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Choosing 
Holiness

“It is permissible to for Jews to live any-
where in the world, with the exception of 
the land of Egypt.” So states the Rambam 
(Hilchot Melachim 5:7), citing three bibli-
cal verses that prohibit the return of Jews 
to Egypt. The Talmud Yerushalmi (Sukkah 
5:1) records that there were three instanc-
es in which Jews did return to Egypt, 
with tragic consequences: Once in the 
days of Sancheriv, the Assyrian king who 
destroyed the Northern Kingdom of Israel 
- this group was condemned by the Navi 
Yeshayahu; once in the time of Yochanan 
ben Kareach, as described by Yirmiyahu, 
who condemned this group as well; and a 
third group during the reign of the Roman 
emperor Trajan, with tragic consequences 
graphically described by the gemara.

What is the reason behind this prohi-
bition? In the halacha following the one 

above, the Rambam writes: “For their 
deeds are more depraved than all other 
lands.” The verse brought by Maimonides 
to substantiate this contention is some-
what difficult, for it seems to equate the 
corrupt behavior of the Egyptians to that 
of the nations of Cana’an: “Like the deeds 
of the land of Egypt where you resided you 
shall not do, and like the deeds of the land 
of Cana’an to which I am bringing you you 
shall not do…” (Vayikra 18:3). Historically, 
one could argue as well that many oth-
er countries in which Jews have resided 
throughout the centuries of exile impacted 
negatively upon our spiritual identity.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe zt”l (Likkutei 
Sichot 19: Ki Tetzei 2) raises another ques-
tion regarding the Rambam’s statement. 
Regarding the law prohibiting marriage to 
an Egyptian, the Rambam himself decreed 
that the prohibition is no longer in effect, 
since when Sancheriv conquered Egypt, he 
uprooted the indigenous population and 
replaced it with people from other nations 
he had conquered, as was his policy across 
the Assyrian empire. In consequence, we 
can no longer consider the people living in 
Egypt today to be those prohibited by the 
Torah to enter the congregation of Hash-
em; therefore, teaches the Rebbe, if the 
Rambam maintained it was still in effect, 
the prohibition to return to Mitzrayim must 
be connected to the land itself rather than 
to its inhabitants. Furthermore, in Hilchot 
Melachim, the Rambam went on to say that 
if the land of Egypt were to be conquered 
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by a Jewish king with the authority of a Bet 
Din, then it would be permissible to settle 
there. The Rebbe explains that such a con-
quest would bring about a change in the 
essence of the land, which would change 
its halachic status. 

What essential characteristic of the land 
would be changed by its conquest by a 
Jewish king? Rav Chaim Vital taught in the 
name of the Arizal that wherever a Jew 
lives, his mission is to reveal the sparks 
of holiness that are hidden in that place. 
When the Jews left Mitzrayim at the time 
of the exodus, the pasuk states: ״וַַיְְנַַצְְּלוּ אֶֶת 
ם״ צְְִמִרִָָיִ  They emptied Mitzrayim. On the sur-
face, the verse is teaching that the Jewish 
people left Mitzrayim with great wealth, 
as promised in Brit bein HaBetarim. On a 
deeper level, explained the Arizal, when the 
Jewish people left Mitzrayim they emptied 
it of all the sparks of holiness that had been 
trapped there, leaving it spiritually empty. 
That is why it’s prohibited for Jews to settle 
there, until the time when holiness may be 
restored by the establishment of a Jewish 
kingdom.

The determination of the remnant of the 
Jews who had survived the Churban and 
the massacre in Mitzpa to flee to Mitzray-
im, despite Yirmiyahu’s prophecy that they 
should remain in Eretz Yisrael and begin to 
rebuild the land, was rooted in their lack of 
interest in living a life of holiness. Life in 
Israel can be challenging. It is a life ground-
ed in Emunah and Bitachon. Hashem’s 
Presence is manifest in every grain of sand, 
in every raindrop or lack thereof. It takes 
commitment and determination to live here, 
and is a great privilege and responsibility. 
The followers of Yochanan ben Kare’ach 
rejected that option, preferring to return to 
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a place devoid of sanctity, and their spiri-
tual degradation led to their physical end. 
Today, as we return in greater and greater 
numbers to Eretz Yisrael, may we do so with 
consciousness of the holiness of this place in 
which we are privileged to live as we await 
the ultimate redemption and rebuilding, 
■ .בהרהמ בימיונ, מאן



