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Sacred Sites

Based on Mevakesh B’tzion — Connecting at the Kever:
A Practical Halachic Guide by Rabbi Nissan Shalomayev

Jewish gravesites have traditionally been
identified through three primary methods:
kabbalistic revelation,

transmission, and historical and archaeological evidence,
Kabbalistic revelation is particularly associated with the
Arizal, whose spiritual insight identified numerous graves

oral and written

with precision. Historical and archaeological evidence can help
confirm longstanding traditions. Oral and written transmission
includes traditions preserved by Jewish communities and
recorded by travelers and rabbanim over the centuries.

In Sha’ar Hagilgulim, Rav Chaim Vital records

numerous gravesites identified by
the Arizal. He writes that his teacher “would gaze
upon the souls of the tzaddikim at their graves,
recognize them, and converse with them,” adding
that he had verified the Arizal’s words and found
them true.

Rav Mordechai Gross (Admat Kodesh, ch. 8)
citing the Dvar Yehoshua (4:23), explains that ruach
hakodesh cannot be used to determine a halachic
ruling. However, it can establish a factual matter
that has halachic significance, such as determining
whether a grave belongs to a Jew or a gentile. In
such cases, relying on ruach hakodesh is not only
permissible but even essential.

Furthermore, Arizal’s revelations were not prophetic messages
from Heaven or expressions of ruach hakodesh, but a form of
direct spiritual perception. Because of his extraordinary holiness,
he could perceive spiritual realities much as a person perceives
the physical world through sight. This sanctified perception does
not conflict with the principle that the “Torah is not in heaven.”

The Sha'ar Hagilgulim lists over fifty graves identified by the
Arizal, including those of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, Rabbi Akiva,
Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, the Rambam, and
numerous other Tannaim and Amoraim throughout Tzfat, the
Galil, and Teveriah.

1. These sources include The Travels of Benyamin by Rav Benyamin of Tudela (1165-1173);
The Journey of Rav Petachya of Regensburg (c. 1175-1185); the travel account of Rav Yaakov
ben Rav Netanel (12th century); the journey of Rav Menachem ben Peretz of Chevron; The
Journey to the Land of Israel by Rav Shmuel ben Rav Shimshon (1210); the journeys of Rav
Yaakov, emissary of the yeshivah of Rabbenu Yechiel of Paris (mid-13th century); Paths
of Yerushalayim by Rav Yitzchak Chelo (1333); Kaftor Vaferach by Rav Ashtori Haparchi
(c. 1315); a travel manuscript by Rav Yitzchak Alfarah (1371); The Venetian Letter by an
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Other gravesites have been accepted based

on longstanding, uninterrupted tradition
and early travel records. These sites were also affirmed by great
rabbanim and recorded in works such as Eleh Massei by Rav
Moshe Chagiz, which documents holy sites and graves in
Yerushalayim, its surroundings, and Chevron.

The Mustaaravim, the indigenous Arabic-speaking Jews
communities of Eretz Yisrael, were regarded as authoritative
custodians of these local grave traditions because of their
continuous presence in the region.

Rav Yaakov Hillel (Vayashov Hayam

4:9:10) cautions against relying on rumors
or unclear stories when identifying the burial places of tzaddikim.
Without clear and reliable tradition from rabbanim and earlier
generations, he warns, a site could even be the grave of a non-Jew,
potentially causing harm rather than benefit.

History shows how easily mistakes and even
jokes can become accepted as fact. Near Modi'in,
for example, a structure was once believed to be
the grave of Matisyahu, until it was discovered that
four yeshivah students had placed a fake headstone
there as a joke.

The Steipler Gaon (Orchos Rabbeinu ch. 4, p. 368,
new edition)., maintained that gravesites should be
trusted only if they were revealed by the Arizal or
transmitted through reliable sources.

Rav Gamliel Rabinowitz (Tiv Hahitchazkut ch. 1, p.
21) notes that there are graves whose identities are
uncertain. Nevertheless, he maintains that a great
person isindeed buried at these sites, even if the name attributed
to the grave might be incorrect. He suggests that the fact that
people have been visiting these sites to pray for generations is
not coincidental; their prayers have created a connection to the
tzaddik buried there. Rav Yitzchak Morgenstern supports this
idea, writing that the collective prayers of those who visit these
sites can actually draw a part of the tzaddik’s neshamah to that
location.

In conclusion, before praying at a gravesite, one should ensure
that its identity is supported by reliable sources and accepted
tradition, so that respect for true tzaddikim and authentic
Jewish mesorah is preserved.
anonymous Venetian sage (1495); Journeys of the Land of Israel attributed to Rav Moshe
Basola (1522); Sefer Girushin by Rav Moshe Cordovero (1540); Yichus Hatzaddikim by Rav
Gershom of Kremila (1561); Sefer Yuchasin by Rav Avraham Zacuto (1566); a travel letter by
the author of the Shelah (1622); Emek Hamelech by Rav Naftali Hertz of Frankfurt (1648);
Shem Hagedolim by the Chida (18th century); and Tovat Mareh by Rav Raphael Ohana (19th

century).
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