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RaMBaN’s Zionism 

The RaMBaN1 is clearly the greatest promoter of the value of living in the land of Israel among 

the classical Chumash commentaries.  RaMBaN stands out because of his great love for and familiarity 

with Israel that he expresses throughout his commentary.2  This is probably because, in contrast to most 

of other commentators, RaMBaN actively supported the Yishuv in Israel while he lived in Spain, and, 

following his exile resulting from his Disputation with Pablo Christiani before King James I of Aragone,3 

he lived the last years of his life in Israel proper where he wrote his biblical commentary. 

 

An exemplar of contemporary Zionist Tora commentary 

I had always thought RaMBaN fairly unique in this regard until I came across the presentations 

of R. Beni Lau, in a collection of essays on Parashat HaShavua, entitled Etnachta: Kriyot BeParashat 

HaShavua.4 R. Lau is the nephew of former Chief Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau, he is deeply involved with the 

Beit Morasha institute of higher Tora learning in Jerusalem, has a weekly television program and written 

a column in HaAretz on Parashat HaShavua, and is the Rav of the Katamon Beit Kenesset known as 

RaMBaN, appropriately enough.  Of course there was no State of Israel during RaMBaN’s lifetime, and 

therefore his remarks deal with the holiness and geography of the land of Israel; R. Lau’s writings on 

                                                           
1
 1194–c. 1270. 

2
 An outstanding example of RaMBaN’s powerful devotion to the land of Israel in theological terms appears in his 

commentary to VaYikra 18:21: 
…And they said in the Tosefta of Avoda Zora (5:5): Behold he (Yaakov) says, (Beraishit 28:21) “And I will 
return to the house of my father, and HaShem will Be for me God”, and he says, “…to give to you the land 
of Canaan”. As long as you are in the land of Canaan, I will Be for you God; if you are not in the land of 
Canaan, it is as if I Am not to you God. And similarly it says, (Yehoshua 4:13) “Approximately 40,000 
expeditionary troops passed before HaShem”, and it says , (I Divrei HaYamim 22:18) “And the land was 
conquered before HaShem and before His People”. Does it ever cross your mind that Israel conquers the 
land before HaShem (i.e., can the people conquer the land whether or not HaShem Approves)? But rather 
as long as they are upon it, it is as if it is conquered; if they are not upon it, it is not conquered.  
And in a similar vein it is stated in Sifrei (Parashat Eikev 43): (Devarim 11:17) “And you will quickly be 
exiled”—even though I will Exile you from the land to outside of the land, continue to perform the 
Mitzvot so that when you return, they will not be new to you. A parable to a man who became enraged at 
his wife, and sent her to her father’s house. He said to her: Continue to wear your jewelry, so that when 
you return , they will not be new to you. And so it says in Yirmiyahu 31:20 “Make for yourself outstanding 
markers”—these are the Commandments by which Israel causes itself to stand out…  

The ideas that one can only be considered to have a relationship with God when he lives in the land of Israel, and 
that the performance of Commandments in Chutz LaAretz is only for “practice” anticipating a move to the land of 
Israel reflects RaMBaN’s understanding of the role that Kedushat HaAretz plays within the religious mentality and 
lifestyle. 
3
 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disputation_of_Barcelona  

4
 Yediot Acharonot, Sifrei Chemed, Tel Aviv, 2009. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disputation_of_Barcelona
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TaNaCh and Talmud, are not only pervaded with love of the land, but also reflect awareness and 

engagement with the State of Israel, with traditional Jewish and Israeli culture stand unabashedly and 

proudly side by side.  

