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DIVINE PROMISES - CONDITIONAL
AND ABSOLUTE
I had begun to write this essay on the nature of the right and
attachment of the Jewish people to the Land of Israel when I
learned of the passing of Dr. Leon, Aryeh Leib, Stitskin Z"L.
Now my essay, as planned, was to be critical of several points
put forth in Dr. Stitskin's "Rejoinder" to Professor Uriel Simon's
essay "The Biblical Destinies - Conditional Promises" (TRA~
DITION, VoL. 17, No.2). Mindful, therefore, of the rabbinic
dictum nri~~ inN; ~iNn liN i~:i~tvo i~N my first inclination
was to desist and put the work to the side. Upon further consideration, however, I decided to continue. The fundamental im-

portance of the issues raised in the exchange between Professor
Simon and Professor Stitskin and the stringently objective
and considered manner in which it was conducted encourage me
to believe that my own essay will be seen not as an unseemly
additional round in a polemical exchange, but as a contribution
to a significant ongoing discussion.
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The exchange between Professor Simon and Professor Stitskin

raises three fundamental issues, one methodological and two substantive. They are: (1) the relationship of the written Torah and
the oral Torah or the Bible and the views of the Sages in work-

ing out an authoritative Jewish stance on basic ideological or

theological issues; (2) the nature of God's promise of the land
of Israel to the people of Israel and as a result of that the nature
of their right and attachment to the land; (3) the condition for
ushering in the messianic period in which those Divine promises
will find their fial and complete consummation.
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Professor Simon, in speaking of the nature of the messianic
process, writes: HOne cannot decide about this matter . . . on

the basis of this midrash or the other. It is incumbent upon us to
understand the implications involved (in particular positions)
and whether they are legitimated from biblical sources." Consequently, Professor Simon's discussion is limited to an anålysis of
rêlèvaíit biblical texts and is characterized by an absence of any
reference to rabbinic sources.

Professor Stitskin criticizes Professor Simon for his "disregard
. . . (of) rabbinic interpretation of scriptural texts" in "his pur-

suit of biblical scholarship." He comments: "It is difficult to
understand how an authentic Jewish student of scriptures

can

attempt to prove biblical insights without recourse to rabbinic
hermeneutics . . . To the Jew . . . the written and oral law are
one . . . Rabbi Akiba . . . (by J his exegetical rules of hermen-

eutics unified the written and oral law for all times. By intro-

ducing the notion that the very words and letters of Scripture embody a higher language from which halakhic principles may be
deduced, he paved the way for a biblical exegesis which no bib-

lical scholar may disregard."
I agree with Professor Stitskin's criticism of Professor Simon's
disregard of rabbinic sources. On the other hand, Professor Stitskin's own positive stance appears to me to

considerably over-

simplify a very coinplex situation.
Is it true that the written Torah can only be viewed in the

light of rabbinic interpretation? Do not the rabbis themselves
enunciate the principle NitvÐ 'i':~~ N,:i~ Nitio i'i~,
ua verse cannot be div~sted of its literal or plain meaning?" All
of the great medieval co.mmentators on the Bible, to a greater
or lesser extent, felt free to offer comments on the biblical text
that often diverged from the standard rabbinic interpretation.

This was certainly the case as far as the non-legal narative or
rhetorical material was concerned. The situation becomes more
complex with regard to legal passages. Ibn Ezra argues that the
legal interpretations of the rights are the peshat of the text and

and therefore the exegete cannot interpret legal passages in a
divergent manner. However, R. Samuel b. Meir clearly states
(and Nahamanides apparently has the same approach) that while
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rabbinic legal interpretations are authoritative as far as deter-

mining the normative halakhah is concerned, they are authoritative on the level of derash; however, on the level of peshat, one
may offer explanations of the legal text that differ from the rabbis

in accordance with tn~ ,~) :i"ruinrioil liitotvÐil "the plain
meanings that are newly discovered every day."!

