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INTRODUCTION

Before moving to Israel, Rabbi Dr. Aharon Lichtenstein was re-
garded by many as the obvious heir to his illustrious father in-
law, Rabbi Dr. Joseph B. Soloveitchik zt”l. Already at a young 

age he was recognized as a brilliant talmudist as well as an accomplished 
scholar whose moral and religious world fused Torah values with seeking 
“the best that is known and thought in the world.”1 This rare combina-
tion made him the obvious choice to continue the Rav’s enterprise both 
at Yeshiva University and as a leader of American Modern Orthodoxy.

1 Matthew Arnold, The Functions of Criticism at the Present Time (1864), often 
quoted by R. Lichtenstein. For example, see Aharon Lichtenstein, Leaves of Faith: The 
World of Jewish Learning vol. 1 (Jersey City: Ktav, NJ 2003), 94. Shlomo Fischer 
has noted the infl uence of Matthew Arnold and his ideal of culture on R. Lichtenstein 
in his article in this volume. 
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Instead, R. Lichtenstein, together with his wife Tovah, chose to move 
to Israel in 1971. He accepted the invitation of Rav Yehuda Amital zt”l to 
join him as the co-head of a new hesder yeshiva – Yeshivat Har Etzion. 
The move did not only affect American Orthodoxy, but was to have a 
signifi cant impact upon the religious community in Israel as well.

The Religious Zionist community in Israel had confronted different 
challenges and accomplished other achievements than its American coun-
terpart. It had not been threatened by divergent religious groups but by 
a militant secularism which could take advantage of the apparatus of a 
state, the very state that the Religious Zionist saw as a fulfi llment of Jew-
ish destiny, to promote its agenda. The time of R. Lichtenstein’s aliyya 
coincided with the emergence of that community from a position of mar-
ginality to a self-confi dent posture, as it demanded a more central role in 
the workings of the state. Part of this phenomenon was refl ected in the 
dynamism of the Zionist yeshivot, led by the followers of Rav Avraham 
Yizchak Hacohen Kook zt”l and his son Rav Zvi Yehudah zt”l, and was 
especially felt in the wake of the Six Day War. In contrast, R. Lichtenstein, 
like many of his American counterparts, saw himself as following the path 
of R. Soloveitchik zt”l. Thus, the arrival of R. Lichtenstein in Israel saw 
him confront a popular and comprehensive hashkafa which in many ways 
differed signifi cantly from the Torah he had studied and taught in Amer-
ica. R. Lichtenstein often found himself in opposition to the dominant 
voices in the Zionist yeshiva world, regarding, for example, attitudes to-
wards secular studies in general and non-Jewish writers and thinkers in 
particular, the relationship of ethics and halakha, or the role of oracular 
Da’at Torah on extra-halakhic matters.2 R. Aharon, true to his namesake, 
always searched for respectful dialogue in order to reach mutual under-
standing. Although his attempts rarely achieved such acknowledgement,3 
R. Aharon’s towering Torah stature, together with his modesty and 

2 For examples see Aharon Lichtenstein, “Halakha and Attitudes as the Basis for 
Ethics” [in Hebrew], in Eli Bloom (ed.) Arakhim be-Mivhan ha-Milhama (Alon 
Shvut, 1985); idem, “If There is No Da’at, How Can We Have Leadership” [in 
Hebrew], accessible at http://etzion.org.il/vbm/archive/17-sichot/RAL-im-ein-
daat-manhigut-minayan.pdf. (Unauthorized English translation accessible at http://
www.zootorah.com/RationalistJudaism/DaatTorahLichtenstein.pdf.) 

3 One unsuccessful attempt at such dialogue is described in “Halakha and At-
titudes,” 23: “[T]wo years ago …I published an article dealing with some of the 
political and moral issues which were, like today, on the public agenda. It was brought 
to my knowledge that one of the most renowned rabbis in Yerushalayim attacked 
it in the course of a shiur in his yeshiva; I called him to understand what had caused 
his wrath…”
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menshlichkeit, allowed for the fostering of an attitude of profound respect 
which transcended deep disagreements.

In no area were the disagreements as intense and impassioned as 
those relating to the “question of Erets Yisrael ” – the debate regarding 
the future of the territories which Israel had gained as a result of the 1967 
war. For the Mercaz Harav school of Religious Zionism, the imperative 
to preserve the integrity of the entire Land of Israel was not only a po-
litical viewpoint, but the very cornerstone of Religious Zionist thought. 
R. Aharon found himself unable to share this perspective.

In general, R. Lichtenstein’s position was articulated at Yeshivat Har 
Etzion and directed to the students of the yeshiva. However, on numer-
ous occasions, R. Lichtenstein voiced his opinion directly to the greater 
public, participating in panel discussions, debates and public addresses as 
well as through various newspaper articles. 

This paper will focus on one isolated but signifi cant instance that 
took place at a particularly traumatic moment for the Israeli Religious 
Zionist community, the disengagement from Gush Katif. During those 
trying times, there was an exchange of letters between R. Lichtenstein 
and the husband of R. Avraham Shapira’s granddaughter, R. Avraham 
Sylvetsky, revolving around R. Shapira’s halakhic ruling, calling on sol-
diers, even those peripherally involved with the disengagement, to dis-
obey orders.4 

The exchange, formulated in the language of halakha, does not ex-
plicitly raise ideological or theological issues, such as the question of the 
eschatological meaning of the State of Israel. Despite its halakhic frame-
work the letter is painful, passionate and polemical. Our focus will be on 
the content, not the rhetoric. This paper will not be able to comprehen-
sively cover all aspects of the exchange. Our purpose is to explicate the 
different claims, to fl esh out some of the underlying issues and especially 
to clarify the position of R. Lichtenstein. In our attempt to be faithful to 
this position, it is important to begin with the halakhic discussion, which 
R. Lichtenstein considered central. This will be followed by various 
ideological insights that, in our opinion, are imbedded in that discussion. We 
hope that in using, however imperfectly, the powers of analysis that 

4 This exchange may be found in the website of Yeshivat Har Etzion http://www.
etzion.org.il/hitnatkut/hitnatkut.htm and also as “An Exchange between the Gaon 
ha-Rav Aharon Lichtenstein and ha-Rav Avraham Yisrael Sylvetsky Regarding Mili-
tary Insubordination” [in Hebrew], Nitsanei Erets 18, 294-328. An English transla-
tion appeared as “A Rabbinic Exchange on the Gaza Disengagement,” Tradition 
40:1 (2007), 17-44, and “A Rabbinic Exchange on the Gaza Disengagement: Part 
2,” Tradition 40:2 49-70.
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we have learned from our beloved Rebbe in explicating his own writings 
we are doing our part in honoring him and his Torah.5 

BACKGROUND

In the buildup to the withdrawal from Gush Katif, R. Avraham Shapira 
zt”l, former Chief Rabbi and head of Mercaz Harav, publicized a halakhic 
ruling prohibiting soldiers from participating in expelling Jews from their 
homes in order to hand the land over to non-Jews. The letter employed 
very severe language to describe the repercussions for anyone who ig-
nored the pesak. Moreover, it tried to discourage dissent by using de-
rogatory language towards rabbis who voice an opinion on this subject 
who are not at the level of “the great sages of the generation” and who 
therefore are (based on Rambam Hilkhot Talmud Torah 5:4) “evil, fools, 
and haughty.”6