 

The purification of someone or something that has been afflicted with Tzora’at 

In a presentation entitled “בשורת גאולה מפי מצורע” (Being Told about Redemption by One 

Afflicted with Tzora’at),5 R. Lau contrasts the overall thrust of the Tora Parasha with the context of this 

week’s Haftara.  Parashat Metzora seems to focus upon not so much the Tzora’at phenomenon,  

as the process of purification of someone whose person or possessions have been afflicted by this 

distressing condition. The Parasha discusses the sacrifices that the purified person is required to bring,  

as well as the sprinkling, immersing, laundering, shaving and haircutting, garment alterations, even the 

drastic home remodeling and/or rebuilding that are necessary  to remove once and for all the stigma of 

Tzora’at. By contrast, the Haftora, taken from Chapter 7 of II Melachim, describes how four Metzoraim, 

who apparently had no prospects of being purified in the near future,6 have been cast out of the 

fortified city Shomron, the capital of the kingdom of Israel, which is presently under siege by the 

Arameans. These four pathetic characters--according to ChaZal they are Geichazi (Elisha’s former 

servant who had been cursed with the syndrome of Tzora’at by his master in II Melachim 5) and his 

sons,7 find themselves between a proverbial “rock and a hard place”. The city is being besieged by the 

Arameans and starvation is setting in. Even if the inhabitants had previously supplied the outcasts with 

food, this was no longer possible in light of the military threat posed by the besiegers as well as the 

dwindling food supply within Shomron.  On the other hand, they were not optimistic about their 

chances for survival should they try to turn themselves over to the Aramean invaders. In the end, the 

four men decide to “roll the dice” and give themselves up to the Arameans. Perhaps they will be given 

food and survive; and even if they end up being killed by the Arameans, they figure that they would be 

no worse off than were they to die of starvation. When the Metzoraim get to the Aramean camp, they 

find it abandoned, and ultimately decide to assume the role of saviors of Shomron by announcing to the 

people within the city that the siege is over.   

 

  ז פרק ב מלכים

ָֹׂרה יֹום ַהזֶּה )ט(...ַהּיֹום ה   ...הּוא בְּש ה וְנָּבָֹאה ְלכּו וְַעתָּ ית וְנַגִּידָּ ְך בֵּ לֶּ  :ַהמֶּ

                                                           
5
 Vol.  1, pp. 279-81. 

6
 In her Bat Mitzva Dvar Tora, Brianna Loshin notes that some Biblical Metzorot become healed from their 

affliction, while others appear to suffer from the affliction without respite. She drew a distinction between 
individuals guilty of inappropriate social behavior (e.g., Moshe, Miriam, Naaman) and those whose actions were a 
projection of their personalities (e.g., Geichazi, Uzia). She speculated that it is much easier to change a specific 
behavior than alter an entire personality. Accepting such a dichotomy, Geichazi was doomed to be a Metzora not 
only because Elisha cursed him (II Melachim 5:26-7), but because he was unable to alter the extreme 
acquisitiveness that led to his being cursed due to some deep flaw within himself. (The Talmud’s contention [see f. 
7 below] that his sons were also afflicted, while in accordance with Elisha’s language [“The leprosy therefore of 
Naaman shall cleave unto thee, and unto thy seed for ever”…] would appear to be unjust, unless we have to 
assume that they followed in their father’s footsteps in terms of this negative quality, due to nurture as well as 
nature. 
7
 Sota 47a  

“Now there were four leprous men” — R. Yochanan said: This refers to Gechazi and his three sons. 
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ל וַּיְִּקְראּו וַּיָּבֹאּו( י) ר אֶּ יר שֹעֵּ עִּ ם וַּיַגִּידּו הָּ הֶּ אמֹר לָּ ל בָּאנּו לֵּ ם ַמֲחנֵּה אֶּ נֵּה ֲארָּ ין וְהִּ ם אֵּ יש שָּ ם וְקֹול אִּ ם כִּי ָאדָּ  אִּ

ים ָאסּור וְַהֲחמֹור ָאסּור ַהּסּוס לִּ ר וְאֹהָּ ה ַכֲאשֶּ מָּ  :הֵּ

… this day is a day of good news, … now therefore come, let us go and tell the king's 

household.” So they came and called unto the porters of the city; and they told them, saying. 