Moreover, the medieval Jewish philosophers, in working out
tl¡eir own philosophies, while naturally not neglecting rabbinic
insights, relied directly upon Biblical texts and interpreted them
independently of the rabbinic tradition. Indeed, one need merely
look at the Index of Passages cited of any of the great medieval

philosophical works to see at a glance the heavy weight accorded
to Biblical texts as against the relatively minor place accorded
to rabbinic statements. This is particularly the case with the greatest work of medieval - perhaps all- Jewish philosophy, Mai-

monides' Guide ot the Perplexed where the Biblio-centric focus

is striking. However one chooses to explain this phenomenon,
and it no doubt demands an explanation, the phenomenon itself
is undeniable.

Of course the question arises as to how we are to relate the

picture of Judaism that arises from Nii'0'tv NitvÐ with the
picture that arises from rabbinic literature as a whole. This is a
cannot be resolved here. All of us, as
traditional, believing Jews are, of course, firmly convinced that
complex question which

the written Torah and the oral Toràh are one. But the ultimate

oneness of these two Torahs should not be a starting point but
rather a point of arrival which can only be reached after the
necessary task of correlating, coordinating and synthesizing the

two Torahs has been accomplished.

If, however, the principle that biblical texts may be interpreted
independently of the sages is true in general it Is particularly true
of those biblical texts that treat of the Messiah and the messianic

period. Maimonides - and Professor Stitskin in his article ap~
pears to accord particular authority to Maimonides' views _
states in his discussion of the King Messiah and the days of the
Messiah at the conclusion of the Mishneh Torah:
Concerning 'all these matters and others like them Cregarding the manner of.the arrival of the Messiah) no one knows how they wil happen
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until they happen, since the words of the prophets on these matters
are not clear. Even the .sages have no tradition regarding them but ai~
low themselves to be guided by the import of the texts. Hence there

are differences of opinion on the subjeet (Hilkhot Melakhim 12:2).

Here, Maimoriides clearly denies that there is an independent

authoritative rabbinic tradition regarding the manner of and con-

ditions for the cornng of the 'Messiah. Certainly, then, in this
area, at least according to Maimonides, in attempting to work
out an authentic J e"wish viewpoint we must focus our attention

on the relevant biblical texts and resort to rabbinic texts only for
the possible light they shed on obscure scriptural passages regarding this matter. Even then, we must be careful not to seize
upon a particular rabbinic text and proclaim it to be "the" au~
thentic Jewish view.

.

.

.

The central issue raised by the exchange between Professor

Simon and Professor Stitskin is the nature of the Divine promise
of the land of Israel to the Jewish people and its subsequent attachment to the land flowing from that promise. Professor Simon,
on the basis of an analysis of selected biblical texts, concludes

that the Divine promise is a conditional promise, that is "its fulfillment depends upon the fulfillment on our part of the condi-

tions it implies." The realization of the promise, Le., our actual
possession of the land depends upon "the righteousness of Israel,
on the one hand, and the evilmindedness of the nations on the

other." Since the actualization of the promises is conditional, if
we do not live up to these conditions, we may be exiled from the
land. This was the burden of the message of the prophets against
those who felt that God would never allow His temple to be de-

stroyed and His nation exiled. We may add it was also the
message of R. Yohanan b. Zakkai against the Zealots who felt

that God would not allow Jerusalem to be captured by the
Romans.
It should be noted that the promise is conditional only in the

sense that its realization is dependent upon the fulfillment of
certain stipulations. The promise itself, however, has an absolute
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quality insofar as the promise itself stands no matter if its realization is delayed or cancelled. The promise itself will never be
withdrawn. If Israel sins the land will vomit them out. Sin leads
inexorably to exile. However, this exile though it negates the
realization of the promise does

not negate the promise itself.

