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Or Lagoyim: From Inside or Outside?
David Baruch ‘10

One of the more complex tenets of our religion is 
the idea that, as Jews, we are supposed to be a “Light 
unto the nations.”  The simple meaning of this phrase 
is that we are supposed to serve as an example to the 
world. More complicated, however, is how having our 
own state contributes to this goal. Would it not be 
easier to be role models to the global community if 
we were dispersed among the nations we are supposed 
to be helping? Borders by nature are very restrictive; 
they also might restrict the flow of our ideas.

An examination of Rabbi Shlomo Aviner’s analy-
sis of this phrase may offer some clarification. Rabbi 
Aviner suggests that the Jews can be a true example 
to the world only after we have a state. We would lack 
the influence and power to serve as examples if we did 
not. He uses as his proof an example from the time 
of King Solomon. When Solomon completed the 
Temple, the text in Kings I 10:5 says that the Queen 
of Sheba was so impressed that “she had 
no spirit left.” 

I think, though, that Rabbi Aviner’s 
answer ought to be taken a step further. 

Celebration and Responsibility
Talya Presser ‘11 and Zahava Presser ‘13

Every spring, Zionists all over the world celebrate 
Yom Haatzmaut, the anniversary of Israel’s indepen-
dence. The happiness and pride in the Jewish home-
land is both tremendous and very real. However, 
while many Jews make great efforts and sacrifices to 
visit the land for short periods of time, the vast num-
ber remains comfortably outside of Israel. While it is 
without question that we most genuinely cherish and 
value our country, a land we call our home, we of-
ten wonder whether our encouragement from abroad 
is really enough. Does our support and love for our 
country really mean anything, if so many of us make 
too many excuses for why we don’t live there? 

Rabbi Zev M. Shandalov, in an article explaining 
his family’s decision to make aliyah, says, “Our deci-
sion to make aliyah is, simply put, returning home. 
From the historical and spiritual perspectives, it is 
the land that Hashem promised our forefathers and 

gave to them as an inheritance for all 
of their children. As a descendant of 
the Patriarchs, we are entitled, nay, ob-
ligated, to accept this gift from Hashem 
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Yom Ha’atzmaut. Simply translated, it is the In-
dependence Day of our country, Eretz Yisrael. On 
“Independence Day,” most  nations celebrate the 
beginning of a national self-government, the start 
of their autonomy, or their emancipation from 
some dominant power.  Independence Day?   As I 
sit down to write this, I know that there is more to 
Yom Ha’atzmaut than that.

 I have just returned from accompanying the se-
niors on their weeklong trip to Poland.  Due to a 
number of factors, for the first time in the history 
of this annual Ramaz experience, we did not con-
tinue to Israel afterwards, but went the direct route 
from the Warsaw airport back to our “homes” in 
America. How difficult that was! After spending a 
week exploring ruined Batei Knesiot, desolate Jew-
ish communities, and broken graveyards and after 
walking through a place where we could sense the 
blood of our Jewish brothers soaking the ground 
under every step we took, all we wanted was to get 
on that plane in Warsaw and take the flight to sur-
vival, to rebirth, to freedom. To walk the streets 
of the place that lives and breathes the failure of 
the Nazis. And, I’ll admit, as we sat there on our 
last morning in Warsaw, the desire to go to Israel, 
and the disappointment that we were not, was pal-
pable.  

And as we waited, finishing our breakfast and 
packing up our last minute things before leaving 
for the airport, one of the seniors made a  comment 
that has stayed with me.  “I don’t know,” he said. 
“I know this trip centered a lot on death. But, for 
me, I think it was a celebration of life. The lives of 
the survivors, who I am absolutely in awe of: how 
they did everything they could to hold on to and 
rebuild their lives and their religion. But it is also 
a celebration of my own life. I feel like I appreci-
ate, that I now have a pride in, being Jewish, in a 
way that I never really had before. It is something 

Independence From or Independence For?
Ms. Miriam Krupka, Tanakh Faculty

I will carry with me to college and through the rest 
of my life.”