On 11 Av 5765 (August 16, 2005), in the midst of the implementa-
tion of the plan, R. Lichtenstein addressed a letter to R. Shapira taking 
issue with a number of elements in the pesak.7 R. Lichtenstein was clearly 
concerned with the possible consequences of mass insubordination upon 
the IDF specifi cally and on Israeli society in general. He makes clear that 
he is not writing out of insult or contentiousness but out of a wish “to 
clarify positions and draw people closer together.”8

R. Shapira did not reply personally. Instead, R. Avraham Sylvetsky 
responded to R. Lichtenstein. R. Lichtenstein continued the conversa-
tion in two additional letters to R. Sylvetsky, who wrote back both 
times.9 

As R. Lichtenstein says explicitly, he is not taking a position regard-
ing the disengagement itself, and he is far from sure that it will prove to 
be a worthwhile enterprise. However, the thrust of his letter is that the 
disengagement is the result of a legitimate governmental decision, while 

5 Although this analysis is limited to this isolated discussion, it may also serve as an 
illustration regarding other similar issues.

6 The ruling may be found in the website of Yeshivat Har Etzion at http://www.
etzion.org.il/hitnatkut/hitnatkut.htm. An English translation appeared in “A Rab-
binic Exchange,” 17-19. 

7 Many of the issues touched upon are beyond the scope of this paper. For instance, 
there is a fascinating halakhic discussion regarding the prohibition to destroy the 
synagogues in Gush Katif in these circumstances.

8 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 21.
9 The fi nal letter was published in Nitsanei Erets 18 (5773) 325-328 and does not 

appear in the English version.
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widespread insubordination in the army that the ruling called for could 
have dire consequences for the both military and the State. Consequently, 
he questioned both the halakhic veracity as well as the wisdom of what 
appeared to be a one-sided ruling.

Before going into a detailed analysis of the exchange, it would be 
instructive to recall a previous series of statements by R. Soloveitchik, 
R. Shapira and others in the months immediately following the Six Day 
War. In the course of the teshuva lecture of 1967, the Rav zt”l reacted to 
rabbinic statements made in Israel in the immediate wake of the Six Day 
War categorically prohibiting any withdrawal. He stated explicitly that the 
constituted authorities of the state should do what they see as the interest 
of the people of Israel, and that their actions would be sanctioned by 
halakha. In the public lecture, the issue was dealt with verbally and paren-
thetically, thus lacking precise formulation.10 However, a bit more than a 
month later, the Rav committed his position to writing in a letter ad-
dressed to the Israeli scholar, Professor Akiva Ernst Simon.11 In the letter, 
R. Soloveitchik wrote: 

All decisions regarding the State’s borders must come from the security 
experts based on political considerations, for everything is dependent on 
one factor: the welfare of the people dwelling in Zion and the protection 
of their lives … there is another overarching halakha, that preservation of 
a single life pushes aside the entire Torah and this is certainly true regard-
ing the preservation of two and a half million Jews, may they multiply. 
This halakha must be the central pillar in all discussion and consider-
ations regarding borders of the country. Historical sentiments, without 
accounting for reasons and considerations of defense, are not bind-
ing with regards to the question of the security of the State and its inhab-
itants … it is prohibited for Rabbis or anyone else, to declare in the name 
of Torah, that it is forbidden to return any part of land, when stable peace 

10 The lecture itself, without the parenthetical comment, was translated from the 
original Yiddish into Hebrew, published in Panim el Panim as “The Tshuvah Drasha 
of the Rav,” vol. 487-488, pp. 24-25, 40, 45, and subsequently appeared in Joseph Dov 
ha-Levi Soloveitchik, Al ha-Teshuva (Jerusalem: World Zionist Organization 1974), 
37-65, which was later translated into English as Pinhas Peli (ed.) Soloveitchik On 
Repentance (New York: Paulist Press, 1994), 75-105. An English translation of 
the comment can be accessed at http://www.aishdas.org/avodah/vol15/v15n040.
shtml#10. 

11 The letter, hitherto unpublished, is in the possession of the Simon family. We 
would like to thank Professor Uriel Simon and his son Itamar, as well as Dr. Tovah 
Lichtenstein, for allowing us to publish its contents here. See the appendix for the 
original Hebrew letter and an English translation.
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can save the lives of thousands and tens of thousands of our brethren who 
dwell in Zion. After all, halakha states that one who is ill on Yom Kippur 
may eat on the instruction of specialists (doctors) and the specialists with 
regard to defense are military personnel, not rabbis who sit in court.

This position (as had been publicly presented in the teshuva lecture) was 
quoted in the Israeli press and opposing positions were presented.12 In 
the wake of this debate, Hatzofeh, the offi cial organ of the National Reli-
gious Party, confronted a number of Israeli rabbis with the statement of 
R. Soloveitchik. In this context, R. Avraham Shapira rejected the claim 
that the issue of the territories should not be under rabbinic purview.13 
He emphasized that: 

For anyone who has the hint of a scent of Torah it is well known that 
every question in the world has a solution in the Torah… especially as 
virtually every problem has some direct or indirect repercussion to a spe-
cifi c halakhic norm. 

Regarding the specifi c question at hand, R. Shapira claimed that: 

This is not a political question with halakhic ramifi cations, but a direct 
question of clear Torah prohibitions.

He then engaged in a detailed enumeration of what he considered the 
relevant halakhic issues. R. Shapira restated this opinion decades later in 
his pronouncements regarding the Oslo accords and again regarding the 
disengagement.14 We will analyze his approach in discussing the rabbinic 
exchange noted above.

12 See Kalman Neuman, “Between Modern Orthodoxy in the United States and 
Religious Zionism in Israel: The Infl uence of R. Soloveitchik on the Religious Com-
munity in Israel” [in Hebrew], in Rav be-Olam Hadash [Rabbi in the New World: 
The Infl uence of Rabbi J. B. Soloveitchik on Culture, Education and Jewish Thought] 
(Jerusalem: Van Leer Institute and Magnes Press, 2010), 177-203. 

13 Should Rabbis Publicize Torah Positions Regarding the Liberated Territories?” 
[in Hebrew], Hatzofeh, Nov. 11, 1967.

14 Those statements will be quoted below. A clash between Rabbis Shapiro and 
Lichtenstein is also documented when R. Shapira took offense at a statement attributed 
to R. Lichtenstein that “in the eyes of the rabbis of Mercaz Harav the conquest of the 
land calls for bloodshed on both sides for generations…” See Shaul Shiff, “Rebelach 
should not make halakhic decisions for klal Yisrael ” [in Hebrew], Hatzofeh, April 8, 
1994. Some of the issues we deal with here have been further discussed by Kalman 
Neuman in ha-Vikkuah Al Gevulot ha-Medina [Territorial Compromise as an Issue of 
Religion and State (Jerusalem: Israel Democracy Institute, 2012).
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In the 2005 exchange, R. Lichtenstein clearly sees himself as following 
in the path charted by his father in-law, the Rav. Although R. Sylvetsky ar-
gued against R. Soloveitchik’s position, R. Lichtenstein did not engage in 
a comprehensive defense.15 However, R. Soloveitchik’s position is critical 
to the discussion, and we will therefore devote the following section to 
explain its halakhic foundations and highlight the points of controversy. 

