JUDAISM ON VIOLENCE AND RECONCILIATION:
AN EXAMINATION OF KEY SOURCES

Reuven Firestone, Hebrew Union College

TEXTS

Exodus 15:3: "YHW is a man of war; YHW is His name. Y% 77> 700772 UOR 777"

Deut.7: If:

'When the Lord your God brings you to the
land that you are about to enter and
possess, and He dislodges many nations
before you -- Hittites, Girgashites,
Amorites...seven nations much larger than
you -- “and the Lord your God delivers
them to you and you defeat them, you must
doom them to total destruction; grant them
no terms and show then no mercy. *You
shall not intermarry with them! Do not give
your daughters to their sons or take their
daughters for your sons. *For they will turn
your children away from Me to worship
other gods...
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Deut. 3

3So the Lord our God also delivered into our
power King Og of Bashan, with all his men,
and we dealt them such a blow that no survivor
was left. “At that time we captured all his
towns; there was not a town that we did not
take from them: sixty towns, the whole district
of Argov, the kingdom of Og in Bashan - all
those towns were fortified with high walls,
gates, and bars — apart from a great number of
unwalled towns. “We doomed them as we had
done in the case of King Sihon of Heshbon; we
doomed every town — men, women, and
children.
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Psalm 34:12-15

Come, my children, listen to me; I will
teach you what it is to be in awe of the
Lord. Who is one who lusts for life, who
desires (long) years of good fortune? Guard
your tongue from evil, your lips from
deceitful speech. Shun evil and do good.
Seek shalom and pursue it.
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Isaiah 11:1-9

A shoot shall grow up of the stump of
Jesse, a twig shall sprout from his
stock....He shall judge the poor with equity
and decide with justice for the lowly of the
land. He shall strike down the land with the
rod of his mouth and slay the wicked with
the breath of his lips. Justice shall be the
girdle of his loins, and faithfulness the
girdle of his waste. The wolf shall dwell
with the lamb, the leopard lie down with
the kid. The calf, the beast of prey shall
feed together, with a little boy to herd
them. The cow and the bear shall graze,
their young shall lie down together; and the
lion, like the ox, shall east straw. A babe
shall play over a viper's hole, and an infant
pass his hand over an adder's den. In all of
My sacred mount nothing evil or vile shall
be done; For the land shall be filled with
devotion to the Lord as water covers the
sea.
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Isaiah 2:2-4

In the days to come, the Mount of the
Lord's House shall stand firm above the
mountains and tower above the hills; and
all the nations shall gaze on it with joy.
And the many peoples shall go and say,
'Come let us go up to the Mount of the
Lord, to the House of the God of Jacob;
that He may instruct us in His ways and
that we may walk in His paths.' For
instruction shall come forth from Zion, the
word of the Lord from Jerusalem. Thus He
will judge among the nations and arbitrate
for the many peoples. And they shall beat
their swords into plowshares and their
spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not
take up sword against nation. They shall
never again know war.
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Micah 4:1-5

In the days to come, the Mount of the
Lord's House shall stand firm above the
mountains...(almost verbatim as Isaiah
2:2-4)...And they shall beat their swords
into plowshares and their spears into
pruning hooks. Nation shall not lift up
sword against nation. they shall never again
know war. Everyone shall sit under their
grapevine or fig tree and with no one to
disturb them, for it was the Lord of Hosts
who spoke. Though all the peoples walk
each in the names of its gods, we will walk
in the name of the Lord our God forever
and ever.
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Joel 4:9-12

Proclaim this among the nations: Prepare
for battle! Arouse the warriors! Let all the
fighters come and draw near! Beat your
plowshares into swords, and your pruning
hoods into spears. Let even the weakling
say, 'l am strong.' Rouse yourselves and
come, all you nations. Come together from
roundabout. There bring down your
warriors, O Lord! Let the nations rouse
themselves and march up to the Valley of
Johoshaphat, for there I will sit in judgment
over the nations roundabout.
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Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael, Beshalah,
Shira.

The strength of a national hero at the age of
40 is not like what he has at age 50, nor is
his strength at 50 like what he has at age
60, nor is it of 60 like 70, for the older he
gets the more his strength decreases. But
this is not so with the One-Who-spoke-and-
the-world-came-into-being. Rather, "I am
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the Lord, I do not change" (Malakhi 3:6)....

