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Is it a Mitzvah to Serve in the I.D.F.? 

Uke Send Be the first of your friends to like this. 

As a result of Yeshiva Har Bracha being denied the opportunity to continue in the I.D.F. Hesder program, and 
consequently, turning in to a 'yeshiva gevoha' (a regular yeshiva), I received a number of questions, and I will 
attempt to answer a few of them. 

Question: Is the mitzvah from the Torah to serve in the army nullified just because ofthe problematic personality of 
the Minister of Defense Ehud Barak? 

Question: Can it be said that you have fmally opened-up your eyes and understood what the Haredi public 
hasalways claimed -that Torah study is the most important thing? 

Question: Was it worth speaking about the obligation of soldiers to refuse orders to evict Jews from their homes and 
criticizing the I.D.F., thereby losing the opportunity to fulfill the great mitzvah of serving in the army? 

Answer: It is a great mitzvah from the Torah to serve in the army. There are two mitzvah's which stand at the 
foundation of this obligation - each one of them being a general mitzvah which, in a certain way, is equal to all the 
other mitzvoth. Firstly, to save Israel from its enemies; and secondly, to guard the Land of Israel so that it remains in 
the hands of the Jewish nation.Although great damage was caused to the I.D.F. by taking a central role in the crime of 
the expulsion from Gush Katif and Northern Samaria, nevertheless, the army's main goal is still to defend the nation 
and the land, and therefore it is a mitzvah to serve in the I.D.F. However, in order to repair the extensive damage, the 
responsibility has been placed upon our shoulders to strengthen the position that totally rejects the expulsion of Jews 
from their homes, and to voice criticism of the I.D.F. when necessary- not to agitate, but rather to safeguard the 
army's sacred mission, and to ensure that corruption does not cause further erosion. 

The Importance of Standing Up for One's Beliefs 
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Even if expressing this position causes the nullification of the 'Hesder' program, it still must be voiced. Firstly, 
because there is a mitzvah to learn and teach Torah and to transmit the words of our rabbi's- that it is forbidden for a 
soldier to expel Jews, and it is forbidden to agree to have soldiers forced to transgress the Torah. Additionally, this 
position can actually help the I.D.F from falling further, by not continuing to destroy itself with such repulsive 
actions. As the great Sage, Resh Lakish said (Tractate Menachot 99b ), sometimes the cancellation of Torah is its 
fulfillment, and therefore Moshe Rabbeinu broke the tablets. Likewise, at times, refusing an order is precisely the act 
which can help guard the I.D.F. in preparation for its true mission. Similarly, the soldiers who are not willing to leave 
Yeshiva Har Bracha, and therefore are presently sitting in jail, are helping to protect the goals of the I.D.F. 

In any case, even in the framework of a 'yeshiva gevoha', the students will fmd a way to serve in the army, just as the 
students of Yeshiva Mercaz HaRav found a suitable way to serve in the army while fully expressing Torah values 
without compromise. 

The Use of the I.D.F. against the Settlers Corrupts the Army 

The I.D.F. has a mission, and when it is used for different purposes - or worse, for purposes that are under dispute 
nationally- it corrupts the army. This is one of the central reasons for the failure ofthe I.D.F. to gain a decisive 
victory over our enemies in the last confrontations. 

When the singular goal of the army is to fight the enemy, the entire military mechanism strives towards the 
strengthening of the I.D.F., whether it is in developing battle techniques, increasing deterrence, and in the time of 
need, defeating the enemy. Accordingly, decisions are made who to promote and who not; then, the senior officers 
are focused on the goal, and there is a good chance they will succeed. The politicians, however, gradually inserted the 
I.D.F. into operations against the settlers, and consequently, corruption amongst the senior officers grew. 

It's very comfortable for the government to pit the army against the settlers. By doing so, they merit sympathy from 
the majority of the public which supports the I.D.F. However, this destroys the army itself. Hereafter, an officer is not 
judged only due to his success against the enemy, but also by his success in defeating the settlers and advancing the 
political positions of the Minister of Defense. 

An Example 

Let's say, for example, a Brigadier General planned an action to destroy a house in a settlement. He planned 
everything properly, generated deceptive movement of the forces, maneuvered, and before the settlers could call for 
help, the soldiers burst forth suddenly and began to destroy the house. Some settler youth resisted, attempting to 
block the bulldozer; women yelled at the soldiers, saying they were partners in a crime and complained, asking why 
hundreds of soldiers are sent to destroy Jewish houses, while the Arabs are allowed to build freely without permits. 
The brave soldiers were extremely insulted, nevertheless, with great ingenuity, they successfully overcame the 
disturbances. While they struggled with the settlers, the bulldozer completed the destruction of the house. 

At the end of the successful operation, the spokesman for the I.D.F. arranged for the Brigadier General to be 
interviewed by the media, or requested that he deliver comments in the name of"senior officials of the I.D.F." Given 
the opportunity, the Brigadier General sharply accused the settlers, saying that instead of thanking the soldiers for 
protecting them, they prevented them from fulfilling their job. Of course, in all fairness, he emphasized that not all the 
settlers are extremists and cause public disturbances. However, he blamed them for not up-rooting the "wild weeds" 
that have grown amongst them, which threaten the I.D.F. and Israel's very existence. 