I don’t think I will ever forget this comment, 
because it taught me something. All of a sudden, 
I no longer felt depressed that we were not headed 
to Israel. Look around you. The State of Israel is 
many extraordinary things. But I realized on that 
day that, among other things, Israel is a symbol, 
a microcosm, for something truly remarkable. In a 
place where most would have expected stagnation 
and death, it is a symbol for movement.  It repre-
sents the strength of a people who moved forward, 
who did not let a brutal cruelty destroy them. Peo-
ple who survived years of the harshest conditions, 
the most callous treatment at the hands of others, 
starvation, the deaths of their loved ones, and so 
much more. But those survivors walked out with 
their heads held high and went to the shores of Is-
rael, England, the US, Canada, and scores of other 
places and proceeded to rebuild what they‘d lost. 
They continued to hold on to what they’d kept 
with them all along and what the Nazis could nev-
er take away: their identity, their pride, and their 
will to pass that along to their millions of future 
children. Future children who, sixty years later, 
stood in their grandparents’ original “hometowns” 
and davened from their siddurim in those shuls, in 
a country that now watches this living proof that 
Jews are anything but weak. 

So we weren’t going to Eretz Yisrael that day. 
But I looked around and saw “Israel” right there 
in that room – on the faces of the students who 
believed in who they were and took pride in their 
nation’s existence¸ potency, and survival.  Students 
who were willing to go home and work even hard-
er to continue to move forward, to continue their 
grandparents’ journey, to build that legacy by mak-
ing Torah and Yiddishkeit an ever-growing part of 
their lives.
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Yom Ha’atzmaut is so much more than an In-
dependence Day. It is our own personal Lech Le-
cha. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, chief rabbi of England, 
points out that it is no coincidence that the first 
words said to the first Jew were “Go. Set out on a 
journey”. Move. Don’t be happy with a status quo. 
Don’t just allow yourself to melt into the easy life 
that surrounds you.  But like the Jewish survivors 
of every generation, use your will and your strength 
and your belief in who you are so that you are con-

stantly moving forward, constantly building and 
constantly growing. Yom Ha’atzmaut is not just a 
celebration of a date, an event, a past. It is a rep-
resentation of one of the greatest characteristics of 
who we are.

The day is also our challenge to continue to 
grow, to move towards our future and the kind of 
Judaism we will build for ourselves and for our chil-
dren.  And ultimately, this day is also our challenge 
to continue to grow, to move towards our future. 

Do You Believe in Miracles?
Rabbi Jay Goldmintz, Headmaster

It has been said that Pesach is the “father of the 
12 months” of the Jewish calendar (!"#$ !%$ &'). 
What this means is that if you know which days 
of the week Pesach falls out in any given year, you 
can then figure out on which days of the week oth-
er holy days will occur. About seven hundred years 
ago, the Tur codified it using a mnemonic known 
as at-bash (("!$)"%). The way it works is that the 
first letter of the aleph bet (%) corresponds to the 
last letter of the aleph bet ()), the second letter(!)  
corresponds to the second last letter ((), etc. Fol-
lowing this logic, the pattern below emerges:
)"%- if the first day (%) of Pesach falls out on, 

say, a Thursday, as it did this year, then the first day 
of Tisha B’av (which begins with the letter )) will 
be on Thursday.
("!- if the second day (!) of Pesach is on Fri-

day, then Shavuot (which begins with the letter 
() will be on a Friday.
*"&- going forward in our scenario, since the 

third day is on Shabbat, then the following Rosh 
Hashanah will be on Shabbat.
+",- the fourth day of Pesach was on Sunday, 

which means the day we celebrate the reading of 
the Torah, Simchat Torah, will be on Sunday as 
well.
-".- the fifth day was on Monday, which means 

Tzom Kippur will be on Monday.

/"0- the sixth day was on Tuesday, which means 
that the previous Purim was on Tuesday. (This one 
reverts backwards to a holiday which already took 
place, because Purim is just that kind of upside 
down holiday.)

