
When a Fossil Comes to Life 2016 

 

1. The Toynbee - Herzog Debate 

 

On January 31st, 1961, a debate took place at McGill University in Montreal, between 

Ambassador Yaakov Herzog and Professor Arnold Toynbee1. 

 

Herzog, 39, was the son of a the late Chief Rabbi Yitzchak Herzog, and both a talented diplomat 

and a respected Talmid Chacham; Toynbee, 71, was a prominent historian who had written a 

well-respected 12 volume work entitled “A Study of History”. 

 

The impetus for the debate was Toynbee’s opposition to Israel. Toynbee had called Israel 

“demonic”, and compared Israeli treatment of the Arabs to the Nazi treatment of the Jews. 

(Toynbee’s canards remain staples of anti-Israeli rhetoric to this day.)  Herzog argued so 

brilliantly that afterwards Toynbee’s wife Veronica told him he shouldn't have taken on the 

debate.  

 

The final segment of the debate dealt with Toynbee’s theory that Judaism was a “fossil 

civilization”, more a relic of an ancient culture than a true living civilization. Toynbee argued that 

Jews were best understood to be natives of their host country rather than an independent 

civilization, and their “Jewish” identity was just a relic of a dead civilization. Herzog offered 

several arguments to rebut this view, culminating with his trump card: The State of Israel. How 

could a fossil civilization come to life? The fact that Israel had “de-fossilized” was clear evidence 

that Jewish civilization never died. Even Toynbee had to grudgingly admit that in 1961, Judaism 

was no longer a fossil civilization, and that he was rewriting that section of his book. 

  

2. How is it that the fossil came back to life? 

 

Of course, I stand on the side of Herzog, and believe that Judaism is not, and has never been, a 

fossil. But how is it that Jewish civilization never collapsed? 

 

It is a serious question. Toynbee wrote his 12 volume study in an attempt to understand how 

civilizations collapse, because every great civilization has. He documents how all civilizations 

pass through multiple stages: genesis, growth, time of troubles, universal state, and 

disintegration. Toynbee is not alone in trying to understand why civilizations collapse; scholars 

both before and after his time, including a member of our shul, have written a great deal about 

this topic. 

 

I have not studied this issue nearly enough to answer the question. My only contribution can 

come from years of study of the one exception to the historical rule, the only “fossil” ever to 

“come alive”: Judaism.   

                                                
1
 The debate is available online here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2M5Ntu3C0IA&nohtml5=False 
 



 

 

Despite exile and persecution, Judaism has evaded the fate of other civilizations. Without 

question, Jews are geniuses of resilience. 

 

3. Jewish resilience 

 

Resilience is now the focus of a great deal of study in the areas of education and psychology. 

Considering the historical record, Judaism undoubtedly has wisdom to offer on the subject of 

resilience.   

 

A good place to start is the Jewish calendar. Jews follow lunar-solar calendar (the “Metonic 

Calendar”), in which each month is declared based on the new moon. 

 

For Jews in late antiquity, this unusual calendar was a matter of pride; they saw in themselves 

the image of the moon, that נמשלו ישראל ללבנה. 

 

But this pride in the moon is odd. If you could choose any celestial mascot possible, you would 

pick the sun, the biggest and brightest of them all. 

 

Yet we proudly affiliate ourselves with the moon, which even at nighttime, its time of “dominion”, 

diminishes and disappears for days at a time. 

 

Yet that is precisely the point. Rabbi Moses Isserles, the Rama (1520-1572) when discussing 

the prayers recited over the new moon, mentions the following custom (OH 426:2) 

 

ועתיד להתחדש כמותה וכנסת ישראל תחזור  ונוהגין לומר דוד מלך ישראל חי וקיים, שמלכותו נמשל ללבנה

ן עושין שמחות להתדבק בבעלה שהוא הקב"ה דוגמת הלבנה המתחדשת עם החמה שנאמר שמש ומגן ה' ולכ

 וריקודין בקידוש החודש דוגמת שמחת נישואין )בחיי פרשת וישב ודברי עצמו(

 

“The custom is to say “David, King of Israel is alive and well”, because his monarchy is 

compared to the moon, and will eventually renew itself like (the moon)...” 

 

I would offer an explanation for this custom that varies a bit from the Rama’s. The pride we take 

in the moon is in the very fact that it can disappear from the sky, and still make a powerful 

comeback; because the unique source of Jewish power is not in brute strength, but in resilience, 

our ability to bounce back from setbacks. 

 

Yes, in every generation we face threats. But we see ourselves as more than capable of facing 

those threats.  

 

In 2004, on the night before the Seder, the Herzliyah School in Montreal was firebombed. There 

were solidarity events; the Prime Minister of Canada came to visit. One quote from that day, in 

the hours before the Seder, remains stuck in my mind. Irwin Cotler, a Herzliyah graduate who 



was then the Canadian Minister of Justice, said in an interview that at the seder we recite “in 

every generation they rise up against us”. This, he said, is testimony to the enduring hatred of 

anti-Semitism. But he pointed out that one would miss most of the story if we focused only on 

the fact that anti-Semitism is truly the longest hatred. Instead, the real lesson of this section is 

far more positive: Jews have overcome every obstacle while waiting for their day to shine. 

 

The first secret to Jewish resilience is to see oneself as resilient, as capable of overcoming any 

obstacle, and always be ready for a positive change.  