Now, my fellow readers, what do you think? Would the Defense Minister call the Brigadier General in the evening in 
order to express his heartfelt appreciation for him? Would the fact that the Brigadier General helped the Defense 
Minister advance his political agenda, win him special treatment in the coming round of military assignments? When 
the Brigadier General recommends advancement for one of his officers, will his recommendation receive exceptional 
notice? When he requests new equipment for his unit, will he be favored? It seems to me that the answer is clear. This 
is what destroys the I.D.F. An officer must be highly principled not to go astray in these matters. 

Comparing the Right to the Left 
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136 Chapter 7 

fresh vistas and posed new challenges, these hopefully unrelated to the 
battlefront. We have seen the first glimmers of peace; and, for the moment 
at least, the country appears relatively secure. And as our sense of danger 
dulls, as our roseate hopes lull us into a sense of imagined security, as 
the perception of just how close Syrian armored columns once came to 
swooping down upon the Galil and beyond becomes blurred, hesder and 
its cause evidently needs, if not an advocate, at least an expositor. This 
brief essay is therefore presented as a modest exposition of the essence 
of hesder and its significance, at least as viewed from the perspective of 
Yeshivat Har Etzion. 

The typical graduate of an Israeli yeshiva high school is confronted 
by one of three options. He can, like most of his peers, enter the army 
for a three-year stint. Alternatively, he can exempt himself from military 
service on the grounds that torato umnuto, "Torah is his vocation;' while 
he attends a yeshiva whose students receive the Israeli equivalent of an 
American 4-D exemption. Finally, he can enroll in a yeshivat hesder, in 
which case, over roughly the next five years, he will pursue a combined 
program of traditional Torah study with service in the army. While at the 
yeshiva he will learn full-time (hesder is not an Israeli ROTC), but there 
will be two protracted absences from it, one of nine months and the other 
of six months, for training and duty. 

Of these three courses, hesder is, in one sense, perhaps the easiest. 
Properly speaking, however, it is also the most arduous. The advantages, 
judged from a student's perspective, are fairly clear. Most obviously, the 
tour of actual army service is shorter. While a student is tied down by 
hesder for almost five years, he only spends, unless he becomes an officer, 
about sixteen months in uniform. Most important, however, hesder 
provides a conv~nient framework for discharging two different and to 
some extent conflicting obligations. It enables the student, morally and 
psychologically, to salve both his religious and his national conscience by 
sharing in the collective defense burden without cutting himself off from 
the matrix of Torah. Socially - and this, of course, has religious implica
tions as well - hesder offers him a desirable context, for while in the army, 
he will often be stationed with fellow hesdernikim. And hesder enables 
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him, pragmatically, to keep his future academic and vocational options 
open. Unlike his peers at non-hesder yeshivot, he can, upon completing 
the hesder program, legally pursue any course of study or employment or 
both in the mainstream of Israeli society. 

These are legitimate and even important considerations. But they are 
not what hesder, ideally considered, is all about. Properly understood, hesder 
poses more of a challenge than an opportunity; and in order to perceive it 
at its best we need to focus upon difficulty and even tension rather than 
upon convenience. Optimally, hesder does not merely provide a religious 
cocoon for young men fearful of being contaminated by the potentially 
secularizing influences of general army life, although it incidentally serves 
this need as well. Hesder at its finest seeks to attract and develop bnei torah 
who are profoundly motivated by the desire to become serious talmidei 
hakhamim but who concurrently feel morally and religiously bound to help 
defend their people and their country; who, given the historical exigencies 
of their time and place, regard this dual commitment as both a privilege 
and a duty; who, in comparison with their non-hesder confreres, love not, 
to paraphrase Shakespeare, Torah less but Israel more. It provides a context 
in which students can focus upon enhancing their personal spiritual and 
intellectual growth while heeding the call to public service, and thus it 
enables them to maintain an integrated Jewish existence. 

To be sure, the two aspects of hesder, the spiritual and the military, 
are hardly on a par. The disparity is reflected, in part, in the unequal divi
sion of time. Primarily, however, it concerns the realm of value, within 
which two elements, each indispensable, may yet be variously regarded. 
When the Mishnah states, n~p l'X n,m l'X ex n,m rx n~p l'X ex "If there is 
no flour, there is no Torah; if there is no Torah, there is no flour:' 1 it hardly 
means that both are equally important. What it does mean is that both 
are, in fact, equally necessary, although, axiologically and teleologically, 
flour exists for the sake of Torah, and not vice versa. Il faut manger pour 
vivre, il ne faut pas vivre pour manger ("One must eat to live, and not live 
to eat"), declaims one of Moliere's characters; and so it is with hesder. The 
yeshiva prescribes military service as a means to an end. That end is the 
enrichment of personal and communal spiritual life, the realization of that 