When the arrow leaves the hand of a
national hero he cannot call it back. Not so
the Holy One. Rather, when Israel goes
against His will, he issues an edict, as it
were, as it is written (Deut. 32:43) "My
sword is lightning."' When they repent, He
immediately withdraws it, as it is written
(ibid), "My hand holds onto judgment.".
When a human king goes to war and
nearby provinces come to him petitioning
him for their needs, they are told: "He is
troubled, he is going to war. When he is
victorious in war and returns, then you
come and petition your needs from him."
But the Holy One is not so. Rather, "YHV
is a man of war" when he wars against
Egypt, and YHV is His name when he
hears the cry of all humankind, as it is
written (Ps.65:3): "You are the Hearer of
prayer whenever anyone comes [and
petitions You]."
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Mishnah Sota 8:7.

To what does all the above refer? To
discretionary wars, but everyone must go
out [to fight] in commanded wars, even a
bridegroom from his chamber and a bride
from her wedding canopy....
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Gemara Sota 44b

TO WHAT DOES ALL THE ABOVE REFER?
Raba said: The wars of Joshua to conquer
[Canaan] were considered required
(commanded) according to everybody. The
wars of the House of David for territorial
expansion were considered discretionary
according to everybody. Where they differ
is with regard to [preemptive wars] to
reduce the number of idolaters so that they
would not march against them. One calls
these commanded, while the other calls
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"' Or, "when my sword is wet...".




them discretionary. What is the conclusion
[from this difference of opinion]? Whoever
is engaged in one divine commandment is
exempt from the performance of another
divine commandment.
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Ketubot 110b-111a

Rabbi Zeira wished to go up to the Land of
Israel and tried to avoid Rav Yehudah, for
Ravi Yehudah said: Anyone who goes up
from Babylonia to the Land of Israel is
transgressing a positive commandment, as
it says (Jeremiah 27:22): They shall be
brought to Babylon and there they shall
remain until | take note of them — declares
the Lord of Hosts. Rabbi Zeira [was of the
opinion that] this [verse] refers to the
equipment used in the Temple [service and
not to the Jews themselves]. Rav Yehudah
[responded]: But it is written in another
place (Song 2:7): | make you swear, 0
daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles or
by hinds of the field: do not wake or rouse
love until it is wished. Rabbi Zeira [would
respond]: This [verse teaches only] that
Israel should not go up [to the Land of
Israel] in a wall. Rav Yehudah: There is
another “I make you swear.” Rabbi Zeira:
That one needs to be explained according
to the view of Rabbi Yose in the name of
Rabbi Hanina who said: Why are there
these three vows [in the Song of Songs]?
One [teaches] that Israel should not go up
[to the Land of Israel] in a wall, in one the
Holy One made Israel swear that they
would not rebel against the nations of the
world, and in one the Holy One made the
nations of the world swear that they would
not subjugate Israel too harshly. Rav
Yehudah: Do not wake or rouse love is
written.” Rabbi Zeira: This must be
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2 That is, do not wake and do not rouse are two separate commands, and
they are included in the phrase three of the four times that the phrase
appears in Scripture. According to this thinking, God therefore




explained according to Rabbi Levi who
said: Why are there these six vows? Three
we just mentioned, and [three] others: That
they shall not reveal the End, that they not
postpone the End, and that they not reveal
the secret to the Gentiles. [It is written] by
the gazelles or by hinds of the field. Rabbi
Elazar said [with regard to this phrase that
God intended the following]: The Holy
One said: If you carry out the vow, good.
But if not, I will permit your flesh [to be
consumed] like [that of] gazelles or hinds
of the field.
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Mishnah, Tractate Avot 1:18

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said: By three
things is the world preserved: on judgment,
on truth and on peace, as it is written
(Zech.8:16): "Execute truth, judgment and
peace within your gates."
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Jerusalem Talmud 4:2 (68a)

Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel said: By three
things is the world preserved: on judgment,
truth and peace. And all three are (in effect)
one. If judgment is executed and truth is
vindicated, peace prevails. Rabbi Mana
said: All three (are found) in one verse
(Zech. 8:16): "Execute truth, judgment and
peace within your gates."
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Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 64a

