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Introduction: Biography and Religious Teaching 

 

 ,on Ezekiel 14:14  Rashi- יד פרק יחזקאל י"רש .1

   ובנוי וחרב בנוי העולם אהר נח עולמות שלשה ראו שלשה שאלו לפי - ואיוב דניאל נח )יד(

Noach, Daniel, and Iyov – for these three saw three worlds: a world built, a world destroyed, and a world rebuilt 

 

2. But The Earth He Gave to Man, Hearing the Cry of an Infant: pp157-158 

When Yeshivat Har Etzion was first established, I was asked what would be special our yeshiva. I related the 

story about Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, author of the Tanya, who was studying Torah when he head his 

infant grandson crying in his cradle. The rebbe closed his Gemara, went into the baby’s room and soothed him 

back to sleep. He then went into the adjoining room where he found his son, the baby’s father, steeped in Torah 

study. The rebbe turned to his son in astonishment, “Why didn’t you get up to pacify your crying son?” 

The bewildered son looked up and answered: “I was so immersed in my study that I didn’t hear him cry”. 

The rebbe then declared: “If someone is studying Torah, and fails to hear the cry of a Jewish baby, there is 

something very wrong with his learning”… 

It is important that in every society and in every family there be those who feel that the burden of society or the 

family rests upon their shoulders, and as a result initiate and organize on behalf of the community…. It is a bad 

sign for any association of people if none of its members are willing to assume this role. 

 

3. But the Earth He gave to Man, Natural Morality, , p19 

God created man “in His image” endowing him with moral sensitivity and a conscience – in other words with 

natural morality. This sensitivity has characterized man ever since the world was created, even when it did not 

stem from a direct Divine command. God addresses man through his conscience and morals. This is the 

implication of the Gemara in Eruvin (100b): 

Rabbi Yochanan said: Had the Torah not been given, we would have learned modesty from the cat, aversion to 

theft from the ant, chastity from the dove, and conjugal manners from fowl… 

 

4. Mitzvot that Contradict Morality, ibid., p38 

The gemara in Yoma 83a states that a person who has become overcome with ravenous hunger may be fed 

forbidden foods in order to have his life. If possible he should be fed that food item whose prohibition is the 

least severe… But what is the law in a case where a person is faced with a choice between a food forbidden by 

the Torah and human flesh?... 

It seems obvious to me that God does not want man to eat human flesh. The Torah fails to mention that the 

eating of human flesh is forbidden, not because it is permitted, but because certain things are so obvious that it 

is unnecessary for the Torah to state them 

 

5. R’ Ephraim Oshry, Responsa Mi-Ma’amakim (from the Depths), IV:23 

‘And in Israel is His pride’ and rightfully so. For the severity of the hunger that prevailed in the Jewish detention 

camps [during the Holocaust] was unimaginable and indescribable. And hunger is the greatest affliction of all. 



2 

 

But the Jews never fell from their holiness, the holiness of man, and never ate human flesh, for we know what is 

stated in the Torah: ‘And you shall be holy men to Me’ (Shemot 22:30) 

 

6. But the Earth He gave to Man, p58 

The gradation of mitzvoth is of paramout significance. In one place Chazal refer to someone who is unable to 

correctly distinguish between the various levels of mitzvoth as a “pious fool”: 

Who  is a “pious fool?” One who sees a child struggling in a river and says: ‘After I remove my tefillin I will save 

him’. But by the time he removes his tefillin, the child is already dead. (Yerushalmi Sota 3:4) 

The halakhot recorded in the Shulchan Arukh are also not all on the same level… someone who relates to all the 

mitzvoth as having equal importance is liable to fall into serious error… We learn from Chazal that in the clash 

between the Jewish people and the Land of Israel, it is the Jewish people who take precedence. 

