Rabbi Ovadia Yosef
(born 1920)


Rabbi Ovadia Yosef is an Orthodox Judaism rabbi, Talmud scholar and a recognized authority in halakha (Jewish Law). He is the former Chief Sephardic Rabbi of the State of Israel and current spiritual leader of the Shas political party in Israel. A major figure in Haredi Judaism and revered by his followers, he considers voting in elections the key to influencing the State of Israel.

He was born in Baghdad, Iraq, but moved to Jerusalem with his family when he was four years old. He received semicha (rabbinical ordination) at the age of 20.

Rabbi Ovadia Yosef is considered to be a genius scholar and a grand Halacha arbiter (פוסק הלכות, posek) among religious Jews. He is generally considered the highest authority for Sephardi Jews. It is widely known that he makes himself available to any who need to meet with him at his home in the Jerusalem neighbourhood of Har Nof.

Among secular Israelis, Yosef is mainly famous for being the leader of Shas and for his fierce and sharp rhetoric, often combined with curses and ill-wishes to hated political leaders. Some argue that Yosef's quotes are hate speech.

Reactions to Yosef's "political" quotes have ranged from fury (the extreme Hofesh movement called for Yosef to be tried for incitement) to laughter. Shas spokespeople and Yosef's followers argue that his quotes were taken out of context and that they include technical religious terms (which the average person is not familiar with) and therefore misunderstood. For instance, Yosef is sometimes quoted as saying "The Lord shall return the Murderers' deeds on their own heads, waste their seed and exterminate them, devastate them and vanish them from this world." However, this is a quote from the Jewish scriptures.

In an article by Maariv, Yosef was described as the second most influential Rabbi in Israel, second only to Rabbi Yosef Shalom Elyashiv. He was described as:

The spiritual leader of Shas. The man most identified with the honorific title "Maran". He has considerable political strength, mainly because he controls the Knesset members of Shas. 

However, the key influence of Rabbi Ovadia Yosef is in the religious arena of halakha:

In addition, he has great influence in teaching and endowing of his Halakha way. Prayers Siddur according to Yoesf's verdicts are the most common in Sepharadi synagogues, and his Halakha books gained circulation beyond compare. Almost no one disputes the fact he is a Torah phenomenon, one of a kind. Despite this, he is "field Rabbi" and goes down to the common people with countless sermons. ... 

... Despite his controversial quotes and despite the damage caused to him by Shas's behavior in recent years, in the test of history books and studies that will be written in Universities after 50 years, and in the test of Halakha verdicts that will be taught, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef could be considered as the most influential Rabbis in Israel. 

Two years ago, Rabbi Ovadia was strongly criticized for saying that the “six million who were killed in the Holocaust were reincarnations of people who had sinned in a previous life”. This Tuesday, during his talk in the “Yechva Da’at” Beith Midrash (study center) in Har Nof, Jerusalem, he addressed the subject of the Holocaust again. This time he provided an even more controversial explanation, one that is anchored in both his tradition and that of his listeners. He placed the blame for the Holocaust on secular Jews and assimilation. He explained that when the Jewish people observe the Torah and its commandments it cannot be touched. “So what happened during the Holocaust?” he asked. “There were entire communities that were completely destroyed, without Torah and without commandments. They mixed with the gentiles, learned their languages. They thought that if there were close them, it would be good. However, it became their stumbling block… Because of their many sins, the Holy One’s fury was brought down upon them. That was the cause of everything that happened to us, all of the tribulations that we brought upon us.” 

He also dealt with the standard dilemma, why were ultra-orthodox Jews also killed in the Holocaust. “Unfortunate righteous people were also killed because of this but most of the wrath was on the evil ones who were opposed to the Torah, who associated with the gentiles, abandoned Torah and religion,” the Rabbi explained.
Rabbi Berel Wein on Rabbi Ovadia Yosef’’s Remarks

“…was the speech that Chacham Ovadia Yosef made to his Saturday night Jerusalem class, advancing a kabalistic, reincarnation-based theory as to G-d's reasons for the Holocaust. 

Now, that is too hidden and complicated a subject for me to deal with. My knowledge of kabala is limited, and I have given up trying to understand G-d's reasons for anything, especially the Holocaust. 

Nevertheless, anyone who has any familiarity with traditional Jewish thought, Kabbalah, Chassidic teachings and the wealth of Jewish folk tales knows that reincarnation, expiation of previous-life sins, and the nature of the exposition of hidden G-dly reasons for inexplicable human tragedy, was not shocked by what Chacham Ovadia said. Nothing in his words contained any calumny or insult to the innocent Jewish victims of the Holocaust. Rather, he was searching for a way to comfort Israel. 

Anyone who knows Chacham Ovadia, even cursorily, knows that he mourns for the victims of the Holocaust no less than the administrators of the Holocaust museums and organizations worldwide. 

Whether he should have addressed so painful a subject on open radio microphones, with an antagonistic media just waiting to pounce on any of his statements, is another matter. I think that by now he also probably wishes that the incident never occurred. “
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