Rabbi Eleazar said in the name of Rabbi
Hanina: Scholars increase peace in the world,
as it says (Isaiah 54:13): "And all your children
will be disciples of the Lord, and great shall be
the happiness (shalom) of your children." Don't
read it as "your children" (banayikh), but rather
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requires a total of six vows. According to Yehudah, then, one of the
six surely forbids Israel to move as individuals to the Land of Israel.




as "your builders" (bonayikh) "Those who love
Your teaching enjoy well-being (shalom); they
encounter no adversity" (Psalm 119:165).
"May there be well-being within your ramparts,
peace (shalom) in your citadels" (Psalm 122:7).
""For the sake of my kin and friends, I pray for
your well-being (shalom)" (Ps.122:8). "For the
sake of the house of the Lord our God, I seek
your good (tov)" (Ps.122:9). "May the Lord
grant strength to His people; may the Lord
bestow on His people well-being (shalom)"
(Ps.29:11).
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Mishnah Uqtzin 3:12

Rabbi Shimon ben Halafta said: The Holy
One found no vessel more worthy of
retaining a blessing for Israel than peace, as
it is written (Ps.29:11): "May the Lord
bestow on His people peace."
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Amudim 256 (June 1967)’

"EVEN IF OUR MOUTHS WERE FULL OF SONG
LIKE THE SEA, WE WOULD NOT BE ABLE...."
Everyone who reads the newspapers today,
everyone who listens today to the radio...is
witness to the powerful eruption of faith in
the Rock of Israel and its Redeemer....
Rabbi Shelomo Goren,” the "anointed
[priest] of battle"® who went before his
armies in the conquest of the city of Gaza,
who burst into the Ancient City [of
Jerusalem] with a Torah scroll in his hand
while the bullets were still splitting the air,
who announced the good news of the
redemption of the Land of Israel with a
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* Mouthpiece of the Orthodox Religious Kibbutz Movement, B'nai Akiva, and Torah Ve'avodah, the

primary expressions of Zionist Orthodox Jews.

* Introductory sentence of the article, a part of a longer poem from the daily liturgy: "...we would not be
able to thank You, Lord our God and God of our ancestors..."
> Head chaplain and Chief Rabbi of the Isracl Defense Forces in 1967.

® Mishnah Sotah 8:1, Deuteronomy 20:2.

7 Cf. Shir Rabbah 5:2, Pesiqta deRav Kahana 24:12, Midrash Tehillim 95:2, Psalm 95:7, probably with a

typo and not intentional (.(Y21p/*21p




blast of the shofar....And none of the
enemy could stand against them (the Israel
Defense Forces). All of their enemies
[God] put in their hand. Not one of all the
good words that God had spoken to the
Children of Israel has failed. Everything is
coming to be!

And so all the human accounting over the
State of Israel according to its 1948 borders
has been demolished. Indeed, we have
succeeded, but not by our own merit, to
witness another stage on the way to our
Redemption. The way to true Redemption
— and not merely the "Beginnings of
Redemption.” Indeed, every single thing
that was written about the words of our
prophets is true and enduring, and
everything that has not come about by our
day will come about before our eyes,
before the eyes of all Israel. On the
condition: if we are fitting for it "today if
you will heed My voice."’

THE LAND OF ISRAEL 1S OURS"

And if we consider all the events [of the
past weeks] as revelation of the will of
God, then we are not free to return even
one handful of land, for we have a legal
promissory document regarding it in the
Torah and [books of] the Prophets....

It was not only the Israel Defense Forces
that established the State and not only the
conquerors of Canaan that prepared the
way... "For You have given us power to
succeed greatly™.... We have merited
living in this epoch in which God has
returned to His people and has fulfilled His
word, redeeming His people from the hand
of those who are stronger. And He will
redeem us again before the eyes of all the
living, to be our God.

And our eyes have seen it!
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8 This is a section title in the article.
? Cf. Deut.8:18.




Genesis 32:29

Your name will no longer be Jacob, but
rather Yisra' El ("he struggles with God),
because you struggled with God and with
people and you have prevailed
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