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Gil Troy is a Professor of History at McGill University and a Research Fellow at the 

Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem. He recently published a piece in The Jerusalem 

Post titled “How can Jews be 'Orthodox' without living in Israel?” In the days following 

Yom Haatzmaut, his words are at the very least provocative:  

 

“Suburban New Jersey is not our natural habitat,” he writes. “The land of Israel is, being 

the Jewish people’s historic homeland. That is why the Bible made Judaism a homeland-

based religion. That is why so many commandments are bound up in the land. That is 

why the exile was so painful for millennia. And that is why – at two of the most popular, 

profound Jewish religious moments – ending Yom Kippur and . . . the seder – we sing 

Next Year in Jerusalem. 

  

“I am not a Zionist fanatic. I understand why non-Orthodox Jews, especially those who 

do not take the Torah literally or believe in God, might live elsewhere, even if they 

acknowledge the upside of Jewish sovereignty, even if they love Israel. And these secular 

Zionists, of course, are the minority. Most American Jews have never visited Israel. They 

love the land they were lucky enough to be born in.  As modern Jews they easily balance 

their Jewish and non-Jewish selves outside Israel. Most have no problem supporting 

Israel without ever living in Israel. I applaud Zionism for maturing beyond its original 

negation of the Diaspora. I particularly love the United States and Canada, being grateful 

for the welcoming home these two, safe, flourishing, prosperous democracies provide to 

millions of Jews. . . .  

  

“But Orthodox Jews are, well, Orthodox!  Anyone who feels commanded to live fully as 

a Jew should acknowledge Israel’s centrality in that mission. . . Given that, how do so 

many rigidly pious Jews ignore the commandment to live in Israel? How do they 

reconcile this contradiction?”  

 

This morning, I’d like to think about the answer to this question by viewing the issue 

through the lens of our Parshah in conjunction with two talks that were delivered recently 

at The Jewish Center.  

 

First to our Parshah: There are more than two dozen mitzvos in Behar, but in the grand 

scheme, the preponderance of them fit into three major categories, which themselves are 

interrelated: The laws of Shmittah, Yovel and עבדות – the notion of indentured servitude 

in the Torah.  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that three subject matters converge to form a singular theme. 

It’s a theme that, while pertaining specifically to these laws observed in the Land of 

Israel, transcends time and place. The idea I refer to is the notion that status in Judaism is 
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rarely absolute. A given attitude or practice of the past, does not, of necessity, dictate the 

present or future.  

• Think of Shmittah. Just because you’ve worked the land these past six years, need 

not mean you’ll follow the same pattern in the seventh.  

• Now think of Yovel: Sales of land are not eternal. Every so often heritage plots 

revert to their families of origin. 

• And it’s likewise the message of servitude. Someone may have no choice but 

work off a debt for a certain number of months or years. But by definition, this 

can never be a lifetime sentence.  

 

As Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks puts it, part of the Torah’s goal “is to change slavery 

from an ontological condition to a temporary circumstance. No Israelite was allowed to 

be or see himself as a slave. He or she might be reduced to slavery for a period of time, 

but this was a passing plight, not an identity.” 

 

Of course there are challenges or limitations in life that are very real and may be indeed 

be insurmountable. But these I would argue, are the exception. More often than not, the 

Torah is telling us, we have the capacity to make the decisions that will shape our own 

futures. With the passage of time, new vistas and new possibilities will almost certainly 

emerge. It’s within our power to choose to either actively entertain them or just leave 

well enough alone.  

 

These past two weeks have been busy ones – both globally and locally. So I hope you’ll 

permit me to hone in on two Jewish Center events in particular. The first occurred two 

Shabboses ago at Seudah Shlishit on the eve of Yom Hashoah. Fanya Gottesfeld Heller, 

now 86, shared the story of how she and her family were saved from the Nazis by a pair 

of righteous Gentiles who risked their lives to provide safe have to Fanya and her family. 

And though she emerged from the war with less than nothing, she built a new family of 

her own and devoted herself to Jewish education and Jewish philanthropy. It struck me 

that her story was really a set of mirror images. On one face were her saviors: A Ukranian 

militiaman and a Polish peasant who refused to stand idly by while their compatriots shed 

with indifference the innocent blood of men, women and children. While on the other 

face, was Fanya herself: A teenage girl who could have easily and justifiably allowed her 

past to defeat her, but instead courageously chose to be the master of her own destiny.  