In this light Professor Stitskin's arguments djrected against this
conclusion tniss the point. Professor Stitskin argues that the promise is not conditional but absolute. However, the texts Professor
Stitskin cites to prove this point only refer to the unconditional
validity"and enduring quality of the promise itself. They do not
in any way suggest, nOr indeed could they suggest, that the realization of the promise is not dependent upon Israel's fulfillng the
stipulations set down in the Torah, central among which is the
practice of "justice and righteousness."

What is the nature of our attachment to the land insofar as it
derives from the promise? Professor Simon argues that it is an
eternal destined attachment, i.e., "that the right to the land rests
upon a Divine promise which preceded (in time and in principle)
actual possession." As such "this right is not dependent upon ac~
tual possession. . . (and) changing historical conditions." Indeed "before the coming of the Messiah there is no identification

between actual possession and eternal unconditional destiny." To
put it another way while the actual possession of the land is dependent upon our merits, the eternal destined possession is based
upon the immutable and everlasting Divine promise. But the
promise is at the same time a demand that through commitment,
through obeying God's word, through performing acts of right~

eousness, we transform the eternal destined possession into actual possession.

I find nothing in Professor Stitskin's arguments that invalid-

ates this thesis. Professor Stitskin points to the view of Maimonides that the sanctification of the land performed

by Ezra through

the act of actual possession (hazakah) is everlasting and can
never be nullifed. Therefore, he argues, "the halakhah based on
the Rambam's decision interprets God's promise of the land as
an eternal possession as a continuous. actual possession." But

what does the eternal sanctity of the land, even if based upon an
act of possession, have to do with Israel's continuous actual pos39
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session of the land? Indeed, if anything, the Maimonidean de-

cision points in an exact opposite direction from Professor StitskiIi's position. The whole point of the Maimonidean halakhah
is that despite the fact that Israel was exiled from the land by
the Romaris and lost actual possession of the land, nevertheless
the land retained its sanctity. The eternal sanctity of the land did
not guarantee Israel's possession of the land. The only thing that
might have guaranteed Israel's possession of the land and prevented the exile would have been the people's practicing "groundle.ss love" in place of "groundless hatred." Despite Jerusalem's
special eternal sanctity, R. Yohanan b. Zakkai left the city during
the siege and requested from Vespasion permission to set up an

academy at Yavneh. Not the inherent sanctity of the land, nor
of Jerusalem itself, could secure the people's future; only the
study, teaching and performance of the Torah could accomplish

that end. To be sure, "our present return is marked by hazakah,
actual possession." But so was the return of Ezra. And as the
actual possession of Ezra, though it created an eternal sanctity,
did not mean the return was final, so the actual possession of the
land of Israel by the Jewish people in our days does not in itself
mean that the present return is finaL.

.

.

*

This leads us to the fial issue in contention: What are the
'conditions for.ushering in the messianic age, when our return will
indeed be final, wh~n the Divine promises will find their final and
complete consummation, when there will be a complete "identification between actual possession and the eternal unconditional
destiny."
Professor Simon argues that the coming of the Messiah is conditional upon the nature of our acts which must include the put- "
suit of justice and peace. Professor Stitskin argues that the sages
are of the opinion that there are two ways of ushering in the

messianic period - "either through meritorious deeds (or J
through suffering and sacrifice." And Professor Stitskin Con-

tinues: "Surely the unparalleled national tragedies, the two millennia of brutal atrocities and massacres, cul_ '1inating in the
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genocide of six million Jews by the Nazis surpass anything our
sages could have conceived as the conditional promise for re~

demption." Thus for Professor Simon the conditions for the
coming of the Messiah are yet to be fulfilled and their fulfillment
rests with us, and tiie responsibility is ours. For Professor Stitskin,
the conditions have already been fulfilled as a result of Israel's

suffering. We are now living in the era of the first restoration of
our people to the land and our possession of it is final and un~
conditionaL.

