
9 
 

Zionism Unit 3 

RaMBaN1 The religious significance for a Jew to live in Israel. 

From RaMBaN’s Tora commentary:  

  לג פרק במדבר
ם( נג) ֶּ֥ ץ ְוהֹוַרְשת  ר  ת־ָהָאָ֖ ּה א  ם־ָבָּ֑ יַשְבת  ִֽ י ו  ֶּ֥ ֶ֛ם כ  י ָלכ  ת  ץ ָנַתֶּ֥ ר  ת־ָהָאָ֖ ת א  ש  ֶּ֥  ָלר 

ּה  :ֹאָתִֽ
    ן"רמב

 הארץ את נתתי לכם כי בה וישבתם הארץ את והורשתם“( נג)

  – ”אתה לרשת
 , היא עשה מצות זו דעתי על

 ולא, להם נתנה הוא כי אותה ויירשו בארץ שישבו אותם יצוה
 '. ה בנחלת ימאסו

 וזולתן אשור ארץ או שנער ארץ ולכבוש ללכת דעתם על יעלה ואלו
 '.ה מצות על יעברו, שם ולהתישב

BaMidbar 33:53 
And ye shall drive out the inhabitants of the land, and dwell 
therein; for unto you have I given the land to possess it. 

RaMBaN s.v. VeHorashtem Et HaAretz VeChulai. 
 

In my opinion, this is a positive Commandment.  
He is Commanding them that they will dwell in the land and 
will inherit it because He Gave it to them, and they should 
not despise the Inheritance of God. 
And if it would occur to them that they should go and 
conquer the land of Shinar or the land of Ashur and the like, 
to dwell in them, they will have transgressed the 
Commandment of God.  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 Nahmanides [Nah-man-nid-ez] (רבי משה בן נחמן), also known as Rabbi Moses ben Naḥman Girondi, Bonastruc ça 
(de) Porta and by his acronym Ramban (/rɑːmˈbɑːn/;1194–1270), was a leading medieval Jewish scholar, Spanish 
Sephardic rabbi, philosopher, physician, kabbalist, and biblical commentator. He was raised, studied, and lived for 
most of his life in Girona, Catalonia, Spain…  
Nahmanides, first as rabbi of Girona and later as chief rabbi of Catalonia, seems to have led a largely untroubled 
life. When well advanced in years, however, his life was interrupted by an event which made him leave his family 
and his country and wander in foreign lands. This was the religious disputation in which he was called upon to 
defend his faith in 1263. The debate was initiated by a Pablo Christiani, a Jewish convert to Christianity, who had 
been sent by the Dominican Master General, Raymond de Penyafort, to King James I of Aragon, with the request 
that the king order Ramban to respond to charges against Judaism… 
In 1267, seeking refuge in Muslim lands from Christian persecution, he made aliyah to Jerusalem. There he 
established a synagogue in the Old City that exists until present day, known as the Ramban Synagogue. His re-
establishment of Jewish communal life in Jerusalem (which had been interrupted by Crusader repression) is 
notable in that it marked the beginning of almost 700 consecutive Jewish years in Jerusalem until the 1948 Arab-
Israeli War. Nahmanides then settled at Acre, where he was very active in spreading Jewish learning, which was at 
that time very much neglected in the Holy Land. He gathered a circle of pupils around him, and people came in 
crowds, even from the district of the Euphrates, to hear him. Karaites were said to have attended his lectures, 
among them being Aaron ben Joseph the Elder, who later became one of the greatest Karaite authorities (although 
Graetz writes that there is no veracity to that). It was to arouse the interest of the Israeli Jews in the exposition of 
the Bible that Nahmanides wrote the greatest of his works, the above-mentioned commentary on the Torah. 
Although surrounded by friends and pupils, Nahmanides keenly felt the pangs of exile. "I left my family, I forsook 
my house. There, with my sons and daughters, the sweet, dear children I brought up at my knees, I left also my 
soul. My heart and my eyes will dwell with them forever." During his three years' stay in the Holy Land 
Nahmanides maintained a correspondence with his native land, by means of which he endeavored to bring about a 
closer connection between Judea and Spain. Shortly after his arrival in Jerusalem he addressed a letter to his son 
Nahman, in which he described the desolation of the Holy City, where there were at that time only two Jewish 
inhabitants — two brothers, dyers by trade,,. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nahmanides  
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 בארץ יבההיש במצות 2(ב קי כתובות) רבותינו שהפליגו ומה
 שאינה 3האשה כמורדת וידונו, ממנה לצאת ושאסור ישראל
 , האיש וכן, ישראל לארץ בעלה עם לעלות רוצה

