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Baseless Love or Solidarity? 

History is important, not only as it occurs and is recorded, but also as it is remembered and retold.  

Sometimes old and well known stories get told in new ways. And, sometimes an event from the distant past, 
for example the election of  1800 or the Hamilton - Burr duel, can become newly relevant to our own 
contemporary context, when told in a new and contemporary way.  And, in that vein, I want to tell a story 
that many of  you heard recently from the consul-general from the era of  Israel’s birth. But I want to 
interrogate that story and understand what it may have meant 68 years ago, and what it can mean today. 

During the terrible siege of  Gush Etzion during the early months of  Israel’s War of  Independence, a cow in 
Kibbutz K’far Etzion was killed. As you may know, a cow that is killed in a violent way rather than through 
ritual shechitah is considered a tereifah. It cannot be eaten. However, the members of  Kibbutz K’far Etzion, a 
religious kibbutz in which a number of  young Torah scholars lived and worked, decided that although the 
situation was not sufficiently dire to warrant eating trayf meat, it was sufficiently dire to send the meat to the 
neighboring Kibbutz Revadim, a radical secular kibbutz affiliated with the leftist HaShomer Ha’Tzair Zionist 
movement.  

Under cover of  darkness, a cart laden with trayf  meat made its way from Kibbutz K’far Etzion to Kibbutz 
Revadim. The next morning, as the sun rose over Gush Etzion, the members of  Kibbutz K’far Etzion found 
a cart, still piled high with meat with a note attached that said, “If  our religious comrades will not eat this 
cow, we too will not eat it. We are one nation with a common fate.” 

Unfortunately, the common fate of  the four Jewish agricultural communities in Gush Etzion was not a good 
one. They were all destroyed by the Jordanian Arab Legion on the 4th of  Iyar, a date that became the 
Memorial Day for all of  the fallen soldiers of  the State of  Israel. The last defenders of  one of  those 
communities, Moshav Massu’ot Yitzchak, a group that included the father of  my cousin’s wife, were taken as 
prisoners to Jordan where they remained for months until a prisoner exchange in 1949 after the Israeli-
Jordanian cease fire. The final defenders of  K’far Etzion were massacred.  

I want to dig a little bit deeper into the meaning and context of  the story and the first question that I want to 
ask is…did it really happen? 

It is very hard to know for sure. As I mentioned the defenders of  Kibbutz K’far Etzion were massacred and 
so there were no survivors to preserve and share a verifiable version of  the story. However, there were 
survivors from Kibbutz Revadim and some were recently asked about this very story. There are elderly 
veterans of  Kibbutz Revadim who remember very well the cow they received from Kibbutz K’far Etzion. 
And…one elderly member of  Kibbutz Revadim has a distinct memory of  eating the cow. In fact, he recalls 
that they kept it cool in a natural spring of  water and were therefore able to eat its meat for two weeks.  

But that’s not the final version either. Archivists at Massu’ot Yitzchak also have a version of  the story. And 
there are some important differences. First of  all, it wasn’t a cow. It was a bull. The bull’s name was Zimri (I 
won’t spell out why). Second, this animal was not killed by a stray bullet, but rather it was shechted by the last 
remaining shochet in Gush Etzion. The meat was fully kosher, and it was shared among all four communities in 
Gush Etzion. 
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And so the trayf  cow of  Gush Etzion, a symbol of  solidarity among religious and non-religious Jews during 
Israel’s struggle for independence was not a cow, and it was not trayf, but it can still be a symbol of  
cooperation and solidarity.  

There are other stories from 1948 from other kibbutzim and other communities that exhibit this same degree 
of  solidarity and this same sense of  being one nation with a common destiny. 

K’far Darom was a religious kibbutz in the South. It was located in a strategic location right in the face of  the 
invading Egyptian army and they too suffered severe rationing of  food and water as the Egyptian army 
closed in on all sides. When a group of  reinforcements from the Palmach came to assist Kfar Darom in its 
brave resistance, they found hungry defenders and… chickens roaming the kibbutz. The residents of  the 
kibbutz explained that there was no shochet left in the kibbutz and so the chickens could not be eaten. The 
Palmach commander had no use for sentimental religion in a time of  war and told his soldiers to eat the 
chickens - but they refused. If  these hungry men defending their homes would not eat a non-kosher chicken, 
they would not eat them either. In the end, K’far Darom was captured by the Egyptians in July 1948. They 
found the kibbutz evacuated…except for its chickens which remained behind. 

One final story. Kibbutz Be’arot Yitzchak was a religious kibbutz that was built adjacent to a secular kibbutz 
Be’eri in the Negev. The kibbutzim were established in the late summer of  1947 and members of  these two 
neighboring communities, religious and secular, worked side by side to quickly erect the buildings and 
defenses of  their new homes. On Yom Kippur 1947, (which was before the UN Partition vote and the 
outbreak of  open warfare), the religious pioneers of  Be’arot Yitzchak fasted, while all around them their 
secular neighbors of  Kibbutz Be’eri worked, built, sweated, sawed and hammered. One secular kibbutznik 
approached a religious kibbutznik and said, “I’m so sorry that our work today is bothering you and making it 
harder for you to observe such an important mitzvah of  fasting on Yom Kippur.” His religious comrade 
responded, “I’m sorry that my fasting is bothering you. I can’t help you as much as I should in the most 
important mitzvah of  building our homeland.” 

