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Zionism Unit 4 

RaMBaM1  Although RaMBaM omits living in the land of Israel from his compendium of 613 Mitzvot (see 

Unit 3 and RaMBaN’s critique of RaMBaM’s omission) it is notable how he formulates such an 

activity in his Mishneh Tora. 
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  רים?אמו דברים במה

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Melachim Chapt. 5 
Halacha 9 
It is forbidden to leave Eretz Yisrael for the Diaspora at all times 

except:1) to study Torah; 2) to marry; or 3) to save one's 
property from the gentiles. 

After accomplishing these objectives, one must return to Eretz 
Yisrael. 

Similarly, one may leave Eretz Yisrael 4) to conduct commercial 
enterprises.11  

However, it is forbidden to leave with the intent of settling 
permanently in the Diaspora unless 5) 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 

                                                           
1 Moshe ben Maimon (Hebrew: משה בן-מימון), or Mūsā ibn Maymūn (Arabic: موسى بن ميمون), acronymed Rambam 
(/ˈrɑːmbɑːm/; Hebrew: רמב"ם – for "Rabbeinu Moshe Ben Maimon", "Our Rabbi/Teacher Moses Son of Maimon"), 
and Latinized Moses Maimonides (/maɪˈmɒnɪdiːz/ my-MON-i-deez), a preeminent medieval Sephardic Jewish 
philosopher and astronomer,  became one of the most prolific and influential Torah scholars and physicians of the 
Middle Ages. Born in Córdoba (present-day Spain), Almoravid Empire on Passover Eve, 1135 or 1138,  he died in 
Egypt on December 12, 1204, whence his body was taken to the lower Galilee and buried in Tiberias.  He worked as 
a rabbi, physician, and philosopher in Morocco and Egypt… 
A Berber dynasty, the Almohads, conquered Córdoba in 1148, and abolished the dhimma status (i.e., state 
protection of life and wealth) in some of their territories. The loss of this protected status threatened the Jewish 
and Christian communities with conversion to Islam, death, or exile… 
For the next ten years, Maimonides moved about in southern Spain, eventually settling in Fes in Morocco… 
Following this sojourn in Morocco, together with two sons he sojourned in the Holy Land, before settling in Fustat, 
Egypt around 1168… https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maimonides  
…After a five year stay in Fez they had to leave because of religious intolerance and persecution. They again 
became wandering Jews, without a home. By way of Jerusalem and Hebron, the Maimon family made their way to 
Egypt. The Holy Land, desolate and unpopulated, ravaged by the Crusaders, did not afford them a permanent place 
of residence. They spent three days in Jerusalem in prayer at the Western Wall, and one day in Hebron praying at 
the graves of the Patriarchs at the Cave of Machpelah. From there they proceeded to Egypt. In Fostad, near Cairo, 
the seat of the Caliphate, the family of Rabbi Maimon at last found a haven… 
http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/107770/jewish/Early-Years.htm  
2 RaMBaM separates this category from the previous ones because business dealings may require one to leave 
Israel on a permanent basis, as opposed to the first exceptions which usually will be one-time occurrences. Even 
when persecutions pose a threat ( 3) ), there is no reason to assume that they will continue forever. 
11 See fn. 2. 
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 ,בזול הפירות אם אבל, ביוקר והפירות מצויות המעות כשהיו
 יצא, הכיס מן פרוטה ואבדה ישתכר במה ולא מעות ימצא ולא
  3.ריוח בו שימצא מקום לכל

  4חסידות, מדת אינה לצאת, שמותר פי על ואף
 

 גדולה צרה ומפני היו, הדור גדולי שני וכליון, מחלון שהרי
  5.למקום ייהכל ונתחייבו יצאו,

 
 
 

 י הלכה
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 יא הלכה
)ישעי'  שנאמר, מחולין עונותיו ישראל בארץ השוכן כל" :חכמים אמרו

 ." עון נשוא בה היושב העם ';חליתי' שכן ריאמ ובל“לג:כד( 

 
 

money available, he may leave and go to any place where 
he can find relief.12 

 
Though it is permitted to leave Eretz Yisrael under these 

circumstances, it is not pious behavior.13  
Behold, Machlon and Kilyon 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.14 
 