 
 
 

 
 ויחזיר. עשה מצות היא הזה הכתוב כי, הזו במצוה נצטווינו בכאן

 א דברים) הארץ את ורשו באו 4,רבים במקומות הזו המצוה
   …(ח

And our Rabbis have extolled the Commandment to dwell in the 
land and that it is prohibited to leave it (Ketubot 110b).5  
And He will Judge them like a wife who rebels against her 
husband6 by not wishing to go up with him to the land of 
Israel, and the same applies to the husband (should he 
refuse to go up the land of Israel in accordance with the 
desires of his wife).  

Here (in this verse in BaMidbar) we are Commanded regarding 
this Commandment, because this verse is a positive 
Commandment, and this Commandment is repeated in 
many other places,7 e.g., (Devarim 1:8) “Come and inherit 
the land”… 

 

From RaMBaN’s Halachic writings:  

                                                           
2 Ketubot 110b 

MISHNAH. (A MAN) MAY COMPEL ALL (HIS HOUSEHOLD) TO GO UP (WITH HIM) TO THE LAND OF ISRAEL., BUT 
NONE MAY BE COMPELLED TO LEAVE IT. ALL (ONE'S HOUSEHOLD) MAY BE COMPELLED TO GO UP TO 
JERUSALEM,  BUT NONE MAY BE COMPELLED TO LEAVE IT. (THIS APPLIES TO) BOTH MEN AND WOMEN…    
GEMARA…    
Our Rabbis taught: If [the husband] desires to go up and his wife refuses she must be pressed to go up; and if 
(she does) not (consent) she may be divorced without a Ketuba. If she desires to go up and be refuses, he 
must be pressed to go up; and if (he does) not (consent) he must divorce her and pay her Ketuba. If she 
desires to leave and he refuses to leave, she must be pressed not to leave, and if (pressure is of) no (avail) she 
may be divorced without a Ketuba. If he desires to leave and she refuses he must be pressed not to leave, and 
if (coercion is of) no (avail) he must divorce her and pay her Ketuba…  
Our Rabbis taught: One should always live in the Land of Israel, even in a town most of whose inhabitants are 
idolaters, but let no one live outside the Land, even in a town most of whose inhabitants are Israelites; for 
whoever lives in the Land of Israel may be considered to have a God, but whoever lives outside the Land may 
be regarded as one who has no God. For it is said in Scripture, (VaYikra 25:38) “To Give you the Land of 
Canaan, to Be your God.”  Has he, then, who does not live in the Land, no God?  But (this is what the text 
intended) to tell you: that whoever lives outside the Land may be regarded as one who worships idols. 
Similarly it was said in Scripture in (the story of) David, (I Shmuel 26:19) “For they have driven me out this day 
that I should not cleave to the inheritance of the Lord, saying: Go, serve other gods.”  Now, whoever said to 
David: “Serve other gods”? But (the text intended) to tell you that whoever lives outside the Land may be 
regarded as one who worships idols...  

