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War as an Ideal in the 21st Century 
 
 
 

This Shiur is kindly sponsored by Nysen and Estelle Mael 
in honor of their 70th anniversary - Mazal tov! 

The Letter 
1. Letter from Colonel Ofer Winter to Givati Bridage before entering Gaza, July 9th 2014 

 
Bs”d 
 
 
Dear officers and soldiers,  
 
It is our great honor to command and serve in the Givati Brigade at this 

time. History has chosen us to be the vanguard of the offensive against the brazen terrorist 
enemy who never ceases to insult, scorn and revile the G-d of the armies of Israel. We have 
prepared and readied ourselves for this moment, and we undertake this mission as emissaries, in 
complete humility, knowing that we are risking our lives in order to defend ourselves, our people 
and our homeland. 
 
We will act together with determination and strength, initiative and cunning. We will take the 
fight to the enemy. We will do everything we can to carry this mission through to the end in 
order to destroy the enemy and abolish the threat to the Jewish people. In our unit we say: “We 
don’t come back until we finish the job.”  
 
We will act and do everything possible in order to bring back our boys unharmed. We will use 
every means at our disposal and employ whatever force is necessary to achieve this end.  
 
I trust each and every one of you to act in this spirit – the spirit of the warriors of Israel who lead 
their regiments into battle. This is spirit called “Givati.” I raise my eyes to the heavens and call 
out together with you: “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our G-d, the Lord is one.” Hashem, the G-
d of Israel: Please grant our efforts success. We are going out to battle for the sake of your 
people Israel against an enemy who reviles your Name. On behalf of all the troops of the IDF, 
and the commanders and soldiers of our unit, I ask that what is written in the Torah come true for 
us: “For it is Hashem your God Who is going with you; He will fight for you against your 
enemies and He will deliver you. (Devarim 20:4) Amen! 
 
United – the victory is ours 
 Colonel Ofer Winter 
Commander, Givati Brigade 
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The Backlash 
2. The IDF: Army of the People or Army of God?, Prof. Mordechai Kremnitzer, September 14, 

20141 
The IDF as the army of God 

The statements in Col. Winter's letter can be understood as transforming the 
IDF into the army of God, especially since the enemy is defined as the enemy 
of God. The Israel Defense Forces is the army of the state, not the army of 
God. It must be the army of the state and only the state, it must be subject to 
the government’s authority and not any other authority, and it must be 

accountable to the Knesset. There is no room for another entity between the army and the 
representative of Israel's citizens in the government—not even for the Almighty Himself in all 
His glory. If He is there, then in effect, those who speak for Him are also there, and as we have 
seen, their words are likely to be different than those of IDF authorized officials. 
 
An army that is accountable to different authorities is a threat to democracy and a real existential 
threat. There is no difference between such an army and the Islamist armies. Moreover, this kind 
of approach, which corresponds to the views of Hamas, Al-Qaeda, and the most radical groups in 
the region, serves the goals of these organizations and strengthens them within their target 
audiences on the Arab and Palestinian street. In addition, if every war declared by the state, 
including a war of choice, is automatically a war in God’s name, it would grant undue power to 
the government, power which no human government deserves and which citizens in a democracy 
should greatly fear. 
 
… 

An army that is an army of God cannot be an army of the people. Such an army would not 
deserve to be the army of the people in the Jewish and democratic State of Israel at the beginning 
of the 21st century. 
 

The commander’s letter and freedom of religion 
 
In a democratic country, the army is prohibited from imposing a foreign or unacceptable 
worldview upon any soldier. As long as the IDF includes non-Jewish soldiers and Jewish 
soldiers who are not members of the national religious community, military orders may not 
include prayers or calls to God. No one is permitted to call out to God in the name of soldiers, 
and no one is allowed to recruit God to accompany them in battle. Any other approach is 
disrespectful to soldiers who do not identify as national religious. It violates their freedom of 
conscience and religion. The harm is especially serious because military service in Israel is 
compulsory and because of the nature of military discipline. It is also problematic in terms of 
utility, as it creates a sense of alienation among those who do not share the same religious 
outlook, precisely at a time when total and absolute identification is required. 
 

 
1 https://en.idi.org.il/articles/6270 
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The inherent danger of the commander’s letter 
 
Just as the IDF is not the army of God, the enemies of the state are simply our enemies, and that 
is sufficient. The issue of whether they curse, revile, and defame the God of the battles of Israel 
is a metaphysical question, not a military matter. 
 