THE APPLICATION OF PIKKUAH NEFESH TO THE 
MITSVA OF SETTLING THE LAND OF ISRAEL

The pesak of R. Shapira regarding disobeying orders was based on the as-
sumption that the disengagement was categorically prohibited by halakha 
and therefore, from the Torah’s perspective, orders to carry out the plan 
were illegitimate and hence not binding. Consequently, R. Lichtenstein’s 
thrust in the correspondence was to show that the government’s position 
could be justifi ed according to certain halakhic opinions. Accordingly, the 
government could be seen as acting in a legitimate way and there would 
be no room for defying orders.16 

Many of the questions posed by R. Lichtenstein revolve around pre-
cisely that point – a demand to consider divergent opinions, halakhic or 
political, which may legitimate government’s policy and the correspond-
ing military commands. 

Much of the halakhic debate that ensued related to whether or not 
pikkuah nefesh could be applied to override any prohibitions that the dis-
engagement might entail. The primary question in this regard relates to 

15 As noted above, R. Lichtenstein’s agenda was “to clarify positions and draw 
people closer together.” Therefore there are a number of examples where R. Lichtenstein 
accepted R. Sylvetsky’s clarifi cation of R. Shapira’s position, despite signifi cant argu-
ments to the contrary. 

For example: R. Shapira begins his ruling stating unequivocally: “According to 
Torah law, it is completely forbidden to give land in Israel to a non-Jew, due to the 
prohibition of lo tehonnem” (“Do not give them a foothold in the Land,” Deut. 7:2) 
(“A Rabbinic Exchange,” 16). R. Aharon, in response, notes various understandings 
of lo tehonnem according to which it would be inapplicable to the disengagement. 
He then notes that R. Shapira himself seems willing to accept as halakha one of the 
alternative understandings. R. Lichtenstein accepts R. Sylvetsky’s explanation regard-
ing the consistency of R. Shapira’s position and ends this part of the exchange. This 
is despite the fact that alternative explanations, some of which were cited as halakhi-
cally relevant by R. Kook himself (Mishpat Kohen, responsa 63 and 68), could weaken 
R. Shapira’s unequivocal claim.

16 Consequently, the burden of proof is on R. Shapira to show that there is abso-
lutely no way of justifying the position of the government.
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the impact of pikkuah nefesh on the commandment of yishuv Erets Yisrael. 
Obviously, if such an override is legitimated by Halakha, and if indeed it 
were to be shown that the disengagement would prevent loss of life, the 
argumentation of R. Shapira would be questionable.17 

The Gemara in Sanhedrin (74a) states that regarding all transgres-
sions in the Torah, if one is given the choice of either violating the precept 
or being killed, one should violate and not forfeit one’s life. There are 
only three exceptions: idol worship, prohibited sexual relations, and mur-
der. A parallel Gemara (Yoma 82a) states that there is nothing that stands 
up to pikkuah nefesh aside from the three exceptional transgressions men-
tioned above. This position is accepted by normative halakha, even if the 
threat to life is uncertain.18 Therefore, it seems evident that the possibility 
of saving lives is suffi cient justifi cation to violate any Torah transgres-
sions that relinquishing segments of Erets Yisrael may entail. Indeed, in 
R. Lichtenstein’s original letter addressed to R. Shapira, he notes the 
position of R. Soloveitchik that there is no prohibition in transferring ter-
ritory to non-Jewish hands if there are considerations of pikkuah nefesh 
supporting such action.19 

17 R. Shapira’s position is grounded on the opinion of Ramban that there is a Bibli-
cal obligation to settle the land of Israel, and assumes that this obligation includes a 
demand that the entire land should be under Jewish rule. However, not all authori-
ties accepted Ramban’s position. In fact, R. Soloveitchik, both in his letter, as well 
as during his oral comments, never explicitly mentioned the factor of yishuv Erets 
Yisrael as a mitsva regarding the question of land for peace. In fact, when discussing 
his comments with R. Neriya zt”l, the Rav said that our claim to the land of Israel 
“is not because of what we fi nd in the Ramban, but because every verse in the Torah 
testifi es that Eretz Yisrael belongs to us” (“Rabbi Soloveitchik Clarifi es His Opinion 
Regarding the Occupied Territories,” Panim el Panim, vol. 447, 13 Kislev, 5728, 
7). However, in a public address later published in The Rav Speaks (Lakewood, New 
Jersey: Toras HaRav Foundation, 2002, 137-138), R. Soloveitchik spoke powerfully 
about the importance of the mitsva of yishuv Erets Yisrael. 

It should be noted that another halakhic consideration, the prohibition of lo tehon-
nem (Deut. 7:2) has been raised regarding transferring territory to non-Jewish rule. 
R. Lichtenstein notes various opinions that understand the prohibition in ways that 
would make it inapplicable to the question of the disengagement, (“A Rabbinic Ex-
change,” 23). Nevertheless, it is important to note that even if the prohibition were 
applicable, an explicit source would be required to argue that it overrides consider-
ations of pikkuah nefesh. Nevertheless, R. Sylvetsky forwards that far-reaching claim 
(see “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 31 and “A Rabbinic Exchange : Part 2,” 58), without 
any source to substantiate his assertion.

18 See Yoma 83a, Rambam Hil. Shabbat 2:1, Shulhan Arukh O.H. 328:10, 329:3.
19 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 22.
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This seemingly obvious conclusion was challenged by a number of 
modern-day posekim20 based on an observation of R. Yosef Babad (1800-
1874). In his brilliant work, Minhat Hinnukh, R. Babad commented on 
a statement in the Sefer ha-Hinnukh (mitsva 425) regarding the com-
mandment to kill members of the seven Canaanite nations: 

One who violates this and one (of the seven nations) came nearby and 
one has the opportunity to kill him without endangering himself, and 
nevertheless refrained from killing him – has rebuffed this commandment. 

From this comment, it seems that one is not obligated to endanger him-
self in order to fulfi ll this commandment. R. Babad challenged this, argu-
ing that the Jewish nation is commanded to wage war against the 
Canaanite nations, even though war inevitably entails a loss of life. There-
fore, R. Babad concludes that this commandment is not neutralized by 
the potential danger to life.21 Following this reasoning, if there is a mitsva 
to take possession of the land of Israel even by initiating war,22 the con-
clusion that the mitsva of settling the land neutralizes the consideration 
of pikkuah nefesh should follow. 

The position of R. Babad was cited by R. Shapira in an interview as 
justifi cation for maintaining the prohibition to forfeit part of the Land of 

20 It seems that the fi rst formulation of this position was made by R. Yehoshua 
Ehrenberg in Devar Yehoshua (2:48). Somewhat ironically, this teshuva was originally 
written as a private letter to S.Z. Shragai, in response to an article in Hatzofeh in which 
Shragai had tried to reconcile the report regarding the position of R. Soloveichik with 
his own hawkish opinion on the territories. See Neuman, “Between Modern Ortho-
doxy,” 485, n. 42-43. 