 

The second event took place here in the main sanctuary on Tuesday night. Ambassador 

Yehuda Avner shared his reflections on Israel’s loneliness within the family of nations 

and her ongoing need to be the arbiter of her own destiny. And I was once again struck 

by the unstated parallel between Mr. Avner’s personal narrative and the story of the State 

of Israel. For both represent the triumph of a great desire to be a subject rather than an 

object. In Mr. Avner’s case, he moved from England to Palestine at age 17 to help 

fashion a state that existed only in the mind of fanciful dreamers. Dedicating his career to 

public service and the State, he has literally written the book on Israel’s Prime Ministers 

that is sure to be the gold standard for our generation. And this of course was his message 

about Israel and her people. It’s only by virtue of our own toil and tears that Israel exists 
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today and it will only continue to be so if we Jews make it our priority to see to it that 

Israel remains vital and secure.   

 

It’s a theme that boomed from Har Sinai 3500 years ago, echoed powerfully in the 

aftermath of the Holocaust and in 1948 and reverberates today in the voices of our most 

cherished Jewish heroes and heroines. It’s a voice that implores us to be actors not only 

on the world’s stage, but subjects in the drama of our own contemporary lives.      

 

It’s with this in mind that I believe we can respond to Professor Troy’s critique of our 

community: I freely concede the point that we could and should spend more time talking 

about aliyah. It’s a deeply held value of this congregation and it must always remain so. 

 

But beyond this, I would add two important points: First, just because we’re not living in 

Israel today, doesn’t mean we won’t be living in Israel tomorrow or next year or in ten 

years. Just think of my predecessor and his family. Or think of our guests of honor at our 

dinner this year. It’s possible to live lives of self-determination. So little is beyond the 

realm of possible. Our past may inform our future, but it need not govern it.  

 

And second, it’s worth remembering that there are important missions to be 

accomplished while we are here in the Diaspora. Of course we can do so much for Israel 

from afar and I applaud our members who will be part of our delegation to AIPAC’s 

policy conference next week.  

 

But beyond this, I think we would do well to take a cue from Ms. Gottesfeld Heller and 

Mr. Avner. Part of their great success has been their own willingness to share their 

wisdom and experience with others. We don’t have to be authors or speechwriters to 

make a difference. But I would argue that each of us can be a teacher.  

 

On some level, everyone loves to be a student. Who doesn’t enjoy learning something 

new? Formally or otherwise, we all love to be engaged in the lifelong process of learning.  

 

By virtue of our being in this room, each of us occupies the uppermost echelon of Jewish 

knowledge. But think of all the Jews you know who are not in this room. Think of all the 

Jews you know who are rarely if ever in any shul of any kind. The most secular Israeli at 

least knows they’re part of the Jewish people by dint of their citizenship. The same 

simply can’t be said about unaffiliated Jews here in America. Yet on some level each of 

them would love to know something more about their heritage. So many of them are just 

waiting for someone to invite them for a Friday night dinner or share with them what’s so 

compelling about the Torah and its values.  

 

In the very first Mishna in Avos, the men of the Great Assembly tell us:  העמידו תלמידים

 raise up many students. In context, they’re telling us that the preservation of the – הרבה

mesorah depends on the vast dissemination of Torah. But in the process, they’re also 

telling us that each of us has a sacred duty to be a teacher. We can outsource outreach to 

the professionals, but that doesn’t obviate our own need to be actively involved in the 

process.  
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I hope the day comes when Gil Troy’s point is utterly moot. I hope more and more 

American Jews follow Herb and Eileen and strengthen themselves, the Jewish people and 

the Jewish homeland by making aliyah. But sometimes great aspirations take a little time.  

 

It goes without saying that we keep Israel and aliyah in our latent consciousness; every 

once in a while we do well to allow it to enter the realm of our active consciousness, too. 

And in the meantime, take advantage of the precious freedoms afforded to us by this 

great country: Particularly the freedom to learn and to teach. Be a friend and a mentor to 

another a Jew. He or she may well be the next great Jewish hero to inspire a generation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


