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The two Scots went home to Edinburgh 
and published their account the following 
year. They had no idea they were docu­
menting one of the most important Jewish 
thinkers of the nineteenth century - a 
man who would help set in motion the 
chain of events that produced the State 
of Israel.

Not your average rabbi
Yehuda Aryeh Leon Bibas was born in 1789 
in Gibraltar to a Sephardic family whose 
roots traced back to the Jews expelled 
from Spain in 1492. His ancestors wan­
dered to Morocco and eventually settled in 
Gibraltar, then under British rule, making 
Bibas a proud British subject - a fact he 
mentioned to Bonar with evident satis­
faction. His father, a kabbalist and Torah 
scholar, died while Bibas was still young, 
and he was sent to live with his grandfa­
ther in Livorno, Italy. There he acquired 
extraordinary range: deep mastery of 
halacha and kabbalah, fluency in English, 
Italian, and French, and a doctorate - he 
signed his name with the title L.D., Laureato

the Turks as the Greeks wrested their 
country.”1

The two ministers tracked him down. They 
found Rabbi Yehuda Aryeh Leon Bibas on 
the second day of Rosh Hashanah, 5600.

What followed was not the conversation 
they planned. Bonar later recorded that 
the moment they sat down, Rabbi Bibas 
“immediately began to speak of the situ­
ation of the Promised Land, asking us to 
say, Why G-d chose Israel for his peculiar 
people, and that portion of the earth as 
their land.” Every time the missionaries 
tried to redirect the conversation toward 
their own agenda, Bibas cut them off, 
“holding us to the point, if we had any 
pretensions to the character of logical 
reasoners.”2 He had no interest in their 
mission. He had his own.

When they rose to leave, Bonar recorded 
Bibas’s parting words: “He said that he 
was travelling for the sake of his degraded 
brethren, to see what might be done for 
them.”3

across Eastern Europe and the Middle East 
to assess the spiritual condition of Jewish 
communities. In Braila, a port city on the 
Danube, they heard about a rabbi from 
Corfu who had passed through recently - 
and the Jews there were still talking about 
him. A young Jewish man in Braila spoke 

of him with obvious excitement, 
“especially of this one senti­

ment, that the Jews must 
be instructed in science 

and in arms, that they 
may wrest the land 

of Palestine from
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I
n the autumn of 1839, two Scottish 
missionaries arrived in Bucharest on 
a mission to convert Jews. Andrew 
Bonar and Robert McCheyne were 
ministers of the Church of Scotland, sent
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