21 R. Babad makes a similar comment regarding the commandment to destroy 
Amalek (mitsva 604), which obligates war as well, but does not deal explicitly with 
war to conquer the land of Israel.

22 One can challenge the assumption, which was adopted by Rabbis Shapira and 
Sylvetsky, that there is an obligation to wage war in order to conquer the land of 
Israel. As R. Yoel Amital noted in his letter to R. Sylvetsky (Nitsanei Arets, vol 18), 
Rambam does not include conquest of the land in his list of milhamot mitsva. More-
over, there are those who claim that even according to Ramban there is no obligation 
to wage a war of conquest. (See Nahum Rabinovitch, “The Opinion of the Ramban 
Regarding the Conquest of the Land” [in Hebrew], Tehumin 4 [5743], 302-306, and 
Shaul Yisraeli, Erets Hemda [Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 5742] and idem. Havvat 
Binyamin, vol. 1 [Kfar Darom: The Institute for the Torah and the Land, 5752], 13.) 
According to this position, the only type of war which is halakhically mandated in the 
present time (when there is no Sanhedrin) would be a defensive war – ezrat yisrael 
mi-yad tsar. Israel’s present wars are to be seen as belonging to that category, in the 
context of which it would seem clear that the political leadership has the authority to 
determine when it is correct to accept peace terms and when to engage in a defensive war



TRADITION

166

Israel, in spite of the danger to life.23 R. Sylvetsky, as well, grounding 
himself on the Minhat Hinnukh (and assuming that there is an obligation 
to wage war to conquer the land), outlined the position as follows: 

By its very nature, the obligatory war to conquer the Land of Israel in-
volves a dangerous situation of pikkuah nefesh. But nevertheless, the Torah 
decreed to fi ght and conquer. From here we see that the mitzva to take 
possession of the Land [of Israel] applies even in a place of danger to indi-
viduals, as long as the community as a whole will continue to exist …24 

At face value, the argument of R. Babad seems compelling. However, 
closer examination reveals a signifi cant fl aw. R. Babad is undoubtedly cor-
rect in asserting that pikkuah nefesh does not apply to situations of war. 
However, there is no proof that this dispensation is related to the specifi c 
mitsva that is at the core of that particular battle (wiping out Amalek, bat-
tling the seven Canaanite nations, or settling the Land of Israel). After all, 
the Torah also recognizes endangering lives during a voluntary war, which 
is rooted in no specifi c mitsva. Apparently the concern of individual pik-
kuah nefesh is suspended within the context of war, whether based on 
mitsva or voluntary. Therefore, it is not the particular mitsva which de-
fl ects pikkuah nefesh, but the situation of war itself. 

R. Babad had questioned the Sefer ha-Hinnukh’s assertion that an 
individual is not obligated to endanger himself, in order to kill a Canaan-
ite. However, the Sefer ha-Hinnukh was discussing a private individual 
confronting a lone Canaanite, outside the context of war. Therefore, he 
applied the universal rule that the loss of life is suffi cient justifi cation to 
violate any Torah commandment, aside from the three exceptions. It is 
only in the particular case of war that pikkuah nefesh is suspended. This 
point was made clearly by R. Soloveitchik’s uncle, R. Velvel zt”l: 

Regarding this (the question of R. Babad), I wrote that the fact that dur-
ing war we do not concern ourselves with danger to lives, belongs to the 
rules of war. After all, we also engage in voluntary wars, although no 
mitsva is involved. However, with regards to the mitsva per se, it is similar 

23 Transcribed in Erets Hemda (A Pleasant Land : A Collection from the words of 
Rabbis Shaul Yisraeli and Avraham Shapira) [in Hebrew], (Jerusalem: Union of 
Rabbis for the Jewish People and the Land of Israel, 5755).

24 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 30. R. Sylvetsky continued: “I unabashedly admit that, 
owing to my defi ciency, I do not fully understand the position that Kevod Torato, 
shelit”a, cites in the name of Ha-Gaon R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, zt”l, that there is 
no prohibition to hand over portions of the Land of Israel in a situation of pikkuah 
nefesh, that is to say, in a situation of danger to individuals.”
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to all other Biblical commandments insofar as it is neutralized when life 
is endangered. The Hinnukh is dealing with a single person who con-
fronts an individual of the seven (Canaanite) nations, not within the con-
text of war, which is rightfully neutralized by life threatening danger.25

It is noteworthy that R. A.I. Kook zt”l also adopted a position similar to 
that of R. Velvel and contrary to R. Babad.26

In light of this understanding, when dealing with the mitsva per se, 
separated from the context of war, the normal parameters of the mitsva 
should apply, as was stated explicitly by R. Velvel. 

Moreover, the suspension of pikkuah nefesh within the context of war 
is not because of an axiological preference of war over human life. Rather, 
the normal parameters of pikkuah nefesh simply cannot be maintained 
during battle. However, this does not mean that individual lives are un-
important nor that loss of human life should be ignored. It would appear 
that even within the context of war, whether a milhemet mitsva (a war 
which is rooted in the fulfi llment of a mitsva, such as the war against Ca-
naanite nations) or a milhemet reshut (optional war), the monarch can and 
should weigh the consequences of the campaign.27 The estimated price of 
human life is a legitimate consideration and even a crucial factor. Never-
theless, the monarch has the right (and regarding a milhemet mitsva, per-
haps an obligation if the conditions are favorable) to declare a war, during 
which the factor of pikkuah nefesh is suspended.28

25 Yitzhak Ze’ev Halevi Soloveitchik, Novellae of the Griz on the Torah, (Jerusalem, 
5723), 32. (The underlying idea at the root of this position was already stated by the 
Netsiv, Ha’amek Davar Breishit 9:5 and Devarim 20:8.) R. Shmuel Boylan noted 
that according to R. Soloveitchik, zt”l, war is only exempt from pikkuah nefesh of 
individuals; however, pikkuah nefesh with respect to the community remains in force 
even at times of war. (See Shmuel Boylan, “Danger and Security at Times of War” [in 
Hebrew], Or ha-Mizrah, 40:3-4, 1992, 207-208.) 

26 “We are forced to submit that matters of war are exempt from the rule of “you 
shall live by them” (the source for pikkuah nefesh, Lev. 18:5), for it is permitted even 
for a voluntary war. How can we accept the permissibility to endanger many lives for 
the sake of mere gain? Therefore, war and laws of the general community are dif-
ferent. And perhaps it is included in the rules of a monarchy” (A.Y. Kook, Mishpat 
Kohen, responsum 143). This position was echoed by R. Shaul Yisraeli as well (Erets 
Hemda, 1:11). For an extensive discussion, see: Ya’akov Zisberg, Nahalat Ya’akov, 
vol. 1 (Har Berakha: Har Berakha Institute, 5765), 392-424.

