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A Certain Hardship  
Our sages  taught  us  that  the  Land of  Israel  is  acquired  through suffering. 

During the  current  war  in  Israel  our  vicious,  evil  enemies  have  caused enormous 
suffering to vast numbers of people.  Even as I write I hear reports of the mass murder 
of Jews.  Deadly hatred of the Jewish people once again threatens our very existence. 
May God have mercy on us!

As individuals, there is little or nothing we can do to directly stop those bent 
on physically destroying us.  But that doesn’t mean we cannot act.  In a wider sense, I 
am convinced  that  what  God and  His  Torah  demand  of  us  at  this  hour  is  to  do 
everything in our power to make Israel better and stronger as a Jewish country.  It is 
in  this  spirit  that  I  have written this  essay,  in which I  plead for Israel’s  religious 
community to act now towards correcting two critical failures.  Though I wrote this 
essay driven by a deep inner need, much of it was written with great hesitation.  I pray 
to God that He keep me from error in what I write and (if what I wrote is true) that He 
give this essay the power to inspire people to action.  But if I have erred in what I 
wrote, or if I am at fault for publishing these words, may He forgive me.  He is my 
witness that I have written with sincerity, that I derive no joy from asking for change 
from people whose merits are far greater than my own.

This is a very personal essay, and because it is so personal I must begin with 
my own background, so that what I write later will make better sense to readers.  I 
begin with aliyah: Our sages taught us that all beginnings are hard.  Aliyah is a kind 
of beginning, and it is often very hard.  I myself am an oleh, a religious oleh from the 
USA.  The aliyah of people like myself,  religious Jews from western countries, is 
typically  fraught  with  characteristic  difficulties:  Making  a  living,  bureaucratic 
barriers, learning spoken Hebrew, and countless other social adjustments. When my 
wife  and  I  made  aliyah  from  the  United  States  we  encountered  some  of  these 
problems, but we are grateful to God that He spared us any major hardships with 
them.

In many ways we ourselves are typical of many English-speaking  olim: We 
both  came  from  rather  typical  American  Jewish  families,  and  together  with  our 
families went through a process of return to our Jewish heritage, to God and to His 



Torah.  My wife is an electrical  engineer and computer programmer.   I  studied at 
Yeshiva University, where I was blessed to learn most of my Torah from the students 
of the Rabbi Yosef  Dov Soloveitchik  of blessed memory,  and honored to  receive 
semikhah from them.  I was then a teacher of miktzo’ot kodesh for eight years (three 
years in America, and five in Israeli high schools after aliyah).  But for the past three 
years God has blessed me with the opportunity to realize a lifelong dream of returning 
to the university world to pursue a doctorate in subjects that are themselves Torah.  In 
addition, my wife and I have been blessed with two wonderful sons since aliyah (the 
second was born as I wrote this essay), and we hope and pray for more.  Our aliyah 
has been a very great blessing, and we are very grateful.

There  has  been  one  severe  hardship,  however,  that  has  accompanied  our 
blessing, and it is a hardship so unexpected and unusual that it has taken us many 
years to really acknowledge and understand it.  What made this particular hardship so 
surprising to us was that the very part of Israel closest to our hearts – the very same 
people who ignited our desire for aliyah in the first place – has proven to be a source 
of deep disappointment.  Incredible as it may sound, the hardest part of our aliyah by 
far has been our encounter with Religious Zionism.

In some ways this refers to Religious Zionism in general, but in other ways it 
refers specifically to the world of the Zionist yeshivot, and especially the powerful 
and dominant stream within it  that  is close to Yeshivat Merkaz Harav.  Religious 
Zionism as a whole and the Zionist yeshivot within it together comprise a rich world 
that has so much to offer Israel.  But precisely because of its huge potential, this world 
has  surprised and shocked us  with  its  utter  apathy towards  the real  lives  of  non-
observant Israelis, and near-total estrangement from them on a personal level in their 
day-to-day  lives.   The  result  is  that  Religious  Zionism  has  profoundly  failed  to 
strengthen the Jewish character of Israeli society at large (and has at times weakened 
it).   The  failure  is  most  acute  in  the  Zionist  yeshivot  and  among  the  rabbinic 
leadership.  In this essay I will explore the nature of this failure and the reasons for it, 
and plead for change.

This essay, therefore, is addressed to the Zionist yeshivah world: its students, 
ramim,  rashei yeshivah,  and public leaders.   And because of this, I  must strongly 
emphasize that I have written it from the perspective of an “outsider.”  After all, I 
studied with the students of Rav Soloveitchik  at  Yeshiva University,  not  with the 
students of Rav Kuk in a  yeshivat hesder or at Merkaz Harav.  My concept of an 
active Torah community was formed in the United States, not Israel.  And this leaves 
me wide open to a criticism that I have heard countless times since aliyah: “What you 
propose is appropriate for the place you came from.  But it is not the way things are 
done here!”

My reply is that sometimes, only outsiders can see what insiders are blind to. 
It  is  quite clear  that  Israel’s  Jewish society at  large desperately needs the kind of 
Torah I was taught in America, no less so than American Jews themselves (and in 
some ways even more).  The fact that this kind of Torah is so very hard to find in 
Israel proves neither that it is unimportant for society at large, nor that it cannot work 
here.  Rather, it proves nothing more than that religious Israelis have largely rejected 
it,  rightly or wrongly.   I claim that they have rejected it wrongly,  and will let the 
reader judge.

Why  do  I  think  the  approach  of  Rav  Soloveitchik  and  his  students  is 
desperately  needed  here  in  Israel?   The  answer  is  directly  connected  to  another 
problem that religious Israelis have just barely begun to deal with over the past few 
years,  namely:  Why  is  there  no  Israeli  “teshuvah”  movement  associated  with  
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Religious Zionism?  It is really quite amazing that this question has only just begun to 
be asked in the Zionist yeshivah world.  Just a few short years ago the question was 
rarely  heard  at  all,  and  still  today  few Religious  Zionists  care  enough  about  the 
problem to deal with it seriously.  Hardly any think of devoting their lives to doing 
something about it, and even those able and willing to don’t really know how.

There is, of course, a colorful and powerful “teshuvah” movement associated 
with the non-Zionist yeshivah world in Israel.  (I avoid the word “haredi” for reasons 
that  I  will  explain  later.)   That  movement  has  touched the  lives  of  a  great  many 
people, and it makes a lot of sense to say that  we (Religious Zionists) should learn 
from them (the non-Zionist world) when it comes to attracting non-observant Israelis 
to the Torah.  Why not learn how to be successful from those who are successful?

The logic here is valid, and a few people have even started to implement it. 
Some have gone so far as to copy Habad tactics by setting up Religious Zionist tefillin 
stands in shopping malls.  If it works – great!  May God grant these well-meaning 
people success.

Nevertheless, in this essay I will argue that for us, tactics very different from 
those implemented of the non-Zionist world are called for.  Not only that, but in the 
final  part  of  this  essay I  will  argue  something  deeper:  that  our  two communities 
fundamentally  stand  for  very  different  forms  of  avodat  Hashem,  which  therefore 
require very different types of outreach.  Furthermore, I will suggest that although our 
two communities  should stand for different forms of  avodat Hashem, in reality the 
differences have become blurred as Religious Zionism draws closer to the non-Zionist 
yeshivah world.  The result is that the Zionist yeshivah world has failed to attract 
outsiders over the past generation precisely because it has become so much like the 
non-Zionist world, especially within the Zionist yeshivot.  Imitating that world cannot 
work for us.

Instead, if Religious Zionists want to learn how to do outreach, I suggest that 
they learn how to do it precisely from those who have done truly successful outreach 
on an enormous scale, but are not called “haredim.”  In Israel such people are rare, but 
in North America they are abundant.  One simply needs to turn to the students of Rav 
Soloveitchik (hereafter, simply “the Rav”), and the institutions with which they are 
commonly associated.  Besides Yeshiva University itself, these include hundreds of 
synagogues and schools, youth groups, study centers on university campuses, and a 
large variety of other community institutions.  Through the institutions they serve as 
well  as  on a  personal  level,  the Rav’s  students  have helped  tens  of  thousands of 
American  Jewish  families  (including  my  own)  rediscover  the  Torah  that  their 
grandparents lost.  Israeli society at large desperately needs rabbis who can implement 
activities  and approaches  like those of the  Rav’s  students,  and Religious  Zionism 
would do well  do learn from them.   But unfortunately,  both their  ideas  and their 
accomplishments are virtually unknown in the Zionist yeshivah world.  Even worse, 
when they are known, they often ignored or even mocked.

The fact that insiders are often blind to their own reality is illustrated by an 
ongoing discussion in recent issues of Tzohar (7-10) on our very question: Why does 
Religious Zionism lack a “teshuvah” movement?  The articles in Tzohar expressed a 
wide variety of fascinating perspectives (including some very perceptive claims that 
the problem has roots in the thought of Rav Kuk himself).  Nevertheless, not a single 
article emphasized two blatantly obvious facts that are central to the problem: First, 
that  nowadays most Religious Zionists, especially the idealistic ones who study in 
yeshivot, simply don’t have non-observant Jews as neighbors.  Second, that Religious 
Zionists,  especially  rabbis  and  Torah  scholars,  are  kept  apart  from non-observant 
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Israelis by a deep cultural and intellectual gap.  How can Religious Zionism attract 
people to the faith of their fathers if Religious Zionists do not live side-by-side with 
others, and if they have enormous difficulty relating to them?

In short, I claim that Religious Zionism has failed to produce “normal” people, 
and that its adherents do not live in “normal” places.  In this essay, I will illustrate 
exactly  what  I  mean  by  “normality”  and explain  why (using  my definition)  it  is 
something desirable according to the Torah.  Let us begin with the most blatant of the 
two problems, that of “normal places.”

Normal Places  
My moment of deepest personal disappointment with Religious Zionism was 

at a community meeting that took place in a religious neighborhood where my wife 
and I  lived for a  year  (in  one of Israel’s  major  cities  on the coastal  plain).   The 
neighborhood rabbi, a young Religious Zionist leader active in local schools, presided 
over the meeting.  The neighborhood itself was then a brand new one, planned on a 
massive scale to include hundreds of housing units for sale exclusively to members of 
Israel’s religious community, and marketed mainly to the “knitted kippah” crowd.  At 
the time of the meeting, several dozen of the first apartments and houses already had 
residents.   The  rest  of  the  neighborhood  was  still  undergoing  various  stages  of 
construction.

The meeting’s agenda was devoted to a quarrel over signposts that some of the 
new residents had unilaterally erected at the pedestrian and motor vehicle entrances to 
the  neighborhood.   The  signs  read:  “Honored  Visitor:  Stop!  You  are  entering  a 
religious  neighborhood.  Driving  on  Shabbat  and  holidays  is  forbidden!  Dress 
modestly.  For  your  information:  Renting apartments  to  non-religious  families  is  a 
violation  of  contract.”   Other  residents  removed  the  signs,  which  prompted  the 
meeting.