 

An Alternative Religious Zionism 

 

7. Rav Kook’s Revolution – Purification through Exile, Orot HaMilchama, p14-15 

We were forced to leave the international political stage, although there was an inner desire that we do so until 

the glorious time when it would be possible to conduct a government without evil or barbarism; this is the era 

for which we long... Our souls have been sickened by the terrible crimes of governments during evil times. But 

now, the time has come; very soon the world will sweeten and we will be able to prepare ourselves, for it will 

already be possible for us to conduct our government on the foundations of goodness, wisdom, uprightness and 

clear, divine illumination... It is not worthy for the Nation of Israel to involve itself in government so long as 

governing has to be full of bloodshed, while governing requires the skill of evildoing  

The sin of the murderers, wicked kings of the earth and all the evildoers of the land has been completed. The 

earth cannot achieve atonement for the blood spilt upon it except through the blood of the one who shed it. 

The atonement must come: a general elimination of all the present-day cultural machines, with all their 

falsehood and trickery, with all their awful filth and venom. This entire culture, which exalts itself with 

instruments of falsehood, must, by necessity, be annihilated from the world, and in its place will emerge a 

kingdom of the sacred and exalted. The light of Israel will appear, to establish the world with peoples of a new 

spirit. 

“An ideal state, one that has the highest of all ideals engraved in its being... the most sublime happiness of the 

individual... this shall be our state, the State of Israel, the pedestal of God’s throne in this world, for its only aim 

shall be that the Lord be acknowledged as one and His name one, which is truly the highest happiness’ 

 

   ,14a  Tractate ChagigaTalmud Bavliא- גמרא חגיגה יד .8

עד די כרסון רמיו ועתיק יומין יתיב לא קשיא ) דניאל ז(כרסיה שביבין דינור וכתוב אחד אומר ) דניאל ז(כתוב אחד אומר 

עד מתי אתה עושה  !עקיבאאמר לו רבי יוסי הגלילי . כדתניא אחד לו ואחד לדוד דברי רבי עקיבא. אחד לו ואחד לדוד

 .אלא אחד לדין ואחד לצדקה ?!שכינה חול

The verse speaks of two thrones… yet this does not present a difficulty, as Rabbi Akiva taught, one is for him and 

the other for the House of David. Rabbi Yossi HaGalili responded, ‘Akiva! Until when will you make the Shechina 

(Divine Presence) profane?! Rather one is for law and the other for charity’. 
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9. Rav Tzvi Yehuda Kook, Yom Hashoah sicha, 1973 

The blood of six million represents a substantial excision from the body of the nation... God’s people had clung 

so determinedly to the impurity of foreign lands that, when the End had arrived, they had to be cut away with a 

great shedding of blood... This cruel excision reveals our real life, the rebirth of the nation and the land, the 

rebirth of the Torah and all that is holy  

 

10. Rav Yehuda Amital, ‘The Religious Significance of the State of Israel’, pp4-7 

Did Rav Kook ever imagine - was he capable of imagining - that World War I would not be the most horrible of 

wars? Did it ever occur to him that the culture of bloodshed would not crumble, but would rather continue to 

thrive? Rav Kook's optimism is the optimism before Auschwitz and Hiroshima. As "dwarves on the shoulders of a 

giant," we know that the culture of murderers has yet to be eliminated. The time has not yet arrived when a 

government can be conducted according to the principles of righteousness and honesty. The bloodshed has not 

spared us even now, in the aftermath of the Holocaust: to this very day, we find ourselves caught in a 

frightening web of military confrontation, and our enemies continue to wage a bloody battle against us. 

Rav Kook's optimistic vision predicted that as Jewish autonomy develops, so will its moral image. And specifically 

this development, as we saw earlier, affords the Jewish State its exalted stature and guarantees the correction 

of past misdeeds. Let us now take an honest look at the society before us today. Does contemporary Israeli 

society live up to Rav Kook's vision? Can we say about the State of Israel that "theft, robbery, murder and the 

like are not even heard of?!" The violence, corruption and growing tensions among the various segments of 

society prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that we have not reached the ideal state of which Rav Kook dreamt. 

