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Halachah in Modern Israel: Kohanim in the Army = '3
Alex Hecht ahecht@torontotorah.com %) s
Pasy nce®

Are Kohanim exempt from combat?
1. Rambam, Hilchot Shemitah v’Yovel 13:12 (Moznaim translation)
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Why did the Levites not receive a portion in the inheritance of Eretz Yisrael and in the spoils of war like their
brethren? Because they were set aside to serve G-d and minister unto Him and to instruct people at large in His
just paths and righteous judgments, as [Deuteronomy 33:10] states: "They will teach Your judgments to Jacob
and Your Torah to Israel.” Therefore, they were set apart from the ways of the world. They do not wage war like
the remainder of the Jewish people, nor do they receive an inheritance, nor do they acquire for themselves through
their physical power. Instead, they are G-d's legion, as [ibid.:11]: states: "G-d has blessed His legion™ and He
provides for them, as [Numbers 18:20] states: "I am your portion and your inheritance."

2. Bamidbar 1:49-50 (Judaica Press translation)
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Only the tribe of Levi you shall not number, and you shall not reckon their sum among the children of Israel. But

you shall appoint the Levites over the Tabernacle of the Testimony, over all its vessels and over all that belong to

it; they shall carry the Tabernacle and they shall minister to it, and they shall encamp around the Tabernacle.

Are Kohanim permitted to volunteer?
3. Mishnah Sotah 8:3 (Koren translation)
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[With regard to] a widow [betrothed] to a High Priest (see Leviticus 21:7); a divorcée or a yevama who performed
halitza [halutza] [in lieu of entering into a levirate marriage, betrothed] to a common priest (see Leviticus 21:13—
15); a mamzeret or a Gibeonite woman [betrothed] to an Israelite; or an Israelite woman [betrothed] to a mamzer
or a Gibeonite (see Deuteronomy 23:3); [such a man] does not return [to his home].

4. Talmud, Taanit 18b
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When Trajan sought to kill [the important leaders] Luleyanus and his brother Pappas in Laodicea, he said to them:
If you are from the nation of Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, let your G-d come and save you from my hand,
just as He saved Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah from the hand of Nebuchadnezzar. [Luleyanus and Pappas] said
to him: Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah were full-fledged righteous people, and they were worthy that a miracle
should be performed for them, and Nebuchadnezzar was a legitimate king [who rose to power through his merit],
and it is fitting that a miracle be performed through him. But this wicked man [Trajan] is a commoner, and it is
not fitting that a miracle be performed through him. [Luleyanus and Pappas continued]: And [we are not wholly
righteous], and have been condemned to destruction by the Omnipresent [for our sins]. And if you do not kill us,
the Omnipresent has many other executioners. And [if men do not kill us], the Omnipresent has many bears and
lions in His world that can hurt us and kill us. Instead, the Holy One, Blessed be He, placed us into your hands
only so that He will avenge our blood in the future. Even so, [Trajan remained unmoved by their response and]
killed them immediately.
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5. Rabbi Alfred S. Cohen, “On Yeshiva Men Serving in the Army,” Journal of Halacha and
Contemporary Society - No. XXII1

Rav Waldenberg cites a novel proof (Hilchot Medinah Il 5) that if a person feels his death may bring salvation to
the entire group, it is permitted: The Gemara in Ta'anit 18b praises Lulianus and Pappus, who gave their lives
rather than permit a wholesale slaughter of the Jewish community. We know, says Rav Waldenberg, that a person
who dies unnecessarily is considered equivalent to a suicide, culpable for his own murder. Yet the Gemara praises
the two who sacrificed themselves. We must conclude that dying to save many others is a heroic and highly
commendable act.

6. Rambam, Laws of Kings and Wars 8:4
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A kohen is also allowed relations with a yefat toar initially. For the Torah only permitted relations to counter
man's inclination. However, he is not permitted to marry her afterwards, for she is a convert.

7. Rabbi Yosef Chaim David Azulai, Birkei Yosef, Even HaEzer 6
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Contact with a corpse

8. Rabbi Aviad Tabory, https://www.etzion.org.il/en/shiur-25-12-july-2006-second-lebanon-war-part-i
During World War 1, the British government turned to Chief Rabbi of the United Kingdom Joseph Herman Hertz
(1872-1946) and asked his opinion regarding drafting kohanim to the British Army.] The assumption was that the
kohanim could not participate in a war, as kohanim are not allowed to come into contact with dead bodies except
those of close relatives or those found untended by the side of the road (a case known as meit mitzva).