During the meeting I made just one remark: “In my opinion, an all-religious 
neighborhood like this one can be a tremendous source of  Kiddush Hashem.   But 
when we put up signposts like these, we turn it into a Hillul Hashem.”

The rabbi’s response was immediate: “The people who bought homes in this 
neighborhood didn’t buy them in order to make a Kiddush Hashem.  If you want to 
make a Kiddush Hashem, you can move to the other neighborhood across the road.”1

1In retrospect, I have to admit that the neighborhood rabbi was right.   First of all, he was 
halakhically correct: Those who invest huge sums of money to buy homes in a religious neighborhood 
have every legal  right  to protect their investment by making sure that the neighborhood retains its 
intended character.

Secondly, though the rabbi hardly knew us, he quite right about my wife and I: We simply 
didn’t belong in an all-religious Israeli neighborhood of the type young Religious Zionist families flock 
to today.  In the end, we moved much farther away than just “across the road” (more on this below). 
Nevertheless, and to my great dismay, it turned out that there was also some truth in the remark I made 
about Hillul Hashem.  Not long after the neighborhood meeting, one of the city’s local papers carried a 
photo of a signpost on the front page.  The headline read, “No Dogs and no Secular Jews Allowed.”

Looking back, although what the rabbi said was correct on a halakhic level, and true of my 
wife and I on a personal level, I’ve become deeply convinced that the very truth he uttered exposes an 
acute spiritual failing on the part of Religious Zionism.  After all, classic Religious Zionism stood for 
religious,  God-fearing Jews taking an active part in the Zionist enterprise.   This meant being fully 
involved in the new society of the state-to-be,  and participation in all  of its  projects:  its  army,  its 
agriculture and industry, its academia – everything that is essential to a modern country.  But on a far 
more basic level, participation in the Zionist enterprise simply meant living together with other Jews in 
the  new  state’s  society,  including  Jews  who  were  not  Religious  Zionists  themselves.   In  small 
agricultural settlements and religious kibbutzim this was just not feasible.  But in Israel’s larger towns 
and cities, it was once common for Religious Zionists to live together with other Israelis in the very 
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In today’s Israel it is a striking paradox that no part of Jewish society is more 
segregated (as a matter of fact) and more segregationist (as a matter of ideology) than 
Religious  Zionism.   In  a  great  many  respects,  the  non-Zionist  yeshivah  world 
(especially  Shas)  is  far  better  socially  integrated  today  than  is  its  knitted-kippah 
counterpart.2

In  most  of  the places  where Religious  Zionist  communities  still  remain  in 
mixed urban and suburban neighborhoods, they often struggle to survive while their 
numbers dwindle, as young families slowly but surely trickle away and move to all-
religious neighborhoods and settlements.  My wife and I encountered this problem on 
a personal level when we moved to a mixed community where (we hoped) we could 
contribute  something.   We chose beautiful  Karmiel,  a  small  Galilee  city  of  some 
50,000  residents,  ethnically  and  religiously  mixed,  and  boasting  a  very  high 
percentage  of  immigrants  from  the  former  Soviet  Union  (nearly  half  the  city’s 
population).  The city offers nearly everything: it is beautiful and well-planned, its 
municipal services are excellent, its schools (including religious ones) are among the 

same neighborhoods and apartment buildings.  This, more than ideological issues, is what made them 
truly different from the segregated neighborhoods then typical of the non-Zionist religious world.

2 What exactly happened to Religious Zionism in geographic terms, and why?  A large part of 
the answer begins with the settlements in Judea, Samaria, and Gaza (abbreviated “Yesha” in Hebrew). 
The political dimensions of settling Yesha are not what concern us here.  And although I regard the 
enormous  dedication  and  extreme  sacrifices  that  went  into building  the  communities  of  Yesha  as 
examples of great heroism – heroism is not what concerns us here either.  Rather, we need to focus on 
the social dimensions of Religious Zionism in Yesha.

The  basic  facts  are  well  known:  For  over  a  generation,  the  idealism of  young  Religious 
Zionists has been channeled into settling Yesha.  And because these were brand new settlements, not 
long-established towns and cities, they were typically created along “pure” religious and ideological 
lines: communities for certain kinds of people, of certain ages, all committed to a common ideology. 
Not  all  of  the communities  founded in  Yesha  are  religious,  but  a  most  of  them are  either  totally 
religious or very heavily so.  An admissions committee controls entrance to all but the largest of these 
communities – no one can simply decide to come and buy a house (especially not if he lacks a kippah 
on his head, or she doesn’t wear a skirt).  For young families to come and live in communities like 
these  has  been  seen  as  the  ultimate  practical  realization  of  Religious  Zionist  ideals  for  the  past 
generation.

Especially since the 1980s, similar options have become widely available “inside” the Green 
Line too: Homogeneous neighborhoods, some built on a huge mass scale, marketed to the religious 
community.  The advertisements feature double sinks and sukkah porches, but it is quite clear that what 
really makes these neighborhoods sell so well (even when poor quality buildings are marketed for 
exorbitant prices!) is the deep desire of Religious Zionists to live among people just like themselves.  It 
was in just such a neighborhood that my wife and I lived when the community meeting I described 
above took place.

The flip side of the coin is that typical Israeli neighborhoods, especially in larger towns and 
cities, have been severely drained of their religious populations, especially of young Religious Zionist 
families with children.  Indeed, even when religious communities remain within these neighborhoods, 
they more often than not belong to the non-Zionist religious world.  In other words, the very religious 
Jews who identify most with the State of Israel have become radically estranged from most of the 
State’s population on a very basic, personal level – as neighbors.

There  are  still  cities  where  Religious  Zionist  communities  thrive  in  mixed  urban 
neighborhoods.  Some examples that come to mind are Jerusalem, Beit Shemesh, Raanana, Rehovot 
and Petah Tikva.  (It  is no accident that many English-speaking immigrants – who are themselves 
products of “mixed” environments – have been attracted to these very cities.)  Nevertheless, these cities 
too  are  becoming  less  integrated  each  year.   This  fact  –  that  non-observant  Israelis  tend  to  flee 
neighborhoods  with  a  religious  flavor  –  indicates  that  segregationism is  not  just  a  problem as  a 
religious ideology, but as a secular one as well.  I believe that both are terribly unhealthy for Israel’s 
future  as  a  Jewish  state.   But  the  bottom line  is  that,  for  the  most  part,  mixed  religious-secular 
neighborhoods are a thing of the past in Israel’s cities and towns.
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finest in the country, its housing is affordable.  In short, Karmiel arguably offers the 
best quality of life in the entire State of Israel.  Thousands of families with young 
children  love  Karmiel  dearly,  and  the  city  is  growing by leaps  and bounds  (it  is 
planned to reach 100,000 in coming years).  Nor is it religiously barren: It has some 
25 synagogues, five mikva’ot, three kollelim, and competing religious schools on all 
levels, from day-care through high school.  Nevertheless, despite the fact that the city 
has “everything” and most of its groups are thriving, one social element in the city is 
shrinking and struggling to survive: Religious Zionism!  I emphasize that what is true 
of Karmiel is true of many similar places, including many of Israel’s largest cities.

The  spiritual  dimensions  of  the  problem  are,  to  my  mind,  extraordinary. 
Taking Karmiel as an example, we have a Jewish city of 50,000 residents, half of 
them  Russian-speaking  immigrants.   What  living  models  of  Judaism  might  they 
encounter where they live, among their neighbors and friends?  The answer is that 
because Religious Zionists have mostly abandoned Karmiel for “purer” pastures (all-
religious ones), most residents of Karmiel are quite likely never to have a serious 
encounter with any religious community at all.  If they do make contact with some 
sort of Judaism, it will probably be through one of three venues, each of which is 
insufficient in itself and points directly at a critical weakness or failing in Religious 
Zionism:

1. The first one is through Karmiel’s Conservative community, which makes 
serious,  well-meaning  efforts  to  do outreach,  especially  towards  Russian-speaking 
immigrants, and with adequate funding.  For us, however, this avenue is unacceptable 
for  well-known  halakhic  and  hashkafic  reasons,  but  above  all  because  most 
Conservative communities fail to provide living models of religious observance.3

2.  The  second  possible  avenue  of  contact  is  Habad.   In  Karmiel,  like 
everywhere else, Habad manages to attract certain individuals who are drawn to its 
special  type  of  religious  passion,  coupled  with boundless  dedication  and absolute 
certainty in the truth of its path.  But in Karmiel, as throughout most of Israel, Habad 
is  dominated by a terrible  lie:  belief  in a messiah who will  rise from the dead to 
complete  his  mission,  a  belief  that  Judaism has  categorically  rejected  ever  since 
Christianity began.  Habad’s false messianism is something which neither intellectual 
integrity nor loyalty to the Torah can tolerate.  I write this as someone with deep love 
and respect for Habad, which played a role in my own discovery of the Torah.  For 
that I will be eternally grateful to the late  Rebbe of blessed memory and to Habad. 
But  true love  and  respect  for  Habad  must  mean  banning  false  messianism,  not 
tolerating it or dismissing it as a bad joke!4

3 Nevertheless,  a  Conservative  synagogue  raises  a  serious,  unmet  challenge  to  Religious 
Zionism.  The fact is that at least some of the native Israelis and immigrants that it attracts are precisely 
the kinds of people that Religious Zionist communities should want to attract,  yet  generally fail to 
reach out to.  These are people who are quite firmly and happily rooted in “normal” lives, but are 
looking for a way to bring traditional Jewish holiness into those lives.  Such people need a warm, 
friendly religious community to welcome them in a non-threatening way that fundamentally respects 
their way of life, and can show them how to live that kind of life Jewishly, within the framework of 
halakhah.  What could possibly be a more wonderful and meaningful challenge for a Religious Zionist 
community?  Yet rare are the communities who care about such a goal.

4 Here too Religious Zionism has failed: Its justified sympathy for Habad has led its leaders to 
tolerate  open heresy.   Zionist rabbis,  who comprise a leadership so outspoken on other,  often less 
important issues, have failed to issue clear, open public statements to the effect that Judaism has no 
place for a messiah who rises from the dead.  Inside the Zionist yeshivot, Habad messianism is usually 
opposed.  But in public, Zionist rabbis not only fail to stand up openly against false messianism, they 
even participate in events with openly messianic agendas.  The Zionist rabbinic leadership has devoted 
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3.  The third, and by far the most important and positive models of Jewish life 
available  in  Karmiel  today are  the  city’s  non-Zionist  yeshivah  communities,  built 
through the life-long efforts of the city’s two chief rabbis.  These are truly lovely 
communities that have succeeded in doing significant outreach, including outreach to 
immigrants.  Their members are very dedicated, and they are deeply sincere about 
welcoming “returning” Jews into their communities.  The city’s chief rabbis are both 
extraordinary community builders, for whom I have deep admiration.  Nevertheless, 
their communities still call out for a Religious Zionist alternative.