This is not linguistic pedantry. The question is what message was received from the statements in 
the letter, and it must be noted that what is important is the message received and not the 
message that was sent or that was intended to be sent. The message of the letter was a message of 
demonization, and demonizing the enemy is the gateway to war crimes. For example, is it 
appropriate to take a surrendering enemy soldier prisoner or should he be killed, since he is not 
only our enemy but also the enemy of God, who accompanies us in battle? 
 

The Source 
Colonel Winter drew his letter from three sources: 
Shoftim 

3. Devarim 20:3-4 
 וּצ֖רְעַתַּֽ־לאַוְ וּז֛פְּחְתַּ־לאַֽוְ וּא֧רְיתִּֽ־לאַ םכֶ֗בְבַלְ �רַ֣יֵ־לאַ םכֶ֑יבֵיְאֹ־לעַ המָ֖חָלְמִּלַ םוֹיּ֛הַ םיבִ֥רֵקְ םתֶּ֨אַ לאֵ֔רָשְׂיִ עמַ֣שְׁ ם֙הֶלֵאֲ רמַ֤אָוְ
  ׃םהֶֽינֵפְּמִ

He shall say to them, “Hear, O Israel! You are about to join battle with your enemy. Let not 
your courage falter. Do not be in fear, or in panic, or in dread of them.  

  ׃םכֶֽתְאֶ עַישִׁ֥וֹהלְ םכֶ֖יבֵיְאֹ־םעִ םכֶ֛לָ םחֵ֥לָּהִלְ םכֶ֑מָּעִ �לֵ֖הֹהַ םכֶ֔יהֵֽ�אֱ הוָ֣הֹיְ יכִּ֚

For it is the LORD your God who marches with you to do battle for you against your enemy, 
to bring you victory.” 

 
David and Goliath 

4. I Shmuel 17:45-47 
ֹיּוַ  לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ תוֹכ֥רְעַמַ יהֵ֛�אֱ תוֹא֔בָצְ הוָ֣הֹיְ ם֙שֵׁבְּ £ילֶ֗אֵ־אבָֽ יכִ֣נֹאָוְ ןוֹד֑יכִבְוּ תינִ֣חֲבַוּ ברֶחֶ֖בְּ ילַ֔אֵ אבָּ֣ ה֙תָּאַ יתִּ֔שְׁלִפְּהַ־לאֶ ד֙וִדָּ רמֶא֤
  ׃תָּפְרַֽחֵ רשֶׁ֥אֲ

David replied to the Philistine, “You come against me with sword and spear and javelin; but I 
come against you in the name of the LORD of Hosts, the God of the ranks of Israel, whom you 
have defied.  

ֹר־תאֶ יתִ֤רֹסִהֲוַ £תִ֗יכִּהִוְ ידִ֜יָבְּ הוָ֨הֹיְ ֩£רְגֶּסַיְ הזֶּ֡הַ םוֹיּ֣הַ  םיִמַ֖שָּׁהַ ףוֹע֥לְ הזֶּ֔הַ םוֹיּ֣הַ ם֙יתִּשְׁלִפְ הנֵ֤חֲמַ רגֶפֶּ֣ יתִּ֜תַנָ֨וְ £ילֶ֔עָמֵ ֙£שְׁאֽ
  ׃לאֵֽרָשְׂיִלְ םיהִ֖�אֱ שׁיֵ֥ יכִּ֛ ץרֶאָ֔הָ־לכׇּ וּ֙עדְ יֵֽוְ ץרֶאָ֑הָ ת֣יַּחַלְוּ

This very day the LORD will deliver you into my hands. I will kill you and cut off your head; 
and I will give the carcasses of the Philistine camp to the birds of the sky and the beasts of the 
earth. All the earth shall know that there is a God in Israel.  
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ֹל־יכִּ הזֶּ֔הַ להָ֣קָּהַ־לכׇּ וּ֙עדְ יֵֽוְ    ׃וּנדֵֽיָבְּ םכֶ֖תְאֶ ןתַ֥נָוְ המָ֔חָלְמִּהַ ה֙וָהֹילַֽ יכִּ֤ הוָ֑הֹיְ עַישִׁ֣וֹהיְ תינִ֖חֲבַוּ ברֶחֶ֥בְּ א֛

And this whole assembly shall know that the LORD can give victory without sword or spear. 
For the battle is the LORD’s, and He will deliver you into our hands.” 