And there the mnemonic ended and unfortu-
nately so, since this only takes us through six days 
of Pesach and not through the entire seven days 
mandated by the Torah. Therefore, there was no 
1"2$combination, which would have been next in 
the pattern. Or at least it did not exist for many 
centuries until the 5th of Iyyar 5708, when the 
State of Israel was established and the cycle was 
miraculously completed:
1"2$- whatever day of the week is the seventh day 

of Pesach (Wednesday this year) always will be the 
same day of the week as )0%3-1, Yom Haatzmaut! 
Works every time. A miracle or a coincidence?

It pays to consider the unique character of the 
seventh day of Pesach - it is, after all, a yom tov 
that commemorates the splitting of the Red Sea. 
What’s the connection with Yom Haatzmaut? 
There are any number of possibilities, not least 
of which is the fact that while the splitting of the 
Sea was a supernatural miracle, the creation of the 
State can be seen to be a natural miracle, one that 
operated within the seemingly natural unfolding 
of human history. And yet how “natural” was 
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that birth, really? And how natural has been its 
continued existence in light of all of the challeng-
es Israel has faced? One recalls the character in a 
book who suggested that in 500 years, people will 
look back and say that the threats facing Israel at 
the time of its inception and throughout its many 
wars were really all exaggerated in order to make 
a point. It wasn’t really that the population was 
outnumbered 40 to 1 or that the standing army 
was outnumbered 8 to 1; these were the kinds of 
numbers one finds in a fanciful midrash in order to 
exaggerate the point. Israel couldn’t possibly have 
survived those odds. Yet for the religious observer, 
Israel’s creation, survival, and flourishing have 
been the contemporary equivalent of seeing the 
waters of the Yam Suf split.

Of course, reading the newspaper headlines 
every day and seeing the internal challenges that 
Israel faces on a regular basis can sometimes make 
it difficult to keep one’s eye on the miraculous na-

ture of the State. But, then, that is the challenge 
of living in the midst of an ongoing miracle. Rav 
Shimon Schwab z”l recalled that as a youth he had 
the privilege of meeting with the Chafetz Chaim, 
who suggested to him that the messianic times 
were near. In the desert, said the Chafetz Chaim, 
the manna had any flavor that one could imagine. 
But what of someone who did not know that the 
manna had that power? What did it taste like for 
him or her? The answer is that it had no taste at 
all; it had a miraculous power only for those who 
understood its power. And so it is, he said, with 
any spiritual matter - its power, and taste and val-
ue, will not be felt unless one first looks at it in that 
light and understands that it has spiritual, as well 
as physical properties. To see Israel through those 
lenses requires one to see her in the context of Jew-
ish history and the Jewish calendar. To borrow a 
quote from David ben Gurion, when it comes to Is-
rael, “to be a realist, you must believe in miracles.”

Strength in the Face of Adversity
Avital Szulc ‘09

Throughout its history, Am Yisrael always has 
had enemies, such as the Egyptians, Amalek and 
many of the inhabiting nations of Cana’an. Unfor-
tunately, the present follows the trend of the past, 
and the Jewish people living in Israel are facing 
threats from neighboring nations once again. 

Rabbi Yehuda Amital of Yeshivat Gush Etzion 
once compared the threat the Israelis and the Jew-
ish people as a whole face from the Arab nations 
to the attack of Amalek at Rephidim. He said that 
in the war against Amalek, our survival was not at 
stake: Amalek succeeded in hurting many of our 
people and, in return, we “weakened them.” So, 
too, in our struggle with the Palestinians, the en-
emy often succeeds in harming many of our people, 
but, in return, we weaken them and have no inten-
tion of annihilating them. 

I would like to take Rav Amital’s comparison 

even further. Just as Am Yisrael was successful in 
the battle with Amalek when Moshe’s hands were 
raised and they were looking towards Hashem, so, 
too, should we see that all of Israel’s triumphs are 
due to the help of Hashem. We always must keep 
the might of Hashem in mind, and know that he 
will help us in our time of need. 