3 See first line in the Gemora in fn. 2. 
4 For more examples of Biblical texts to this effect, see RaMBaN’s emendation to Sefer HaMitzvot below. 
5 See fn. 2. 
6 See fn. 3. 
7 See fn. 4. 
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  העשין שכחת 8:ם"לרמב המצוות לספר ן"הרמב השגות
 

 ויתעלה יתברך לקה נתן אשר הארץ לרשת שנצטוינו 9רביעית מצוה
 מן זולתינו ביד עזבהנ ולא 12וליעקב 11ליצחק 10לאברהם לאבותינו
 . לשממה או האומות

 
 
 

 וישבתם הארץ את והורשתם"( שם ן"ורמב לג מסעי) להם אמרו והוא
  ".הארץ את והתנחלתם אותה לרשת הארץ את נתתי לכם כי בה

 
 

( א' דברי' )יתב כאמרו אחרים במקומות זו במצוה העניין כזה ונכפל
  ".לאבותיכם נשבעתי אשר הארץ את ורשו באו“

 
 ובואו“ שאמר כמו ומצריה בגבוליה כולה זו במצוה להם אותה ופרט

 ובחוף ובנגב ובשפלה בהר בערבה שכניו כל ואל האמורי הר
  ”'.וגו הים

 
 
 
 
 

 . מקום ממנה יניחו שלא
 

Emendations of RaMBaN for Sefer HaMitzvot of RaMBaM:13 
Omission of Positive Commandments. 

The fourth Commandment14 is that we were Commanded to 
inherit the land that God, He should be Blessed and Exalted, 
Gave to our fathers, Avraham,15 Yitzchak16 and Yaakov,17 
and that it should not be forsaken and (either) allowed to 
be in the hands of others of the nations, or to be left 
desolate. 

And He Said to them (Parashat Masai 33, and RaMBaN’s 
commentary there): “And ye shall drive out the inhabitants 
of the land, and dwell therein; for unto you have I given the 
land to possess it." 

And this Commandment is repeated in other places, as the 
Blessed One states: (Devarim 1:8) “Come and inherit the 
land that I have Sworn to your fathers.” 

And He Detailed for them with respect to this Commandment 
the land in its entirety and its borders, as it is stated, (Ibid. 
7) “Turn you, and take your journey, and go to the hill-
country of the Amorites and unto all the places nigh 
thereunto, in the Arava, in the hill-country, and in the 
Lowland, and in the South, and by the sea-shore; the land of 
the Canaanites, and Lebanon, as far as the great river, the 
river Euphrates.” 

That they should not leave aside any part of it.  

                                                           
8 Sefer Hamitzvot ("Book of Commandments") is a work by the 12th century rabbi, philosopher and physician 
Maimonides. While there are various other works titled similarly, the title "Sefer Hamitzvot" without a modifier 
refers to Maimonides' work. It is a listing of all the commandments of the Torah, with a brief description for each. 
It originally appeared in Arabic under the title "Kitab al-Farai'd", and was translated by the Provençal rabbi Moses 
ibn Tibbon (first printed 1497). A new translation from the original Arabic was done by the noted Yemenite scholar 
Rabbi Yosef Kapach. In the work, the Rambam lists all the 613 mitzvot traditionally contained in the Torah 
(Pentateuch)… 
The work is the subject of a number of commentaries, including one from Nahmanides, one titled Megillath Esther 
("Scroll of Esther", by Isaac de Leon, bearing no direct relationship with the Biblical Book of Esther), and others 
titled Lev Sameach and Kinath Soferim. In an appendix, Nahmanides lists commandments that might have merited 
individual inclusion in his estimation… https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sefer_Hamitzvot  
9 I.e., this is the fourth positive Commandment that RaMBaM omitted from his list of 613, that RaMBaN believes 
should be included.  
10 Beraishit 15:18 “In that day the Lord Made a Covenant with Avram, saying: 'Unto thy seed have I given this land, 
from the river of Egypt unto the great river, the river Euphrates.’” 
11 Ibid. 26:3 “Sojourn in this land, and I will Be with thee, and will Bless thee; for unto thee, and unto thy seed, I will 
Give all these lands, and I will Establish the oath which I Swore unto Avraham thy father.” 
12 Ibid. 28:4 nd give thee the blessing of raham, to thee, and to thy seed with thee; that thou mayest inherit the 
land of thy sojournings, which God Gave unto Avraham.” 
13 See fn. 8. 
14 See fn. 9. 
15 See fn. 10. 
16 See fn. 11. 
17 See fn. 12. 
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 כאשר רש עלה“( שם) המרגלים בענין' ית אמרו מצוה שזו והראיה