 
 
Eileh Ezkerah 

5. Piyut Eileh Ezkerah 
 ארָוֹנּהַוְ לוֹדגָּהַ .מְשִׁ ץאֵנָמְ ביֵוֹא
 הרָוֹת ירֵבְדִּ לעַ ףדֵּגַמְוּ ףרֵחָמְוּ

 

The Questions 
1. Isn’t Colonel Winter’s idea directly from the Torah?  
2. Doesn’t the Torah prescribe war and makes it clear that every man, woman and 

child should be wiped out? 
3. If the Torah is meant to be relevant at all times, then how can this be the perspective 

of the Torah? 
4. Isn’t this just the precursor to Crusades and Jihad? How can we criticize those 

movements if the Torah expects the same of us when we are in power? 

Different Types of Wars 
1. Mishna Sotah 44a 

 המב הדוהי יבר רמא התפוחמ הלכו ורדחמ ןתח וליפא ןיאצוי לכה הוצמ תומחלמב לבא תושרה תומחלמב א"דב
  התפוחמ הלכו ורדחמ ןתח 'יפא ןיאצוי לכה הבוח תומחלמב לבא הוצמ תומחלמב םירומא םירבד

The mishna adds: In what case are all of these statements, with regard to the various 
exemptions from war, said? They are said with regard to elective wars. But in wars whose 
mandate is a mitzva, everyone goes, even a groom from his room and a bride from her 
wedding canopy. Rabbi Yehuda said: In what case are all of these statements, with regard 
to the various exemptions from war, said? They are said with regard to wars whose mandate 
is a mitzva. But in obligatory wars, everyone goes, even a groom from his room and a 
bride from her wedding canopy. 

 
2. Talmud Bavli, Sotah 44b 

 ידבוע יטועמל יגילפ יכ תושר לכה ירבד החוורל דוד תיב תומחלמ הבוח לכה ירבד שבכל עשוהי תומחלמ אבר רמא
  הוצמה ןמ רוטפש הוצמב קסועל הנימ אקפנ תושר ירק רמו הוצמ הל ירק רמ והיילע יתיל אלד םיבכוכ

Rava said: With respect to the wars that Joshua waged to conquer Eretz Yisrael, all agree 
that they were obligatory. With respect to the wars waged by the House of King David for 
the sake of territorial expansion, all agree that they were elective wars. When they 
disagree, it is with regard to preventative wars that are waged to reduce the gentiles so that 
they will not come and wage war against them. One Sage, Rabbi Yehuda, called this type of 
war a mitzva, and one Sage, the Rabbis, called it an elective war. There is a practical 
difference between these opinions with respect to the principle: One who is engaged in a 
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mitzva is exempt from performing another mitzva. According to Rabbi Yehuda, one fighting 
in this kind of war is exempt from performing another mitzva. 
 

 
3. Mishna Torah,  Melachim UMilchamos 5:1-2 

 תרַזְעֶוְ .קלֵמָעֲ תמֶחֶלְמִוּ .םימִמָעֲ העָבְשִׁ תמֶחֶלְמִ וֹז הוָצְמִ תמֶחֶלְמִ איהִ וֹז יאֵוְ .הוָצְמִ תמֶחֶלְמִ אלָּאֶ הלָּחִתְּ םחָלְנִ �לֶמֶּהַ ןיאֵ
 ביחִרְהַלְ ידֵכְּ םימִּעַהָ ראָשְׁ םעִ םחָלְנִּשֶׁ המָחָלְמִּהַ איהִוְ תוּשׁרְהָ תמֶחֶלְמִבְּ םחָלְנִ �כָּ רחַאַוְ .םהֶילֵעֲ אבָּשֶׁ רצָ דיַּמִ לאֵרָשְׂיִ
  :וֹעמְשִׁוְ וֹתלָּדֻגְבִּ תוֹבּרְהַלְוּ לאֵרָשְׂיִ לוּבגְּ

A priori, the king does not go to fight other than a War of Mitzvoh (Mandatory War). What is 
a War of Mitzvoh? This is the war against the Seven Nations30Aboriginal to Eretz Yisroel. or 
the war against Amalek or any war to assuage Israel of a persecutor. After this, he may fight 
Discretionary Wars which are those wars he conducts against the other nations in order to 
enlarge the borders of Israel, and increase his renown and reputation31So that the Gentiles will 
be afraid of us and won’t bother us..  

