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IN DEFENSE OF THE DEFENDERS OF MASADA

The problem of Masada is an important and irepressible
one. It is important because not only does it raise the question
of the "Jewishness" of the defender's mass suicide, but poses

anew the question of the correctness of the Zealot's general
position of resistance to Roman rule. And unfortunately, both
of these questions are not merely academic matters of purely
historic interest, but are relevant to some of the apparent con-
stants of Jewish destiny. It is bad if, after all ths time, knowl-
edgeable Jews should stil be confused about the Torah atttude

towards these matters. Furthermore, the problem cannot be
avoided because the dramatic nature of the site plus the plentiful
material remains have conspired to make Masada one of the
most compellng sights in Israel today, so that it has become the
national symbol of supreme devotion to land and people. One
cannot remain noncommittal on the question of Masada. It is
sad if religious Jews in particular should have their pilgrimage
to Masada or their visit to the Israel Museum spoiled because
of doubts as to whether Eliezer ben Yair and his comrades are
to be considered heroes and martrs or brigands and fools.

The debate over the actions of the defenders of Masada have
been stormy and spirited involving both historians and theolo-
gians and touching upon age-old controversies, such as the
reliability of Josephus and the age of the Dead Sea Scrolls.!
The purpose of this essay, however, is not to recapitulate the
history of Masada but to argue that the actions of the defenders
of Masada was not at variance with the teachings of the Tal-
mud.2 On the contrary, the dispute between the Rabbis and the
Zealots regarding resistance to Rome was priary an empirical
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one and did not directly involve religious or moral priciples.
Furthermore the policy of the Zealots (or of one of their splin-
ter-groups, the Sicarii) to kil Jewish collaborationists, as mis-

guided and as misapplied as it may have been, had its roots in
the Torah concept of the Kanai. The Zealot and the mass

suicide of the defenders of Masada was perfectly in accord with
Jewish tradition, and the teachings of the Halakah.

It is significant to note that the basis for the charges that the
Zealots were not in accord with Rabbinic Judaism is the reliance
upon Josephus' description that this sect constituted a "fourth
philosophy" within Judaism, "which we were before unac-
quainted with."s However, if we examine the writings of Jo-
sephus we must conclude that not only does he not support ths
claim, but flatly contradicts it. He wrtes:

In all other things, the Zealots are in agreement with the opinion of
the Pharisees, except that they have a most ardent love of liberty and
admit no head or Lord but G-d alone; they pay no heed whatever to
sufering the most extraordinary deaths and the punishment of rela-
tives and friends in order not to recognize any man as their Lord.4

This "ardent love of libert" is itself a fundamental teaching
of Rabbinic Judaism. This is evident in the explanation given
why the Hebrew slave who elected to remain in his servitude
had his ear bored: "The ear that heard at Sinai-they are my
servants and are not servants to servants . . . !"ii And recall the
Rabbinic statement: "At the moment that Jacob caled Esau,
my master, the almighty said to him: 'You lowered yourself and
called Esau, my master, eight times. By your life, I will raise
from his children eight Kigs before your chidren have any!"ß
Indeed, what clearer expression of the spirtual importance of
liberty can be conceived than the words of Maimonides:

The same circumstances, prevalence of sadness and dullness was un-
doubtedly the direct cause of the interrption of prophesy during the
exile; for can there be any greater misfortune for man than this: To
be a slave bought for money in the servce of ignorant and voluptuous
masters and powerless against them. . .1

If there were a significant distinction between the Zealots
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and the Pharisees, it was in their behavior and not in policy as
in the question of resistig Rome. There is no doubt that at a
certain point in the rebellon against Rome (Cecil Roth follow-
ing Crane Brinton calls it the second or "J acobin" phase), 8 the
Rabbis concluded that further resistance was hopeless and
sought, instead, to salvage the spiritual structure of the nation
insuring the survival of the Torah.9 At the outset of the rebel-
lion, the leadership of the nation was in the hands of the tradi-
tional establishment - the Priests and the Rabbis - who pro-
ceeded with the prosecution of the war. In speaking of the

initial revolutionary government, Roth states:

Rabbi Simon ben Gamaliel, grandson of the great Hilel, together with
Hanan (the ex-High Priest) and Joseph ben Gorion, an able soldier,
formed a triumvirate in whose hands supreme authority was generally
believed to reside. 

to

This indicates that the Rabbis did not oppose in principle the
recourse to war or the use of violence to remove alien rulers
from their land.

