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Hardware or Software: What Makes Jews Different?

Rabbi Shai Held

Opening Discussion Questions:
*Is Am Yisrael (the Jewish People) holy, and if so, in what way/s?
*Is Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel) holy, and if so, in what way/s?

*Is believing in the holiness of the Jewish people necessary for Jewish theology, dangerous for
Jewish theology, or both?

*Is believing in the holiness of the Land of Israel necessary for Jewish theology, dangerous for
Jewish theology, or both?

I. The Classic Divide: What is a Jew? (R’ Yehudah Halevi and Rambam)
R. Yehudah Halevi (1075-1141), Sefer HaKuzari

1:96 (on being descended from Ever)
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This is the true greatness, which descended directly from Adam. He was the noblest creature on
earth. Therefore you rank above all the other inhabitants of the earth.

103:1
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The sons of Jacob were distinguished from other people by godly qualities, which made them, so
to speak, an angelic caste. Each of them, being permeated by the divine essence, endeavored to
attain the degree of prophecy, and most of them succeeded in so doing. Those who were not
successful strove to approach it by means of pious acts, sanctity, purity, and intercourse with
prophets.
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Any Gentile who joins us unconditionally shares our good fortune, without, however, being quite
equal to us. If the Torah were binding on us only because God created us, the white and the
black man would be equal, since He created them all. But the Torah was given to us because He
led us out of Egypt, and remained attached to us, because we are the pick of mankind.

115:1
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Those who become Jews do not take equal rank with born Israelites, who are specially privileged
to attain to prophecy, while the former can only achieve something by learning from them, and
can only become pious and learned, but never prophets.

Rambam (1135-1204), Commentary to the Mishnah. Introduction to Perek Helek
(Sanhedrin ch. 10)
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When all these foundations are perfectly understood and believed in by a person he enters the
community of Israel and one is obligated to love and pity him and to act towards him in all the
ways in which the Creator has commanded that one should act towards his brother, with love and
fraternity. Even were he to commit every possible transgression, because of lust and because of
being overpowered by the evil inclination, he will be punished according to his rebelliousness,
but he has a portion of the world to come; he is one of the sinners of Israel. But if a man doubts
any of these foundations, he leaves the community of Israel, denies the fundamental, and is
called a sectarian, epikoros, and one who "cuts among the plantings." One is required to hate
him and destroy him. About such a person it was said, "Do I not hate them, O Lord, who hate
You" (Psalm 139:21)?

Exodus 5:6-19
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Now, therefore, if you will hearken unto My voice indeed, and keep My covenant, then you shall
be My own treasure from among all the peoples; for all the earth is mine. And you shall be unto
Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.
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Rambam, Guide of the Perplexed 3:32

W oW WK .DIRND 12 9730w 11 DI 1w DRI Y20 99 XK AT ,0IRND IO OX 7977 10 NRYY XK
'N° INYITOR WITR MM 223 NaYnn 11NNk a"yn
For sudden transition from one opposite to to another is impossible. And therefore man,
according to his nature, is not capable of suddenly abandoning all to which he has become
accustomed. As therefore God sent Moses our Master to make out of us "a kingdom of priests
and a holy nation"--through the knowledge of Him.

Rambam Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Shemittah VeYovel, 13:12-13
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Halacha 12

Why did the Levites not receive a portion in the inheritance of Eretz Yisrael and in the spoils of
war like their brethren? Because they were set aside to serve God and minister unto Him and to
instruct people at large in His just paths and righteous judgments, as [Deuteronomy 33:10] states:
"They will teach Your judgments to Jacob and Your Torah to Israel." Therefore they were set
apart from the ways of the world. They do not wage war like the remainder of the Jewish people,
nor do they receive an inheritance, nor do they acquire for themselves through their physical
power. Instead, they are God's legion, as [ibid.:11]: states: "God has blessed His legion" and He
provides for them, as [Numbers 18:20] states: "I am your portion and your inheritance."

