
Democracy and War
LJS, Shabbat B’haalot’cha 5775 - 6th June 2015

May I begin by thanking my colleague, teacher and friend, Rabbi Wright,
for the invitation that has brought me into this community, and thank you 
for your warmth already this morning.

When Alex offered this Shabbat, I knew I had to accept because there 
are certain dates in the calendar year which have such strong 
associations that we cannot but note them as the date approaches and 
dawns. Sometimes, these associations are personal - birthdays, 
anniversaries, yahrzeits - while others are communal, national or 
international. Today, for me, and I think for many of us, is such a date, 
which I shall for ever associate the the D-Day landings. It was such a 
significant milestone along the road to the defeat of the Nazi regime that 
I grew up with its importance etched into my mind and heart. Of course, 
the commemoration of the seventieth anniversary last year brought the 
date to the attention of a new generation, and I hope they remember it 
still.

This week, knowing I would be preaching here today, I was also 
preparing to speak at a meeting of the Redbridge Three Faiths Forum 
held two days ago. There were times when I questioned the wisdom of a
rabbi going into a Mosque to speak about ‘The Principles of War in 
Judaism’, but all of us were warmly welcomed by our friends there. We 
learned from each other’s religious framework and heritage. When one 
member of the audience set out a totally pacifist case, and garnered 
some applause, I felt I had to respond with my gratitude that this country 
had been willing to declare war in September 1939 against Nazi 
Germany. As for so many of us, if that decision had not been taken, I 
would not be alive. The Christian and Muslim speakers, from their own 
traditions, mirrored my Jewish opinion of the unhappy necessity of war in
certain circumstances.

You probably know that Jewish teaching in the Talmud distinguished two 
main types of war - the milchemet mitzvah, or commanded war, and the 
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milchemet reshut, a discretionary war. Developing their thinking initially 
in the wake of the cruel suppression of the people by the Romans after 
the Bar Kochba revolt, the rabbis interpreted the text of Deuteronomy 
20, verse 1 in an unusually stringent way. 

 לֹא ִמְּמָך ַרב ַעם ָוֶרֶכב סּוס ְוָרִאיָת ַעל־אְֹיֶבָך ַלִּמְלָחָמה ִּכי־ֵתֵצא א
:ִמְצָרִים ֵמֶאֶרץ ַהַּמַעְלָך ִעָּמְך ֱאֹלֶהיָך ִּכי־ְיהָֹוה ֵמֶהם ִתיָרא

“When you go forth to war against your enemies, and see horses and 
chariots and an army larger than your own, you shall not be afraid of 
them; for the Eternal One your God is with you, who brought you up out 
of the land of Egypt.” 

This text suggests that God’s help would ensure that even a lesser force
of Israelites would triumph over the numerically greater and 
technologically superior enemy. This is the nature of a milchemet 
mitzvah - God willed the war, and so God would ensure the result. The 
rabbis, even though coming from a very different theological perspective 
than, I suspect, most or all of us, restricted its occurrence to just one 
military campaign, namely the conquest of the promised land led by 
Joshua. They knew that Rabbi Akiva’s support for Bar Kochba had 
strengthened his forces, but had increased the backlash that 
overwhelmed the people. They sought to restrict the capability of any 
small group of individuals to wage war in God’s name, and so they made
it halachically impossible.

Firstly, only a duly anointed king of Israel could initiate a commanded 
war, and there is no likelihood of any consecration like that in our 
Haftarah about Saul happening ever again.

Secondly, a discretionary war had to be approved by another institution 
no longer extant - the Sanhedrin. This court of seventy-one learned men,
and it was only men, comprised the Nasi, as president of the Beit Din, 
his deputy, the Av Beit Din - ‘Father of the Court’ - and sixty-nine regular 
members. And, you’re probably ahead of me here, the Sanhedrin was 
modelled on the seventy elders, plus Moses, who shared the leadership 
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of the community as explained in the passage we have just heard in our 
Torah reading from Numbers, chapter 11.

So, as is sometimes the way, without our planning it, the Gregorian 
calendar date, our Torah portion and our Haftarah all come together with
serendipity. Everything conspires to remind me that our Judaism’s 
aspiration for universal peace is not idealistic. Instead, we recognise that
we have to be prepared to wage war against tyranny and for freedom. 
Even in this genteel setting this morning, we must be prepared to fight, if
necessary, as it was seventy-odd years ago. All the factors combine also
to reinforce the message that it is not religions that cause conflict, but 
people satiating their lust for power. Not all such lusts cause war - none 
of us can have avoided the stories of the lust for power at FIFA. But such
lusts do cause inequality and unfairness, the accumulation of wealth and
opportunity by a few at the expense of the many.

These thoughts bring me back to our readings this morning. As Lord 
Acton famously stated in 1887: “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute 
power corrupts absolutely.” Less well-known is his continuation, “Great 
men are almost always bad men.”

Lord Acton’s aphorism certainly applied to Saul, whose unchecked 
power as the king increasingly affected his judgement. In contrast, we 
read a few minutes ago of Moses’ response when he heard that two of 
the seventy leaders with whom he was to share power had been 
somehow conveying their ecstatic state in amongst the people. Instead 
of hoarding power, Moses  “Would that all the Eternal’s people were 
prophets, that the Eternal put {the divine spirit} upon them!” (11:29) 
Moses sees the power now held by others, but does not react against 
this, instead wishing that everyone could have some of it.

It is the essence of Liberal Judaism to ensure openness and 
transparency in the processes by which power is used, and to ensure 
that power is shared in such ways as to prevent tyranny arising, whether
in football governance, synagogue leadership, national or international 

- 3 -



leadership. These are principles about which our Liberal Judaism needs 
to become more assertive. Further, we need to model and practise the 
application of these principles in our own organisations - our 
synagogues, our movement and our Rabbinic Conference. In the latter 
case, I speak a few days before your Senior Rabbi and I are nominated 
to take over the shared responsibility of chairing the Liberal movement’s 
Rabbinic Conference. In that role, I know we both wish to improve the 
quality of active democracy among the rabbis, and lobby for it in Liberal 
Judaism and elsewhere.

So, on this day when we recall the sacrifices made on the Normandy 
beaches and elsewhere, I hope we are all resolved that power is best 
shared and well governed. By these evolved processes, we can prevent 
the worst prophetic outcomes of Lord Acton’s proverb. Ensuring no one 
person, or no cabal or oligopoly, can accrue and hold absolute power. 
Not only that, but we can also limit and overturn the tendency for power 
to corrupt through good governance and the exercise of democracy. As 
an aside, I note that it was Mark Twain who said: “Politicians and diapers
must be changed often and for the same reason.”

To conclude, I return to our Torah portion, and the rabbinic 
commentaries on Numbers 11, verse 17, where God is pictured saying 
to Moses: “I will draw upon the spirit that is upon you and put it upon 
them...” The commentators, over fifteen hundred years ahead of today’s 
governance and political theorists, compared Moses to a candle that is 
used to light other candles, with no loss to its own power, but with an 
increase in overall luminance. May we assert the strengths of Liberal 
Judaism to ensure power is spread and openly accountable, and thereby
increase the light in this world. Amen.
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