 תוּשׁרְהָ תמֶחֶלְמִ לבָאֲ .תאצֵלָ םעָהָ הפֶוֹכוְ .תעֵ לכָבְּ וֹמצְעַמֵ אצֵוֹי אלָּאֶ .ןידִּ תיבֵּ תוּשׁרְ הּבָּ לטּלִ �ירִצָ וֹניאֵ הוָצְמִ תמֶחֶלְמִ
  :דחָאֶוְ םיעִבְשִׁ לשֶׁ ןידִּ תיבֵּ יפִּ לעַ אלָּאֶ הּבָּ םעָהָ איצִוֹמ וֹניאֵ

He does not need to obtain permission from the Court to engage in a War of Mitzvoh but he 
may, at any time, on his own, compel the people to go out to war. However, he requires the 
authorization of the Court of Seventy-One to take the people with him go out to fight a 
Discretionary War. 

 

The Bid for Peace 
4. Devarim 20:10-18 

  ׃םוֹלֽשָׁלְ הָילֶ֖אֵ תָארָ֥קָוְ הָילֶ֑עָ םחֵ֖לָּהִלְ ריעִ֔־לאֶ ברַ֣קְתִ־יכִּֽ

When you approach a town to attack it, you shall offer it terms of peace.  

  ׃£וּדֽבָעֲוַ סמַ֖לָ ֛£לְ וּי֥הְיִ הּבָ֗־אצָמְנִּהַ םעָ֣הָ־לכׇּ היָ֞הָוְ �לָ֑ החָ֖תְפָוּ ֔£נְעַתַּֽ םוֹל֣שָׁ־םאִ ה֙יָהָוְ

If it responds peaceably and lets you in, all the people present there shall serve you at forced 
labor.  

ֹל־םאִוְ   ׃הָילֶֽעָ תָּ֖רְצַוְ המָ֑חָלְמִ ֖£מְּעִ התָ֥שְׂעָוְ �מָּ֔עִ ם֙ילִשְׁתַ א֤

If it does not surrender to you, but would join battle with you, you shall lay siege to it;  

  ׃ברֶחָֽ־יפִלְ הּרָ֖וּכזְ־לכׇּ־תאֶ תָ֥יכִּהִוְ £דֶ֑יָבְּ £יהֶ֖�אֱ הוָ֥הֹיְ הּנָ֛תָנְוּ

and when the LORD your God delivers it into your hand, you shall put all its males to the 
sword.  
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  ׃�לָֽ £יהֶ֖�אֱ הוָ֥הֹיְ ןתַ֛נָ רשֶׁ֥אֲ £יבֶ֔יְאֹ ללַ֣שְׁ־תאֶ תָּ֙לְכַאָֽוְ �לָ֑ זבֹ֣תָּ הּלָ֖לָשְׁ־לכׇּ ריעִ֛בָ ה֥יֶהְיִ רשֶׁ֨אֲ֩ לכֹוְ המָ֜הֵבְּהַוְ ףטַּ֨הַוְ םישִׁ֠נָּהַ֠ קרַ֣

You may, however, take as your booty the women, the children, the livestock, and everything 
in the town—all its spoil—and enjoy the use of the spoil of your enemy, which the LORD 
your God gives you.  

  ׃הנָּהֵֽ הלֶּאֵ֖הָ־םיִוֹגּֽהַ ירֵ֥עָמֵ־אֹל רשֶׁ֛אֲ דאֹ֑מְ ֖£מְּמִ תקֹ֥חֹרְהָ םירִ֔עָהֶ֣־לכׇלְ ה֙שֶׂעֲתַּ ןכֵּ֤

Thus you shall deal with all towns that lie very far from you, towns that do not belong to 
nations hereabout.  

ֹל הלָ֑חֲנַ ֖£לְ ןתֵ֥נֹ £יהֶ֔�אֱ הוָ֣הֹיְ ר֙שֶׁאֲ הלֶּאֵ֔הָ ם֙ימִּעַהָֽ ירֵ֤עָמֵ קרַ֗   ׃המָֽשָׁנְ־לכׇּ ה֖יֶּחַתְ א֥

In the towns of the latter peoples, however, which the LORD your God is giving you as a 
heritage, you shall not let a soul remain alive.  