Halacha 13

Not only the tribe of Levi, but any one of the inhabitants of the world whose spirit generously
motivates him and he understands with his wisdom to set himself aside and stand before God to
serve Him and minister to Him and to know God, proceeding justly as God made him, removing
from his neck the yoke of the many reckonings which people seek, he is sanctified as holy of
holies. God will be His portion and heritage forever and will provide what is sufficient for him in
this world like He provides for the priests and the Levites. And thus David declared [Psalms
16:5]: "God is the lot of my portion; You are my cup, You support my lot."
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David Hartman, Israelis and the Jewish Tradition, p. 81

Simply stated, neither ethnicity nor biology is an essential condition for becoming nahalat ha-
shem, God’s “portion and inheritance.” All who walk in the spiritual ways of Abraham share the
same holiness as the tribe of Levi. Qedushah (holiness) is not a genetic property unique to the
people of Israel. Although the service of God was institutionalized and holiness turned into a
property legally defined by biology, geography, and nationality, a deeper understanding of
gedusha posit a universal ideal transcending racial and national distinctions and ritual forms of
worship.

I1. Essentialism Run Wild?
R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot, p.156

5o 0919 ™A DAY 1) ,ANTAYY ANNON ,ANDRW ,07N7I0N TR L,ANTAYY  NORRIWT AW 1A 77300
LREA1°MND 977 P DOIIARA 7AW A0 WO QTR WHI 1AW 27N PINY N 2172 N X L0 AT
SNIDR NXY 9727 W QPIWROT 1A PaR

The difference between the Jewish soul-- its essence, inner desires, aspiration, character and
standing-- and the soul of the nations—all of them, whatever their level, is greater and deeper
than the difference between the soul of man and the soul of a beast, since the latter difference is
merely quantitative, while the latter is one of essence.

Rabbi Ya’akov Harlap (1883-1951) , Mei Marom, vol. 6, p. 336
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The nations of the world cannot be like Israel in any way at all, since the difference between
Israel and the nations is not merely hierarchical. Rather, the difference between them is like an
abyss, exactly like the difference between light and darkness. .. Israel has entirely different
essence than the nations, and not only where soul is concerned, but also regarding body: even
though each appears to have 248 limbs and 365 sinews, and each eats and drinks—nevertheless
one should know and feel that the limbs and sinews of Israel are different from the limbs and
sinews of the nations of the world. Their eating is different, their drinking is different, and even
their sleeping is different.
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III. The Classic Divide, Part 2: Land
Yehuda Halevi, Kuzari I1: 14
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The Rabbi: Whosoever prophesied did so either in the [Holy] Land, or concerning it, viz.
Abraham in order to reach it, Ezekiel and Daniel on account of it. The two latter had lived during
the time of the first Temple, had seen the Shekhinah, through the influence of which each one
who was duly prepared became of the elect, and able to prophesy. Adam lived and died in the
land. Tradition tells us that in the cave [of Machpelah] were buried the four pairs: Adam and
Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebeccah, Jacob and Leah. This is the land which bore the
name 'before the Lord,' and of which it is stated that 'the eyes of the Lord thy God are always
upon it' (Deut. xi. 12). It was also the first object of jealousy and envy between Cain and Abel,
when they desired to know which of them would be Adam's successor, and heir to his essence
and intrinsic perfection; to inherit the land, and to stand in connexion with the divine influence,
whilst the other would be a nonentity. Then Abel was killed by Cain, and the realm was without
an heir. It is stated that 'Cain' went out of the presence of Lord (Gen. iv. 16), which means that he
left the land, saying: 'Behold, Thou hast driven me out this day.’

Yehuda Halevi, Kuzari I1: 20
W YEARD PRI TR

The Land of Israel Lies at the Center of the World

Menachem Kellner, Maimonides' Confrontation with Mysticism, p. 107

A large number of scholars have written about Maimonides' understanding of the sanctity of the
Land of Israel. It is no doubt unfair to summarize a large number of fine studies in one sentence,
but they all make much the same claim: for Maimonides, the land of Israel is special because of
what has taken place there and because of the commandments which can only be fulfilled there.
Unlike Halevi, who held the sanctity of the Land of Israel to be something built into the universe
from the instant of creation, Maimonides understands its sanctity as historically contingent.

