorce, but the court is authorized to grant her one if the husband refuses to do so on invalid grounds. So there are no agunot, no “chained” women, in Karaite Judaism. The ketubah is a marriage contract between a man and a woman and if one side or the other does not fill his/her obligations to the other, meaning that there are grounds for divorce, the Karaite religious court is authorized to give the woman a get even if the husband refuses.
In Rabbinic Judaism, by contrast, no woman can be divorced without the consent of the husband. Hence there are, most unfortunately, more than a few cases in which women seeking a divorce are faced with their husband’s refusal to grant one, which leads to their remaining agunot — that is, they remain married against their will.
4. In Karaite Judaism, women take an active part in the prayers and even recite liturgical poetry during the service. Exodus tells us that Miriam the prophetess sang to the men at the time of the exodus: “Then Miriam the prophetess, Aaron’s sister, took a timbrel in her hand, and all the women went out after her in dance with timbrels. And Miriam chanted for them [lahem, the masculine form]: Sing to the Lord, for He has triumphed gloriously; horse and driver He has hurled into the sea” (Exod. 15:20-21). This is not a unique occurrence; as noted, Deborah too sang: “On that day Deborah and Barak son of Abinoam sang” (Jud. 5:1).
In Rabbinic Judaism, by contrast, the law asserts that “a woman’s voice is sexual,”[footnoteRef:39] meaning that it is forbidden for a man to hear a woman singing (unless she is married to him) for reasons of modesty. [39:  B. Ber. 24a.] 

5. In Karaite Judaism women may hold leadership positions: head of state, queen, or any other position of power. Women may perform circumcisions (Zipporah circumcised her son: “Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and touched his legs with it, saying, ‘You are truly a bridegroom of blood to me!’” [Exod. 4:25]), and hold positions of leadership (Deborah the prophetess, Yael). In 11th-century Spain, after the death of the leader of the Karaites, Sidi Ibn al-Taras, his wife Al-Mu’allima (“the teacher”), was named the chief hakham (“sage”) of Spain.
In Rabbinic Judaism, says Maimonides, “We do not promote a woman to kingship.”[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Laws of Kings 1:5.] 

6. In Karaite Judaism, upon arising, both women and men recite the blessing, “Blessed is the One who created me in human form.” It is written: “And God created man in His image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them” (Gen. 1:27).
In Rabbinic Judaism, by contrast, every morning men recite “Blessed is the One who did not make me a woman,” while women recite “Blessed is the One who made me according to His will.”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Ber. 6:23. [I have no idea what מסכת ברכות, ו כג means. The men’s blessing cited here is on B. Men. 43b; the women’s blessing is medieval and of unknown origin.]] 

7. In Karaite Judaism, just as women have the same rights as men, so too they have the same obligations. The commandments of the Torah are directed at both sexes, except for those commandments specifically directed at men.
By contrast, Rabbinic Judaism exempts women from time-bound commandments.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  M. Kid. 1:7.] 

8. In Karaite Judaism, the marriage contract (the ketubah) is indeed a “contract” between a man and his wife, which establishes their mutual obligations. And a contract, in order to be valid, must be signed by both parties. In Karaite Judaism, therefore, both the man and the woman sign the marriage contract.


In Rabbinic Judaism, by contrast, the marriage contract is a document declaring the man’s obligations toward the woman, so only the man signs it[image: ].
• • •
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[bookmark: _Toc72919077]Baby-Naming Ceremony for Girls

When a baby girl is born, we devote a special ceremony to her. At this ceremony, called zeved ha-bat, the girl is given a name. It is customary to hold the ceremony after the 80-day period during which the woman who has borne a girl remains impure. At the ceremony various biblical passages are read that describe the creation of humanity (male and female), and songs are sung to God in praise and thanks for the birth of the girl and her joining the community.



The word zeved is a hapax legomenon: a word that occurs in the Bible only once. It means “gift,” and it is associated with the birth of Dinah, the daughter of Leah and Jacob. “Leah said, “God has given me a choice gift … and she bore him a daughter” (Gen. 30:20-21). This rejoicing at the birth of a daughter says a great deal about the status of women in the Karaite community. The blessing recited over the newborn also testifies to equality between the sexes, since it invokes Torah learning: “Just as we have merited to see her birth and her naming, so may we merit to see her Torah learning, her rejoicing, and her marriage! May she increase and proliferate!”[footnoteRef:43] [43:  The Book of Blessings, Prayerbook, Part 4.] 