  ׃£יהֶֽ�אֱ הוָ֥הֹיְ ֖£וְּצִ רשֶׁ֥אֲכַּ יסִ֑וּביְהַוְ יוִּ֖חִהַ יזִּ֔רִפְּהַוְ ינִ֣עֲנַכְּהַ י֙רִמֹאֱהָוְ יתִּ֤חִהַ םמֵ֗ירִחֲתַּ םרֵ֣חֲהַ־יכִּֽ

No, you must proscribe them—the Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the 
Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites—as the LORD your God has commanded you,  

ֹל רשֶׁ֨אֲ ןעַמַ֗לְ    ׃םכֶֽיהֵ�אֱ הוָ֥הֹילַ םתֶ֖אטָחֲוַ םהֶ֑יהֵֽ�אלֵ וּשׂ֖עָ רשֶׁ֥אֲ םתָ֔בֹעֲוֹתּֽ ל֙כֹכְּ תוֹשׂ֔עֲלַ ם֙כֶתְאֶ וּד֤מְּלַיְ־אֽ

lest they lead you into doing all the abhorrent things that they have done for their gods and you 
stand guilty before the LORD your God. 

 
5. Rashi 20:10 

 )ירפס( "'וֹגוְ תקֹחֹרְהָ םירִעָהֶ לכָלְ השֶׂעֲתַּ ןכֵּ" ןיָנְעִבָּ שׁרָפֹמְּשֶׁ וֹמכְּ ,רבֵּדַמְ בוּתכָּהַ תוּשׁרְהָ תמֶחֶלְמִבְּ .ריע לא ברקת יכ
 

6. Ramban 20:10 
 לכל השעת ןכ (ו״ט:׳כ םירבד )ןינעב שרופמש ומכ רבדמ בותכה תושרה תמחלמב' וגו הילע םחלהל ריע לא ברקת יכ
 ןושלכ םש ונשש )טצק םיטפוש( ירפסמ הז ברה בתכ (׳י:׳כ םירבד לע י"שר )י"שר ןושל דאמ ךממ תוקוחרה םירעה
 יתש ןיב קלחת הפוסב השרפהש רמול אלא הניא הזה בותכב וניתוברל הנוכהו רבדמ בותכה תושרה תמחלמב הזה
 ארק השמ ירהש םיממע העבשל וליפא םולשל ארקל םיבייחש איה הוצמ תמחלמב וליפא םולשה תאירק לבא תומחלמה
 אלו (ז״י:׳כ םירבד )םמירחת םרחה יכ השרפבש השעת אל לעו השע לע רבוע היה אלו ירומאה ךלמ ןוחיסל םולשל
 תוכהל תוקוחרב בותכה הוצש המחלמ התשעו םילשת אל רשאכ םהיניבש שרפה לבא (ז״ט:׳כ םירבד )המשנ לכ היחת
  ףטהו םישנה םג םירחהל הוצ הלאה םימעה ירעבו םירכזב ףטהו םישנה םהל תויחהלו הרוכז לכ תא
 

7. Yerushalami, Shevi’is 6:1 
 תונפהל הצור אוהש ימ ץראל וסנכי אלש דע לארשי ץראל עשוהי חלש תויניטסרפ שלש לאומש יבר רמאד
 דע )חי ב םיכלמ( יקירפאל ול ךלהו ה"בקהל ול ןימאהו הניפ ישגרג השעי המחלמ תושעל םילשי םילשהל הנפי
 ץרא תא ןועבג יבשוי ומילשה יכו )י עושוהי( ומילשה םינועבג יקירפא וז םכצראכ ץרא לא םכתא יתחקלו יאוב
 ולפנו המחלמ ושע ךלמ דחאו םישולש לארשי
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8. Rav Hirsch, 20:10 

 
 

The Moral Grain of Judaism 
9. Devarim 13:18-19 

 רשֶׁאֲכַּ ,/בֶּרְהִוְ /מְחַרִוְ םימִחֲרַ /לְ-ןתַנָוְ ,וֹפּאַ ןוֹרחֲמֵ הוָהיְ בוּשׁיָ ןעַמַלְ--םרֶחֵהַ-ןמִ ,המָוּאמְ /דְיָבְּ קבַּדְיִ-אֹלוְ חי,גי
/יתֶבֹאֲלַ ,עבַּשְׁנִ  ,תוֹשׂעֲלַ--םוֹיּהַ /וְּצַמְ יכִנֹאָ רשֶׁאֲ ,ויתָוֹצְמִ-לכָּ-תאֶ רמֹשְׁלִ ,/יהEֶאֱ הוָהיְ לוֹקבְּ ,עמַשְׁתִ יכִּ טי,גי  .