 . "תחת ואל תירא אל לך יךקאל ה'  דבר
 
 

 ורשו עלו לאמר ברנע מקדש אתכם ה' ובשלוח"( ט עקב) עוד ואמר
  ."לעלות אבו לא וכאשר לכם נתתי אשר הארץ את

 
 

 ולא לו האמנתם ולא יכםקאל ה' פי את ותמרו" כתוב הזה במאמר
 . והבטחה יעוד לא ,מצוה שהיתה הוראה, "בקולו שמעתם

 
 
 
  ..."מצוה מלחמת"( ו"מ ח"פ סוטה) אותה קורין שהחכמים היא וזו

  
 ישראל ארץ דירת והיא בה מפליגין שהחכמים המצוה כי אני ואומר

 מלכים, נ"וש, ב קי' כתובו ז"וכעי ד"ה ה"פ בהר כ"ת) שאמרו עד
 כעובד בעיניך יהא ,לארץ בחוצה ודר ממנה היוצא שכל" :(ה"ספ

 תפחמהס היום גרשוני כי' (יט:שמואל א' כו) שנאמר ,זרה עבודה
  '.אחרים אלהים עבוד לך לאמר ה'  בנחלת

 
 
 
 
 

 הזה עשה ממצות הוא הכל ,בה שאמרו גדולות הפלגות זה וזולת
 . בה ולשבת הארץ לרשת שנצטוינו

 
 

 כידוע גלות בזמן ואפילו כל מתחייב ,לדורות עשה מצות היא כן אם
 . הרבה במקומות בתלמוד

 
 מתיה' ור הבתיר בן יהודה ברבי מעשה" :(כט יב ראה) ספרי ולשון

 חוצה יוצאין שהיו נתן' ור יהושע' ר אחי בן חנניה' ור חרש בן
 עיניהם את וזקפו ישראל ארץ את וזכרו לפלטיה והגיעו לארץ
 ...וירשתה' :הזה המקרא וקראו בגדיהם וקרעו דמעותיהן וזלגו

 שקולה ישראל ארץ שיבת'י :אמרו '.לעשות ושמרת ...בה וישבת
 ":'שבתורה המצות כל כנגד

And the proof that this is a Commandment, Said the Blessed One 
regarding the Spies (BaMidbar 13-4): (Devarim  1:21) “Go 
up and inherit as the Lord your God has Told you. Do not be 
afraid and do not be intimidated.” 

And it says further, (Ibid. 9:23) “And when HaShem Sends you 
from Kadesh Barne’ah, saying: ‘Go up and inherit the land 
and I Gave to you, (not like) when you did not wish to go 
up… (another reference to the story of the Spies.)’” 

In this same passage is written, (Ibid.) “And you rebelled against 
the Lord, your God and you did not believe Him (with 
respect to His Guarantee of your conquest of the land) and 
you did not listen to His Voice.” This is a teaching that this 
was a Commandment, not a prediction or promise. 

This (the conquest of the land) is what the Sages refer to as a 
“Commanded (Divinely Mandated) war”… 

And I say that the Commandment that the Sages extol is 
dwelling in the land of Israel, to the point that they say 
(Torat Kohanim, Parashat BeHar 5:4, and similarly in 
Ketubot 110b, as well as Melachim, end of Ch. 5): 
“Whomever leaves it (the land) and lives outside of Israel, it 
should be in your eyes as if he has engaged in idolatry, as it 
is said, (I Shmuel 26:19) ‘For they have driven me out this 
day that I should not cleave to the inheritance of the Lord, 
saying: Go, serve other gods.’ 

And aside from these extreme statements that they have said 
concerning it, it is all because of this positive 
Commandment that we are Commanded to inherit the land 
and to dwell in it.  

Therefore it is a positive Commandment for eternity, all are 
obligated in it, even during the time of Exile, as is known in 
the Talmud and many places.  