Rav Hertz permits the draft, offering several reasons why the prohibitions of impurity (tuma) for a kohen do not
apply in war:

1. Asoldier killed in battle is considered a meit mitzva.
2. The Chashmona’im, who were all kohanim yet went to war, provide a historical precedent.
3. The Torah specifically mentions those who are exempt from fighting in war but does not mention kohanim.

Those who disagree argue that the special halakha of meit mitzva applies only in unique circumstances and cannot
be applied to every death in war.

Rav Shemarya Menashe Adler (1869-1959), a prominent talmid chakham who emigrated from Poland to England,
argued vehemently with Rav Hertz’s justifications. He ended up agreeing with Rav Hertz’s conclusion, but for
different reasons.

Rav Yitzhak Ha-Levi Herzog, then rabbi of Belfast (later Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel), was also attacked by
Rav Adler. Rav Herzog argued in a newspaper article that the government should not draft kohanim.

9. Mishnah Nazir 7:1
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A Kohen Gadol and a nazir may not become tamei for their relatives, but may do so for a meit mitzvah (abandoned
dead body).

10. Talmud, Ketubot 103b
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But didn’t Rabbi Hiyya say: On that day that Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi died, sanctity ceased?
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11. Tosafot, Ketubot 103b (dafyomi.co.il translation)
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Rabbi Chaim Kohen used to say that if he would have been present when Rabbeinu Tam died, he would have
become tamei to him. This is because when our Gemara states "holiness was nullified," it means that the holiness
of Kehunah (of Kohanim not becoming tamei to the dead) was nullified... Indeed, the Yerushalmi in Berachos
(3:1) explicitly states that when Rebbi died they said "there is no Kehunah today." This does appear correct to
Rebbi. Rebbi understands that the Yerushalmi is only referring to the tumah contracted by going through a field
that had contained dead people, but had been plowed. This meant that the prohibition of tumah (that was pushed
off by Rebbi's funeral) was only Rabbinic in nature. However, the Torah commandment of a Kohen not becoming
tamei was not transgressed.

12. Raavad to Laws of Nezirut 5:17
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Kohanim nowadays are tamei meit, and there is longer an obligation to [avoid] tumah.

13. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 369
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The Kohen is cautioned not to defile himself for a corpse, nor for all types of tumah that emanate from it [the
corpse].

A Kohen who Kills and Birkat Kohanim
14. Talmud, Berachot 32b
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Rabbi Yohanan said: Any kohen who Kkilled a person may not lift his hands [in the Priestly Blessing] as it is stated:
“[And when you spread forth your hands I will hide My eyes from you...] your hands are full of blood.”

15. Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 128:35
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A kohen who has killed a person, even unintentionally, may not perform the priestly blessing, even if he has
repented.

16. Rama, Orach Chaim 128:35
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Some say that if he has repented, he may perform the blessing, and there is ground to be lenient with respect to

the penitent, so as not to shut the door before them. And so is the custom. [because this is not worse than a

[repentant] apostate] [Tur, Rashi, many others, Agur, Beit Yosef].

17. Nefesh HaRav, p. 132
WP ,0°5371% 2109 13 03 MI¥N DIPN 2INT 220 AW 77X 9 ARW 7120 11271,1993 DX KW XY WHIT NR AW 17 2R
D7 °3 ,°AW% 12 manXY 0oy nivTa ningmy ,pady 297 a7 (7,20 XA7) TITY 3720 DURY a1 1ITAY 900 1 AT Pwh
".7397 TR PRV OO
[Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik] maintained that a Kohen who killed should not perform Birkat Kohanim. Our
teacher reasoned that even a soldier in the IDF who killed enemy soldiers in the context of a mitzvah is also
disqualified for Birkat Kohanim. In connection to this matter, he frequently cited that which G-d said to David
(Divrei HaYamim I 22:8): “ '"You have shed much blood, and you have waged great wars; you shall not build a
House in My Name because you have shed much blood to the ground before Me.”



18. Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, Yechaveh Da’at 2:14
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19. Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Igrot Moshe Yoreh Deah 2:158
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