The problem is this: Despite numerous individual cases of success, potential 
outreach by these communities is severely stifled.  No matter how hard they try, they 
can never be attractive to most residents because they directly oppose some of the 
most basic values in the lives of Israelis: These communities minimize the importance 
of a fine general education, discourage army service for future Torah scholars, strictly 
separate men and women in most areas of life, and they are culturally worlds apart 
from both the Russian-speaking immigrants and the secular sabras.  Obviously, these 
areas are exactly where Religious Zionism can and should provide an alternative, but 
it simply does not.5

Despite the three avenues we described (Conservative, Habad, and “haredi”), 
most of Karmiel’s 50,000 residents are still unlikely to have significant contact with 
any sort of Judaism at all.   The only group whose spiritual needs are served to some 
degree are non-observant Sephardic families, many of whom were never far removed 
from tradition in the first place, and who are often less ideological about the choices 
they make.  For them, non-Zionist yeshivah communities are sometimes appealing. 
But here, too, we meet with the abject failure of Religious Zionism: When Sephardic 
Jews seek to return to their roots, the live model of Judaism they are likely to find and 
embrace in Karmiel is not that of Religious Zionism.

Over the past few years Religious Zionists have finally begun to acknowledge 
that the kind of situation found in Karmiel is symptomatic of a widespread problem 
throughout the country, and a new solution has been proposed.  As might be expected, 
both the problem and its solution are often framed in terms of Yesha: “If until now the 
need of the hour has been to settle the Land of Israel, the great need now is to settle 
among  the  People of  Israel.”   The  implementation  of  these  sentiments  has  been 
dubbed the “Garin Torani.”  One year after my wife and I moved to Karmiel for the 
reasons I already explained, such a garin was founded right in our very neighborhood. 

so much energy teaching the public to buy bug-free lettuce over the past decade, but next to none 
warning  laymen  not  to  enter  Habad  Houses,  where  heresy  (or  even  outright  idolatry)  is  openly 
preached!

Here,  too,  they  could  learn  from  the  students  of  the  Rav.   The  Rav  himself  had  deep 
admiration and sincere affection for Habad, and shared a personal relationship with the late Rebbe.  He 
largely passed these positive feelings on to his students.  But in light of the current Habad heresy, his 
students today (precisely  because they respect  Habad!) have their communities boycott any activity 
with signs of false messianism.

5 Let me make myself clear: I am  not saying we should provide an alternative because the 
non-Zionist  approach  doesn’t  work,  or  because  we  could  reach  the  same  people  better.   On  the 
contrary, the non-Zionist approach can and does work for them.  But we should not waste our efforts 
repeating  the  very  same  thing  that  others  are  doing  quite  well  already.   Rather,  we  would  best 
contribute by providing a truly different alternative precisely for the majority of Israelis who are  not 
open to the non-Zionist approach, but  may be open to us.  For the most part, we are talking about 
entirely different people.  There are more than five million Jews in Israel, and there is enough work for 
all of us to do without any competition!
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For us this was a great social boon, because it brought a few religious families our 
own age into our lives, and lessened our sense of being the only lonely idealists.

The idea of a garin torani is basically as follows: Several families with Zionist 
yeshivah  backgrounds  settle  together  in  places  where  the  Religious  Zionist 
community is weak.  The men of the garin spend most of their time learning Torah in 
a  kollel  environment.   Both  husbands  and wives  seek  work  in  the  new location, 
usually as educators.  In addition, the families volunteer to expand Torah study and 
other religious activities around the city.

The  concept  of  the  garin  torani,  however,  is  plagued  by  two  problems: 
quantity and quality.  We will focus on quality later, but the problem of quantity can 
be summed up easily right now: People are just not coming.  Though all beginnings 
are hard, the idea of “settling among the people” has not begun to enjoy anything 
close to the enthusiastic response that “settling the Land of Israel” continues to enjoy 
among Religious Zionists.  The sad fact is that products of the Zionist yeshivot simply 
do not want to live in religiously mixed communities, and very few choose to join a 
garin.  The garinim desperately seek new members (the advertisements are published 
everywhere) but cannot find them.6

I thus plead for Religious Zionists to once again live alongside other Israelis in 
“normal” places.  Of course, the word “normal” is really quite problematic in a Jewish 
context, because the Israel is anything but a “normal” people, and the Land of Israel is 
anything but a “normal” place.  It would be presumptuous to write that Tel Aviv is 
somehow “normal” while Yesha is not.  Nevertheless, I’m going to skirt the problem 
by defining “normality” in the following way: as what is commonplace among the 
very uncommon Jewish people.  In other words, neither Yesha nor Tel Aviv is truly 
normal.  The very fact that they are Jewish makes them abnormal by definition!  And 
our  hate-filled  enemies  quite  openly  threaten  the  existence  of  both  alike.   But 
nevertheless, based on who lives actually there, we can still say that Tel Aviv is more 
“normal” among the Jews themselves than is Yesha.

In this sense, what I mean by “normal” is clear: Religious Zionists tend not to 
live in the same buildings, neighborhoods, and cities where most other Israelis do.  In 
this sense, they do not live in “normal” places.  But for the sake of the spiritual health 
of Israel as a Jewish state, I plead for them to start living among their people right 
now, and in large numbers.

Normal People  
Observant Jews commonly draw parallels between Israeli Religious Zionism 

and  the  kind  of  diaspora  Orthodoxy  that,  at  least  in  North  America,  is  usually 
associated with Yeshiva University.  Numerous similarities point to such a parallel, 
from the overall lack of black hats and jackets to celebrating Yom ha-Atzmaut; from 
the  religious  laymen  with  college  degrees  and professional  careers  to  the  women 
engaged in high-level Torah study.  These and other shared features make drawing the 
parallel quite common, even trivial.  And the institutional connections – the thousands 

6 The current war has made things worse.  Though our cruel, vicious enemies have targeted 
the entire country, there is no doubt that the residents of Yesha have been hit the hardest.  And they, 
too, are begging for new families to come and boost both population and morale.  On the one hand, 
Religious Zionism has finally realized that Israelis who do not live there will ultimately decide the 
future of Yesha.  But on the other hand, especially because of the war, living in Yesha remains by far  
the highest priority, while living among Israelis in “normal” places is hardly a priority at all.  The cries 
for help in Yesha are being met with real Religious Zionist manpower, but the silent cry for spiritual 
succor by an assimilating (and shell-shocked) Israeli population is not.
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of  Yeshiva  University  students  (including  myself)  who  have  studied  at  Zionist 
yeshivot in Israel over the course of many years – have cemented a firm relationship 
between the two worlds.  Here, though, I  am about to commit  the near-heresy of 
calling that relationship into question.

The major crux of the problem is college and careers.  It  is quite true that 
common  to  both  communities  are  “religious  laymen  with  college  degrees  and 
professional careers.”  Among Israeli Religious Zionists, just as in North America, 
one  finds  religious,  God-fearing  engineers  and  accountants,  doctors  and  nurses, 
lawyers and social workers, academics and educators, financiers and industrialists (for 
Israel, we may also add career soldiers).  The list is endless, and it is justifiably a 
source of very great pride.

But there is something absolutely vital that Israel  completely lacks when it 
comes to college and careers, and that is the involvement of its rabbinic elite: rabbis, 
dayyanim, and rashei yeshivah.  The Zionist yeshivah world has produced thousands 
of fine, dedicated rabbis who are outstanding Torah scholars of the first rank.  But 
hardly any of them study in any academic framework after high school (with the sole 
exception of earning licenses in education).  Nor, with rare exceptions, do they enter 
careers  in  anything  besides  the  rabbinate  and  education.   In  today’s  Religious 
Zionism,  academic  degrees  and the Israeli  job market  are  only for those who are 
unable to be Torah scholars, or do not want to be.

For instance,  in Israel  today there are countless  religious professionals  and 
businessmen,  but  it  is  terribly  hard  to  find  a  community  rav who is  a  lawyer,  a 
scientist, or a historian.  The same is true in nearly every other profession (with the 
exception of the arts and the media, in which it is hard to find religious Jews at all).7 

Even  when  such  people  are  found,  they  are  more  often  members  of  the  older 
generation of Religious Zionists than products of the yeshivot in recent years.8  To a 
large degree, people like this in Israel today tend not to be native Israelis at all, but 
English-speaking immigrants or their children.

Are academic study and the ability to pursue other careers really so important 
for a rabbi?  Does a paper diploma really add something of spiritual value to how a 
rabbi serves his community?  Does a rabbi really need to learn another profession, 
even if he doesn’t plan to use it, but only to teach Torah?

7 Indicative of the problem is a recent article advocating that religious experts in each Israeli 
profession work together with posekim in order to create a positive, realistic climate for pesak.  This is 
a worthy sentiment, of course,  but  the author never even considered what is commonplace among 
students of the Rav: that professional experts  themselves can be Torah scholars, some of them even 
capable of functioning as posekim.  The author never considered this because it simply doesn’t exist in 
Israel.

8 Sometimes, of course, they are immigrants from western countries or their children, which 
helps prove the very point I am trying to make.  The difference becomes more vivid when we consider 
semikhah students at Yeshiva University.   Some half of these students do so for their own spiritual 
growth, but when they finish their years of intensive Torah study they plan to enter the careers for 
which they earned academic degrees.   The result is that North America boasts a stratum of serious 
Torah scholars actively working in a wide variety of professions.

The  other  half  of  the  semikhah students  at  YU,  those  who  plan  to  enter  the  rabbinate, 
education,  or  other  forms  of  avodat  ha-kodesh,  nevertheless  have,  as  a  rule,  both  academic 
backgrounds and training in other fields besides shas and posekim.  In North America, it is rare to find 
an Orthodox synagogue that would even consider hiring a rabbi who does not hold at least a master’s 
degree.  But in Israel, rare is the Religious Zionist rav who holds any degree at all.
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The  answer,  it  seems,  is  “no,”  but  also  “yes.”   “No,”  because  Religious 
Zionism has done quite well for itself with rabbis lacking academic backgrounds and 
parallel  careers.   Its  existing  communities  are  growing  and  expanding,  new 
communities are being planted all the time on fertile soil, and its rabbis are usually 
excellent Torah scholars and well-respected leaders within their  own communities. 
There are few voices in these communities asking their rabbis go back to college.

Nevertheless, I argue that the answer is also “yes,” and for two reasons.  First, 
although our communities are multiplying, they also face their own problems.  Chief 
among them is the widespread secularization of our own youth, and even all-religious 
communities have proven not to be a barrier against this tragedy.  In part, the tragedy 
is  a  direct  result  of  the  fact  that  Religious  Zionist  rabbis  and  teachers  have  not 
succeeded in combining deep dedication to the Torah with serious involvement  in 
other wide areas of life.9

Secondly, even if we assume that Religious Zionism has done quite well with 
its rabbis on its own terms, for its own communities, there is still a larger problem.  At 
the  start  of  this  essay  I  wrote  that  Religious  Zionism  “has  profoundly  failed  to 
strengthen the Jewish character of Israeli society at large.”  It has done quite well for 
its own, but it has not done so well for others.  I argue that one major reason for this is 
how its rabbinic leadership is educated.