There was a spirit of  solidarity and camaraderie among Jews of  all kinds in 1947 and 1948 and 1949. There 
was a palpable sense that we were indeed “one people with a common destiny.”  That spirit enabled the state 
to survive the challenging circumstances of  its birth, and that spirit, however attenuated, is crucial to the 
continued survival of  the state. Indeed, the Israeli Knesset is the only place in the world where 
representatives of  the full spectrum of  Jewish practice and belief  and ideology sit down together to deliberate 
and discuss and decide the future of  the Jewish people.  

Parashat Kedoshim, as I said earlier this morning, marks the great pivot in the Torah’s presentation of  kedushah, 
holiness. Up until now, Sefer VaYikra, and the Torah in general, has delineated and defined kedushah as a 
product of  exclusivity and insularity. We cordon off  certain places because they are sacred. We segregate 
certain people, the kohanim and levi’m for special tasks. We mark certain days and refrain from any labor on 
those sacred times. The climax of  this development is the service of  the kohen gadol on Yom Kippur, in the 
Kodesh HaKodashim, the most sacred person, on the most sacred day, entering the most sacred location in the 
Temple. 

And then, the Torah pivots and declares that all of  us must be holy, in all times, in all places, and in all of  our 
social interactions. That is the great Hiddush, the new and innovative idea of  this parasha. The flood of  
mitzvot are introduced one after another. They concern ritual matters, social interactions, and foundational 
principles of  ethics. 

 ֹלֽא־תִׂשְנָ֥א אֶת־אָחִ֖יָ ּבִלְבָבֶָ֑ הֹוכֵ֤חַ ּתֹוכִ֙יחַ֙ אֶת־עֲמִיתֶָ֔ וְֹלא־תִּׂשָ֥א עָלָ֖יו חֵֽטְא׃
 ֹלֽא־תִּקֹ֤ם וְֹלֽא־תִּטֹר֙ אֶת־ּבְנֵ֣י עַּמֶָ֔ וְאָֽהַבְּתָ֥ לְֵרעֲָ֖ ּכָמֹ֑וָ אֲנִ֖י ה׳׃
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The Torah tells us, “Do not hate your brother in your heart. Rebuke your neighbor and do not bear a sin on 
his account. Do not exact vengeance nor bare a grudge. And you shall love your fellow a yourself. I am the 
Lord.” 

What is the connection between these phrases? How many mitzvot precisely do these two verses contain? Is 
there significance to the order? How is rebuking someone an alternative to hatred? And what is meant by the 
warning, “and do not bear a sin on his account?” Perhaps if  we do not rebuke, we are held accountable for 
the sins that we tolerate and that is the meaning of  the warning, “and do not bare a sin on his behalf.” Or, 
perhaps we are being warned against causing an additional sin by rebuking in an inappropriate way. In this 
way, “do not bear a sin on his account” is a limit on the mitzvah of  rebuke.  

The answer to these questions is “all of  the above.” The Midrashim and classic commentaries fill in all of  
these options and more and the network of  possible ways to understand these verses expands exponentially.  

But there are parameters to this discussion and I want to draw our attention to those parameters. Our 
differences with others, and their sins, are framed by a prohibition against hatred and by an obligation to love.  
This means that our approach to religious differences must avoid the easy arrogance that masks itself  in 
contempt for the sins of  others and we must also avoid the sort of  empty tolerance that is no more than a 
thin disguise for cynical indifference.  

Rav Kook is reported to have said that since the Second Temple was destroyed because of  “sinat hinam” or 
baseless hatred, the Third Temple will be built because of  “ahavat hinam” or baseless love. Rav Yehuda Amital 
z’l responded to this teaching in frustration. “Why must it be ahavat hinam?” he asked. Why is our love for 
others baseless? Aren't there those with whom we have differences who nonetheless deserve our love?  

Members of  the security services who vigilantly protect us, boys who give three years to the army, 
doctors who work for meager wages rather than seek their fortunes overseas, and many others. If  
someone does not share our religious commitments, it does not mean he has no values, and it does not 
mean the he has no just claim to our love. 

That spirit, not baseless love, but love rooted in appreciating common values, a love rooted in deep solidarity 
that transcends differences, is the essence of  the story of  the trayf  cow from K’far Etzion. When he was 
recently asked about this episode, the veteran member of  Kibbutz Revadim, the one who recalled eating the 
cow, responded upon reflection, “[The legendary] version of  the story is a better story. It would have been 
better had we not eaten the cow. Showing solidarity with others is more important than a cow. It’s even more 
important than two cows.” 

We don’t face the challenges that were faced by the generation that built the State of  Israel. Thank God we do 
not have to choose between hunger and solidarity. We don’t have to work on Yom Kippur to keep ourselves 
safe. And living in Israel and visiting Israel is as easy as purchasing an airline ticket. But, perhaps because our 
challenges are so much less acute, we become lazy about the need to cultivate solidarity and remind ourselves 
that we face common challenges and share a common destiny. 