The dispute between the Rabbis and the Zealots was a practi-
cal and empirical one: can war be waged successfully and, if
not, does defeat mean decimation? Obviously, the use of tactics
was a mattter in which honest men and traditional Jews can
difer. It is possible that a theological issue was indirectly in-

volved too. For example, upon how much Divine aid may one
depend or it may be, as Farmer argues, that the Zealots believed
that the sanctity of the Temple was central and that God would
somehow preserve His Temple from destruction by sending as-
sistance to strike down the heathen armies which threatened it.i
While the miracle of Sennacherib would support such a hope,

the events of Nebuchadnezzar and Pompey undermine such
hopes. This explains why the establishment, which at fist saw

no possibilty of defeating the Roman armies, were influenced
by the early spectacular successes of the rebels and, perhaps,

by expectation of aid from the Jews of Babylon and from the
Parthians, and became convinced that they had a chance. This
interpretation is supported by the briliant Orthodox historian,
Y. I. Halevi, who asserts:
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The opinion of the Rabbis was to wage war against Rome so long as
the mattcr remained within the realm of the possible. Only after they
realized that because of the terrible civil strife all hope of victory
was lost, did they decide to salvage what could be salvaged.12

The popular notion that the Pharisees somehow represented

strong pacifistic tendencies must be re-examined in the light of
what we know about the Torah attitude towards war.13 The
defense of the land of Israel by the King or any other duly con-
stituted government, against an invader is regarded as a Mil-
chemet Mitzvah.14 It is the religious obligation of every Jew

to risk his lie in defense of his land and people. One did not
have to inquire from the enemy as to his intentions, i.e., whether
his designs were genocide or to merely enslave physically; to
levy taxes or to interfere with religious observance. The people
of Israel have a religious obligation to defend their sovereignty

. and political freedom not only by defensive action but also with
offensive action should they be necessary for survvaL.

This was the pattern generally followed by our people from
the time of Joshua. Saul went to war against Amon and Josiah
resisted Pharoah Necho. When, in the judgment of the leader-
ship, resistance appeared futile or demands of token fealty were
made, then discretion prevailed over valor. In all cases, how-
ever, direct prophetic intervention is to be obeyed, notwithstand-
ing that the prophet counsels resistance when human judgment
advises capitulation, as in the case of Isaiah and Sennacherib,
or when the prophet counsels surrender when human judgment
advises resistance, as in the case of Jeremiah and Babylon.

That armed resistance to enemies was the normal response
is implied from an odd dream which is reported by Judah Mac-
cabee to his troops on the eve of battle.15 At first Judah observes
Onias, the former High Priest praying for the Jewish people.
Suddenly another man appears distinguished by his gray hair
and wrapped in majestic attire. Onias speaks and says: "Ths
is Jeremiah, the prophet of God, who loves the brothers and
prays fervently for the people and the holy city!" Jeremiah

stretches out his hand and delivers to Judah a gold sword. As
he gives it to Judah, he advises hi: "Take this holy sword as
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a gift from God with which you wil strike down your adver-
sares."

On fist consideration, Jeremiah is the least likely choice as
the prophet urging warfare against an invader; it was Jeremiah
who urged that Jerusalem be surrendered to the Babylonians!16

This, however, is precisely the point that Judah Maccabee con-
veyed. The principle upon which Jewish leadership must act is
defense of Jewish liberty which includes the resistance to alien
rue. An exception wil be made when a prophet of God appears

and states: "Thus sayeth the Lord. . ." When this occurs it is
to be construed as a special case from which no principle may
be inferred. Therefore, Judah's dream declares that Jeremiah,

freed from his prophetic burden, asserts that Israel must retur
to normal policy and cast off alien rule.