Let there be no mistake: There are some Zionist rabbis in Israel who are highly 
effective in working with the non-observant public.  Nonetheless, for the most part, 
the rabbinic products of the Zionist yeshivot have not provided Israelis with living 
models of Judaism they can relate to, and which they might even want to emulate in 
their own lives.  Much of the reason for this is that these rabbis are the products of a 
yeshivah world in which general culture, academic study, and modern careers play 
little or no part.

In  other  words,  academic  degrees  are  indeed important  for  a  rabbi,  not  as 
empty  symbols  of  prestige,  but  as  signs  that  he  is  a  capable  participant  in  the 
intellectual world of most non-observant Israelis, a world in which academic success 
and general knowledge are highly esteemed.  This is true of the Israeli “elite” – the 
mostly Ashkenazic middle and upper class – as well as of the million plus immigrants 
from the former Soviet Union (whose massive numbers, along with their education 
and talent, have completely changed the face of Israeli society in just one decade). 
Rabbis uncomfortable with academia, modern careers, and modern culture are likely 
doomed to failure with most people from both of these populations.

It  is no accident  that  Religious  Zionism has hardly even  tried to have any 
impact on these two crucial populations, both of which number in the millions.  For 
each of them, a separate excuse is routinely offered.  Let us begin with the classic 
Israelis who proudly call themselves “secular,” the mostly Ashkenazic sabras who are 

9 It is because of this problem that many within the Zionist yeshivot urge strengthening Torah 
and minimizing  hol,  to  the extent  of  creating Religious Zionist  schools that  severely limit  secular 
studies, and certainly see no ideal in their pursuit.

While  I  fully  agree  that  intensifying  Torah  study is  a  must  at  every level,  I  nevertheless 
suspect that limiting general studies is a huge mistake.  A major factor in the secularization of our 
youth may be precisely the fact that among their teachers, family, and friends, they rarely see intense 
dedication to Torah complemented by pursuit of excellence in the outside world.  On the contrary, what 
they continually see is that the more intense a person’s dedication to Torah, the less he is interested in 
the wider world.  In other words, the “Torah only” approach of our rabbis and teachers, trained in the 
Zionist  yeshivot,  may ultimately be to  the detriment  of  the  Torah.   What  we really  need to  stem 
secularization are rabbis and educators who are equally at home both in the world of Torah and in the 
world outside of it.
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so  often  accused  (perhaps  justifiably)  of  being  the  self-appointed  elite  of  Israeli 
society.   Few Religious  Zionists  see  any value  in  creating  the  kinds  of  religious 
communities that might attract such people.  Any such effort would be immediately 
dismissed as patently futile, because Religious Zionists consider the classic “secular” 
Israeli to be someone closed to new ideas.  In fact, it is quite true that for a substantial 
minority of these people, their secularity is a solid dogma held with truly religious 
passion.  Furthermore, even the majority of Israelis – who call themselves “secular” 
but  are  not  such  hard-core  ideologues  –  are  often  highly  suspicious  of  anything 
religious.  Invite them for Shabbat, and they may well ask, “Come to your home on 
Shabbat?  Why, are you trying to make me religious?”

And yet, such people can be reached.  To reach them requires true openness, 
sincere warmth, and above all a profound respect for their real lives.  If these factors 
exist they may agree to visit on Shabbat, knowing that there is no hidden agenda to 
seduce them into becoming something that they are not.  There is nothing to fear, 
because there  is  honestly no goal  of a  “hazarah bi-teshuvah”  involving a  sudden, 
drastic rejection of their life and values.  On the contrary, your home largely affirms 
those  same  basic  values.   And  the  invitation  itself  must  be  an  honest,  natural 
expression of warm hospitality and the desire to deepen friendships – something it is 
natural for religious Jews to do on Shabbat specifically, regardless of who the guests 
are.10  The result is that nonobservant guests will also see a traditional Shabbat in an 
observant home, and that is something very beautiful.  But it cannot be the motivating 
reason to invite them over!

For  such  an  approach  to  have  integrity,  two  different  principles  must  be 
adhered to.  I firmly believe that there is no conflict whatsoever between them:

1.  Shabbat is an extraordinary treasure, a central mitzvah, and an experience 
which should be part of a Jew’s life.  It is wonderful for guests to be shown its beauty 
through example, and there is no reason whatsoever to be embarrassed about this.

2.  It is good to interact with all different kinds of good people, and be friendly 
with them on a personal level.  It is both spiritually healthy and basic mentchlikhtkeit. 
This remains true even if the people we interact with are quite certainly never going to 
keep Shabbat.

When it comes to the second population, the million-plus Russian-speaking 
immigrants  who  have  arrived  over  the  past  decade,  the  situation  is  somewhat 
different.  Here we have people who to a large degree are not the captives of ideology. 
In fact, the opposite is often true: After seventy years of Communist terror they are so 

10 Obviously,  guests such as these must be allowed a chance to reciprocate.   If  there is an 
atmosphere  of  goodwill  and  mutual  respect,  then  this  is  not  nearly  as  hard  as  it  sounds.   It  can 
obviously be done on a weekday, but with serious thought and some advanced planning it can even be 
done on Shabbat.

Should we expect such friendships to have any impact in the religious realm?  The fact is that 
most people will not change their lives, nor should we expect them to.  But on the other hand, most 
families will leave the kind of Shabbat table we described different than they were before, not in their 
lifestyle, but in the overall warmth and respect they feel towards Torah and mitzvot.  This in and of 
itself is something extremely valuable for all concerned.  It is very possible that such changed feelings 
may have an unforeseen impact later in life.  Not only that, but a minority of those who come into 
contact with truly warm and open religious communities may even bring observance of the mitzvot into 
their  lives slowly but surely.   Such people,  although a minority,  are  a significant  source of  future 
strength  for  the  religious  communities  they eventually  join.   But  none  of  this  will  happen  unless 
Religious Zionists themselves, especially rabbis, are open-minded people with rich backgrounds both 
in Torah and in other fields.  Plus, such people must choose to live in neighborhoods that are not 
heavily religious.
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turned off to the secular ideologies of the left that they are uniquely open to Judaism. 
Furthermore, many of them are actively seeking to recover their Jewish roots.  In my 
experience,  they  never  hesitate  to  accept  invitations  to  visit  on  Shabbat  out  of 
suspicion or fear.  In fact, they are quite often overjoyed.

There  is  another  side to  the story,  of  course.   We are  speaking of a  huge 
population  plagued  by  deep  assimilation  and  widespread  intermarriage.   Huge 
numbers – a large majority of current immigrants – are not even Jewish according to 
the halakhah.  This population has blessed Israel with a vast pool of talent, but it also 
presents problems to Israel as a Jewish State.

How has Religious Zionism related to this, the greatest aliyah in history?  As 
crazy as it sounds, even after a decade there is hardly any relationship at all between 
the two.  State  religious schools have made little  or no efforts  to attract  Russian-
speaking children.  Synagogues have hardly been concerned with attracting the adults. 
To befriend an immigrant family is far from the top of the list of important mitzvot 
for a Religious Zionist  family to fulfill.   After  a decade of immigration,  there are 
hardly any Russian-speaking Religious Zionists in Israel at all, but nobody seems to 
miss them the least bit.  The overall effect of mass aliyah on the consciousness and 
lifestyle of most Religious Zionists – as individuals, families, and communities – is 
close to zero.11

Like the secular sabras, much can be done to reach out to Russian-speaking 
olim on a personal level.  Even granting all the difficulties, including the language 
barrier, it is not even so hard to do, and it is highly rewarding.  (This is based on 
personal experience.)  But if it can be easily done, then why isn’t it done?  And why 
haven’t Zionist rabbis been at the forefront of doing it?  A large part of the reason, I 
argue, is the deep cultural gap: The Russian-speaking aliyah is, by and large, highly 
educated,  and  (like  the  secular  sabras)  deeply  appreciates  academic  excellence, 
professional success, and a worldy outlook.  But for the most part, Zionist rabbis view 
academia as anathema for Torah scholars, and secular careers as second-class options 
for those who cannot study Torah on the highest levels (or choose not to).  In other 
words, it is their background and training that makes outreach difficult or impossible 

11 To  describe  things  from  a  different  angle,  we  might  say  that  in  Religious  Zionist 
consciousness over the past decade, the Russian-speaking aliyah has been mildly appreciated for its 
right-wing voting patterns, and mildly vexing because it brought so many halakhic non-Jews to Israel. 
Some important efforts were indeed made to help with the practical needs of fresh immigrants, and a 
few praiseworthy religious educational institutions created programs to absorb them.  But for the most 
part, in the minds of both the rabbis and the public, it is as if this vast aliyah never even happened at 
all!

I had an unbelievable experience connected to this Religious Zionist apathy towards Russian 
immigrants.  As I wrote above, one year after my wife and I moved to Karmiel – a city that is one-half 
Russian speaking – a Garin Torani was founded in our neighborhood.  The garin was founded at the 
behest  of  rabbis  held in  the highest  regard  by the Religious Zionist  public,  and under their  direct 
supervision.  The garin was a great social boon for us personally, as I wrote above.  But when I first 
met the members of the garin something surprised me, and with true naivety I asked: “Where are the 
Russian-speaking families in the garin?”

Even more naïve than my own initial question was the reply I got, which I will never forget as 
long as I live: “Why would a Garin Torani need Russian-speakers?”  This was the reply of a sincere, 
well meaning Religious Zionist and a Talmid Hakham.

To this day, it is beyond my understanding how anyone could even think of founding a Garin 
Torani in a city like Karmiel without Russian-speakers.  To the credit of the garin, I must say that it 
has agreed to encourage Russian-speaking families to come and welcome them with open arms.  But let 
me emphasize that the attitude I initially encountered with the garin is very typical for graduates of the 
Zionist yeshivot.  For them, the immigrants are at best an afterthought.
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for Religious Zionist rabbis.  The Zionist yeshivot have simply not trained the right 
kind of manpower for the job.

To be fair, it must be clearly stated that a Zionist  rav who has not pursued 
formal academic degree can still be a very well rounded, educated person.  He can, if 
his intellectual curiosity and innate desire to learn are accompanied by the natural 
abilities of an autodidact.  Indeed, the ultimate spiritual model for Religious Zionism, 
Rav Kuk, was himself such a man.  Rav Kuk created a rich synthesis between his 
mastery  of  all  the  disciplines  of  the  Torah  and  his  deep  understanding  of  the 
intellectual  currents  of  his  time.   Among  his  direct  students  were  a  few  unique 
personalities who did the same.  And today, a number of well-known Zionist rabbinic 
leaders  and  rashei  yeshivah have  combined  their  greatness  in  Torah  with  an 
impressive mastery of general knowledge solely through their own informal learning.

