
Independence
“What makes AM Yisroel inseparably linked to Medinat Yisrael 
is nothing less than Torat Yisroel”
NINETEEN years ago the State of Israel was born. The sacrifice, the courage and the heroism that were the birthpangs, are now a glorious chapter in our ever-eventful history.
This is an appropriate moment, therefore, to pause and take stock. Great deeds have been accomplished. A State has been founded. Many of our exiles have been gathered from all parts of the world; they have been rescued from physical and spiritual oppression; they have been given political security, formidable fighting forces, a great educational network, an economy of some magnitude and a place on the commity of nations, where their voice is heard on the side of justice and righteousness.

WHITHER NOW?
BUT, having said all this, may we not reasonably ask: Whither now? Israel is at the moment facing, together with most countries of the world, the dangers of a severe economic crisis. People are afraid of the future and, misguidedly, some of them are leaving the country in search of more secure pastures abroad. Will these yordim ever return? Will the tide ever recede?
This is more than an idle question. It strikes deeply at the roots of the whole conception of Medinat Yisrael. It is at the very core of the conflict between two philosophies – secularism and Torah imbued nationalism.
Would a religiously - inspired, Torah-educated Jew leave his sacred homeland? For centuries he and his ancestors have prayed and yearned for its restoration. He and his kin have shed their blood for it so freely and so recently. He is hardly likely to desert it in its hour of need.

NO SUBSTITUTE
THE State as such can never, in itself, permanently bind its children to its bosom. What makes Am
Yisrael inseparably linked to Medinat Yisrael is nothing less than Torat Yisrael. No substitute could succeed. Witness the final episode in Israel's other unequal struggle for independence not nineteen years ago, but nineteen centuries ago. The Roman triumph then seemed complete; Judea Capta, or so they thought. Yet, even while the conqueror rejoiced, even while he gloated over his Jewish victims forced to participate in his gladiatorial shows, the spirit of Jewish independence was already striking new roots in the vineyard of the Lord at Yavneh.

DRAMATIC EPIC
EVEN more miraculous perhaps and more inspiring, though alas, less successful, was the drama that was being enacted at that very moment on the impregnable fortress of Masada. This was truly an epic that should be written on tablets of gold in letters of rubies. Incredibly, a small band of Jewish warriors with their wives and children - 960 souls in all – under the leadership of Eleazar ben Yair, entrenched themselves behind the wellnigh insuperable wall which Herod the Great had providentially built, some seventy or eighty years earlier, around the crest of this unique stronghold, and daringly held out for five excruciating years against the might of the entire Roman Empire. And when, three years after the fall of the capital, they could hold out no longer, all but two women and five children bravely died by the hands of each other rather than fall into the cruel power of the hated conqueror. Some of the skeletons of these heroes were found still lying under the debris. when· the brilliant excavations of this fortress were carried outby Yigael Yadin.
These freedom-lovers died, not because they were short of food. No! they deliberately left behind storerooms full of dates, raisins and other provisions to prove to the enemy that it was not the pangs of hunger caused by the siege, but the defenders' loathing of the heathen invader that led them to lay hands upon their own lives. There were arms in abundance, hundreds of silvered scales of armour and scores of arrows were excavated on the site. The water-supply system was perfect. On that count they were safe. It was the sheer weight of overwhelming numbers and even more the screening sensation that G-d had forsaken them, which finally brought the decision.
For five whole years they resisted! What made them do it? When the Temple was burned, what strange force sustained them and enabled them to continue the unequal struggle? The answer is given by the relics they have left behind. It was a curious medley of people that climbed the serpentine path to the top of Masada in the fateful year 66 C.E. We hardly know much about them. Were they a group of Essenes of whom we learned so much when the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered? Or where they the famous sicarri, the zealots. of whom Josephus speaks? No doubt there were groups of both these elements. The former though a peace-loving sect joined the battle in the belief that they were fighting a holy war - a milchemet mitzvah.
The latter were driven by a fierce passion for independence and a lofty defiance of everything Roman. All of them were united in a common devotion to G-d and a boundless love for his Torah. Rather than abandon these, they would sacrifice their lives.