27 In the absence of a Sanhedrin, the option of engaging in milhemet reshut is 
non-existent (see Rambam, Melakhim 5:2). 

28 Interestingly, in an earlier interview, R. Shapira himself seems to have adopted 
the position that it is war per se that offsets pikkuah nefesh (“Return of the Territory 
of Erets Yisrael,” Morasha 9, 5735, 15-21). Nevertheless, it is clear that R. Shapira did 
not limit the supremacy of yishuv erets yisrael over pikkuah nefesh to cases of actual war. 
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R. Lichtenstein noted a sugya which states that our sages were willing 
to forgo yishuv Erets Yisrael for the welfare of the needy:29 

The Gemara (Hullin 3b) states regarding the commandment of shemitta, 
that many cities were conquered by those that arrived from Egypt but not 
by those that arrived from Bavel. The Rabbis allowed this, in order that 
the needy should have a place during the shmitta – not just a few villages, 
but entire cities.30 

From this, R. Lichtenstein demonstrated that even economic welfare can 
be weighed as a mitigating factor regarding the mitsva of yishuv Erets 

Apparently, R. Shapira felt that even according to the Hinnukh, we can conclude that 
the potential loss of life does not outweigh the commandment to settle and retain the 
Land of Israel. Perhaps he argued that if there is an obligation to wage war in order 
to gain control over the Land of Israel, despite the cost of lives, it is absurd that pik-
kuah nefesh should be enlisted as a justifi cation to override the prohibition of lo tehon-
nem and relinquish sovereignty over the Land of Israel. This in fact is a point made 
explicitly by R. Sylvetsky (“A Rabbinic Exchange Part 2,” 58). This argument is not 
logically airtight. After all, once we have established that pikkuah nefesh doesn’t apply 
within the context of war even when the war is voluntary it is diffi cult to claim that 
war per se overrides pikkuah nefesh. Does the fact that a monarch is allowed to wage a 
voluntary war in order to achieve fame indicate that the king’s reputation supersedes 
pikkuah nefesh? It is more reasonable to explain that during the course of battle the 
normal parameters of pikkuah nefesh cannot be applied. How many would remain 
on the battlefi eld if safek pikkuah nefesh absolved a soldier of his obligation to fi ght? 
Within the context of war, the Torah suspended the factor of pikkuah nefesh, as can 
be demonstrated from the Torah’s negative view of the coward who is faint of 
heart and fears battle and death (Deuteronomy 20: 8). However, this does not miti-
gate the importance of life as a value, and therefore it does not necessarily demon-
strate that the projected number of fatalities can be totally ignored. Consequently, 
the obligation to wage war to gain sovereignty cannot prove that the mitsva to gain 
sovereignty over the land of Israel or prohibition to relinquish it is totally oblivious 
to individual lives.

29 In the letter to Professor Simon, R. Soloveitchik enlisted the example of 
R. Yohanan ben Zakkai, who surrendered Yerushalayim to the Romans in order to save 
Jewish lives (Gittin 56b), to prove that one may forfeit territory in order to save lives. 
R. Shapira would parry that R. Yohanan ben Zakkai was confronted with a futile situ-
ation, where there was no reasonable military possibility to maintain Jewish control.

30 “Between Compromise and Concession,” Alon Shevut Bogrim 1 (5754), 68. See 
“Morality and War,” [in Hebrew], Tehumin 4 (1983), 184, where R. Lichtenstein 
claims that there are factors the authorities must consider before declaring a defensive 
war, which is also considered a milhemet mitsva. Ironically, R. Lichtenstein enlists 
the Minhat Hinnukh’s claim that halakha must assume the inevitability of casual-
ties during war to argue that the government should consider the projected number 
of casualties to Israeli soldiers. In addition, he argues that the estimated number of 
enemy casualties should also be considered. Moreover, R. Lichtenstein mentions that 
the negative impact of war on the moral fi ber of society should be factored in as well. 
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Yisrael.31 Consistent with his position, R. Sylvetsky’s countered that this 
was done in order to prevent a mortal economic blow that would shake 
the foundations of the entire country.32

In summary, the position of R. Soloveitchik, that pikkuah nefesh of 
individuals is a legitimate, and in fact, a critical factor with regard to ter-
ritories for peace, is a cogent one. Although one may argue with his posi-
tion based on the question of the Minhat Hinnukh it can be supported by 
the statement of the Hinnukh. In any event, it cannot simply be brushed 
aside.33

 CAN “SPECULATIONS” OF POLITICIANS SUBSTANTIATE 
A CLAIM OF PIKKUAH NEFESH?

As we have seen, R. Shapira denies that preventing loss of life is a legiti-
mate consideration with regard to relinquishing territory. Loss of “indi-
vidual lives,” regardless of their number, is not to be taken into account. 
Therefore, a government decision to do so is contrary to halakha and 
should be disobeyed. Only in one instance may such considerations over-
run the prohibition of relinquishing territory: when holding on to terri-
tory (or attempting to conquer it) would be futile. However, if according 
to military experts control over the land can be maintained, one is not 
permitted to relinquish territories even if the cost in human life is high. 
The reasoning behind this exception is clear: the purpose of waging war 
(which accounts for the assumed loss of individual lives) is to achieve 
control of the land. If it is not reasonable that this aim can be achieved, 
the loss of life is uncalled for. Regarding this, R. Shapira would distinguish 
between the three exceptional sins (idolatry, prohibited sexual relations, 

31 In response, one could have distinguished between passively not fulfi lling the 
commandment to settle the Land of Israel and actively violating the prohibition of 
forfeiting territories. However, this is not the case made by R. Shapira, who is rather 
clear that only when the situation is futile may the nation refrain from initiating con-
quest of even a small section of the Land of Israel. “And this is the main reason that 
from the time of Bar Kokhba, there has been no attempt to conquer the land – since 
there was no reasonable chance for success” (“Return of the Territory of Erets Yis-
rael,” Morasha 9 [5735], 15-21). Nevertheless, R. Shapira might explain the Gemara 
in Hullin based on a sugya in Yevamot (90a) that the Rabbis can uproot Torah law 
passively.

32 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 32.
33 R. Yoel Amital, in an unpublished response to R. Sylvetsky, phrased it as follows: 

“Is it possible to decide issues where human life is at stake based on a question of the 
Minhat Hinnukh, especially since it’s a question that is easily resolved?”
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and murder) regarding which the severity of the prohibition is such that 
it is preferable to die rather than to violate the law,34 and milhemet mitsva, 
in which life is endangered in order to achieve the war’s mandated goal. 

Moreover, R. Shapira takes a limited view of the conditions in which 
risking life for the purpose of conquest (or of retaining conquered terri-
tory) would be deemed futile. In a series of statements, dating back to the 
1967 interview (reacting to the comment of R. Soloveitchik) R. Shapira 
says that clear military assessments based on “topography, power of am-
munitions, manpower, etc.,” are able to tip the halakhic scales. However, 
broader, long-term considerations such as internal security, demography, 
foreign relations, etc., are not suffi cient to override the prohibitions in-
volved in withdrawal.35 

If the expert military commanders would say that from their professional 
standpoint the chances to hold on to the territories of Erets Yisrael are 
non-existent and that any war fought to retain them is hopeless… [and 
therefore] from a military perspective this would be a pointless loss of life, 
in such a case we would take pikkuah nefesh into account and the mitsva 
of inheriting the land would be deferred in such a case. Such consider-
ations are only to be entrusted to military persons expert in strategy… 
which is an objective scientifi c discipline. However, considerations of dip-
lomats are all built on personal conjectures which in turn are based on 
pre-conceived notions and speculations, some of which are vague and 
others which are fi gments of the imagination.36 

34 The question of whether the three exceptions are due to the severity of the trans-
gression, or the resultant hillul Hashem (see ha-Maor ha-Gadol and Milhamot Hashem 
on the Rif, Sanhedrin 18a) is not relevant to this point. 