Men such as these, who bravely and creatively make their  own way in the 
shadowy forest of modern thought, lighting its darkness with the Torah, are following 
in  best  tradition  of  their  great  teacher,  Rav Kuk.   The  problem is  that  only  rare 
individuals are capable of doing such a thing, and it is far beyond what can normally 
be expected even of talented rabbis.  Most people – even very bright and talented 
people – need formal training, not just in the yeshivah but also in the university.  The 
more common rabbinic product of a yeshivah world that eschews formal education in 
practice (even if it  follows Rav Kuk by being positive towards secular wisdom in 
theory) is a rabbi who minimizes the value of broader education at all levels, from 
childhood to adulthood.  Such a rabbi will naturally demand, for his children and his 
students:

*A “nationalistic”  Talmud  Torah instead  of  a  religious  elementary  school 
(even a Torani school that emphasizes and strengthens Torah study);

*A “nationalistic” Yeshivah Ketanah instead of a yeshivah high school;
*The complete absence of anything that smacks of academization or studying 

towards a career for post high-school age yeshivah students.12

Such demands are heard with great force today in the Zionist rabbinic world, 
and are poised to soon become dominant.  But even if these voices are wrong (as I 
think they are), they cannot be blamed: Products of today’s Zionist yeshivot cannot be 
expected to think otherwise, since they have never seen any other Torah model.

I  have  long suspected  that  what  really  lies  behind  the  striking  differences 
between the students of Rav Kuk in Israel and the students of Rav Soloveitchik in 
North America are neither matters of ideology nor sociology, but rather the basic facts 
of the lives of their  two respective teachers.   Rav Kuk, as we mentioned,  was an 
autodidact,  unlike  the  Rav  who  pursued  a  formal  doctorate.   Each  of  their  lives 
became a model for their students, but not equally:  Like Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai, 
many  saw  Rav  Kuk  as  their  model,  but  very  few  of  his  students  succeeded  in 
mastering general knowledge informally, as he did.  The path he walked was one that 
very few others could succeed in emulating.13

12 He will  also  strongly  prefer  a  post  high-school  Zionist  yeshivah  which  has  no official 
“arrangement”  (hesder) with the Israeli  army.   At first  glance  this has nothing to do with general 
studies.  But there is a connection, namely:  Opposition to anything but Torah study in the lives of 
yeshivah students, especially for those with the potential to become talmidei hakhamim.  Any outside 
involvement, be it be secular studies or even something categorically holy like army service, is to be 
excluded.

13 Lest  I be misunderstood, let me make myself totally clear:  It  is quite obvious that  vast 
numbers of outstanding Torah scholars and committed Jews have dedicated their lives to the vision 
found in the Torah of Rav Kuk.  Rav Kuk’s Torah is so powerful and profound that it could not fail to 
become the guide and model for the many, not just the few.  When I say that his model was one that 
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On the other hand, like Rabbi Yishmael, Rav Soloveitchik’s very life modeled 
a practical approach towards general knowledge that could be emulated by many: He 
encouraged  his  students  seek  excellence  formally  in  both the  yeshivah  and the 
university like he himself did.  Nor did he impose any ideological structure on them, 
dictating how they should combine the two different worlds.  As a result of the Rav’s 
inspired  teaching  and  leadership,  and  his  unimposing  guidance,  he  educated  vast 
numbers of talented rabbis who found themselves well able to follow in his footsteps. 
These are the people who built and still lead a vast world of Torah and mitzvot in 
North America that is not called “haredi,” and who have brought tens of thousands of 
families back to the Torah through their own work and through the communities and 
institutions they are associated with.  Let me emphasize: Hardly any of this success 
would have been possible for rabbis  without broad educations and a great deal of 
openness.

I am very sure that many good people will strongly disagree with what I’ve 
written so far.  But if I am correct,  then the very success of the Rav’s students in 
precisely  the  area  where  Religious  Zionism  is  sorely  lacking  (namely  outreach) 
derives  from  combining  high-level  Torah  study  with  higher  education.   This, 
however,  only  begs  a  further  question:  Why  hasn’t  the  kind  of  “Torah  life”  
represented by Rav Soloveitchik taken root among Religious Zionists?  Two different 
reasons have been proposed.

English-speaking olim who are aware of the problem, and especially graduates 
of Yeshiva University, often argue that there has not been enough institutional interest 
on the part of YU itself.  This is quite true: YU has never established a significant 
branch in Israel.  Unlike other institutions (Touro College and JTS, for instance) it 
offers  no degrees  to native Israelis,  or  anything  else of interest  to  them.  Typical 
religious Israelis today are often only vaguely aware (at best) that YU even exists.14 

Nevertheless,  none  of  these  institutional  facts  about  YU  can  really  explain  why 
Religious Zionism has been so adverse to academic study for its yeshivah population, 
or why it has failed to implement outreach techniques comparable to those in North 
America.

Israelis who are aware of the problem tend to argue that the problem is aliyah, 
or more precisely the lack of aliyah.  It is those who come here who shape Israeli 
communities, the argument goes, not those who stay in  Hutz La-Aretz, even for the 
loftiest of reasons (such as teaching Torah).  In short, the Rav’s approach never took 
hold in Israel because he was there, not here.  Perhaps if he had accepted the offer to 
be Israel’s Chief Rabbi, things would have been different.

The reality is different, however.  Putting the episode of the Chief Rabbinate 
aside (the Rav was quite right to turn down the offer, but for reasons that go beyond 
this essay), the simple fact is that aliyah from Yeshiva University and similar circles 

few could follow, I mean just one important  part of his Torah, namely: the value he saw in general 
wisdom.  And even for this, I argue, the problem is not that Rav Kuk’s model is invalid (God forbid), 
but that the practical tool of a formal education is necessary to make it accessible to more than just a 
few.

14 Even worse, YU has been utterly apathetic to the needs of its own rabbinical students who 
make aliyah.   RIETS does not  offer,  as  it  should,  a  semikhah track that  prepares  students  for  the 
examinations of the Chief Rabbinate, and thus YU semikhah is not recognized here: Its  musmakhim 
cannot serve as rabbis of synagogues,  settlements,  towns or cities.  YU’s Azrieli school of Jewish 
Education has never taken the steps to ensure that its degrees be recognized as teaching licenses here in 
Israel.  If as an institution YU paid attention to Israel, it would probably have more influence here.

14



has always been amazingly high.  Attesting to this is the large number of English-
speakers  to  be  found  in  nearly  every  significant  Religious  Zionist  community  in 
Israel.  They are minorities, of course, but large and significant minorities.  In some 
places they are even majorities.  Given the low aliyah rate of American Jews as a 
whole, this is nothing short of extraordinary.

Furthermore, this aliyah is highly significant not just in quantity, but also in 
quality.  On the whole, it is the idealists who come to Israel, including high numbers 
of  rabbis  and educators.   If  we focus  on the Rav specifically,  many of his  finest 
students are here.  Well out of proportion to their numbers, they have founded high-
quality schools and yeshivot, and are active in a wide variety of educational positions. 
But as religious models in Israeli public consciousness, and especially in the Zionist 
yeshivot, they barely exist.  The greatest of them, by virtue of their outstanding Torah 
scholarship,  charisma  and  talent,  should  be  at  the  forefront  of  Religious  Zionist 
leadership.  But instead they are mostly ignored, and when their opinions are known 
they are usually rejected, and often not so delicately:  “Lo mi-piv anu hayyim – He 
doesn’t  tell  us  how to live!”   Needless  to  say,  they are  not  viewed as models  to 
emulate in the Zionist yeshivot.  Why not?

I think the real  reason is  actually quite  simple.   It  has nothing to do with 
Yeshiva University’s institutional absence in Israel or with the number of olim from 
its  wider  circles  in  English-speaking  countries.   Rather,  it  is  because  however 
influential  a  minority  may be,  the  majority  may still  reject  its  views,  and  that  is 
exactly what has happened here.  The simple truth is that the Zionist yeshivot have 
largely  rejected  the  model  of  Torah  combined  with  academia,  careers,  and  other 
trappings of contemporary society.  They have opted for Torah alone.  The Rav has 
been outvoted.

At first glance, there is really nothing wrong with this.  Torah scholars have 
every right to teach and act as they see fit, even if it involves rejecting other paths 
within the Torah.  Were the topic of discussion the method of Torah study, the style of 
derashot, competing customs, or even conflicting approaches to pesak halakhah, there 
would be no need to belabor the point.  But I claim that the issue here is different.

Why is it different?  Because the decision by the Zionist yeshivot to reject 
college and careers for rabbis is a very costly one, whose steep price to pay they have 
only just begun to realize.  That cost is rabbinic leadership without the experience and 
training to reach most members of Israel’s largest social groups.  In other words, the 
ultimate  price  to  be  paid  is  the  lack  of  an  effective  “teshuvah”  movement  for 
Religious Zionism.  I am not willing to pay that price, and that is why I plead for 
change in this article.

I plead for the Zionist yeshivot to allow, encourage, and even require formal 
academic training for its students and rabbis.  Educational excellence must be a value 
not just for kodesh, but also for hol.  Well over a generation ago, when the need of the 
hour  was to  combine  Torah study with military service,  the  yeshivot  hesder were 
created, proving that the two can not only be combined, but that the products of the 
combination  serve  God  and  His  Torah  more  fully  than  yeshivah  students  in  the 
“Torah only” world.  The result was an enormous Kiddush Hashem.  For us, hesder 
was and remains lekhatehillah.

In America, the Rav was the model for a different combination: yeshivah and 
university.  Here too, experience proves that the two can not only be combined with 
integrity, but also that the rabbinic products of the combination are unparalleled as 
effective  forces  for preserving and strengthening  Torah in a modern society often 

15



inimical to its values.  Like  hesder, Yeshiva and University together serve God and 
His Torah more fully than “Torah only.”

If we are to produce the kind rabbinic leadership that can really reach Israelis, 
the next challenge is for Zionist yeshivot to combine Torah not only with the army 
during hesder years, but also with academia in later years.  It is unfortunate that the 
draft in Israel prevents academic study for yeshivah students in the years following 
high school.  The prior combination of yeshivah and army service in hesder precludes 
adding  yet  a  third  element.   And  yet,  there  is  no  reason  why  yeshivah  students 
continuing their yeshivah studies after five years of hesder, including (and especially) 
those who will  become rabbis  and  dayyanim,  should not  pursue serious  academic 
degrees along with their Torah study.  There is no reason for them not to be well-
rounded people with serious pursuits besides direct Torah study.  Rav Kuk urges us, 
after all, to bring kedushah into all areas of life.

In short, for a serious teshuvah movement aimed precisely at the millions 
of Israelis who are  not open to the “haredi” approach, we need Zionist rabbis 
and lay people who are “normal” people living in “normal” places.  “Normality” 
is not, of course, a true Jewish condition.  We are not a normal people, nor should we 
try to become one.  But like I did before (for “normal places”), here too I will skirt the 
question  by  defining  “normality”  as  a  way  of  life  that  is  common  for  the  very 
uncommon Jewish people.  “Normal” rabbis are serious Torah scholars who pursue 
excellence not just in Torah but also in their military service; in academic fields from 
history and literature to physics and mathematics;  in professions from medicine to 
law,  psychology to engineering,  architecture  to carpentry.   These are the kinds of 
rabbis who can profoundly respect the real lives of non-observant Israelis, and serve 
as living models of how people can affirm a “normal” life while at the very same time 
deepening themselves as Jews.  What works for the Rav and his students in America 
can and must work here in Israel too.  In fact, the task of building a Jewish State 
makes it  more critical  here than anywhere else in the world.   Torat Eretz  Yisrael 
demands it.