 

11. Chief Rabbi Jakobovits, on discovering Rav Amital in the early 1980s, If Only My People, pp96-98 

Here was a development for which I had long awaited: the emergence from within the Gush Emunim-Yeshivot 

Hesder heartland of a purely religious challenge to whole ‘Greater Israel’ concept which had hitherto been its 

main plank. it was music to my ears when he then proceeded to attack the whole philosophy which had assigned 

religious priority to the retention of territory over the pursuit of Judaism’s moral imperatives… 

The article had a considerable impact on its readers, as did the expression of the author’s views in Israel. Here 

was not just some foreign rabbi, remote from the realities of Israel, meddling in its affairs; or a critic with 

allegedly questionable Zionist credentials seeking to challenge official rabbinic rulings and authentic religious 

doctrines, a heretic who could be formally denounced for ‘undermining the eternal right of the Jewish people to 

Eretz Yisrael’. Here was a widely respected Israeli rabbinical leader nurtured in the philosophy he now rejected. 

It was a refreshing and reassuring experience. 

 

Ramifications of Rav Amital’s Position 

 

12. On the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzchak Rabin – November 6
th

 1995 

Have we become like Sedom, do we resemble Amora? The Jewish people, who taught the world absolute 

morality, beginning with the prohibition on murder; the Jewish state, the only democracy in the Middle East, a 

nation founded on the vision of redemption - now resembles some Third World banana republic. This obligates 

us in keri'a (tearing), if not in rending our clothes, then in rending our hearts. What has happened to us?... 
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We must fight against hatred. After the murder, we hear many people quoting Rav Kook zt"l, who said that just 

as the Second Temple was destroyed because of sin'at chinam (causeless hatred), so will the Third Temple be 

built because of ahavat chinam (causeless love). But why call it ahavat chinam? Are there not many others - yes, 

even among the non-religious - who deserve our love? There are many dedicated members of our society who 

certainly fall into that category: members of the security services who vigilantly protect us, boys who give three 

years to the army, doctors who work for meager wages rather than seek their fortunes overseas, and many 

others. If someone does not share our religious commitment, it does not mean he has no values, and it does not 

mean that he has no just claim to our love. 

 

13. On Historical Sensitivity and Perspective, from a Yom Ha’atzma’ut Address, quoted in Be’emunato, p288 

I have already seen in my days – in the words of the Sages – a world built, a world destroyed, and a world 

rebuilt. I have seen Jews taken to Auschwitz, and I have seen Jews dancing at the declaration of the State. I have 

seen the victory celebration after the six-day war, and I have been with soldiers in Suez. I have lived a very long 

life in a very short space of time. The State of Israel today stands at the centre of world history. This demands 

something from us. One needs to live the period. Day to day, year to year, something new is declared. It is a very 

great destiny to live at such a time, to experience it, to see and recognize the dynamism and intensity of Jewish 

history uin our days. There is the need to look at the events – each one and all of them as one – with the correct 

perspective, as part of a wider process; to sense the process of greeting the redemption with all its complexities, 

to know what are my obligations in this world and this time, and what God demands from me here and now. 

 

14. Rav Amital, The Religious Significance of the State of Israel, p8 

Unlike the Charedim, we will not undermine the importance or legitimacy of the State; but our love for our 

country must not blind us from criticizing its shortcomings. We remain very, very far from the ideal Jewish State, 

and we must therefore do whatever we can to bring about its realization. A more just society and stronger 

public values are necessary prerequisites for its actualization. If we want to hasten the ultimate redemption, we 

must work harder to ensure moral values on both the individual and communal levels. Closing the social gaps, 

concern for the vulnerable elements of society, fighting poverty, respectful treatment of the non-Jews in Israel - 

all these measures will bring us closer to the day for which we long. We hope and believe that our State will 

develop into the ideal Jewish State, "the foundation of the Divine Throne in the world, whose entire desire is 

that God shall be One and His Name shall be One." 

 

Some resources: 

By Rav Amital 

Jewish Values in a Changing World edited by Amnon Bazak, (Alon Shevut-Jersey City, NJ: KTAV 2005);  

Between Religious Experience and Commitment - Five Addresses on Youth in Crisis (Alon Shevut: 2003);  

Resisei Tal (Alon Shevut: Yeshivat Har-Etzion, 2005). 