“We came to the camp of the Arameans, and, behold, there was no man there, neither voice of 

man, but the horses tied, and the asses tied, and the tents as they were.”   

 

Literally, בשורת גאולה מפי מצורע (the report of redemption emanating from the mouth of the  

Metzora) ! 

 

An icon of modern Israeli culture references the Haftora that in turn elicits two poetical responses. 

R. Lau then introduces three deeply and uniquely Israeli sources that I certainly would not 

expect to appear in any other typical biblical commentary and therefore exemplify why his  essays on 

the Parasha are so unique. 

 

He first quotes a poem by the legendary Israeli poet known as Rachel or Rachel HaMeshorret: 

(Rachel the poetess).8 Rachel came to Israel in 1909 from Russia when she was nineteen years old and, 

                                                           
8
 Rachel was born in Saratov

 
 in Imperial Russia on September 20, 1890, the eleventh daughter of Isser-Leib and 

Sophia Bluwstein, and granddaughter of therabbi of the Jewish community in Kiev. During her childhood, her 

family moved to Poltava, Ukraine, where she attended a Russian-speaking Jewish school and, later, a secular high 

school. She began writing poetry at the age of 15. When she was 17, she moved to Kiev and began studying 

painting.
 
 At the age of 19, Rachel visited Eretz Israel with her sister en route to Italy, where they were planning to 

study art and philosophy. They decided to stay on as Zionist pioneers, learning Hebrew by listening to children’s 

chatter in kindergartens.
 
 They settled in Rehovot and worked in the orchards. Later, Rachel moved to Kvutzat 

Kinneret on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, where she studied and worked in a women's agricultural school.
[3]

 At 

Kinneret, she metZionist leader A. D. Gordon who was to be a great influence on her life, and to whom she 

dedicated her first Hebrew poem. During this time, she also met and had a romantic relationship with Zalman 

Rubshov—the object of many of her love poems
 
who later became known as Zalman Shazar and was the 

third president of Israel. In 1913, on the advice of A. D. Gordon, she journeyed to Toulouse, France to 

study agronomy and drawing. When World War I broke out, unable to return to Palestine, she returned instead to 

Russia where she taught Jewish refugee children. In Russia she suffered from poverty and strenuous labor, as well 

as the reappearance of her childhood lung disease.
 
 It may have been at this point in her life that she 

contracted tuberculosis.
 
 Lonely, ill and famished, she had only one hope left: to return to Palestine. And so in 

1919, after the war, she boarded the first ship to leave Russia to Israel
 
 After the end of the war in 1919 she 

returned to Palestine on board the ship Ruslan and for a while joined the small agricultural kibbutz Degania, a 

settlement neighboring her previous home at Kinneret. However, shortly after her arrival she was diagnosed with 

tuberculosis, then an incurable disease. Now unable to work with children for fear of contagion, she was expelled 

from Degania and left to fend for herself. (Her own suffering the fate of a Metzora?) In 1925 she lived briefly in a 

small white house in the courtyard of No. 64 Street of the Prophets in Jerusalem (courtyard of the William Holman 

Hunt House).
 
She spent the rest of her life traveling and living in Tel Aviv (scarcely making a living by providing 

private lessons in Hebrew and French) and finally settled in a sanatorium for tuberculosis patients in Gedera.
 
 

Rachel died on April 16, 1931 in Tel Aviv, at the age of 40. She is buried in the Kinneret cemetery in a grave 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saratov
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saratov
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imperial_Russia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kiev
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poltava
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eretz_Israel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rehovot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kvutzat_Kinneret
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kvutzat_Kinneret
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sea_of_Galilee
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel_Bluwstein#cite_note-band-3
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zionism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A._D._Gordon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zalman_Shazar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_Israel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Toulouse
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agronomy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuberculosis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kibbutz
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Degania_Alef
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_of_the_Prophets
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Holman_Hunt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Holman_Hunt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tel_Aviv
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_(language)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_(language)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanatorium
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gedera
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except for six years, between 1913 and 1919, lived the rest of her life in Israel until her death from 

tuberculosis in 1931.  