It  is crucial  to emphasize that the “normality” I am describing here is in a 
person’s education and interests, but not in his idealism or his dedication to Torah. 
“Normality” as I mean it is not mediocrity in  avodat Hashem.  Many people in the 
Zionist yeshivot may find it hard to believe, but passion for Torah and for Am Yisrael 
(and especially  for  bringing  Am Yisrael back  to  the  Torah!)  are  found are  found 
nowhere  in  the  world  more  than  among  graduates  of  Yeshiva  University.   The 
combination of deep commitment to the Torah with normal interests, a career, and a 
fine general education is a very powerful recipe for success.

In  Religious  Zionist  society  at  large,  however,  the  common  wisdom says 
exactly the opposite.  Here in Israel, the assumption is that when one chooses a degree 
program (other than education) or any career that doesn’t directly involve teaching 
Torah, it means that he has turned his back on idealistic ventures, and has decided not 
to devote his life to spreading Torah and mitzvot.15

15 For instance, when the Garinim Torani’im look for members, they go to the yeshivot, but 
the  last place  they  look  for  them  is  at  Bar-Ilan  University:  “You  don’t  look  for  idealists  in  a 
university,” as someone told me when I brought up the idea.  This comment surprised me, since in 
America when you look for Jewish idealists, the first place you go is to Yeshiva University.  So why 
not look for them at Bar-Ilan, Israel’s religious university?

I am incapable of judging how true that negative remark about Bar-Ilan University really is, 
but one thing is certain: True or not, it accurately reflects the common wisdom prevalent in the Zionist 
yeshivot today.  This common view has nothing to do with Bar-Ilan per se, but with a general way of 
thinking: “People passionately committed to the Torah do not attend university.”  This thinking is also 

16



This  attitude  partially  explains  why the  whole  concept  of  the  garin  torani 
revolves  around  the  kollel idea.   If  the  idea  of  the  garin  torani is  to  strengthen 
religious  communities  in  mixed  cities  and  to  do  outreach,  then  it  could  be 
accomplished by recruiting dedicated religious families with yeshivah backgrounds 
who actively work in a variety  of professions.   Such families  could contribute  as 
much to a struggling religious community as kollel families.

In fact, graduates of the yeshivot hesder often complain how their connection 
to Torah is weakened after they leave the yeshivah to raise their families and pursue 
careers.  Perhaps the spiritual challenge of a garin torani is just what they need!  After 
all, isn’t it families just like these who were at the forefront of settling Yesha?  But 
instead,  each  garin is  built  as  a  kollel.   Once again,  the idea seems to  be that  to 
“strengthen” Torah, only people without other professions will do.

It is precisely because so many people think this way that I avoid using the 
word “haredi” (at the beginning of this essay I promised to explain why).  To put it 
simply, the way we use the word today is insulting to Religious Zionism.  Not many 
decades  ago,  haredi meant  any  Jew  who  observed  the  mitzvot  despite  the 
overwhelming anti-religious pressures of early Israel.  Indeed, when Isaiah spoke of 
ha-haredim el devaro (66:5), he meant zealous people who will let nothing prevent 
them from serving God faithfully.  No specific manner of dress is implied, not even 
black.  When Ezra spoke of  ha-haredim be-mitzvat elokenu (10:3), he meant those 
who enforced the laws of the Torah.  Whether or not one should serve in the military, 
or study at college, was simply not the point.  So if we believe that avodat Hashem in 
our time and place demands military service and a broad education, then to use the 
word “haredi” for anything else is truly insulting.  In the next section I will suggest a 
better term, one that describes reality better and insults no one.

But for now, the point is this: In the Zionist yeshivot, all too often a lack of 
serious  avodat  Hashem is  ascribed  to  anyone  who seriously differs  in  style  or  in 
substance from what is generally called “haredi.”  In popular parlance,  to become 
“stronger” in Torah means to live closer to that lifestyle.  In fact, in many circles even 
the hesder arrangement with the army is viewed as inferior to a “Torah only” Zionist 
yeshivah gevohah.  These people argue it is better to produce Zionist Torah scholars 
without the exposure to the “real world” that hesder gives!  All of these issued can be 
debated, of course, but my point is clear: I deny that “haredi” lifestyle is the yardstick 
by which avodat Hashem must be measured.  Both the yeshivot hesder and Yeshiva 
University have proven that it is not.

To  conclude,  what  makes  the  Zionist  yeshivah  world  great  is  its  intense 
commitment to Torah.  That intensity must never be lessened.  But the Rav and his 
students have proven that a formal education and a career, far from lessening such 
intensity, can actually refine it and make it into a powerful tool for Jewish leaders and 
educators.  When I plead with the Zionist yeshivot to produce “normal” rabbis, this is 
what I mean.

Two Kinds of   Avodat Hashem  : A Plea for Change    
The word “haredi”  stifles serious debate  about  what  avodat Hashem really 

means.  Other similar labels for groups of Jews are also quite poor, such as “Religious 
Zionist,” “non-Zionist” or “secular Israeli,” which I have unfortunately been forced to 
use.   This  essay is  not  the  place  to  explore  all  the  problems  with  these  phrases. 
Instead, I want to offer a partial solution to the semantic problem: Instead of labeling 
groups of observant Jews, it  would be better  to look for positive terms describing 

characteristic of the people who join garinim torani’im.
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different kinds of  avodat Hashem.  I suggest the two following terms: “Torah from 
Within” (Torah mi-Bifnim) and “Open Torah” (Torah Petuhah).

“Torah from Within” describes an outlook in which Torah study and keeping 
the mitzvot are the sole reason for being involved in the world.  If there is no bread, 
there is no Torah, and therefore one must earn a living.  Furthermore, the mitzvot of 
the Torah require one to interact  with his family,  community and society in many 
different areas and on a variety of levels, not all of them directly “holy.”  And to build 
the institutions required by a religious community also requires no small amount of 
“secular” knowledge and effort.  Thus, the outlook I call “Torah from Within” need 
not be narrow-minded, nor must it involve creating totally insular communities.  But 
it does mean that active involvement in one’s wider society can only be justified to the 
extent  such involvement  is  required in order to directly facilitate  Torah study and 
keeping the mitzvot.  This is especially true given the very real threats to religious life 
that are continually posed by the wider society around us.

So “Torah from Within” means that the criterion by which we judge the world 
– and the extent to which we should be involved in it – is solely from  within the 
Torah.  The world becomes a tool for the observance of the Torah.  Only thus does it 
have meaning.

An “Open Torah” outlook, on the other hand, views things from the opposite 
direction.  It declares that derekh eretz in the broadest sense comes before the Torah. 
God created people and placed them in a challenging,  multifaceted world with the 
expectation that each one would find meaningful pursuits within it, each according to 
his nature, his talents, and his potential.   This positive appraisal of  derekh eretz is 
rooted in the image of God in man.

Living in the world, however, is a pursuit that is neither morally nor spiritually 
neutral.  Along with the potential to build and create and do good things, the world 
deals us dangers and temptations and the potential to do great evil.  And this is why 
God gave us the Torah: Expecting people to live full lives, the Torah teaches them 
how to make those lives holy.

It  is  thus  no  accident  that  several  modern  movements  sharing  the  “Open 
Torah” outlook all  described themselves  with hyphenated “and” slogans: The first 
was  Torah  im  Derekh  Eretz,  chosen  by  Rabbi  Samson  Raphael  Hirsch  as  the 
ideological slogan for the God-fearing Jews of Germany, and which they proudly kept 
until  their  communities  were wiped from the face  of  the earth.   The second one, 
Torah va-Avodah, was once the major slogan of Religious Zionism.  Lastly, Torah U-
Madda was and remains the motto of Yeshiva University (“madda” means academia).

What  all  these  slogans  have  in  common  is  Torah  and something  else. 
Fundamentally,  they  all  suggest  that  the  Torah  alone  is  impotent.   To  become  a 
reality, God-fearing Jews must actualize it in many different areas of life.  The second 
element in each of the slogans confirms this: The desire for Torah plus Derekh Eretz 
(or Avodah or Madda) – each of these similar slogans derives from the feeling that the 
Torah  itself has been diminished by  not being applied to life in the fullest sense by 
religious Jews.  (This very feeling has deep echoes in the thought of Rav Kuk.)  Only 
by living life fully can we live the Torah fully.   Because only thus can the Torah 
accomplish its mission: to make the world holy.

However,  history teaches  us  that  communities  whose outlook is  that  of  an 
“Open Torah” cannot succeed unless their spiritual elite – their rabbinic leadership – 
consists of men who believe in and exemplify the same ideals.  Otherwise, they are 
doomed to failure.
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The  God-fearing  Jews  of  Germany  struggled  with  this  problem for  many 
years.  Orthodox German kehillot succeeded in producing God-fearing academicians 
and professionals, but largely failed to produce men who were equally capable  of 
serving both as excellent academics and as fine rashei yeshivah or posekim.  It is very 
possible  that  German  Orthodoxy  would  ultimately  have  succeeded  in  doing  this 
(especially at the Berlin yeshivah) had their communities not been savagely murdered. 
We will never know.  Rather, we can only mourn for communities of Torah that were 
lost and are no more, but will never be forgotten.

In Israel, the Torah va-Avodah movement never established high-level Torah 
study on an institutional level, at least not until recent years.  Thus, for generations it 
lost  any  opportunity  to  influence  the  spiritual  character  of  Religious  Zionism by 
producing rabbis with an “Open Torah” outlook.  To my mind, this failure is one of 
the greatest tragedies of modern Israel.

Something  similar  may  be  said  of  Bar-Ilan  University.   Bar-Ilan  is  an 
outstanding university,  but it  contains no full-fledged yeshivah.   Very few serious 
candidates for the rabbinate or  dayyanut choose to pursue academic degrees at Bar-
Ilan along with their Torah studies.  However, the single greatest thing that could be 
done to broaden the education of Zionist rabbis would be exactly that: for Bar-Ilan to 
expand its  kollel into the finest and most important Zionist yeshivah in all of Israel, 
training students who will prepare for the examinations of the Chief Rabbinate while 
at the same time pursuing academic degrees in any field they choose.  Perhaps other 
yeshivot could pursue similar arrangements with other Israeli universities as well.

Let  me  emphasize  that  doing  so  entails  no  change in  the  mission  of  the 
university itself.  The idea is not to modify the character of either the university or of 
the  yeshivah.   Rather,  it  is  to  create  a  full-fledged  yeshivah  alongside a  fine 
university.  Neither one treads on the other’s toes.  Nor should any imposed ideology 
dictate how the two must be combined.  Rather, mature students preparing to be future 
rabbis will themselves find ways to integrate the two worlds, and will succeed by 
pursuing excellence in both.  This is exactly how the Rav once described Yeshiva 
University (from The Rav, edited by Rabbi Aaron Rakeffet, p. 230):

In general, a synthesis is very superficial.  It is apologetic, it imitates 
others and the individual loses his uniqueness.  Even our great teacher the 
Rambam did not succeed in his attempts at synthesis.  The greatness of the 
Yeshiva [University]  is  that  it  is  a real  Yeshiva and on the second level  a 
proper  academic institution.   Both divisions  function  without synthesis  and 
compromise…  I am proud when my student is both a Torah scholar and a 
good college student.  If there were a synthesis, both achievements would be 
weakened!