• • •
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[bookmark: _Toc72919078]Circumcision
We first encounter the commandment of the covenant in Genesis, where we are told, “Throughout the generations, every male among you shall be circumcised at the age of eight days” (Gen. 17:12).
The procedure for circumcision[footnoteRef:44] in Karaite Judaism adheres to the plain meaning of the text. The Torah commands us: “On the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised” (Lev. 12:3), therefore Karaite mohalim perform a procedure that removes all the skin that surrounds the glans. Rabbanite circumcision adds two further steps, priyah and metzitzah: [44:  Read more about it at www.brit-mila.org.il. [Is there an English version of this?]] 

Priyah – removal of the epithelium, the thin inner skin that covers the glans (the tip of the penis) with the fingernails rather than with a utensil.
Metzitzah — the baby’s penis is sucked by the mohel to bring out what they consider “the blood of the covenant.”
Adding these two unnecessary actions exposes the baby to infection and disease, including herpes; it is well-known that more than a few babies have gotten ill or even died because of metzitzah.
Karaite mohalim adhere to what is written in the text and do not carry out the two steps mentioned above, thus preventing the boy who is being circumcised from unnecessary suffering and exposure to contamination and disease.
Karaite mohalim also use the most modern medical equipment.

[bookmark: _Toc72919079]The Circumcision Ceremony
We view the circumcision ceremony as an expression of the covenant between God and Israel and of the Jewish people’s adherence to its sacred traditions throughout the generations.
The circumcision ceremony, as we practice it, begins with the blessing of the fringes, after which it continues with a song in honor of the newborn, accompanied by three female attendants, who escort the baby into the location where the ceremony is to be held and bring him to the person seated on the circumcision chair. In Jewish life, no one walks alone; the newborn, too, is accompanied by attendants on the way to his circumcision. The role of the attendants is to receive the child from his mother at the beginning of the ceremony and to bring him to the godfather, who stands next to the mohel. It is customary to select as attendant a woman who has recently been married and not yet become a mother, or an unmarried girl. The attendant is accompanied by two women who stand on either side of her. The attendants walk back and forth seven times with the newborn, corresponding to the seven days of the week, while the guests chant the traditional songs of the covenant ceremony. They carry the baby on a cushion ornamented with myrtle branches, symbolizing renewal.
When the songs are finished, the thanksgiving and verses of asserting God’s oneness are recited, after which the mohel performs the circumcision.
After the circumcision, the person reciting the blessings announces the name of the circumcised boy, recites the blessing over the wine, and concludes by blessing the assembled guests.
[image: ]
Weddings and Marriage


The Karaite wedding ceremony is distinguished by its egalitarianism, expressed in the active role taken by the bride in the ceremony and by the couple’s mutual consent to be equal partners in their married life. The contents of the engagement document testify to this as well. This approach reflects the spirit of the community and the way in which Jews of the Bible implement the fundamentals of the text, the symbols and the customs passed down by tradition, in the spirit of contemporary times. One of the biblical sources for the design of this ceremony and its rituals is the description of the marriage of Ruth and Boaz (Ruth 4:9-13).
In the past, engagement and marriage were two separate ceremonies, which took place at separate times. Nowadays it is customary to have a single event that includes the oath of the covenant, the engagement blessing, the reading of the engagement document, and the seven wedding blessings.
The ceremony takes place in the presence of a minimum of ten witnesses (Ruth 4:2). It begins with a covenantal oath in which the groom declares that he is “engaging and marrying,” a formula that testifies to the unification of the two rituals. The oath goes on to state the conditions of the engagement: “To be my wife in purity and sanctity, via bridal fee, document, and intercourse, in accordance with the religion of Moses and Israel.” Then the groom puts the ring on the bride’s finger and declares, “I will espouse you forever: I will espouse you with righteousness and justice, and with goodness and mercy, and I will espouse you with faithfulness; then you shall be devoted to the Lord” (Hos. 2:21-22). The ring is the symbolic part of the bridal fee that the groom gives the bride as one of his obligations to her.
[bookmark: bookmark75][image: ]Even though there is no obligation to do so, the Karaite bride likewise puts a ring on the groom’s finger and says to him, “Let me be a seal upon your heart, like the seal upon your hand. For love is fierce as death, passion is mighty as Sheol; its darts are darts of fire, a blazing flame” (Song 8:6). This too attests to the woman’s equal status.