Halacha 10 
Great sages would kiss the borders of Eretz Yisrael, kiss its stones, 

and roll in its dust.15  
Similarly, (Tehilim 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 Yeshayahu 33:24 states: “The inhabitant 

                                                           
3 Living in the land of Israel is not a Mitzva that is categorized as “Yaharog VeAl Ya’Avor” (one should allow himself 
to be killed before transgressing the Commandment). Consequently, if a person would not be able to subsist in 
Israel even on a minimum basis, he is not required to live there.  
4 As R. Soloveitchik has been quoted as saying, “Halacha is the floor, not the ceiling.” If an individual wishes to 
conduct himself in accordance with “LiFnim MiShurat HaDin” (beyond the letter of the law) then he should feel the 
impetus to try to live in Israel even if there exist Heterim that would allow him to do otherwise. While Judaism is 
definitely a “culture of aspiration,” not everyone is expected to act as a “Chasid” in the sense of piety with regard 
to a single Mitzva, let alone the Mitzvot in their entirety.  
5 This is a reference to the beginning of Megillat Rut: 

Rut Chapt. 1 
1 And it came to pass in the days when the judges judged, that there was a famine in the land. And a 
certain man of Betlechem in Yehuda went to sojourn in the field of Moav, he, and his wife, and his two 
sons. 2 And the name of the man was Elimelech, and the name of his wife Naomi, and the name of his two 
sons Machlon and Chilion, Ephrathites of Betlechem in Yehuda. And they came into the field of Moav, and 
continued there. 3 And Elimelech Naomi's husband died; and she was left, and her two sons. 4 And they 
took them wives of the women of Moav: the name of the one was Orpa, and the name of the other Rut; 
and they dwelt there about ten years. 5 And Machlon and Chilion died both of them; and the woman was 
left of her two children and of her husband. 

The Rabbis explain their deaths as resulting from abandoning their fellow Jews during a time of famine—see Bava 
Batra 91a.  
6 Ketubot 112a-b 

R. Abba used to kiss the cliffs of Akko.  R. Chanina used to repair its roads.  R. Ammi and R. Assi used to 
rise (rom their seats to move) from the sun to the shade and from the shade to the sun. R. Chiyya b. 
Gamda rolled himself in its dust, for it is said in Scripture, “For Thy servants take pleasure in her stones, 
and love her dust.”  

12 See fn. 3. 
13 See fn. 4. 
14 See fn. 5. 
15 See fn. 6. 
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 , הבא העולם לחיי זוכה ,אמות ארבע בה הלך אפילו
 

, כפרה מזבח בו שהוא המקום וכאילו, לו נתכפר בה הקבור וכן
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  7,מותו אחר לקולטתו מחיים וקולטת דומה ואינו
 
 

 מיעקב ולמד צא, לשם מתיהם מוליכים היו החכמים גדולי כ"ואעפ
  9.הצדיק ויוסף 8אבינו

 
 

 יב הלכה
 ידור ואל ;ם"עכו שרובה בעיר אפילו ,ישראל בארץ אדם ידור לעולם

 , ישראל שרובה בעיר ואפילו ,לארץ בחוצה
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 אדמת ואל)יחזקיאל יג:ט( " אומר הוא ובפורעניות ",אחרים
  ."יבאו לא ישראל

 
 

shall not say 'I 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 Devarim 
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.16  

Nevertheless, great Sages would bring their dead there. Take an 
example, from our Patriarch, Yaakov,17 and Yosef, the 
righteous.18 

 
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 Shmuel 
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.” 

 

                                                           
7 RaMBaM wishes to preclude as a “LeChatchila” for a person to live in the Diaspora and only after death, be 
brought to the land of Israel for burial. Yet, as Voltaire said, “The perfect should not be the enemy of the good.” 
8 Beraishit 49:29-32 

29 And he charged them, and said unto them: “I am to be gathered unto my people; bury me with my 
fathers in the cave that is in the field of Ephfron the Chittite, 30 in the cave that is in the field of 
Machpela, which is before Mamre, in the land of Canaan, which Avraham bought with the field from Efron 
the Chittite for a possession of a burying-place. 31 There they buried Avraham and Sara his wife; there 
they buried Yitzchak and Rivka his wife; and there I buried Leah. 32 The field and the cave that is therein, 
which was purchased from the children of Chet.” 33 And when Yaakov made an end of charging his sons, 
he gathered up his feet into the bed, and expired, and was gathered unto his people. 