Furthermore, after the war with Amalek, Bnei 
Yisrael entered Eretz Yisrael to conquer it and make 
it their own. This is very similar to what happened 
right after the Holocaust, another fight with an-
other enemy; The Jewish people were able to build 
a Jewish homeland just a few years after the Holo-
caust ended. 

So, though we still are confronted by many ene-
mies, we must persevere and let old habits continue: 
hopefully, through effort, determination and high 
morale, we will fight and land on top this time, too.
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We as Jews are responsible not only for the individ-
ual spiritual well-being of mankind, but we also are 
responsible for its communal well-being. When we 
create our own state, we don’t glorify just the Jew-
ish individual, we also glorify the Jewish commu-
nity. We show the world how a government should 
run and how individuals should exist in the fabric 
of a greater community with shared goals. We can 
set an example for individuals by dispersing our-
selves throughout the world. The only way we can 
teach the world how a community should run is 
by creating our own community. First, Christian-
ity tried to borrow the idea of “Light unto the na-
tions” and incorporate it into Christian culture. In 
the Book of Matthew, Jesus tells his disciples that 
“you are the light of the world. A city that is set 
on a hill cannot be hidden.” Almost two thousand 
years later, the Pilgrims made this their reason for 
fleeing to America. John Winthrop, the colony’s 
Governor, called his community “a city on a hill” 
to stress the idea that they were examples to the 
world. Winthrop and the Pilgrims, however, had 
it all wrong. The Pilgrims fled from England. They 

Or Lagoyim: From Inside or Outside? (continued from page 1)

knew they were an example, but, nonetheless, the 
Pilgrims withdrew and formed a new community. 

The Jewish idea is radically different. We do 
not believe in withdrawing from the world. Rabbi 
Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi of England, often 
talks about the idea of “Faith as protest.” Our faith 
is a protest against the world as it is now. While sci-
ence attempts to explain away free will and choice, 
we, as Jews say that this world is ours to change 
and that we can choose to do so.  We believe in 
embracing the world and impacting it. 

Our state is a protest against totalitarian govern-
ments that infringe on the rights of the individual. 
By having our own state, we teach the rest of the 
world how a proper state should run. Yes, Israel cer-
tainly is a haven for Jews all over the world. This 
haven, however, is not a place where we retreat 
and avoid the problems of modern society. We 
must use it as a springboard to protect the dignity 
of all human beings everywhere in the world. This 
is the ideal Jewish state.

Kibbutz Galuyot
Tamar Gold ‘09 and Merav Gold ‘12

Kibbutz Galuyot, the Messianic promise of 
the return of the exile, is not only a dream, but 
is a core value of Judaism and is in fact an obli-
gation.  The State of Israel is arguably respon-
sible for the safe return of more Jews than any-
one or anything else.  Throughout its short but 
significant existence, it has acted as not only 
a spiritual and religious center for Jews around 
the world, but also as a haven for Jews who were 
victims of anti-Semitism. Created in 1948 by 
Zionistic Jews and others, some of whom had 

escaped war-torn Europe, Israel has always pro-
tected its people, whether they were citizens of 
the state or not. 

After the fall of the USSR, Israel invited the 
Jews of the Former Soviet Union into its borders 
with open arms. Another group of people saved 
from persecution was Beta Yisrael, or the Ethio-
pian Jews.  They finally decided to immigrate 
to Israel when a civil war in Ethiopia made liv-
ing there extremely difficult, especially for the 
Jews. Many rescue operations organized by the 
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Israeli government took place in the 1980s and 
the 1990s, saving more than one hundred thou-
sand Ethiopian Jews. Some of the most famous 
that we know of are “Operation Solomon” and 
“Operation Moses.” 