/יהEֶאֱ הוָהיְ ,ינֵיעֵבְּ ,רשָׁיָּהַ .  
 
 
10. Rav Hirsch Devarim 7:13 

11. In Defense of Samuel, Drashos, Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm March 21st 1970 
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Moral Evolution 
12. Horatius at the Bridge, Thomas Babington McAulay, 19th century 

 
Then out spake brave Horatius, 

The Captain of the Gate: 

“To every man upon this earth 

Death cometh soon or late 

And how can man die better 

Than facing fearful odds 

For the ashes of his fathers 

And the temples of his gods? 
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13. Gettysburg Address, Abraham Lincoln November 19, 1863 
But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate -- we can not consecrate -- we can not ha 

llow -- this ground. The brave men, living 
and dead, who struggled here, have 
consecrated it, far above our poor power to 
add or detract. The world will little note, 
nor long remember what we say here, but 
it can never forget what they did here. It is 
for us the living, rather, to be dedicated 
here to the unfinished work which they 
who fought here have thus far so nobly 
advanced. It is rather for us to be here 
dedicated to the great task remaining 
before us -- that from these honored dead 
we take increased devotion to that cause 
for which they gave the last full measure of 
devotion -- that we here highly resolve that 

these dead shall not have died in vain -- that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of 
freedom -- and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from 
the earth. 
 

14. The Second Coming, William Butler 
Yeats, November 1920 

Turning	and	turning	in	the	
widening	gyre				

The	falcon	cannot	hear	the	
falconer;	

Things	fall	apart;	the	centre	
cannot	hold;	

Mere	anarchy	is	loosed	upon	the	world,	
The	blood-dimmed	tide	is	loosed,	and	everywhere				
The	ceremony	of	innocence	is	drowned;	
The	best	lack	all	conviction,	while	the	worst				
Are	full	of	passionate	intensity.	
	

15. Slaughterhouse Five, Kurt Vonnegut 

“It is so short and jumbled and jangled because 
there is nothing intelligent to say after a 
massacre. Everybody is supposed to be dead… 
everything is supposed to be very quiet… and it 
always is, except for the birds.”  
 

	



Rabbi Ya’akov Trump 10 

Polygamy 
 

16. In Defense of Samuel, Drashos, Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm March 21st 1970 
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Slavery 
 

 
17. The Slow End of Slavery, Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks   
This is not accidental but essential. In Judaism, law grows out of the historical 
experience of the people. Egypt was the Jewish people’s school of the soul; memory 
was its ongoing seminar in the art and craft of freedom. It taught them what it felt 
like to be on the wrong side of power. “You know what it feels like to be a stranger,” 
says a resonant phrase in this week’s parsha (23: 9). Jews were the people 

commanded never to forget the bitter taste of slavery so that they would never take freedom for 
granted. Those who do so, eventually lose it. 
… 
 
Slavery, like vengeance, is a vicious circle that has no natural end. Why not, then, give it a 
supernatural end? Why did God not say: There shall be no more slavery? 
The Torah has already given us an implicit answer. Change is possible in human nature but it takes 
time: time on a vast scale, centuries, even millennia. There is little doubt that in terms of the Torah’s 
value system the exercise of power by one person over another, without their consent, is a 
fundamental assault against human dignity.  
 
… 
So slavery is to be abolished, but it is a fundamental principle of God’s relationship with us that he 
does not force us to change faster than we are able to do so of our own free will. So Mishpatim does 
not abolish slavery but it sets in motion a series of fundamental laws that will lead people, albeit at 
their own pace, to abolish it of their own accord.  
… 
A slave may stay a slave but not without being reminded that this is not what God wants for His 
people. The result of these laws was to create a dynamic that would in the end lead to an abolition of 
slavery, at a time of free human choosing. 
And so it happened. The Quakers, Methodists and Evangelicals, most famous among them William 
Wilberforce, who led the campaign in Britain to abolish the slave trade were driven by religious 
conviction, inspired not least by the biblical narrative of the Exodus, and by the challenge of Isaiah 
“to proclaim freedom for captives and for prisoners, release from darkness” (Is. 61: 1). 
…. 
If history tells us anything it is that God has patience, though it is often sorely tried. He wanted 
slavery abolished but he wanted it to be done by free human beings coming to see of their own 
accord the evil it is and the evil it does. The God of history, who taught us to study history, had faith 
that eventually we would learn the lesson of history: that freedom is indivisible. We must grant 
freedom to others if we truly seek it for ourselves. 