It is likewise an error to interpret Rabban Johanan ben Zak-
kai's action in forsaking the doomed city of Jerusalem and
asking for "Yavneh and her sages," as opposing war in general.
Thus, Jacob Neusner writes: "Johanan ben Zakkai was suff-
ciently practical that he opposed all kinds of holy wars and
uprisings in the name of God." This is to see the first century
Jewish sage through the eyes of a contemporary opponent of
the Viet Nam war! Actually, as we indicated, the Sage was not
making a policy statement about wars, but was simply extricating
his people from a struggle which had turned futile.

When Israel lost its sovereignty after the first destruction and
returned to the land under Persian rule, it owed loyalty to the
government and country that had permitted it to rebuild the
Temple. As the host country to thousands of Judaeans stil in
Babylon, Persia evoked the attitudes implicit in Jeremiah's doc-
trine: "Seek the peace of the city whither I have caused you to
be carried away captive and pray for it . . ."18 Thus was engend-
ered the ambivalent attitude towards alien rule in Judaea which
lasted unti the Hasmoneans restored the original Torah ap-

proach. This is reflected by Nachmanides who declares that
the conquest of the land of Israel is a positive Torah command
applicable at all times to all generations.10 The painstaking re-

search of Tcherikover concludes that the Maccabian revolt
against the Syrian Greeks was not occasioned by religious perse-
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cution, but the reverse: "It was not the revolt which came as a
response to the persecution, but the persecution which came as a
response to the revolt."29 Thus the revolt came because that self-
determination and national sovereignty were fundamental values
not worthy of surrender. Even after religious freedom was

achieved, the Maccabees fought on for political independence.
The same attitude is exhibited in the Rabbi's support of Bar

Kochba's rebellon against Rome. Maimonides states that Rabbi
Akiva and "all the wise men of his generation" supported Bar
Kochba.21 We must not be misled into thinking that this was
essentially an uprising in defense of religious freedom. In a
recent study of the revolt Hugo Mantel concludes:

The cause of the Bar Kochba rebellon was not a decree or decrees
of Hadrian - as to the building of Aelia Capitolina and the Temple

or circumcision and other religious commandments. It was the desire
of the Jews for freedom and salvation.22

Many historians, non-Jewish as well as Jewish, have recog-
nized the continuity and basic similarity propellng the character
and religious motivation of Jewish nationalism in the fist mon-
archy, in the Maccabean period, in the war against Rome and
in the Bar Kochba rebellon. 23

It is not diffcult to understand why the Torah commands that
the sovereignty of the Jewish people be defended at all costs,
even human life. Any attempt to take propert from its owner
by violent means may lead to murder, should the victim resist.
And it is his moral and legal right to resist and protect that
which is his. That is why the thief who "tunnels in" to a home
may be kiled.24 Thus, when an invading army bent on plunder
threatens a nation, they should be resisted by force.

Secondly, the effect of foreign rule on religious observance

should not be estimated in narrow terms. Had the Hellen-
izers succeeded in turning Jerusalem into a Greek Polis, its
consequences would have been even more destructive than ex-
plicit decrees prohibiting particular religious observances. The
action of Judas and Mathias, two prominent teachers of the
Pharisees, who, according to Josephus, tore down the golden
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eagle erected by Herod over the gate of the Temple, although
it meant death exemplify this theory.25 Idolatr in the formal

sense was not involved since they were not asked to worship

the object. Yet the sacrilegious appearance of such an object
over the House of G-d and its deleterious symbolic overtones
justified the action.