POIGNANT DRAMA
YIGAEL Yadin’s magnificent work on the fortress has brought to life the whole poignant drama as it was enacted during the agonising five years of occupation. Thanks to him we know them now as intimately as if we had lived among them.
They bore Hebrew names. Their pottery was inscribed, in ink and charcoal, with names like Shemuel ben Ezra, Shimeon ben Yoezer. ben Yair, and others. They kept the Sabbath and worshipped in a Synagogue. The latter, after being · skilfully unearthed and restored, gives the feeling as though it had just been prayed in. They wore the tallit; a fragment of a tallit lay, as silent but eloquent testimony, in the rubble. They observed the laws of terumah and maaser; several of the vessels recovered carried the letter tav, in ink and charcoal, and one was inscribed with the words maaser kohen. They were meticulous in regard to ritual cleanness. Numerous vessels of stone were found. These seem to have been the "measuring vessels" in daily use, and were specially favoured because stone was proof against ritual impurity. More striking still, they possessed several mikvaot. As Yadin tells us, the diggers found a system of three adjacent pools - one large, one medium and one small. Steps had been built in the two larger pools, leading to the bottom, and in the wall between them there was a communicating hole through which water could flow from one to the other. It was so constructed that rain-water could be collected from the roof and the surroundings. There was no doubt in anyone's mind that a ritual mikveh had been discovered. The news spread like wildfire and stirred the imagination especially, of Talmudic scholars. The traditional laws of mikveh, as anyone who has studied the Talmud knows, are very complex, and here was a mikveh belonging to the very period when these laws were being sifted and formulated for all time! Post-haste came Rabbis with their followers to see for themselves. Defying the broiling heat of the summer sun and the difficult climb of the dangerous snake-path they reached the summit. They did not even stop to rest and, ignoring invitations to see the whole wonderful display of excavations, including the sumptuous palaces which Herod had built, they made straight for the Mikveh. These Hasidic Rabbis in their own way showed the same mesirat nephesh, the same indomitable courage, the same love of Torah, as their more warlike predecessors had done on that very hill 1900 years ago. The leader of the party, no longer a young man, immediately descended into one of the pools with a tape-measure in his hand and began to ascertain whether in fact the volume of the water in this mikveh was the 40 seah required by the halachah. When he had completed his meticulous study, he announced with beaming face and to the delight of the whole world, that this mikveh was, indeed, a ritual bath "among the finest of the finest, refined seven.
It is a creditable reflection on the life of the besieged community that this was not the only mikveh that served them. An almost identical one was unearthed on the other side of the summit. and both these pools illumine a number of somewhat obscure passages in the Mishnah.

DEFENDERS DEVOUT JEWS
THERE can be no shadow of doubt that the defenders of Masada were devout Jews, who even on this dry rock. had gone to such great lengths in completing these ritual baths in scrupulous conformity with the dictates of the halacha. Everything Jewish was more precious to them than life itself. Jerusalem was already to them Ir Hakodesh as is proved by a number of inscriptions on Hebrew shekels discovered in one of the rooms. They were devotees of the Scriptures. The very scrolls in which they read were unearthed. A fragment of the Book of Psalms containing Psalms 81-85 was discovered; also, one in scribed with Psalm 150. A portion of the Book of Leviticus was found containing the same division into sections as our own, with the traditional "open" and "closed" parashiot. A further addition to the literary treasures on Masada Hill was made by fragments from the lost original Hebrew text of Ben Sira, a book resembling in content the Book of Proverbs and widely quoted in the Talmud. In the Synagogue · geniza was found part of Ezekiel, containing chapter 37, and another containing part of the last two chapters of Deuteronomy, also identical with our own texts. All these literary documents cannot be later than the year 73 C.E. and serve as a most convincing testimony to the strength and faithfulness of Jewish tradition.

ETERNAL MESSAGE
IF Masada has any message for our people today, it is to be found in the eternal value of the Torah and mitzvot. The warriors of Masada have a close link with the warriors of Judaism throughout the ages, and no less with those who fought to give back to us that religious independence without which they would have fought and died in vain. There are in Israel today many indications that the Torah will prevail. 
Only recently a most moving and heartening ceremony took place at the top of the historical rock. Eighteen boys, we are told, from a Nahariah school, celebrated their Barmitzvah in the ancient Synagogue on the summit. They spent the night at the Youth Hostel at the foot of the fortress, and at dawn rose for a torch-light parade which was followed by readings from the literature of the Zealot heroes. The boys made the hour-long climb up the serpentine path to the top of the rock, carrying a Sepher Torah. This is the spirit that will ensure a strong and enduring Medinat Yisrael. This is the spirit that will give meaning to the oath taken by the Israeli Defence Forces on this sanctified spot, where they solemnly declare: "Masada shall not fall again! And, we may add, the State of Israel shall endure for ever!"  
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