The wedding ceremony itself consists of the ritual of the seven blessings. First, the couple is wrapped together in a single prayer shawl, and the rabbi conducting the ceremony begins with the blessing over the wine. It is customary to mention the destruction of the Temple and of Jerusalem at every celebration. At a wedding too we say, “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither … if I do not keep Jerusalem in memory even at my happiest hour” (Ps. 137:5-6). The ceremony concludes with an invocation of the comfort and redemption that is yet to come, and with blessings for the groom, the bride, and all the guests.
[bookmark: _Toc72919080]
The Status of Children
In Karaite Judaism, the status of children derives first and foremost from that of the father, just as it is throughout the Bible: King David is called the son of Jesse, our master Moses is called the son of Amram, Joshua is the son of Nun, Caleb the son of Jephunneh, Abraham sired Isaac, and so on. A Jewish person’s status as priest, Levite, or Israelite has always been derived from the status of the father, so a Jew from birth can only be one who is the child of a Jewish father and a Jewish mother.
In Rabbinic Judaism, by contrast, anyone born of a Jewish mother is considered Jewish, and it is customary to call him “So-and-so, son of Such-and-Such a woman.”
[bookmark: _Toc72919081]
The Intense Connection to Jerusalem and the Land of Israel
Jerusalem is of course the holiest city in Judaism. There are a number of commandments connected with Jerusalem in the Bible, all of them concentrated on the centralization of the cult and the building of the Temple there. The main commandment is to go to Jerusalem three times a year on the pilgrimage festivals: the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Weeks, and the Feast of Booths: “Three times a year—on the Feast of Unleavened Bread, on the Feast of Weeks, and on the Feast of Booths—all your males shall appear before the Lord your God in the place that He will choose. They shall not appear before the Lord empty-handed” (Deut. 16:16). It is also a commandment to bring first fruits to Jerusalem (Exod. 23:19).	Comment by Author: [not Exod 23:17 as in the source]
In prayer, it is a commandment to face Jerusalem (and within Jerusalem to face the Temple Mount), as stated in Solomon’s prayer: “When Your people take the field against their enemies in a campaign on which You send them, and they pray to You in the direction of the city which You have chosen and the House which I have built to Your name” (2 Chr. 6:34).
From all this we learn how significant, indeed sacred, Jerusalem is to the Jewish people. Throughout the long exile, the longing of the Jews for Jerusalem and Israel has never ceased. It was expressed in poetry and song, in prayer, and in customs expressing our grief at the exile and at the destruction of the Temple. The great sage, our master Daniel al-Qumisi, who lived in the 9th century, encouraged us to return to Jerusalem and called on the Jews to come back to the land: “Hearken unto the Lord. Rise and come to Jerusalem, and let us return unto the Lord. But if you will not come because you are running about in tumult and haste after your merchandise, then send out of every city five men, together with their sustenance, in order that we might form a united company to supplicate our God continually upon the hills of Jerusalem.”[footnoteRef:45] But he did not stop at encouraging people to return to Jerusalem; he himself returned, joining the Avelei Zion (“Mourners for Zion”), a Karaite group that was in operation from the ninth century to the end of the eleventh century and settled in Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:46] [45:  Daniel al-Qumisi, Ha-Iggeret La-Tefutzot (see n. 13), p. 78. [not n. 11 as in the PDF]]  [46:  The Avelei Zion abstained from wine and meat as a sign of mourning for the destruction of Jerusalem.] 

In the early stages of the Karaite settlement in the land of Israel, use of Hebrew was made not only as a written language, but as a spoken language as well. In the first half of the ninth century, the Karaite Benjamin Nah’awandi called for the revival of Hebrew as a spoken language. We learn this from a short note by Qirqisani in his book Kitab al-Anwar wa-al-Maraqib (“The Book of Lights and Watchtowers”), in which he says of Nah’awandi: “He has requested that we speak among ourselves only in Hebrew.”[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Rina Drory, “Three Medieval Attempts at the Revival of Hebrew: The East, Muslim Spain, Christian Spain,” in Aderet Le-Binyamin: Jubilee Volume for Benjamin Harshav, ed. Ziva Ben-Porat (Tel Aviv: HaKibbutz HaMe’uhad/Porter Institute for Poetics and Semiotics, 2001), 176-191; in Hebrew.] 