Professor Simon argues that the position he sets forth on this
issue is the position with which "everyone agrees." Professor

Stitskin, to the contrary, argues that the view he advocates is the

view of "the sages." Here we see the danger of picking out a
partIcular biblical or rabbinic position concerning this complex
matter and proclaiming it to be the single authoritative view. In
truth, there is no one single authoritative view. There are many
different and conflicting views to be found in the classical sources.
Both Professor Simon's and Professor Stitskin's views have ample

support in rabbinic texts.
Nevertheless, if we feel that Maimonides' position on any par~
ticular matter invests that position with particular authority, and
this is apparently Professor Stitskin's opinion, then it must be
said that it is Professor Simon's position which is the more authoritative one. Maimonides' view of the condition for Israel's
redemption as set forth in his great code of law is clear and unequivocaL. "Israel will be redeemed only through repentance"
(Hilkhot Teshuvah 7:3).. Could Maimonides be more explicit?
Our redemption depends not on our suffering but on our meritorious deeds.

The problem arises, however, if our redemption depends upon

us, then how can we be certain of its coming? If the full and
final realization of the Divine promises is conditional upon our
deeds, then how can we affrm with perfect faith that these
promises will, indeed, be realized? Maimonides goes on to say
"And the Torah has already promised that in the end Israel will
repent in the end of their exile and they will be redeemed immediately." As Rabbi Soloveitchik has noted, our faith in the Mes~
siah, inasmuch as the coming of the Messiah is predicated upon
41

TRADITION: A Journal of Orthodox Thought
the repentance and meritorIous deeds of Israel, is only possible
on the basis of our faith in the Jewish people, our faith in our~

selves.2 Here we see the absolute and conditional aspects of the
Divine promise merging into a perfect unity.
But this faith in the Jewish people, in ourselves, does not free
us from the responsibility to act, to repent and return, to pursue

justice and peace. On the contrary, that faith should spur us on
to the tasks that lie ahead, should "ingrain in us confidence,

readiness for sacrifice and (the) gathering of our strength and
force for the fuller realization of (our eternal) destiny." We have
no Divine assurances, no certain way of knowing, that the present return to the land, that the establishment of the state of

Israel is the beginning of the flowerIng of the redemption." It can

be made into this beginning. It all depends on us and our acts.
"Zion wil be redeemed by justice" (Isaiah 1: 27) .

.

.

.

A concluding postscript: Rashi's citation of the verse Psalm
111 : 6: "He has showed His people the power of His works so

that He may give them the inheritance of the nations" in his
comment on Genesis 1: 1 is well known, and is the use to which
this citation has recently been put. In another article,3 Professor
Simon urged that this verse always .be coupled with the following
verse: "The works of His hands are tr:uth and justice; all His

commandments are trustworthy." In this connection, I would
like to conclude with the comment of ibn Ezra on these verses,
a comment which is, perhaps, not that well known. Ibn Ezra explains the verses thus: "Its meaning is that God performs loving
kindness, justice and righteousness and it is this that He has

showed to His people so that they may follow after Him. Then
He will give them the inheritance of the nations as it states, 'For
you have only come now to the rest and the inheritance' (Deut.

12:9) and it states, 'After the doings of the land of Egypt. . .
you shall not do and after the doings of the land of Canaan . . .

you shall not do' (Lev. 18:3) and it states there 'you shall perform my judgments' (Ibid., 18: 4). "4
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NOTES
1. For an acute discussion of the views on ibn Ezra and Rashi on this sub-

ject, see Professor Simon's article, "Le-Darko H a-Parshanit shel H a-ibn Ezra alpi Sheloshet Biurav le-pasuk Ehad/' Bar-Ilan Annual, VoL. 3, pp. 137-138.

2. Al Ha-Teshuvah, edited by P. Peli (Jerusalem, 1974), pp. 93-98. One may

ask, however, what is the ultimate basis of this faith in the Jewish people. I
hope to address this question in a future essay on the nature of the holiness

of the Jewish people.

3. "Religion, Morality and Politics," Forum (Winter, 1978), p. 109.
4. See also Metsudat David, ad. loc., and Cur Ar)'eh on Gen. 1: 1.
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