35 See R. Shapira’s statements in Hatzofeh 1967 (see above n. 14) and Morasha 
(n. 30 above). See also R. Shapira quoted by Shaul Shif in Hatzofeh (above n. 15) 
and Erets Hemda: A collection of articles from the words of R. Avraham Shapira and 
R. Shaul Yisraeli (Yerushalayim; Union of Rabbis For Am Yisrael and Eretz Yisrael, 
n.d.), 7. 

36 R. Shapira quoted in Eliav Shochetman, Va-Ya’amideha le-Yaakov le-Hok [in 
Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Kol Mevaser, 5755), 39, 70. 

In another interview, R. Shapira explained why he considered political considerations 
to be irrelevant: “political considerations are no more than guesses, perhaps this way 
and perhaps the other way. Today this way and tomorrow the other way… it all appears 
as if we have regressed to reading the stars. We can readily see that everyone guesses 
differently. We can readily see that guesses by us are connected to pre-conceived no-
tions… Should we be exempt from a mitsva due to these guesses regarding the future?” 
(“Return of the Territory of Erets Yisrael,” Morasha 9 [5735], 15-21). 

The comparison to reading the stars is instructive. R. Shapira seems to refer the 
following comment of the Rema (Y.D. 155:3): “Any ill person who is fed prohibited 
food, must be either when it is a recognized medicine, or upon consultation with a 
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In explaining R. Shapira’s position, R. Sylvetsky outlined a theory whereby 
the halakha of pikkuah nefesh totally ignores the possible or even probable 
unfolding of future events that are dependent on variables: 

Fear of future pikkuah nefesh which is dependent upon additional condi-
tions of which there is no certainty that they will in fact materialize… [is 
not considered pikkuah nefesh] but rather danger which does not out-
weigh Torah law… Fears of future pikkuah nefesh, such as demographic 
concerns, the Iranian threat etc., which in order to prevent them you wish 
to permit Torah prohibitions, are dependent upon infi nite future factors… 
They are therefore, speculative as far as halakha is concerned, and are in-
admissible to allow defi nite and immediate Torah prohibitions.37

The most convincing basis for this theory is a responsum authored by 
R. Yechezkel Landau, the Noda bi-Yehudah, who discussed the applica-
tion of pikkuah nefesh to permit posthumous dissection, in order to learn 
more about a life threatening disease. R. Landau argues that: 

All this is when there is a an actual questionable situation of danger to life 
in front of us, like an ill person or a landslide… however, in our case there 
is no one sick who is in need. Rather we would like to gain knowledge for 
perhaps we will come upon a sick individual who will need it. We defi -
nitely do not push aside any Torah prohibition or even a rabbinic one for 
such an insignifi cant concern. (Noda bi-Yehudah 2, Y.D. 210)38 

professional.” Indeed, R. Sylvetsky made this comparison: “An untested drug, for 
which we would not violate Shabbat, is no different than a suggested political solu-
tion” (Nitsanei Arets vol. 18, 326). However, there is a clear distinction between the 
use of untested drugs that lack scientifi c and medical basis when there exists a pro-
cedure for verifying a recognized medicine, on the one hand, and the use of human 
logic, precedent, geo-political conditions, and theory in order for the government to 
create a long-term policy for the security and well-being of its citizens, on the other. 
The Talmud teaches: “a judge has no more than what his eyes see” (Sanhedrin 6b). 
Therefore, although no one can predict the future, one is obligated to enlist all avail-
able knowledge and theory in the attempt to envision the various scenarios facing 
him, to best prepare and plan for the future. Should such preparation and planning be 
likened to the untested drug of a charlatan?

37 Nitsanei Arets, vol. 18, 325.
38 The position of the Noda bi-Yehuda, which deals with medical research and in-

dividual pikkuah nefesh, cannot necessarily be applied to national questions, especially 
those dealing with war and peace. In a striking comment, R. Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin 
(Netsiv) explains why the Torah prefaces the mitsva to appoint a king with a proclama-
tion of the people: “And you will say I will set a king over me, like all the nations that 
are round about me” (Deuteronomy 17:14). He explains that without the consent of 
the people, the mitsva would be not be binding, since implementation contains poten-
tial danger to life: “For with regard to matters relevant to leadership over the nation 
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R. Lichtenstein clearly thinks that the distinction between considerations 
based on present conditions and speculations regarding possible future 
situations does not eliminate the latter as part of legitimate halakhic de-
termination. Regarding the source quoted by R. Sylvetsky, he countered 
that R. Landau’s ruling does not constitute a categorical rejection of any 
projection that may never materialize. Rather, R. Landau demands a sub-
stantive foundation in reality for a situation to be considered one of 
doubt. Even a slim possibility of pikkuah nefesh can override most prohi-
bitions, but in order that a situation be defi ned as pikkuah nefesh, there 
must be at least an actual endangered person whom we are trying to save. 
However, even R. Landau might agree that safek pikkuah nefesh would 
include a concrete population that may be threatened in accord with a 
foreseeable scenario.39

at large, this involves issues of life-and-death that override positive commandments” 
(Ha’amek Davar, Deuteronomy 17:14). Is the danger described by the Netsiv a con-
crete one, based on scientifi c data, or is the threat perhaps speculative and dependent 
upon future variables? The words of the Netsiv do not seem to support either option. 
Rather, he appears to suggest that broader national questions, by their very nature, are 
inherently issues that touch upon pikkuah nefesh. This is certainly the case regarding 
the question of war and peace. If we adopt this position, all the sources enlisted by 
R. Sylvetsky, which deal with individual pikkuah nefesh, are irrelevant. 

39 See “Rabbinic Exchange,” 41. Conceding that R. Landau’s ruling was insuffi -
cient proof that speculation based on future variables is inadmissible as pikkuah nefesh, 
R. Sylvetsky introduced the ruling of R. Moshe Sofer (the Hatam Sofer). In his re-
sponsum (O.H. 1:79), R. Sofer relates to a custom not to eat dry fruit during the 
fi rst seven days of Pesah, and instead to dry the fruit and eat them on the eighth day, 
which is celebrated only in exile and not based on Torah law. The Hatam Sofer was 
asked by his father in-law, R. Akiva Eiger, if one can prepare the fruit on the seventh 
day, in a year when the eighth day falls out on Shabbat. The problem is that the eiruv 
tavshilin, which allows preparing food on one day of Yom Tov for the next, is based 
on the possibility to prepare food for potential guests that may arrive on the seventh 
day (based on an halakhic concept known as ho’il; see Pesahim 46b). However, in 
the case in question, the guests could not eat dried fruit on the seventh day. R. Akiva 
Eiger wanted to allow the preparation, since it is permissible for marginally ill people 
to eat dried fruit during the seven days of Pesah for medicinal purposes. The Hatam 
Sofer argued that even if the presence of marginally ill people can be expected, sick 
people who specifi cally require dried fruit for medicinal purposes is unexpected and 
cannot be used as an excuse to prepare on Yom Tov. 