“GOD WAITED FOR LINCOLN TO FREE THE SLAVES” 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

Humility 
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18. Being Frum and Being Good: On the Relationship Between Religion and Morality, Rav 
Lichtenstein 2 

AN EDUCATIONAL DIFFERENCE? 
There is a third risk as well. I spoke before of accepting the problem of the akeida, of 
recognizing a certain conflict here between morality and mitzva, and of granting 
legitimacy to one’s grappling with this issue. This too can present an educational 
problem. Let me illustrate with an incident which occurred to me during the Lebanon 
War. 
             After the massacre at Sabra and Shatila, I published an open letter to the Prime 

Minister. Among other things, this letter dealt with the use of force and the motivation behind it. I asked: Why 
was it that King Shaul was punished for not killing Agag, King of Amalek? Was it simply for not having killed the 
last remaining Amalekite? I suggested that he was punished not just for sparing Agag, but because the fact that 
he refused to kill Agag placed in a totally different light his killing of all the other Amalekites beforehand. 
             Shaul had been commanded to take a whole people and kill them—and this is, morally, a frightful thing. 
The only justification lies in it being a response to an unequivocal divine command. Therefore, if Shaul had 
been motivated in his actions purely by fear of God, by obedience to the tzav, then he should have followed 
the command to the letter. God didn’t say, “Kill Amalek but spare Agag.” Now, if he didn’t kill Agag but killed 
everybody else, what does that indicate? It indicates that what motivated him in killing the others was not 
the tzav of God, but rather some baser impulse, some instinctive violence. And the proof is that he killed 
everyone, but spared his peer, his royal comrade. If that is the case, then Shaul was not punished for sparing 
Agag: rather, he had to be punished because of the Amalekites he did kill! Why? Because he killed them not 
purely due to a divine command (which is the only thing that can overcome the moral consideration), but 
rather out of military, diplomatic or political considerations. 
            Subsequently, I heard that a leading Religious Zionist rabbi in a prominent yeshiva had taken thirty 
minutes out of his Gemara shiur in order to attack what I had said. I called and asked him, “What did I say that 
merits this great wrath?” He replied, “I think it is a terrible thing to speak in this way, describing the divine 
command to destroy Amalek as asking a person to do something which ordinarily is not moral. This poses an 
ethical problem.” 
            I said to him, “Wiping out Amalek does not conform to what we would normally expect a person to do. 
Normally, you should not be killing ‘from child to suckling babe.’ But I’m not saying, God forbid, that it is 
immoral in our case, where God has specifically commanded the destruction of Amalek—‘A faithful God, 
without iniquity, righteous and upright is He’ (Devarim 32:4). Although generally such an act would be 
considered immoral, it assumes a different character when God, from His perception and perspective, 
commands it. The same holds true of the akeida—it demanded that Avraham do something which normally is 
immoral. But in the context of the divine command, surely it partakes of the goodness and morality of God. 
We must admit, though, that there is a conflict in this case between the usual moral norm and the 
immediate tzav given here.” 
             He said, “Yes, but you shouldn’t describe it as being something which is not moral in a sense.” So I asked 
him, “Do you agree that the tzav given here is something which we would not normally encourage people to 
do, something that we would normally consider to be immoral?” He said, “Yes, but it should not be described 
that way.” And he added, “Yesh kan hevdel chinukhi—there is an educational difference.” 
            I admit, there is something to this. The moment one speaks of a kind of clash between the demands 
of yirat Shamayim and the demands of morality—even given the qualifications which I mentioned—there is 
some ki 
nd of problem. There are risks in this approach. 

 
 

2 http://etzion.org.il/en/being-frum-and-being-good-relationship-between-religion-and-morality  
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19. Rav Solovetichik, RCA Convention 1975 
 

 
 