 

ׂשוָֹרה                                                                   The Day of the Reportיוֹם בְּ
ה   עָּ יםְוַאְרבָּ עִׁ יּו ְמֹצרָּ ים הָּ  ֲאנָּשִׁ

ַער   ַתח ַהשָּ יש – – –פֶּ  ַוֹיאְמרּו אִׁ
ל ה  – – –ֵרֵעהּו: -אֶּ  -יוֹםַהּיֹום ַהזֶּ

ֹׂשָרה הּוא   ט(-)מלכים ב', ז', ג בְּ

 

ָבר ַהָיִמים ָהאוֵֹיב ַהּנוָֹרא כְּ שֶׁ          It has already been many days when the terrible enemyבְּ

ת שֹ  ָמצוֹר;אֶׁ רוֹן ֵהִביא בְּ                                                            has besieged Shomronמְּ

ׂשוָֹרה. רּו בְּ ֹצָרִעים ָלּה ִבשְּ ָבָעה מְּ                             Four Metzoraim brought news to itַארְּ

רוֹר ׂשוַֹרת ַהדְּ רּו בְּ                            .To it they brought news of freedom and releaseָלּה ִבשְּ

 

ָמצוֹר  רוֹן בְּ ֹשמְּ ָלּה, –כְּ ץ כֻּ                      When Shomron is under siege, it is as if theָכל ָהָארֶׁ

entire world is affected                                                                                                      

ׂשא. ָכֵבד ָהָרָעב ִמּנְּ                                                .And the famine is too difficult to bearוְּ

ָלה, אֻּ ׂשוַֹרת גְּ ה בְּ               However, I do not desire messages of  redemption  ַאְך ֲאִני ֹלא ֹאבֶׁ
ֹצָרע ִהיא ָתבוֹא.                              .If from the mouth of a Metzora they must come ִאם ִמִפי מְּ

 

ָגַאל ָידוֹ ַהָטהוֹר, ַבֵשר וְּ          The pure will bring the news, and the pure will redeemַהָטהוֹר יְּ

ֹאל  ָצא ִלגְּ ִאם ֹלא ִתמְּ                                                        And if he is unable to redeem–וְּ

צּוַקת ַהָמצוֹר ֹפל ִממְּ ָחר ִלי ִלנְּ                          Then I would prefer to fall as a result of theָאז ִנבְּ

stresses of the siege                                                                                                             

ׂשוָֹרה ַהָגדוֹל. יוֹם בְּ  .                                .Let the light dawn of the day of the great newsאוֹר לְּ

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

overlooking the Sea of Galilee, following her wishes as expressed in her poem If Fate Decrees. Alongside her are 

buried many of the socialist ideologues and pioneers of the second and third waves of immigration. Naomi 

Shemer was buried near Rachel, according to Shemer's wish.
 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel_Bluwstein  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Aliyah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_Aliyah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Naomi_Shemer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Naomi_Shemer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rachel_Bluwstein
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While no one claims that Rachel was a great biblical scholar, or that her opinions or reading of this 
particular text should be considered normative, it is interesting to consider what she was thinking when 
she wrote “Yom Besora”. Just as a great painting of a biblical scene constitutes a commentary on what is 
taking place, the same can be said by a great poem by a great poetess.  So we have to wonder, why 
would she not care to listen to the report of the Metzoraim? Just because they have been placed in 
social quarantine, does that detract from their message, assuming that it is true? Looking at the Metzora 
from a Rabbinical perspective, s/he is afflicted due to some type of social shortcoming.9 By being 
expelled from the community, he is removed from the context in which he sinned. But even if a person 
has been found guilty of some transgression, why should that effect how one views information that he 
delivers, especially if it is good news? Are we concerned that he will gain some sort of credibility by 
virtue of being the source of the report, and thereby discouraged from repenting for his sin? Particularly 
in light of Shlomo HaMelech’s observation, (Kohelet 7:20) “For there is not a righteous man upon earth, 
that doeth good, and sinneth not,” if everyone is guilty of some sort of shortcoming or has transgressed 
in some way, why should someone afflicted with Tzora’at be thought of any differently than anyone 
else? For every person with external symptoms of some malfeasance, there are probably so many more 
about whom one can just not tell! Is Rachel reflecting an aesthete’s repulsion over someone who looks 
strange or different—but this would hardly be in keeping with Jewish values and traditions. The poetess’ 
stance is truly difficult to comprehend. 
 