The State of Israel has served as a place of 
refuge for thousands of others. These acts of 
kindness help to fulfill the mitzvah of kibbutz 

galuyot- the return of all Jews to Israel. But not 
only is Israel a shelter for the victimized, it also 
is a great homeland. Thousands of Zionists who 
make aliyah every year help to build the Jewish 
homeland as well. Israel’s importance to Jewish 
communities around the world is quite evident, 
and that is why we all must do everything we 
can to support it in all its endeavors.

Hallel
Michael Feder ‘09

Yom Haatzmaut is quite similar to Purim in 
numerous ways. Both celebrate the miraculous 
defeat of enemies of the Jews; they involve vari-
ous forms of public celebration, and they are, 
of course, celebrated here at Ramaz. The two 
holidays even occur in the same season. Yet we 
do not say Hallel on Purim, while we at Ramaz, 
as well as many others, do say Hallel on Yom 
Haatzmaut. Why is this so? To understand this 
phenomenon, we must inspect the differences 
between the two Chagim. Purim has its own 
megillah, while Yom Haatzmaut does not. Pu-
rim involved Jews living outside Israel, while 
Yom Haatzmaut celebrates the return of Jews to 
Eretz Yisrael, as a first step towards the coming 
of Mashiach.  

Chazal relate that Hallel is not said on Pu-
rim because it occurred outside Israel. The Jews 
were ruled by a mortal king, so we could not 
truly call ourselves avdei hashem, which is an 
integral part of Hallel. In addition, Megillat 
Esther can be considered an equal replacement 
for Hallel. Since Yom Haatzmaut celebrates the 
Jewish return to Israel, as well as our ability to 
rule ourselves in our own land, it becomes clear 
that we must say Hallel on Yom Haatzmaut. This 
idea is strengthened by the fact that Chazal also 

say that “there is no difference between this 
world and the days of Mashiach, except for the 
servitude to the nations.” 

By creating our own government in Israel, we 
have taken a critical first step towards bring-
ing the days of Mashiach. The Rambam also 
adds that it is only because there are Jews in 
Israel that the Jewish calendar, and by exten-
sion all the Chagim, can exist and continue to 
occur each year. Yom Haatzmaut guaranteed 
the constant survival of a Jewish population in 
Israel. This further proves that we are required 
to say Hallel on Yom Haatzmaut. The question 
remains, however, whether a bracha should be 
recited on Hallel or not. Rav Shlomo Goren 
notes that while Rabbeinu Tam feels a bracha 
is recited only if a miracle occurred to all of the 
Jews in the world, the Jews living in Israel are so 
central to the world that they can be considered 
equivalent to all of the Jews in the world, re-
gardless of how many Jews actually reside there.  

Yom Haatzmaut is a critical holiday for the 
Modern Orthodox Zionist movement. We be-
lieve that this holiday has religious significance 
in addition to historical significance. Our say-
ing Hallel on this festive day manifests this be-
lief. Chag Sameach! 
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and to settle in the land that He chose for us.” He 
compares Hashem’s gift of Israel as a wrapped pres-
ent given to someone by a king. By not living in 
Israel, we are ignoring the present, peeking at it 
only every once in a while, without ever actually 
opening the gift.  

However, while the concept of every Jew liv-
ing in the State of Israel is both moving and ideal, 
it is not always obligatory for every individual to 
make aliyah, according to many rabbis, including 
Rav Moshe Feinstein (Igrot Moshe E.H. 1:102, ex-
plained at:   koltorah.org).  According to Rav Fein-
stein’s interpretation of the Rambam, it is not pro-

hibited to live outside the Land of Israel. Though 
the option of making aliyah definitely should be 
considered, every Jew has the right to choose for 
himself how he relates to our homeland. Undeni-
ably, Israel is a gift from Hashem that cannot be 
completely disregarded, but every contribution 
a Jew makes to the land, be it tzedakah, a visit, 
or general support, has the necessary and deeply 
meaningful value that every Jewish Zionist should 
strive to possess. 

On this Yom Ha’atzmaut, each one of us should 
make every effort to give back to our true home in 
any way we can.
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