R. Sylvetsky attempted to prove from here that it is forbidden to violate the Shab-
bat even where one could assume the presence of a deathly ill patient, but only specu-
late as to the type of treatment he needs. Therefore, he concluded, even when the 
ill person is before us, which constitutes a standard foundation in reality, one cannot 
violate the Shabbat based on speculation. 

It should be noted that the ruling of R. Sofer has nothing to do with pikkuah 
nefesh, since he is discussing the case of a marginally ill patient and the application of 
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R. Lichtenstein further supported his claim that long-term security 
considerations are legitimate halakhic parameters by quoting the Gemara 
(Eruvin 45a) which says that it is permitted to desecrate the Shabbat in 
order to oppose a border raid of non-Jews even if their objective is plunder 
and there is no immediate danger to life. The fear that compromise of se-
curity along the border may lead to life-threatening danger in the future is 
suffi cient grounds for violating Shabbat.40 R. Sylvetsky countered that this 
is not a “speculative” danger but rather a tangible one.41 It remains unclear 
what the distinction between those two categories might be.42 

In any event, the two positions we have described are the basis for 
different answers regarding possible halakhic sanction for withdrawal 
from territories. R. Shapira categorically denied the admissibility of political 
considerations due to their speculative nature, while R. Lichtenstein 
argued that such considerations are admissible.43 

GOVERNMENTAL DECISIONS WHEN FACED WITH 
CONFLICTING OPINIONS

R. Sylvetsky raised another point in order to argue that R. Shapira’s ruling 
was an objective halakhic decision. Even if political speculation regarding 

the concept of ho’il. Therefore, one cannot determine from here the parallel case of 
pikkuah nefesh with respect to a deathly ill patient. 

40 See “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 41.
41 See “A Rabbinic Exchange, Part 2,” 51.
42 Perhaps, in his opinion, the danger regarding a border town is tangible and not 

merely speculative because of the immediacy of the potential threat. This fascinating 
debate has broader halakhic implications as well. Is it permitted to inoculate on Shab-
bat to prevent the spread of a fatal disease, when the threat of an epidemic is based 
on non-medical speculation? For instance, if there is an epidemic in a neighboring 
town and there is nothing but speculation based on future variables that carriers of 
the disease may enter the town in question as well, does this create a possible pik-
kuah nefesh situation? For instance, let us suppose that the plagued town was placed 
in quarantine. Will people attempt to leave the town illegally? If they do, will they 
head for the town in question, or will they prefer travelling further away, where they 
will not be suspected to be potential carriers of the disease? R. Lichtenstein would 
consider such consideration as creating a situation of safek pikkuah nefesh and would 
therefore permit the inoculation. However, according to R. Shapira, mere hypotheti-
cal speculation may not be considered safek pikkuah nefesh and would not be a viable 
basis for violating Shabbat.

43 Once again, we fi nd R. Lichtenstein continuing in the path forged by his father 
in-law, who explicitly included non-military considerations in his letter to Professor 
Simon: “All decisions regarding the State’s borders must come from the security ex-
perts based on considerations of statesmanship.”
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projected future danger could be considered as pikkuah nefesh, the situa-
tion at hand was a matter of controversy among the political and military 
analysts. While some thought that the disengagement would save lives, 
others argued that it would actually endanger them. R. Sylvetsky notes 
the disagreements among the security experts and writes: 

This is reminiscent of what emerges from the responsum… regarding a 
dangerously ill patient, some of whose doctors maintain that a certain 
drug will save his life, while others think that that very drug will kill him 
… shev ve-al ta’ase adif—sitting back and doing nothing is the preferred 
course of action. Applying this principle to our situation means that there 
is no room to allow the removal of settlements relying on a single school 
of defense authorities.44

The ruling of shev ve-al ta’ase in the case of a medical standoff is found in 
Sefer ha-Hayyim by R. Shlomo Kluger (O.H. 329:8).45 R. Kluger weighs 
the potential of curing the patient versus the possibility of killing him. His 
argument for shev ve-al ta’ase is: “it is better not to amputate than to am-
putate and kill him directly (lit., by hand).”46 Similarly, R. Shapira would 
apply the rule of shev ve-al ta’ase, since there is a disagreement among the 
experts, rather than actively violating the prohibition of relinquishing 
Jewish sovereignty over the settlements. 

44 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 31.
45 R. Sylvetsky attributed this ruling to Radvaz (vol. 4, no. 66). Radvaz discusses 

two cases of disagreement between the doctor and the patient (see following foot-
note). Neither of these cases deals with a standoff between doctors and neither sug-
gests the solution of shev ve-al ta’ase. Therefore, we based our discussion on the ruling 
of R. Shlomo Kluger, which was referenced by R. Shapira in an interview transcribed 
in Eretz Hemda (above, n. 25). 

46 R. Lichtenstein questioned whether “doing nothing [is] preferable even when 
the probabilities are not equal.” Interestingly, Radvaz noted by R. Sylvetsky, while 
discussing disagreements between the patient and the doctor, distinguishes between 
an argument regarding medical treatment and an argument over the necessity to eat. 
In a case where they disagree over medical treatment, and the patient insists on treat-
ment and the doctor argues that the treatment will not help, but concedes that it will 
not hurt, Radvaz rules that the patient should be treated, even if it involves melakha 
on Shabbat. However, if the doctor argues that the treatment is dangerous, Radvaz 
rules on the side of the doctor, who is the medical expert, even when no hillul Shab-
bat is involved. However, when the patient feels he must eat and the doctor argues 
that eating is dangerous, Radvaz rules that he may eat, even on Yom Kippur. He bases 
this ruling on a Gemara in Yoma (83a), that the patient has a greater awareness of his 
personal bodily needs and is allowed to actively eat on Yom Kippur despite the dis-
senting medical opinion. From here we see that factors, such as greater expertise, may 
be used to tip the scales and allow even positive action. 
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The argument would seem to be compatible with R. Soloveitchik’s 
comparison to medical experts, articulated in his letter to Professor 
Simon:

However, it is prohibited for Rabbis or anyone else to declare in the name 
of Torah that it is forbidden to return any part of land, when stable peace 
can save the lives of thousands and tens of thousands of our brethren who 
dwell in Zion. After all, halakha states that one who is ill on Yom Kippur 
may eat on the instruction of specialists (doctors) and the specialists with 
regard to defense are military personnel, not rabbis who sit in court.