9 Ibid. 50:24-5 
24 And Yosef said unto his brethren: “I die; but God will surely Remember you, and Bring you up out of 
this land unto the land which He Swore to Avraham, to Yitzchak and to Yaakov.” 25 And Yosef took an 
oath of the children of Israel, saying: “God will surely Remember you, and ye shall carry up my bones from 
hence.” 

16 See fn. 7. 
17 See fn. 8.  
18 See fn. 9. 
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 מבבל לצאת אסור כך ,לארץ לחוצה מהארץ לצאת שאסור כשם
 ושמה יובאו בבלה)ירמי' כז:כב( " שנאמר, הארצות לשאר

 10".יהיו

Just as it is forbidden to leave the chosen land for the Diaspora, it 
is also forbidden to leave Babylon for other lands as 
Yirmiyahu 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.”19 

 

 

Questions for thought and discussion: 

1. RaMBaM is often explained as asserting that there is a Kiyum (fulfillment) of a positive 

spiritual value when one lives in Israel, but he is not complying with a Tora obligation, as 

RaMBaN maintained. RaMBaN (see Unit 3) cited a number of verses which in his opinion 

was the basis of a Tora obligation. How might RaMBaM parse these verses?  

2. RaMBaM appears to focus upon how once one comes to Israel to live, or is born in Israel, it 

is problematic for such an individual to leave, unless specific conditions are met. How might 

this fit under the rubric of “Ma’alin BaKodesh VeEinan Moridim” (one goes up in holiness, 

but should not descend)? 

3. RaMBaM suggests that despite the presence of a famine, people like Machlon and Kilyon 

should not have left Israel. Yet he categorizes remaining in Israel under difficult 

circumstances as an act of “piety”. Why would distinguished individuals like these two be 

punished for not complying with standards of “piety”?  

See the following story for a possible approach: 

Once, the great Hassidic leader, Zusia, came to his followers. His eyes were red with tears, and 
his face was pale with fear.  "Zusia, what's the matter? You look frightened!"  "The other day, I 
had a vision. In it, I learned the question that the angels will one day ask me about my life." The 
followers were puzzled. "Zusia, you are pious. You are scholarly and humble. You have helped so 
many of us. What question about your life could be so terrifying that you would be frightened to 
answer it?"  Zusia turned his gaze to heaven. "I have learned that the angels will not ask me, 
'Why weren't you a Moshe, leading your people out of slavery?'" His followers persisted. "So, 
what will they ask you?"  "And I have learned," Zusia sighed, "that the angels will not ask me, 
'Why weren't you a Yehoshua, leading your people into the promised land?'" One of his followers 
approached Zusia and placed his hands on Zusia's shoulders. Looking him in the eyes, the 
follower demanded, "But what will they ask you?" "They will say to me, 'Zusia, there was only 
one thing that no power of heaven or earth could have prevented you from becoming.' They will 
say, 'Zusia, why weren't you Zusia?'" 
http://hasidicstories.com/Stories/Other_Early_Rebbes/zusia.html  

4. Halachot 10-12 appear to attribute to the land of Israel metaphysical properties that 

transcend the communal aspect of living in the land, i.e., rather than serving only as a 

“means”, the land of Israel is approached as an “end in itself”. What are the spiritual 

advantages of taking such an approach? 

Practical applications of the source: 

                                                           
10 See Unit 3, question 4, Ketubot 110 b-111a.  
19 See fn. 10. 
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1. In the past, as in the case of RaMBaM himself (see the biographical notes in fn. 1), it could 

only be considered an act of piety to live in the land of Israel due to the hardships, 

suggested in the exceptions that RaMBaM outlines in Halacha 9, entailed. Could the same 

be said today?  

 