Many English translations of Rav Amital’s talks and essays available at - http://vbm-torah.org/rya-articles.htm 

About Rav Amital: 

M. Maya, A World Built, Destroyed, and Rebuilt: Rabbi Amital's Confrontation with the Holocaust (Ktav, 2004) 

Elyashiv Reichner, Be’emunato – The Story of HaRav Yehuda Amital, Yediot Aharonot Books, 2008 

Alan Brill, The Religious Thought of Rabbi Yehuda Amital, The Edah Journal 5:2, 2006 

Yair Sheleg, “A rare breed, this `simple Jew'” Ha’aretz (10/06/2005).  
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HARAV YEHUDA AMITAL zt”l (taken from the Yeshivat Har Etzion website) 

Harav Yehuda Amital was born in 1924 in Transylvania. He studied Torah 

inCheder and Yeshiva, and had virtually no formal secular education. In 1944, with 

the Nazi invasion of Hungary, he was taken to a labor camp, while his entire family - 

parents, sister and brother - were taken to Auschwitz where they were murdered. 

After his liberation, he arrived in Eretz Yisrael at the end of 1944, on Chanuka 5705. 

When he arrived in Israel, Rav Amital continued his yeshiva studies at 

the Hevron Yeshiva in Jerusalem and 

received Semikha fromHarav Isser Zalman Meltzer zt”l.  While in yeshiva, he joined 

the Haganah. The following year he married Miriam Meltzer, daughter of the Chief 

Rabbi of Rehovot and granddaughter of Rav Meltzer. Rav Amital fought in the War of 

Independence, in the battles of Latrun and the Galilee. After the 

war HaRav Amital became a Safra de-Dayna(rabbinic secretary) in the Rabbinical 

Court in Rehovot and two years later, he became a Ram (instructor) in Yeshivat HaDarom. 

Rav Amital predicted that the phenomenon of Yeshiva students being exempted from army service would 

increase the friction between the religious and secular community, on the one hand, and would lead to 

emotional and ideological distance between the Yeshiva students and the State of Israel, on the other. He also 

felt that the Religious Zionist community needed to have its own institutions of high level Torah study.  He 

therefore helped formulate the idea of Yeshivot Hesder, and took an active role developing the 

first hesder group at Yeshivat HaDarom. 

After the Six Day War, he founded  a Yeshivat Hesder in Gush Etzion. In 1968, the Yeshiva opened in Kfar Etzion, 

not far from the settlement of Alon Shevut of today, with 30 students.  It has since grown into an institution with 

hundreds of students from Israel and abroad, a women’s division in Migdal Oz, and a renowned teacher’s 

college. 

Harav Amital insisted that the yeshiva, while maintaining a staunch commitment to Torah study 

and mitzva observance, be “built with windows,” sensitive to the needs of the outside world, listening to “hear 

the baby’s cry.” 

For many years Harav Amital represented Yeshivot Hesder in the Army network, holding the rank of Captain in 

the Armored Corps. A prominent public figure in Israel, with abroad impact on matters of religious and national 

concern, Harav Amital founded the Meimad movement in the 1980’s in order to give voice to the moderate 

camp within Religious Zionism and to preserve avenues of communication with the broader public.  After the 

assassination of Prime Minister Rabin z”l in 1995, he was asked by Prime Minister Shimon Peres to join the 

government as Minister without Portfolio in order to bridge the growing divide between the religious and 

secular populations in Israel. 

Harav Amital returned to the yeshiva in 1996 and, upon reaching the age of 80, requested that the yeshiva 

select his successors before his retirement, so as to avoid conflict or confusion.   He passed away at the age of 85 

on the 27
th

 of Tamuz, 5770 (2010), and was mourned by thousands of students and admirers.  He is survived by 

his wife of over 60 years, Rabbanit Miriam Amital, as well as their five children (all of whom are involved, 

together with their spouses, in Torah education in Israel), and many grandchildren and great-

grandchildren.  Yeshivat Har Etzion, the institution he founded and guided for over four decades, will always 

remain his great legacy to Am Yisrael.  