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Terumah 1:5

3197 7N 9% TNWRD TWITRW L INWITR 1702 1930 1190 TIWRY TWITR WIPNI 0°I%R W R 9o
TWVIR WP PR NXPP2 1R A7INT "2 199w 1190 ,K127 TNYR AW XY anywh qwTp 7291 w2t
W A PPN R?Y 2R Y9 072 AT NIRRT AN WINLR? TRV Snvwh 29w NI 1w

www.mechonhadar.org

5



o 2B

MECHON HADAR

IR N2 PN WITER 11737 ,M0Yawa 0% OPhY 19107 2T MIWYRM N 0 010 K21 1w 922
TWYAR 1 TIUDY NHPWR DY 7111 RITY 922 99 012 001N KOW NmIpnT aniRng

All territories held by the Jews who came up from Egypt. and consecrated with the first
consecration, subsequently lost their sanctity when the people were exiled there from, inasmuch
as the first consecration was due solely to conquest and therefore was effective only during its
duration and not for all future time. When the exiles were returned and held parts of the Land,
they consecrated it a second time with a consecration that is to endure forever both for its
duration and for all future time. {The Sages, however] left the places held by those who came up
from Babylonia in their former status and did not exempt them from the heave offerings and
tithes, in order that the poor people might derive sustenance from them during the Sabbatical
year. Our saintly Rabbi [Judah the Prince], however, granted dispensation to Beth-Shean, out of
the places not held by those who came up from Babylonia, and it is counted with Ashkelon and '
is exempt from tithes.

Kellner, Maimonides' Confrontation, p. 108

It is evident from Maimonides' discussion here and in many other places that the sanctity of the
Land of Israel is a consequence of the commandments which obtain only in the land, and is so
far from essentialist that in the past this holiness came and went, so to speak.

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Melakhim 5:9-12

v 1990

LPIRD TN 2Mov 1 2R IR WK R IN 70 TR0 KR L0917 PIRD IR DRIW PORG NRYD 10K
I3 PO T T WYY TV 2V QW P 19 OK RPK 0K 7RG %I Nowh 2aR ,A7IM0R RIT RXY 19
7R3 KDY MYA RED® K21 2972 D179 R 22K ,1P1°2 NIPOM NMIMNEA MInm 1w 206K 02027 702,700
W NITON NTH AR NIRYD IMIRY 0D DY AR A1 12 X¥HOW 2P 929 KY° 037 1 70109 772K DN
DpnR 77793 1270011 IR 79173 710X 21977 197 N ONTA W 190 1onn

v
DR P72V 1% 0 IR XYT 191,770V Y PRADANMY IR PRI DRI PR TMINN DY PRWIN 17 QNN 1T
A3 79V DRI P1aN

X 719977

T29OR LW KW 712 W QYT 0D 1% AR 921 WARIW L1091 PMNY DRI IR 191 9D 200 1K
AR L7179 1AM 12 RITW DPR 12°K31,17 19301 712 2P 197,820 2R 1R 797 MR YK 73 790
AN R WP 2700 T NP AT PR NN ARDY TATR 2V W0 RIT NIV 0V INATR 193
JPPTET 01T 17K 2Py TR RY ,OWD 0PN 0027911 17 OTom 1T " HuR)

2° o9

DIW ORI 721 1Y 120K PIRD TR NI R 2M0Y 721w 1°ya 1270K PR IR 278 N7 0w
LOMIR Q779K TV T2 KR ' 09N MON0M O 1WA 20 AR 'Y 7AW 1R PIRD %I R¥Y;
5221 DY MOK T2 PIRD TXIM? PIRAA IRYY MOKW QWD , IR KD DRI NRTR DRI IR R NLIVODN
O AW IRAT 7922 WARIY LNININT INYD

www.mechonhadar.org

6



BRIy

MECHON HADAR

Halacha 9

It is forbidden to leave Ereiz Yisrael for the Diaspora at all times except to study Torah, to
marry; or to save one's property from the gentiles. After accomplishing these objectives, one
must return to Eretz Yisrael.

Similarly, one may leave Eretz Yisrael to conduct commercial enterprises. However, it is
forbidden to leave with the intent of settling permanently in the Diaspora unless the famine in
Eretz Yisrael is so severe that a dinar's worth of wheat is sold at two dinarim.

When do these conditions apply? When one possesses financial resources and food is expensive.
However, if food is inexpensive, but a person cannot find financial resources or employment and
has no money available, he may leave and go to any place where he can find relief.

Though it is permitted to leave Eretz Yisrael under these circumstances, it is not pious behavior.
Behold, Machlon and Kilyon (Naomi’s sons in the book of Ruth) were two of the great men of
the generation and they left Eretz Yisrael only out of great distress. Nevertheless, they were
found worthy of death by God.