We must understand that a nation's freedom and independ-
ence are the necessary conditions and is imbedded in the natural
for its existence and Divine order. Writes the Maharol of
Prague:

It is not seemly that one people should subjugate another. It is not
in accordance with nature and the order of the world that one people

should be under another. For every existence has its own strength
and it is not seemly for any existing being to be in another's hands.26

There was no philosophic or religious issue between the Rab-
bis and the Zealots on the question of rebellon against Rome.27

In the light of this, we must consider Bernard Heller's treatment
of the relationship between the Zealots and the Talmudic Rabbis
as misleading. His characterization of the Sicarü as nationalists
who operated in a "secular frame of reference" is contradicted
by Josephus' explicit reiteration that the Zealots wanted to
serve God alone, by Eleazer's fial address on Masada, and by
Yadin's archeological discoveries of a religious nature.28 As for
the Rabbis, says Heller, "life to them was supremely sacred and
human personalty immeasurably precious to be exposed to the
fatal gashes of thrusting swords, especially when the fial out-
come would spell inevitable defeat . . ." The word "especially"
implies that the Rabbinic conviction of the futility of the fight
only reinforced their refusal to resort to violence. But, as we
have shown, this is false. The practical question of the outcome
of the rebellon was the only dispute between them.

The most repulsive policy which Josephus attributes to the
adherents of the "fourth Philosophy" is their practice of con-
cealing daggers under their garments and in the press of a

crowd, "stabbing those who were their enemies." Josephus states
that they were called Sicarii--aggermen-but he is not clear
as to their exact relationship to the Zealots as a whole. Were
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the followers of the fourth philosophy called Zealots of which
the SicarÎI were a splinter group or were all the members of the
fourth philosophy called Sicarii while the Zealots, as Zeitli

insists, were those with Y ochanon and Shimon, who wanted to
continue vigorous prosecution of the war?29 This issue is not
crucial because all agree that, accordng to Josephus, the Sicarii
believed in the fourth philosophy (and if nothing else were "zeal-
ous" for the Lord with a small "z") and were the defenders

of Masada. Roth is probably correct in describing the Sicarii as
the "activist wing of the Zealot party"30 whose wrath was turned
against the collaborationists among the Jews and even reached
out to strike down a High Priest. Josephus reports further that
the Sicarii from Masada terrorized the surrounding area and
massacred several hundred Jews in Ein-gaddi.31 I do not wish
to raise the question of Josephus' reliabilty on this point, nor

do I wish to defend or justify the actions attributed to the
Sicarii. I do wish to point out, however, that the concept of
zealotry in which those "zealous for the Lord" may strike down
flagrant sinners among our people without judicial process, has
a basis in our tradition. The act of Phineas is praised in the

Torah32 and is related to the Halakhah: "Whosoever consort
with a heathen woman, the Zealots may kil him."33 Although

the area of application of this principle is drastically curailed
by the Halakhah, nevertheless there is a modicum of sanction
given to religious emotion which seeks to thwart some heinous
desecration. There is also the explicit example of Mattathias:

There came a Jew in the sight of all to sacrifce on the altar which was
at Modin. And Mattathias saw it and his zeal was kindled. . . and he
ran and slew him upon the altar . . . and he was zealous for the Law
even as Phineas did unto ZimrI. And Mattathias cried out . . . "Who-
soever is zealous for thc Law, let him come fort . . ." And they
mustered a host and smote sinners in their anger and lawless men in
their wrath.34

The name "zealot," therefore, may be seen as reflecting a
conscious policy of being "zealous" for the Lord in the tradition
of Phineas and Mattathias. Even as Mattathias smote the apos-

tate of his time, so the rebels against Rome some two centuries
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later struck down those they deemed collaborationists with the
enemy. Indeed, Klausner claims that the Zealots as a group
must have had their origin as early as the Maccabean period.35

The tragic result, of course, was that this "zeal," regardless of
how sincerely motivated, culminated in civi war and the de-

struction of the Temple. We must certainly condemn that which
becomes fanaticism and extremism. At the same time, however,
we must acknowledge that these people were religious Jews, ob-
servant of the Halakhah fired by a love of land and liberty who
drew upon classic Jewish models for their misguided zeaL.