  R. Lau notes that on an internet site devoted to young artists, “Bikurim”,10 someone, obviously 
more practical and realistic than Rachel, anonymously wrote a response in verse to this poem:  
 

              Whether pure or impure, I will not take the trouble toבין טמא לטהור, לא אטרח להבחין

  distinguish                                                                                                                                     

                                           This is not the time for distinctions like theseבחנות מסוג זה!אין זה זמן לה
        

                   All of the messengers of God in my eyes are worthyראוייםכל שלוחיו של מקום, בעיני, 

               
  this.                                                                 Even on a day of such news as    גם ביום בשורה שכזה.

 
It would appear that the view reflected in these lines parallels a “bon mot” in the Mishna as well as two 
anecdotes in the Talmud: 
 

Avot 4:20 
…Rebbe (R. Yehuda HaNasi) says: Do not look at the container but rather at its contents. 
There is a new container filled with old (wine), and an old container that doesn’t even 
have new (wine) in it. 

 
Nedarim 50b 

                                                           
9
 See http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/tazria-5774-

tzoraat-and-ayin-hara.pdf  
10

 http://www.kipa.co.il/community/show/7489360  

http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/tazria-5774-tzoraat-and-ayin-hara.pdf
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/tazria-5774-tzoraat-and-ayin-hara.pdf
http://www.kipa.co.il/community/show/7489360
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The Emperor's daughter said to R. Yehoshua b. Chanania: “Such comely wisdom in an ugly 
vessel!” He replied. “Learn from thy father's palace. In what is the wine stored?” “In earthern 
jars,” she answered. “But all [common] people store [wine] in earthern vessels and thou too 
likewise! Thou shouldst keep it in jars of gold and silver!” So she went and had the wine 
replaced in vessels of gold and silver, and it turned sour. “Thus,” said he to her, “The Torah is 
likewise!” “But are there not handsome people who are learned too?” “Were they ugly they 
would be even more learned,” he retorted. 
 
Ta’anit 19b-20a 
Our Rabbis have taught: A man should always be gentle as the reed and never 
unyielding as the cedar. Once R. Eleazar son of R. Simeon was coming from Migdal 
Gedor, from the house of his teacher, and he was riding leisurely on his ass by the 
riverside and was feeling happy and elated because he had studied much Torah There 
chanced to meet him an exceedingly ugly man who greeted him, “Peace be upon you, 
Sir“. He, however, did not return his salutation but instead said to him, “Raca, how ugly 
you are. Are all your fellow citizens as ugly as you are? “The man replied: “I do not 
know, but go and tell the Craftsman Who Made me, ‘How Ugly is the vessel which You 
have Made’. “ When R. Eleazar realized that he had done wrong, he dismounted from 
the ass and prostrated himself before the man and said to him, “I submit myself to you, 
forgive me“. The man replied: “I will not forgive you until you go to the Craftsman Who 
Made me and say to Him, “How ugly is the vessel which You have Made’. “ He [R. 
Eleazar] walked behind him until he reached his native city. When his fellow citizens 
came out to meet him greeting him with the words, “Peace be upon you O Teacher, O 
Master, “ the man asked them, “Whom are you addressing thus“? They replied, “The 
man who is walking behind you. “ Thereupon he exclaimed: “If this man is a teacher, 
may there not be any more like him in Israel“! The people then asked him: “Why“? He 
replied: “Such and such a thing has he done to me. “ They said to him: “Nevertheless, 
forgive him, for he is a man greatly learned in the Torah. “ The man replied: “For your 
sakes I will forgive him, but only on the condition that he does not act in the same 
manner in the future.“…   
 