Halacha 10
Great sages would kiss the borders of Eretz Yisrael, kiss its stones, and roll in its dust. Similarly,
Psalms 102:15 declares: 'Behold, your servants hold her stones dear and cherish her dust.'

Halacha 11
The Sages commented: 'Whoever dwells in Eretz Yisrael will have his sins forgiven as Isaiah
33:24 states: 'The inhabitant shall not say 'T am sick.' The people who dwell there shall be

forgiven their sins.'

Even one who walks four cubits there will merit the world to come and one who is buried there
receives atonement as if the place in which he is buried is an altar of atonement as Deuteronomy
32:43 states: 'His land will atone for His people.' In contrast, the prophet, Amos [7:17, used the
expression] 'You shall die in an impure land' as a prophecy of retribution.

There is no comparison between the merit of a person who lives in Eretz Yisrael and ultimately,
is buried there and one whose body is brought there after his death. Nevertheless, great Sages
would bring their dead there. Take an example, from our Patriarch, Jacob, and Joseph, the
righteous.

Halacha 12

At all times, a person should dwell in Eretz Yisrael even in a city whose population is primarily
gentile, rather than dwell in the Diaspora, even in a city whose population is primarily Jewish.
This applies because whoever leaves Eretz Yisrael for the Diaspora is considered as if he
worships idols as I Samuel 26:19 states 'They have driven me out today from dwelling in the
heritage of God, saying 'Go, serve other gods.' Similarly, Ezekiel's (13:9) prophecies of
retribution state: 'They shall not come to the land of Israel.'
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Just as it is forbidden to leave the chosen land for the Diaspora, it is also forbidden to leave
Babylon for other lands as Jeremiah 27:22 states: 'They shall be brought to Babylon and there
they shall be until I take heed of them... and restore them to this place.’

Kellner, Maimonides' Confrontation, p. 115

One can be deeply attached to a place because of its significance without thinking that the place
is in any way ontologically distinct from and superior to other places. Holiness, in people, is a
function of what they do, not of what they are. To say that a person (or a nation) is holy is to say
nothing ‘ontological’ about them; it is to say much about how that person or nation acts.
Similarly, to say that a place is holy is to say nothing ‘ontological’ about it; it is to say much
about the history of the place and about how that place must be treated in a halakhic framework.
(Kellner, 115)

IV. "You Shall Be Holy": Zvi Yehudah Kook and Yeshayahu Leibowitz
R. Zvi Yehudah Kook, Sichot to Vayikra, p. 181
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You are obligated and commanded to be holy-- "You shall sanctify yourselves and be holy"
(Leviticus 11:44; 20:7)-- and many details flow from this. But no less, this is a blessing. 1 ask of
you that "you shall be holy" and I also decide that "you shall be holy." The expression "you shall
be holy" includes both of these meanings: obligation and commandment and also decision and
blessing. There is more here than just a commandment. There is also the establishment of a
nature and a reality, just as we declare three times a day: "And holy ones praise you every day"
(Amidah prayer).

p- 83
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“You shall be holy” is ‘religious coercion.” You won’t be able to escape it by force of your own
choices. You shall be holy, against your will. This is a commandment and also a reality.
Yeshayahu Leibowitz, Comments to Parashat Korah (attached)
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Leibowitz’ inspiration:

R. Simcha Meir HaKohen of Dvinsk (1843-1926), Meshekh Chokhmah, Exodus 32:19
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...Do not think that the Temple and the Mishkan are holy of their own accord, God forbid! God,
may He be blessed, dwells among His children, but if they like Adam transgress His covenant,
all holiness is removed from them, and they become like mundane utensils,... Titus entered the
Holy of Holies with a prostitute, and was not harmed, for its holiness had been removed.
Moreover, the tablets of law, "the writing of God," they too are holy only for your sake. But
when the bride prostituted herself in her bridal chamber [the Jewish people made the golden calf
at Mount Sinai-- S.H.] they were considered as earthen pitchers. They have no holiness of their
own accord, but only for your sake when you keep them....

In fact, there is nothing in the world that is holy, and that is to be worshipped -- only God, may
His name be blessed, is holy in His necessary existence, and to Him alone is praise appropriate.
All worship, and all forms of holiness stem from the Creator's command to build a Mishkan so as
to offer sacrifices in it to the Blessed One alone.
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