The mass suicide of the defenders of Masada is also not con-
trary to Jewish tradition. Some writers, like Trude Weiss-Ros-
marin, have argued that such behavior is so "un-Jewish" that
it couldn't have happened, and is an invention of Josephus.36

Indeed, in Y ossipons' account of the defense of Masada, the
soldiers, after kiling their wives and children, attack the enemy
and go down fighting.37 Others, like Judah Rosenthal, are satis-
fied to note: "For the sake of historic truth, it should be ack-
nowledged that Jewish tradition rejected the Zealots and passed
in silence over the heroes of Masada."3s Bernard Heller, by

judging their action contrary to Halakhah, attempts to account
for the "baffng" absence of any reference to the heroism of the

defenders of Masada in the Talmud.39
The Halakhah of Kidush Hashem-the principles which

govern how and when one should give one's life on behalf of
G-d and His Torah-are riot as rigid or circumscribed as is
sometimes believed. In times of actual Shemad, one is obliged
to defend every mitzvah with one's life. And then the Halakah
distinguishes between those conditions under which one is
obliged to give one's life and those conditions when one may
give one's life. The authorities introduce some very broad con-
cepts such as if "the times require it" and if a man is a Hasid
and God-fearing, he is permitted to sanctiy the name of God
and sacrifice his life even for a "light" mitzvah.40

The Halakhic attitude towards suicide indicate quite clearly
that a Jew who finds himself in a situation similar to that of
King Saul is permitted to take his own lie. That situation is
described as one in which the individual has reason to believe
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that he wil be tortured and shamed by the enemy.41 Thus, the

Talmud records with approval the mass suicide of 400 children
captured by the enemy who feared the torture and immoral us-
age they faced in captivity.42

The history of our people during the Middle Ages reveals this
kind of martyrdom. Entire Jewish communities not only com-

mitted suicide but slayed their own families before they slew
each other. Recall the awful words of the Slicha:

Let everyone who has a knife inspect it lest it be flawed. Let him
come forth and cut our throats for the sanctification of Him who
alone lives eternally; and finally let him cut his own throat . . . Where-
upon all of them, men and women arose and slew each other . . .

In his beautiful treatise, The Last Trial, Shalom Spiegel has
shown how the memory of the Akedah with its Midrashic im-
plication that in one sense or another, Isaac had been sacriced,
became the model, source and inspiration for the holy zeal with
which Jewish parents during the period of the Crusades, slew

their children Al Kidush Hashem.43 In Yosippon, the following
words are put into the mouth of Johanan, the leader of the
Zealots, as he replies to Titus:

There is no better sacrifce to our Lord in the Temple than our own
flesh, and there is nothing better to spray in his sanctuary than our
own blood. For our God we shall die; we shall make battle and may
we be regarded before him as his acceptable burt offerings and we
shall die free men inside the Holy City and not as slaves at your
hands.44

I do not fid the Talmud's silence regarding the fall of Ma-

sada "baffng" at all. The Talmud is not a systematic chronicle
of historical events. The fact that some events are alluded to, is
purely fortuitous. Secondly, there are echoes of the Zealots both
positive and negative found scattered in Midrashic litera-
ture.45 Thirdly, it must be remembered that the Rabbi's last
memory of the Zealots in connection with the civil war in Jeru-
salem had not been a pleasant one. Finally, the "last stand" at
Masada as heroic and as Jewish as it was, was actually the last
gasp of a national cataclysm that had involved the slaughter of
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hundreds of thousands of Jews, the loss of national independ-
ence, and the destruction of Jerusalem and the Holy Temple.
Shorn of its dramatic aspects, the fall of Masada occuring in a
remote par of the countr involving relatively few people with
almost no surivors, while important to the conquerors was to

the defeated people of Israel at the time, eclipsed by the larger
tragedy which it trailed.

Eliezer and the people with him at Masada knew what would
happen should they fall into the hands of the Romans. Like
Kig Saul one thousand years before them, they took their own
lives and died free. I find myself in agreement with Klausner.
"They were the fiest patriots Israel knew from the rise of the
Maccabees to the defeat of Bar Kochba."46 In the eyes of Rab-
binic Judaism, some of their policies in so far as we could judge
them from this distance, seemed cruel and extreme. Their be
ginning, however, was Torah and their end was Torah. They
were conceived in love of liberty and undivided devotion to God
and His land and they died as Kedoshim Gemurim (completely
holy) .
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