With the Crusader conquest of Jerusalem in 1099, the Karaite community in Israel was destroyed, but it returned to the Holy Land in the twelfth century. Evidence for this comes from the Spanish traveler Estori Ha-Parhi (1322), who wrote that there was an established Karaite community in Jerusalem, in which “many Karaite scribes were engaged in writing Bibles.”[footnoteRef:48] 
 [48:  The Travels of Estori Ha-Parhi, year 5082.] 

[bookmark: _Toc72919082][image: Text

Description automatically generated]The Aleppo Codex
Karaite tradition maintains that the Torah was given to Moses at Sinai in complete form, with vowels and punctuation, since grammar and vocalization are of the utmost importance for the precise reading and in-depth understanding of the biblical text.
The tradition of the writing, reading, and preservation of the precise formulation of the text crystallized in two principal centers of Jewish life: Tiberias and Babylonia. Each of these centers created a structure of grammatical rules and notation whose purpose was the preservation of the textual tradition (the Masorah), along with a system of vowel signs and punctuation marks notating the manner of reading. The Tiberian Masorah, which was written down in the ninth century, was notated in the margins of the page, while the Babylonian Masorah was written as a separate work.
Contemporary Hebrew is based on the Tiberian tradition, which was adopted by all the Jews but for those in Babylonia and Yemen. The vast knowledge conveyed by this tradition took shape in several versions, associated with scribal families. The most notable of these Masoretic families is that of the Karaite Ben Asher, which was active for six generations. Alongside it was the school of Ben Naphtali, but their method was supplanted by that of Ben Asher, which was considered more precise.
The Tiberian vowel system and the Tiberian Masorah have been preserved in many medieval biblical manuscripts that survive to this day. The two best known among them are the Aleppo Codex (also known as “the Crown”), which was annotated by the Karaite sage Aharon b. Moshe Ben Asher in the tenth century, and the Leningrad Codex, written in 1010.
At the beginning of the tenth century, the Codex was transferred from Tiberias to the Karaite community in Jerusalem. There, in 1099, it was plundered by the Crusaders, who put it up for sale. The news from Jerusalem reached the affluent Jewish community in Fustat (old Cairo), which raised enough money to recover “the Crown.” Thus the Codex was exiled in Egypt, where Maimonides himself relied upon it when he wrote his famous Halakhic work, the Mishneh Torah. Around the fourteenth century, Maimonides’ great-great-great-grandson emigrated to Aleppo, in Syria, and took the Codex with him. There it acquired its name the Aleppo Codex and was preserved for many centuries. Its arrival made it the jewel in the crown of the Jewish community in Aleppo.
In 1947, with the outbreak of Israel’s War of Independence, rioting against the Jews of Aleppo began. “The Crown” was concealed in various hiding places and in 1958, after much persuasion by representatives from Israel, chiefly Israel’s second president, Yitzhak Ben Zvi, the Crown was smuggled to Turkey. From there it made its way to Jerusalem, where it now resides. With its return to Israel, it was presented to President Ben Zvi.	Comment by Author: The war, and the rioting in Aleppo, broke out in 1947, after the UN resolution.

[bookmark: _Toc72919083]The Firkovich Collection
[image: A close-up of a book

Description automatically generated with low confidence]One of the most important collections of Jewish manuscripts in the world for scholarly research is the collection named after the Karaite scholar Abraham Firkovich in the Russian National Library in St. Petersburg. Firkovich assembled this collection of manuscripts throughout his life, and they reflect various realms of Jewish creativity throughout the ages. The scholar Abraham b. Samuel Firkovich was born in Lutsk, Poland, in 1787, turned to scholarship and devoted his time to study. He quickly became noted for his learning and began to fill various educational roles in the Karaite community of Lutsk. Later, he moved to Crimea, where he developed a special love of collecting manuscripts; he bought many manuscripts at that time, both Karaite and Rabbinic, in Constantinople, Jerusalem, Aleppo, and Egypt. These collections eventually made their way to the National Library in St. Petersburg.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Zeev Elkin and Menaham Ben-Sasson, “Abraham Firkovich and the Cairo Genizas in the Light of His Personal Archive,” Pe’amim 90 (2002): 51-95; in Hebrew.] 