If anything, Rachel’s original sentiment becomes even more difficult to comprehend. The content of the 
communication should be much more definitive than the form that the messenger takes. 
 

Finally R. Lau quotes the contemporary well-known Israeli poet Chaim Guri,11 who wrote his 
own lyrical response to Rachel’s poem, personalizing the situation even further, stating that not only 
would he listen to such a report regardless of who delivered it, but that he would personally join the 
four Metzora’im!: 

 
                      Rachel, add me as a fifth to these fourהאלהרחל, הוסיפי גם אותי כחמישי לארבעה 

               
          Less oppressed than them, but certainly not.פחות דפוק מהם, אך לא טהור מהם בתעריפה

 purer than them by any standard.
12

                                                                                                       

                                                           
11

 http://www/haaretz.co.il/misc/article-print-page/1.1141501  
12

 The HaAretz interview with Gouri cited by R. Lau notes that the day following the infamous bombing of the King 
David Hotel in Jerusalem, an article appeared in the newspaper with the headline “Atrocity” followed by Rachel’s 
poem, “Yom Besora.” The author of the newspaper article obviously interpreted the poem as advancing an 

http://www/haaretz.co.il/misc/article-print-page/1.1141501
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Gury suggests that there is no justification for one person to view himself as superior to another. We all 
share the human condition and we all have done things out of necessity that some may find 
objectionable. 
 
Two Rabbinic sources that seem relevant to the debate. 

 In light of the debate between Rachel, the “Bikurim” post-er, and Chaim Gury what comes to my 
mind is the statement in Avot:  

  
Avot 4:3 
He used to say:  Despise not any man, and discriminate not against any thing, for there 
is no man that has not his hour and there is no thing that has not its place.    

 
The examples of Tamar13 and Ruth,14 individuals who were castigated for on the one hand what was 
perceived as an act of incest, and on the other for being a stranger from a foreign land, end up as 
progenitors of David,15 and therefore the Moshiach! 
 

In the end it is up to us to realize that everyone and everything has a purpose, even if it may not 
be clear what or when that purpose will come into play, and it is possible that we will not be particularly 
attracted to that individual for any number of reasons.  No one has a monopoly on importance or 
significance. Even the lowly Metzora who is not on the way towards purification, can play a great role.  
We just have to be embracing and patient, waiting to see how it all plays out. 

                                  
  
  

  

 
  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
idealistic purist stance that nothing, even redemption, was worth being sullied by anything repugnant. Gouri, who 
was active in Etsel, responded that such a view and expectation could not apply to fundamental causes such as the 
struggle for an independent Jewish state. R. Lau finishes his essay by mentioning that more than sixty years earlier 
his father was liberated from Buchenwald around this time of year. He reflects that everyone would have 
welcomed redeemers, even Metzorayim, at that point if more Jews could have been saved. My own take on the 
juxtaposition of these events that could very well have underlay the three poems, is to take note that Rachel died 
in 1931, prior to both the Holocaust and the declaration of statehood for Israel. Would her view as reflected in 
“Yom Besora” have been ameliorated had she lived longer and been witness to the future struggles of the Jewish 
people? While such musings are very political and historical, I looked in my conclusion to the review of R. Lau’s 
essay to the poetic sentiments cited above for some Mussar and personal spiritual development.  
13

 Beraishit 38. 
14

 Megillat Rut. 
15

 Ibid. 4:18-22. 


