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Joy Only  
in the Land

Only in the Land of Israel is it possible to 
also draw joy (simcha) from its very source. 
However, outside of the Land it is not pos-
sible to draw out joy on account of the 
‘prosecution’ and the sternness of ‘strict jus-
tice’ that endures in the exile…(Eretz Chefetz 
4:9)

Rav Kook’s assertion that true joy can be 
fully accessed only in the Land of Israel is 
actually  expressed in Halacha. One exam-
ple of this is with regard to the practice of 
Birkat Kohanim (the Priestly Blessing).

The mitzvah of Birkat Kohanim is indeed 
not restricted to the Beit Hamikdash or to 
the Land of Israel (Rambam, Sefer Hamitz-
vot, Positive mitzvah 336). Yet, the custom 
developed, among Ashkenazi Jews, that Bir-
kat Kohanim only be recited on the major 
festivals when outside the Land. Why?

One answer: The benediction which 
is meant to disseminate God’s blessing 
requires joy. Only in Israel is joy accessible 
on a daily basis. This is the opinion of the 
Rama: “In the countries [i.e. Ashkenazim], 
we only say Birkat Kohanim on Yom Tov, as 
then we are filled with happiness and joy. 
This is not the case on the rest of the days of 
the year as people are worried about their 
jobs and livelihood. Even on Yom Tov, we 

only say it during mussaf, as that is when 
people are leaving shul and filled with the 
happiness of Yom Tov (Rama, Orach Chaim, 
siman 128, se’if 44).

We find that the first Rebbe of Lubavitch 
made the same claim:

The custom in all these lands [e.g., Ashke-
nazic custom] is that the Priestly Blessing 
is conferred only on yom tov [i.e., holiday], 
because then people are in a joyful and fes-
tive mood—and “only one who is glad of 
heart shall bless.” On other days, by con-
trast, even on Shabbat, [the kohanim] are 
preoccupied with their livelihood and their 
loss of working hours, and they are not in 
a happy state of mind. Indeed, even on yom 
tov the Priestly Blessing is conferred only 
in the Mussaf service, when [directly after-
wards] they will leave the synagogue and 
partake of refreshments and rejoice in the 
celebration of the festival. (Shulchan Aruch 
HaRav, Orach Chaim 128:57)

In other words, since the Priestly Bless-
ing is meant to be conferred in a spirit 
of joy, and the holidays specifically are a 
time to rejoice, it is performed only then. 
Apparently, the Land of Israel offers its 
inhabitants an atmosphere of tranquility 
found nowhere else.

Mysterious Obstacles From Heaven
 Rabbi Chaim Volozhin was the main dis-

ciple of Rabbi Eliyahu of Vilna, known as 
the Vilna Gaon. He notes that his teacher 
greatly desired that Birkat Kohanim be 
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instituted every day in his synagogue. After 
hesitating, he finally decided that the next 
day the kohanim of his synagogue would 
do Birkat Kohanim. That very same day he 
was placed under arrest by government 
authorities. Apparently, Heaven prevented 
him from acting on the matter.

Rabbi Chaim continued that many 
years later, he too instructed in his own 
synagogue that on the next day the Birkat 
Kohanim should be recited. But that night 
the synagogue burned down. From all this 
it was clear to him that the matter was not 
supported by Heaven. Strikingly, this epi-
sode is referenced in the halachic work 
Aruch Hashulchan in his discussion why 
Birkat Kohanim is not observed outside 
the Land (Aruch HaShuchan 128:64). (See 
also Aliyot Eliyahu (Jerusalem 5749) pp. 
57-58, see also Hilchot HaGra uMinhagav, 
p. 124)

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson 
suggested in one of his sichot that today 
the blessings of the kohanim in the Land 
of Israel are diffused throughout the 
Diaspora. (Likkutei Sichot vol. 39, p. 375) 
(The above information is culled from the 
Chabad.org article “Why is the Priestly 
Blessing only on Yom Tov?)

Simcha Must Be Shared
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks argues that when-

ever the Torah speaks of joy it is always 
shared joy. 

“Simcha, joy, in the Torah, is never 
about individuals. It is always about 
something we share. A newly married 
man does not serve in the army for a 
year, says the Torah, so that he can stay 
home “and bring joy to the wife he has 
married” (Devarim 24:5). You shall bring 
your offerings to the central sanctuary, 
says Moses, so that “there, in the presence 
of the Lord your God, you and your fam-
ilies shall rejoice in all you have put your 
hand to, because the Lord your God has 
blessed you” (Devarim 12:7). The festi-
vals, as described in the book of  Devarim, 
are days of joy, precisely because they 
are occasions of collective celebration: 
“you, your sons and daughters, your 
male and female servants, the Levites in 
your towns, and the strangers and the 
fatherless the widows living among you” 
(Devarim 16:11). Simcha is joy shared. It 
is not something that we experience in 
solitude.” (The Pursuit of Joy, Rabbi Sacks 
on the Parsha, OU Torah).

Perhaps, Rav Kook is also suggesting that 
Jewish living outside the Land is a splin-
tered and disintegrated existence. The 
unique blessing on seeing a gathering of six 
hundred thousand Jews can only be recited 
in the Land of Israel. The joy engendered 
on seeing that scene is incomplete without 
being in the Land. The Land wed to her 
people arouses in the Jew a sense of joy and 
true delight. 
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