With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the cessation of persecution against the Jewish religion, these manuscript treasures became available to the public. Today there is no question of the importance of the manuscripts in the Firkovich collection in St. Petersburg for every aspect of Jewish studies.
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[bookmark: _Toc72919084]Lexicons and Grammars
The activity of Karaite scholars in the various aspects of Hebrew grammar was groundbreaking, constituting the basis for many subsequent works, including those by Rabbanite Jews.
The grammarian and exegete Aharon b. Jeshua (Abu al-Faraj Harun) was one of the most prominent scholars who worked in Jerusalem in the second half of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh centuries. His Hidāyat al-Qāri (“The Reader’s Guide”) describes the phonetics of the letters and vowels of the biblical text. The Rabbinic scholars in Spain, among them Abraham Ibn Ezra, quoted it frequently, though without mentioning the name of the author, whom they called “the Jerusalem grammarian.”
Jerusalem was also the place where the first, and one of the most important lexicons of biblical Hebrew was composed by the Karaite scholar David Abraham Alfasi. This dictionary was written some 70 years before that of Jonah Ibn Janah, the Spaniard, who was apparently familiar with it.

[bookmark: _Toc72919085]The Dispersion of Karaite Jewry Throughout the World
Today some 40,000 Karaite Jews live in Israel, in cities, towns, and collective settlements throughout the length and breadth of the country.
Most of the communal activity takes place in the ten largest congregations: Ramleh, Ashdod, Jerusalem, Bat Yam, Rishon LeZion, Kiryat Gat, Ofakim, Beersheba, and in the villages of Matzliach and Renan.
Community members work in all branches of the economy: agriculture, industry, science, education, medicine, and in a variety of occupations such as the liberal professions, the security services (overt and covert), in public service as workers and supervisors, and they are reliable and diligent. Many of them are exemplary workers, and some have even won “Outstanding Employee” awards, occupational safety awards, and the like.
Part of our community is still scattered throughout the rest of the world, amounting to about 10,000 people. They can be found in the United States, Canada, the former Soviet Union states (in the Crimea, Georgia, and elsewhere), Poland, Turkey, Australia, France, England, Switzerland, and more.

[bookmark: _Toc72919086]Side by Side from Nursery School to University, via Military Services
The younger generation of the community continues its ancestral traditions with a view to the future. They are studying in all the educational institutions in the country, from nursery school to university.
The feeling of unity and a shared fate as part of the Jewish people has always been a part of the Karaite spirit. Among the precious sacrifices that the nation of Israel made in the struggle to establish the State and keep it safe were the best of our sons, first and foremost Lt. Col. Dr. Moshe Marzouk (Z”L), one of the nation’s first soldiers, who went to the gallows in Egypt, as well as others who sacrificed their health and even their lives for their homeland.

[bookmark: _Toc72919087]Preserving Our Customs and Traditions

The unique heritage of the community is preserved by passing the traditions and customs of Karaite Judaism on to the younger generation.
Today, the community is organized as a non-profit organization providing religious services to all members of the community. We operate synagogues throughout the country to preserve our traditions and culture. We hold an annual Bible Contest and other activities for children and youth the year around, as well as camps and training session during school vacations. For adults, there are study sessions and cultural evenings devoted to preserving the tradition.
Under its umbrella, the community funds all the religious services needed by community members in the course of their lives, from celebrations of birth, through bar/bat mitzvahs, graduations, and weddings, to funerals, all according to Karaite Halakha.
The community operates a Karaite Jewish court for matters of personal status, with sole authority to issue marriage licenses and divorces to members of the community. The Hesed Shel Emet society takes care of everything necessary for those who have passed on and the members of their families, and maintains the cemeteries.

[image: A picture containing person, crowd

Description automatically generated]
Children’s Camps			The 2015 Bible Contest in Ramleh
[bookmark: _Toc72919088]
Finished, but Not Complete
[bookmark: _GoBack]There is simply not enough space to recount all the unique attributes of Karaite Judaism.
We have nonetheless noted in this handbook the main differences between Karaite Judaism and Rabbinic Judaism, providing the public with reliable information direct from the source about Karaite Judaism, which unfortunately suffers many rumors and faulty and misleading information.
For more information, visit the official English website of World Karaite Judaism at http://www.karaite.org.il/node/469.
On Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/karaite.juadism.

Visitors' Centers:

Bnei Mikra Heritage Center — open Sun-Thurs 8:30-17:00; call 02-6286688 to arrange for visits and guided tours. Tours at other times can be arranged in advance[image: ].
Ramleh Visitors’ Center — open Sun-Thurs 8:00-16:30; call 08-9249104 to arrange a visit.
Visits to our other community centers can be arranged in advance.
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