 

The Bluzhever Rebbe a”h, Rabbi Yisrael Spira, was a survivor of the Shoah. During the war, he 

was at one point interred in Bergen Belsen, and on the night of the Pesach, he led a small 

Seder. As he read the words say עבדים היינו, “we were slaves”, he related a tradition he had from 

his ancestors was to read the Hebrew word for slaves, עבדים, as an acronym for  דוד בן ישי עבדך

  .”David, the son of Jesse, you servant and redeemer“ ,משיחך

 

It is remarkable that in Bergen Belsen a concentration camp inmate can see hints of King 

David’s return. But this is the nature of resilience; even when faced with absolute slavery, 

another reality peeks out at the Jew, who is ready always for the day when the moon will 

recover its brightness. 

 

4. What Carries Resilience 

 

Resilience on its own would probably erode at some point; there is always another ingredient to 

Jewish resilience: faith. 

 

In middle of the Haggadah, the discussion veers from the topic of freedom to talk about faith. 

The Talmud records the opinion of Rav on the format of the Haggadah: 

 

 רב אמר מתחלה עובדי עבודת גלולים היו אבותינו

 

Rav said: the story of the Haggadah is told, with the section of “In the beginning our fathers 

served idols”. 

 

What a strange opinion!! As meaningful as this discussion of faith is, it seems off topic. What 

does Abraham’s conversion have to do with the Exodus story? 

 

There are many good answers to this question. I would like to propose one more: 

 

Without faith, the Jews never would have lasted 400 years in captivity. 

 

Telling the story of faith is critical, because true resilience is based on faith. 

 

Yes, there is a debate about the faith of the Jews in Egypt. Seforno, based on verses in the 

Book of Ezekiel, sees the generation of Egypt as assimilated idol worshipers. Others, notably 



Rabbeinu Nissim (Ran) and R. Chasdai Crescas2, see the Jewish slaves as righteous people 

whose slavery was in no way a punishment for sin. To my mind, the Ran is correct, for the 

slaves couldn’t have held on to Jewish identity during 400 years of persecution without a deep 

sense of faith. 

 

This is why the story of Abraham finding his faith is in the Haggadah. Faith is a foundation of the 

Exodus narrative, because without Abraham’s faith, the Jewish slaves would have disappeared. 

The resilience of the slaves during 400 years of slavery was no accident; it was an act of faith. 

 

Having a mission, having a serious sense of faith, is the basis of resilience. Nietzsche famously 

said (Twilight of the Idols, Maxims 12) ‘If we have our own why in life, we shall get along 

with almost any how.” 

 

This sense of mission is what kept us going during the 400 years in Egypt and beyond. Even 

today, it is this powerful sense of purpose that continues to sustain us. 

 

In 2014, I visited Israel during Operation Protective Edge  ִמְבָצע צּוק ֵאיָתן with a group from the 

WJC. We went down to Sderot to visit the local community, and there was a short program of 

speeches in a bombproof underground auditorium. During the program I was sitting next to a 

high school student who was a Bnei Akiva Madricha. I asked her if she was planning on doing 

Sherut Leumi, and if she would consider Montreal for her year shlichut. Without missing a beat, 

she turns to me and asks: why don’t you make aliyah? I mentioned, gently, that things were a bit 

difficult in Israel at the time, but she persisted. She declared to me several times that if I am a 

Jew, I must be in Israel! 

 

Resilience is the only explanation of why a teenager in Sderot would rather live in a rocket 

attack zone than in a comfortable suburban community. That powerful “why”, that sense of 

mission, is the foundation of Jewish resilience. And we have carried this mission with us, both in 

good times and bad. 

 

Natan Sharansky wrote in his autobiography about the Sefer Tehillim (Psalms) he had while 

imprisoned in the Soviet Union. He had gotten it from his wife Avital, but it was then confiscated 

from him for the three years he was in prison. Eventually, he went on a hunger strike until he got 

it back. Even on the day of his release, Sharansky refused to leave the Soviet Union until he 

had the Tehillim in hand.  

 

But there is a postscript to this story. Yael Ziegler, a well-known teacher of Tanach in 

Jerusalem, shared the following two years ago: 

 

“This morning I was in a bakery in Jerusalem when I noticed that I was standing behind Natan 

Sharansky. I summoned up my courage and told him that I had just cited from his book this 

week in a class I was teaching on Sefer Tehillim. I explained that I told my students the inspiring 

                                                
2
 See Commentaries of Seforno and Abrabanel, Genesis 15 



story of how he had kept a tiny book of Tehillim with him at all times, even when he had to 

struggle with the authorities to get it back. At that point, Sharansky smiled, reached into his shirt 

pocket and pulled out that a tiny (palm-sized) tattered book of Tehillim. I was stunned, and I 

asked him “Do you carry that wherever you go?” Sharansky didn’t even pause and he replied 

“Actually, it carries me!”” 

 

This is the lesson of Jewish resilience: You need to carry your mission; but in the end, it 

carries you. 

 

Jay (our Bar Mitzvah), your parents were brought up in that turbulent world of the Soviet Union, 

and your grandparents were refuseniks. It was a crime to be a proud Jew in the Soviet Union. 

 

Yet despite all the difficulty, they held tight to their Jewish identity. And if the Jews never 

became a fossil, it was because of people like your parents and grandparents who embraced 

the Jewish mission. 

 

They carried their mission, and that has brought you here to be Bar Mitzvahed with us. 

 

Now, it is your turn carry on with the mission. In doing so, may you give your family and 

community naches. Mazel Tov!! 

 

 

 

 