This situation, which sounds like an absurd fantasy here in Israel, has been the 
reality at Yeshiva University for the better part of a century.  The Rav himself was 
proud of this fact, and in a moment of great enthusiasm he once remarked (The Rav, 
pp. 232-3):

The Yeshiva [University] has accomplished something which has been 
unknown  in  Jewish  annals  since  the  Golden  Age  of  Spain.   This 
accomplishment is the combination of talmid hakham with academician…

In  Germany  I  witnessed  the  combination  and  merger  of  academic 
modern training with piety and loyal observance.  However, what the Yeshiva 
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is doing is something else.  The Yeshiva has been more ambitious and more 
bold.  It has proclaimed a higher goal, the combination of academic modern 
training with  lomdut, with rigorous rabbinic scholarship at the highest level. 
The alumnus of the Yeshiva, whether he is a rabbi or a merchant, a lawyer or a 
doctor, is also a talmid hakham…

I can testify that the level of the shiurim delivered at the Yeshiva have 
reached great heights.  No other yeshiva here in America or in  Eretz Yisrael 
has attained this level.  I say this despite what some of the Mizrachi people 
claim about  their  yeshivot  in  Eretz Yisrael.   I  am little  impressed by their 
statements.  No yeshiva exceeds or transcends our school…

Obviously,  when the Rav spoke these words in 1970, the Zionist  yeshivah 
world was still in its infancy.  Since then, the “Mizrachi” yeshivot of which the Rav 
spoke have expanded into in extraordinarily vibrant world of Torah, with the highest 
standards of excellence.   In fact,  the growth of the Zionist  yeshivot  over the past 
generation  is  an unparalleled  achievement  of  historic  proportions.   It  should  be a 
source of great pride for every Jew who loves the Torah.

Yeshiva University has happily recognized and acknowledged the incredible 
success of the Zionist yeshivot in word and in deeds, by encouraging thousands of its 
students to study at  yeshivot hesder over the past several decades.  Exposure to the 
Zionist yeshivot has unquestionably strengthened Torah at Yeshiva University.  But it 
is rather striking that, in the opposite direction, there has been no interest on the 
part of the Zionist  yeshivot to learn anything at all  from Yeshiva University. 
Instead, the knee-jerk reaction is that if the Torah world outside of Israel differs from 
the Zionist yeshivot in any way – it is because that way is not Torat Eretz Yisrael, so 
it doesn’t belong here.  But I suggest that a true Torat Eretz Yisrael would be far more 
open to the ideas of others, especially when they come from a world of Torah.  I pray 
that this essay can help change things.

Indeed, there is much to learn from YU: “Torah U-Madda” may be awkward 
as  a  hyphenated  slogan,  but  it  has  been  extraordinarily  successful  as  a  religious 
reality.  Yeshiva University stands at the center of a thriving world of “Open Torah” 
in North America today.  There is no reason whatsoever that such a world cannot (or 
should not) also be a reality in the State of Israel.  No reason, that is, except for a lack 
of desire on the part of Religious Zionism itself.

Which brings us back to the Zionist yeshivot.  They have largely avoided the 
various “Torah and” slogans we have been discussing so far, and they have done so 
for  two  very  good  reasons.   First  of  all,  such  slogans  seem to  detract  from the 
centrality of Torah study.  Secondly, the very idea of “Torah and” – the very notion 
that there is anything besides the Torah – seems to collide with the harmony and unity 
that are so central to the thought of Rav Kuk.  Instead, when the Zionist yeshiva world 
describes itself, it often uses quasi-political terms like torani or haredi leumi.  But far 
more  importantly,  when describing its  own outlook, it  constantly speaks of  Torat  
Eretz Yisrael.

The terminology is highly revealing.  Earlier, I mentioned that the Open Torah 
outlook has deep echoes in the thought of Rav Kuk.  Why, then, does it lead to “Torah 
and” slogans which seem so distant from the harmonious vision of Rav Kuk?

The answer has to do with the gap between the real and the ideal.  At the time 
of redemption, according to Rav Kuk, the Torah will encompass all of life’s aspects, 
and this will be reflected in the real lives of all religious Jews.  Then the Torah will 
truly be Torat Eretz Yisrael.  The problem is that we are still not fully redeemed.
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In our still imperfect, contradictory,  unredeemed world, much of life is still 
not seen as a natural part of the Torah, and that is why people validly speak of “Torah 
and.”  All of these slogans reflect a world that desperately needs tikkun, not the ideal 
world of  Torat Eretz Yisrael.  The term I prefer, “Open Torah,” captures a process 
that  includes  both the imperfect  present  and Rav Kuk’s ultimate ideal.   It  is even 
possible  to  describe  Torat  Eretz  Yisrael as  a  world  in  which  the  very distinction 
between “Torah from Within” and “Open Torah” finally collapses.  But in our present 
reality, it remains strong.

The fact that the Zionist yeshivah world prefers the harmonious ideal reflected 
in the term Torat Eretz Yisrael, at the same time dismissing the “Torah and” terms 
which reflect an often contradictory reality, shows that it is a world of idealists.  But 
dwelling too much on perfect ideals in a very imperfect country like Israel may also 
indicate serious failure in  avodat Hashem.  God expects  us to labor in a world of 
bedi’avad.   To  insist  on  lekhatehillah in  the  world  of  bedi’avad is  not  only  a 
distortion of halakhic pesak, it also makes it impossible to serve God to the fullest in 
non-halakhic areas.16

The world outside of our communities is  not one of  lekhatehillah.   Nor is 
everything within our communities.  And yet, we strongly insist on lekhatehillah in 
major  areas  of life,  even when this  may ultimately be detrimental  to  our  real-life 
bedi’avad situation  in  Israel.   Focusing  on  this  misplaced  insistence  can  help  us 
answer what is really our central question here: Are the Zionist yeshivot an expression 
of an Open Torah outlook?

On the surface, the answer initially seems like “no.”  Simply exchange the 
large kippah serugah for a black hat, and the copy of Orot for Mikhtav me-Eliyahu, 
and you get a person whose outlook and lifestyle are not significantly different from 

16 Religious Zionism today shows that it continually seeks lekhatehillah, even when doing so 
comes at the price of becoming ever more distant from the wider public.  The tremendous surge of all-
religious communities, to the huge detriment of mixed ones, is part of this.  The desire to minimize 
general studies in schools, so that “secular” subjects will not detract from Torah study, is another part. 
Yet another example of seeking lekhatehillah is the tendency towards humrah in pesak halakhah, even 
when such  pesak widens the gap between nonobservant Israelis  and the religious community.   The 
tendency towards  humrah exists  in  many areas,  but  nowhere  is  it  stronger  than when it  comes to 
separation of the sexes in all sorts of situations.  Pesak in the Zionist yeshivah world tends to be quite 
monolithic in general, but especially in this area.

Humrot are  not  in  and  of  themselves  bad things.   One hopes  that  humrot in  the  Zionist 
yeshivot are as prevalent in the area of bein adam la-haveiro as they are for bein adam la-makon.  This 
cannot be measured, and no one should try to.  But it is very important to emphasize that the Religious 
Zionist community has enormous achievements to its credit in the area of bein adam la-haveiro.

The examples are countless, but to my mind there cannot possibly a more beautiful example 
than in the area of ethnic integration.  Most striking are the tremendous efforts that Religious Zionists 
in urban neighborhoods have made in an extraordinarily difficult area, namely: welcoming Ethiopian 
immigrants into our schools and communities.  I personally was privileged to be a part of this as a high 
school teacher in Karmiel, and the very privilege is something for which I will always be grateful.  The 
personal goodwill Religious Zionism has shown towards this community is an outstanding example of 
mitzvot bein adam la-haveiro, even if we cannot possibly meet all of the immigrants’ needs, and even if 
this tremendous mitzvah has largely gone unnoticed in the public sphere.

Another outstanding example of ethnic integration is a simple but wonderful fact of life in all 
Religious Zionist communities: Ashkenazim, Sefaradim and Temanim live together,  study together, 
work together, and build families together.  The ethnic divisions of the past have crumbled, and a true 
sense of brotherhood has taken their place.  It is wonderful, and it is also entirely natural.  The entire 
Torah world should learn from it.  It  is a vivid example of  lekhatehillah fully realized in our world 
today, not as a matter of ideology but as a way of life.
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the average non-Zionist yeshivah student.  Many people take great pride in this fact, 
hence the label haredi leumi.

But if we leave surface impressions behind and dig deeper down, things may 
be different.  The emotional commitment to Israel as a Jewish state is not shared in 
the non-Zionist yeshivot.  Nor is the esteem in which military service is held.17  The 
lifestyle may be similar, but some of the ideals are extremely different.

So does Religious Zionism today reflect an Open Torah outlook?  My personal 
conjecture is that in theory it does, but not in practice.  In practice, besides the two 
extraordinary achievements of the  hesder movement18 and settling Yesha, it has not 
found other major ways to apply Rav Kuk’s Torah to the real world of modern Israel. 
The problem is not in the thought of Rav Kuk, but in the fact that his students have 
not fully realized his Torah in their lives.  And this is because they are so quick to 
vehemently reject anything which smacks of the world of bedi’avad.  Preoccupation 
with the harmonious end-result of Rav Kuk’s vision has led to narrowness of vision 
regarding real-life Torah possibilities in the State of Israel as it exists right now.

Looking for practical ways to realize Torat Eretz Yisrael requires a great deal 
of openness, and honest readiness to learn from others.  A closed world will never 
find ways to apply an Open Torah,  and it  may be that this lies  at  the root of the 
problem.   The  fact  is  that  in  the  Zionist  yeshivot  there  is  enormous  pressure  to 
conform in both hashkafic and halakhic matters.  Individual rabbis or yeshivot who do 
not conform to what it generally accepted in most of the yeshivot are usually ignored, 
sometimes belittled, and on occasion even ostracized.  I strongly emphasize that what 
I have just written is about the  rabbinic world specifically,  but is significantly less 
true about the Religious Zionist public at large.

Now, it  is  terribly hard to  measure  conformity.   I  have been told that  the 
Zionist yeshivot are not nearly as monolithic as they seem to me from the outside. 
This may well be true.  But I can only speak in terms of comparisons, not objective 
measurements, and in terms of comparisons I am quite sure that the following is true: 
The vast world of the Zionist yeshivot is far less open and diverse in its attitudes than 
are the students of a single man, namely the Rav.

For the Rav, this was a matter of principle.  I once heard Rabbi Norman Lamm 
tell a story about this very point, a story I never forgot.  When Rabbi Lamm met a 
certain rosh yeshivah, the latter mourned the Rav, and was especially bitter about the 
“fact” that the Rav never had any students.  “What do you mean he never had any 
students,” asked Rabbi Lamm.  “Among his students are some of the world’s greatest 
talmidei hakhamim!”