And the language of Sifre (Parashat Re’eh 12:29): “A story 
involving R. Yehuda b. Beteira, R. Matya b. Cheiresh, R. 
Chanania b. Achi, R. Yehoshua and R. Natan who were 
leaving to go to the Diaspora. They reached Platya and 
remembered the land of Israel. Their lifted their eyes and 
they shed tears and they tore their clothes and they 
pronounced the following verses: (Devarim 12:29) “And you 
will inherit it…and you will dwell in it…(Ibid. 31:12) and you 
will observe to fulfill…’ They said: ‘Living in the land of Israel 
is equivalent to all of the Commandments in the Tora.’” 

Questions for thought and discussion: 

1.  If RaMBaN felt so strongly about this Mitzva, why did he remain in Spain and its environs for 

all but the last three years of his life?  

2. RaMBaN explains that RaShI interprets BaMidbar 33:53 to the effect that before you can 

dwell in the land, you have to eject its current residents, a practical recommendation 

regarding the sequence of events, rather than understanding that this is a positive 
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Commandment. RaMBaM, by virtue of omitting it from his list of Commandments, similarly 

understands this verse as well as the others cited by RaMBaN, differently. How does 

defining living in the land of Israel as a positive Commandment alter the manner by which a 

Jewish person views such a decision?  

3. Might RaMBaN’s experience with the disputation that ultimately led to his leaving Spain 

have altered his view regarding whether Jews could/should live in the Diaspora if the 

possibility of living in Israel presented itself, in effect an early manifestation of the thoughts 

that drove Herzl as a result of the Dreyfus case?  

4. The continuation of the Gemora in Ketubot (110b-111a) contains an anecdote that reflects 

the ongoing debate between the Zionists and anti-Zionists: 

R. Zera was evading Rav Yehuda because he desired to go up to the Land of Israel while 

Rav Yehuda had expressed (he following view): “Whoever goes up from Babylon to the 

Land of Israel transgresses a positive Commandment, for it is said in Scripture, 

(Yirmiyahu 27:22) “They shall be carried to Babylon, and there shall they be, until the day 

that I remember them, saith the Lord.”  And R. Zera? — That text refers  to the vessels of 

ministry (pillaged from the destroyed Temple; however it does not address where Jews 

should choose to live.)  And Rav Yehuda? — Another text also is available:  (Shir 

HaShirim 2:7) “I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles, and by the hinds 

of the field, (that ye awaken not, nor stir up love,  until it please)' (It is up to God to 

Indicate to us when He Desires a Rapprochement so that we can return from Exile.) . 

And R. Zera? — That  implies that Israel shall not go up (all together as if surrounded) by 

a wall. (However, as long as Jews do not take Israel by force, but rather go live in the 

land individually, there is no objection.)   And Rav Yehuda? — Another (Ibid. 3:5) “I 

adjure you” is written in Scripture (which prohibits even individuals to prematurely 

relocate to the land of Israel). And R. Zera? — That text is required for (an exposition) 

like that of R. Yose son of R. Chanina who said: “What was the purpose of those three 

adjurations (Ibid. 2:7; 3:5; 5:8)?  — One, that Israel shall not go up (all together) as if 

surrounded] by a wall, the second, that whereby the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Adjured 

Israel that they shall not rebel against the nations of the world; and the third is that 

whereby the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Adjured the idolaters that they shall not oppress 

Israel too much.” (Since the last clause has not been honored, the Jews are exempt from 

the preceding clauses.)  And Rav Yehuda? — It is written in Scripture, (Ibid. 2:7) “That ye 

awaken not, nor stir up.” (Separate adjurations for the whole people as well as 

individuals.)   And R. Zera? — That text is required for (an exposition) like that of R. Levi 

who stated: “What was the purpose of those six adjurations (each of the three is 

repeated in effect resulting in six oaths)?  — Three for the purposes just mentioned and 

the others, that (the prophets) shall not make known the end,  that (the people) shall 

not delay  the end,  and that they shall not disclose the secret  to the idolaters.”  

Discuss. 

Practical applications of the sources: 

1. Does the realization that at least RaMBaN considers living in Israel as a positive 

Commandment affect the manner in which you think about this issue for your own life? 

 