17 Yet another striking difference is the high-level Torah study for women, which is also not 
shared in the non-Zionist world.  This, by the way, is perhaps the sole area where the Rav has had a 
major impact on Religious Zionist lifestyle, both directly and indirectly.  Not everyone in the Zionist 
yeshivot accepts his view in support of formal gemara study for girls and women, and some reject it 
vehemently, but it is still very widespread in practice.  This is quite unlike the pursuit of excellence in 
academia  for  rabbis,  which  is  hardly  to  be  found in  the Zionist  yeshivah  world  at  all,  the  Rav’s 
influence having been nil.  It seems that anything directly intensifying Torah study (even for women) 
has the potential to be accepted in Religious Zionism, but anything that doesn’t blatantly appear to do 
so  (like  professions  or  academia  for  rabbis)  does  not.   This  once  again  hints  at  something  very 
beautiful, namely: the intense commitment to Torah in Religious Zionism.

18 Today it is even retreating on the  hesder front in favor of the Zionist  yeshivah gevohah, 
justified by the rather surprising claim that the yeshivot hesder have not produced enough great Torah 
scholars.  This claim derives from an outlook according to which a gadol be-yisrael can only develop 
in a “Torah Only” environment.
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The rosh yeshivah replied, “Yes, but that’s not the point.  The problem is that 
among his many students, including the closest ones and the best ones, there is not a 
single one who thinks exactly like he did!”

Of course, that  rosh yeshivah entirely missed the point, as Rabbi Lamm then 
told  him.   One of  the  central  qualities  that  made  the  Rav such a  great  man  was 
precisely  the  fact  that  he  never  expected  –  much  less  demanded  –  intellectual 
obedience from his students.   He himself  once mentioned this in a public lecture, 
when he spoke of making moral or hashkafic decisions for which there can be no 
clear pesak (The Rav, p. 237):

I resent very much that certain rashei yeshiva and certain teachers want 
to  impose their  will  upon the boys.   It  is  against  the law.  Both ways  are 
correct,  the options  are  correct,  and it  is  up to  the individual  to  make the 
decision.  I cannot make the decision for him.  I am old, he is young.  This in 
itself prevents me from making the decision.  I do not like to impose my will 
upon someone else.  Only the Almighty can do that, but not a human being.

This  is  a rather  uncommon attitude  in  the Zionist  yeshivot,  where there is 
intense pressure to remain within the consensus.  This is yet another symptom of a 
world whose outlook, in practice, is not that of an Open Torah.

But is an Open Torah outlook really so important in the first place?  Even if 
the Zionist yeshivot are just another variation of the “haredi” world, is that really so 
terrible?   After  all,  the  “Torah  from  Within”  outlook  is  widely  shared  amongst 
gedolei Yisrael.

Indeed, both worlds are totally legitimate.  But I also believe that both worlds 
are crucial, and that if one of them does not exist then Am Yisrael will pay a terrible 
price.  That price to be paid, to return to the central issue of this essay, is the lack of a 
“teshuvah”  movement  for  those  Jews  who need the  hashkafic  model  of  an  Open 
Torah.  If the Zionist yeshivot cannot produce the rabbis to do this, then no one else 
ever will.

The problem is that  the two different outlooks – “Torah from Within” and 
“Open Torah” – each require very different types of outreach.  Torah from Within 
attracts people who have a very deep and dark sense that something in their lives is 
tragically wrong, and who therefore search for an entirely new way of life, a holy life 
based on the Torah.  Such people often renounce their careers and the entire culture 
they came from.  And even those who don’t are unlikely to encourage their children to 
pursue general education and professions.  Such people are attracted to the model of 
Torah from Within, a model already amply provided by the non-Zionist world.

But the Open Torah outlook appeals to an entirely different kind of person. 
Such a person is content with his life overall, but seeks deeper meaning in it.  As a 
Jew, he may actively seek such meaning in the Jewish tradition.  But on the other 
hand, he may also be afraid that the Torah will force him to abandon his world (as in 
the first model), and this fear causes him to abandon his search.  When that happens, 
we have truly failed.

A great many others may be fully content with their lives, and not actively 
searching for anything at all!  But a chance encounter with a warm, caring, open and 
tolerant religious community may open their  eyes to something beautiful  that they 
never  even  knew existed.   It  is  precisely  for  sake  of  these  people  that  religious 
communities of the Open Torah type must exist in mixed urban neighborhoods.
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Outreach in the Open Torah model should not even be called a “teshuvah” 
movement in the first place.  The people it seeks to attract are not rejecting a failed or 
immoral life for a new one.  On the contrary,  they are open to adding the kind of 
sanctity  found  in  the  Jewish  tradition  to  lives  that  are  already  full  of  integrity. 
Teshuvah is not the right word.  Rather, hashavat avedah is a much better term.  The 
right kind of religious community can make such people aware of an inheritance they 
never really knew existed.

Indeed, outreach from an Open Torah perspective may be described by the 
following analogy: It’s like being told that a treasure lies buried in your backyard, but 
you never even knew it was there.  No one forces you to dig it up, and you are not an 
evil person if you don’t.  If you choose not to uncover it once you have comprehended 
its  value  and  been  shown  exactly  where  it  is  buried,  then  the  analogy  certainly 
suggests that you have served yourself poorly.  But that is not the point.  Rather, what 
is really important here is the mitzvah itself: The person who reveals a buried treasure 
to his neighbor has done a great deed.  And the Torah is worth far more than any chest 
full of gold.  Outreach is a form of hashavat avedah.

To  accomplish  this  mitzvah  we  need  rabbis  and  Torah  scholars  who 
themselves are actively involved in the same type of life as other Israelis, and who 
have deep, sincere respect for that kind of life.  Israelis will never respect the Torah 
unless those who keep the Torah respect them first.  Respect means living in their 
world personally,  finding value in it,  and being willing to learn from it.   It means 
living together as neighbors with non-observant Jews, who are the majority of that 
world.  It means being a religious Jew according to the model of an Open Torah.

Religious Zionism needs to welcome many different varieties of Open Torah 
and encourage their growth.  If Religious Zionism remains,  in practice,  a form of 
Torah from Within, then it really adds nothing significant that is not already provided 
in abundance by the non-Zionist yeshivot in Israel.  Instead of pushing conformity, it 
needs to provide vast rainbow of approaches, so that it can attract as many different 
people as possible.  It also needs to be in as many places as possible: no Israeli town 
or  city  with  tens  or  hundreds  of  thousands  of  Jews  should  lack  a  young,  active 
religious community with an Open Torah outlook.  This is the change I plead for; may 
God allow this essay to change some minds.

Karmiel: A Personal Plea  
Karmiel desperately needs a dedicated, talented community-builder to come 

and live here.  This is of major national importance: Karmiel is rapidly becoming a 
major city and the capitol of the Galilee.  It is already one of the most beautiful cities 
in the entire country.  It is an extraordinary place to live.  It would be tragedy for such 
a city to be entirely bereft of Religious Zionism, but that is exactly the current trend.

The task is a hard one.  It will not receive the support of the local rabbinate, 
which legitimately believes in different  hashkafot.  And it requires nurturing a very 
special kind of religious community,  one that will survive and thrive only if it can 
attract  some of the Russian-speaking immigrants and secular sabras who make up 
most of the city.  Therefore, to attract them, the community-builder must be a rabbi 
who is above all a mentsch and a ba’al hesed.  He must be both a friendly person who 
truly loves people, and also an effective person who knows how to work with others 
and motivate them.  It would help immensely if he spoke Russian himself, or could 
work side by side with a second rav who does.

Finally, he must also be a man who believes in an Open Torah, for whom the 
city’s art, music, theater, academia, technology and industry are potentially positive 
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and meaningful.   He must believe in educational excellence at all ages and on all 
levels,  both  for  kodesh and  for  hol.   He  must  be  willing  to  pasken halakhah 
appropriately for Karmiel’s people as a whole, in the world of bedi’avad, and not for 
an imaginary ideal community that isn’t really to be found here.  In short, he must be 
able to build a religious community in Karmiel that is truly appropriate to Karmiel. 
The task is daunting, but still not nearly as hard as settling Yesha.  And it will receive 
the support of the small but dedicated Religious Zionist community that remains here. 
This is the need of the hour now, no less than Yesha was a generation ago.  I plead for 
such a rabbi to step forward soon.19

Afterword for English-Speakers  
This  essay  was  written  primarily  for  Israelis,  and  is  being  published  in  a 

Hebrew version.  But it also has two very important messages for English-speaking 
Jews who are committed to outreach, who value both Torah and Derekh Eretz, and are 
devoted  to  the  State  of  Israel.   The  first  message  is  for  community  leaders  and 
activists in the Diaspora, and the second for English-speaking immigrants to Israel.

In the Diaspora,  Orthodox Jews who identify with these values  must  open 
their eyes to the fact that Israeli Religious Zionism to a large degree does not.  But 
becoming disillusioned is not the point.  Instead, the positive reaction should be an 
all-out effort to create human links with those Religious Zionist institutions that do 
foster and implement these values, and aid them as much as possible.  One example is 
Machanaim, run by former Russian refuseniks, which does everything possible on a 
shoe-string budget to facilitate  the spiritual  absorption of the 1.5 million Russian-
speakers in Israel today, and does so according to the outlook that I have called “Open 
Torah.”  Machanaim (along with the Russians in general) is largely ignored among 
Hebrew-speaking Religious Zionists, and it desperately needs the help, support, and 
encouragement of Diaspora Jewry.  Another example is in the new  yeshivot hesder 
being founded in cities where typical Israelis live, such as Petah Tikva.

English-speaking immigrants to Israel should be aware that, if they choose to 
do so, they carry enormous potential to contribute to Torah life in Israel.  It is a fact 
that the large majority of “Anglo” immigrants choose to live in areas that are heavily 
religious,  or heavily Anglo, or both.   This is understandable,  and even positive in 
many ways.  But the individual  oleh should at least be aware that other options are 
available, and that he himself need not choose to live where most others go.  Anglo 
immigrants  who  are  themselves  products  of  heterogeneous  communities  and  are 
comfortable living among people who are not just like themselves, who are “normal” 
and committed to outreach, should be truly proud of the fact that they have something 
unique to give to Israeli society.   They should also consider living in mixed areas 
where they can best make that contribution.  

Rabbi  Dr.  Seth  (Avi)  Kadish  is  teaching  adult  Jewish  education  in  a  variety  of 
contexts in Israel. He is the author of Kavvana: Directing the Heart in Jewish Prayer. 

Send comments, suggestions to: skadish1@gmail.com.  Tel: 04-9581553.

19 Shortly after this essay was written, a project began to set up a Zionist yeshivah (gevohah or 
hesder) in Karmiel.  This will require a rosh yeshivah and ramim whose character and style will enable 
them not just to build any yeshivah, but a yeshivah with a unique, open approach that can make a real 
contribution to a city like Karmiel.
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