In fact, R. Sylvetsky suggested that in light of the disagreement among 
the experts, even R. Soloveitchik would agree that relinquishing territo-
ries is prohibited:

In my humble opinion, it is possible that even according to Ha-Gaon R. 
Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, as long as the matter has not been clarifi ed, and 
the uncertainties outnumber the certainties, the practical halakhic deci-
sion should be that shev ve-al ta’ase adif—sitting back and doing nothing 
is preferable.47 

Although R. Lichtenstein agreed to the basic comparison to medical 
questions of pikkuah nefesh as formulated by R. Soloveitchik, he took 
exception to this particular application. He formulated his major reserva-
tion as follows: 

…The second element that—to my sorrow and surprise—is lacking is the 
national dimension. Recognition of the government’s authority to decide 
matters, to choose among alternatives, and to assess the state of the coun-
try, its opportunities and risks, is almost entirely effaced from your letter. 
You discuss differences of opinion among security experts, using tools 
that are meant to guide halakhic decision-making when disagreement 
erupts between physicians, and you conclude… that “it is better to do 
nothing” when doctors disagree about the benefi t or harm caused by a 
particular medicine… It is precisely from your school of thought, in light 
of its past record, that one might have expected greater emphasis on the 
national state-oriented dimension.48

R. Lichtenstein claims that in applying the paradigm of the doctor to a 
governmental decision, R. Shapira has ignored the mamlakhti (statist) 

47 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 33
48 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 42.
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role of the government as the organ that is halakhically mandated to de-
termine issues of war and peace. According to R. Lichtenstein, an argu-
ment between government offi cials and extra-governmental sources 
cannot be compared to a medical disagreement of doctors. The prefer-
ence of government offi cials is not because they have greater expertise, 
but because they have greater authority. 

What is the basis for such authority? First of all, the nature and need 
for the existence of a political regime. Since decisions of war and peace are 
public ones, there must be a mechanism for making such decisions which 
is not necessarily based (solely) on expertise. Political leadership, however 
constituted, is the ultimate authority for making such decisions. It would 
seem that halakha would recognize the existence of such an authority, 
empowered to determine when confronted by confl icting views. 

In fact, a number of halakhic precedents have been suggested to 
ground the authority of governmental institutions.49 Although in his let-
ter he does not articulate his own opinion,50 R. Lichtenstein’s reference 
to his correspondent’s “school of thought” clearly refers to the position 
of many of the rabbis from the camp of Mercaz Harav, as well as other 
Religious Zionist leaders, regarding the halakhic status of the State of 
Israel.

In a celebrated passage (Mishpat Kohen 144) dealing with the hal-
akhic status of the kings of the Hasmonean period and their license to 
wage war, R. Kook stated that in the absence of a halakhically mandated 
king, authority reverts to the people and their appointed leader acquires 
the halakhic powers of a king (mishpat ha-melukha) as far as leadership is 
concerned. Following R. Kook, the notion that an elected government 
may attain the halakhic status of a king has been accepted extensively 
among Religious Zionist halakhists.51 

49 Eliav Shochetman, “Halakhic Recognition of the Laws of the State of Israel,” 
[in Hebrew] Shenaton Hamishpat ha-Ivri (Annual of Jewish Law) 16-17 (5750-1), 
417-500.

50 See Varieties of Jewish Experience, (Jersey City: Ktav, 2011), 67-70.
51 They have also noted precedents for this notion in the writings of Ramban (at 

the end of his glosses on Sefer ha-Mitsvot), Meiri (at the beginning of the eighth chap-
ter of Sotah), and Ran (in Derashot ha-Ran #11). For an extensive list of references to 
R. Kook’s ruling, see Neriya Guttel, “The Authority of the Leaders of Israel” in Bei-
rurim be-Hilkhot ha-Ra’aya (Clarifi cations Regarding Halakhic Positions of R.A.Y. 
Kook) [in Hebrew], ed. Rabbis M.Z. Neriyah, A. Stern, and N.Guttel (Jerusalem: Beit 
Harav, 5752), 91-93; and Avraham Hayim Burgansky, “Community and Kingdom: 
The Halakhic Approach of Rabbi Y. I. Herzog and Rabbi Shaul Yisraeli to the State 
of Israel” [in Hebrew], in Dat u-Medina (Religion and State in Twentieth-Century 
Jewish Thought), ed. Aviezer Ravitzky, (Jerusalem: Israel Democracy Institute 2005), 
267-294. From an analytical point of view, this position would seem to be based on the 
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R. Lichtenstein therefore expects his interlocutors to be consistent 
with regard to their conceptualization of the status of the state. Since the 
government has the authority to determine strategic policy in the face of 
disagreement between various advisors and experts, there is clearly no 
room for basing insubordination on the claim that the government has 
overstepped its legitimate parameters, when it has exercised that very au-
thority. If, indeed, the very nature of national security demands complex 
consideration of situations and consequences of which variant assessments 
are inevitable, then the political and halakhic buck must stop at the desk 
of the modern day surrogate of the king.

METHODOLOGY AND META-HALAKHA

Having described some of the halakhic disagreements discussed in the 
exchange, we now will attempt to take a step back and try to identify the 
ways in which R. Lichtenstein’s position exemplifi es halakhic methodol-
ogy and meta-halakhic considerations. One overarching aspect is the ex-
tent to which halakha in general and halakha regarding political questions 
in particular requires a nuanced and complex view of reality. 

1) As we have stated, Rabbis Shapira and Sylvetsky claim that the 
mitsva of settling the land takes precedence over pikkuah nefesh and there-
fore any withdrawal is forbidden, even if it will save Jewish lives. They 
come to this conclusion because they see only two possible relationships 
between yishuv Erets Yisrael and pikkuah nefesh: 

notion that popular consent is the basis (or at least a possible or partial basis) for po-
litical authority. See Gerald J. Blidstein, Political Concepts in Maimonidean Halakha 
2nd ed. [in Hebrew] (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University, 2001), 169-170, n. 27. The 
scope of this defi nition has to be defi ned: Personal mitsvot which apply to the king – such 
as the mitsva to write an additional sefer torah – would not apply to a leader elected 
by popular suffrage. The possibility of a king to legislate – and the question if this 
would equally apply to a modern ruler – bears on the discussions regarding the view 
of Ran as to the relationship between mishpat ha-melekh and normative halakhic law. 
This issue has been deliberated in the context of the halakhic status of the Israeli legal 
system and is beyond the scope of our discussion here. 

In any case, the preference some of the Religious Zionist rabbis give to the monar-
chial model (as opposed to the other alternatives such as dina de-malkhuta dina – see 
Shochetman above, n. 52) is based on the ideological preference for a model that 
refl ects Jewish sovereignty as well as the halakhic consideration that transferring the 
authority of the halakhic king to a contemporary democratic polity would give such a 
polity the mandate to declare war and to draft citizens, even if this would ultimately 
put their lives in jeopardy. 
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(a) Preventing loss of life or even avoiding danger to life totally overrides 
the mitsva of inheriting/conquering the land, which instead of being 
obligatory becomes prohibited. 

Or:

(b) Danger to individual human life does not impinge in any way upon 
the mitsva (as demonstrated by the obligation to go to war to gain sover-
eignty over Erets Yisrael), leaving us with an obligation to retain the land 
in its entirety (when possible) without any regard to possible risk to indi-
vidual human life. 

According to Rabbis Shapira and Sylvetsky, if position (a) were to be ac-
cepted, actions such as rejecting the Uganda plan (!) or living in Gush 
Etzion would be prohibited, as they entail unacceptable risk.52 R. Shapira 
calls this “the position of Satmar,” and claims that adopting it would jus-
tify opposition to the State.53 On the other hand, according to (b) such 
actions are mandated in the context of the mitsva to inherit the land. In 
either case, it is a purely halakhic issue and the government has no option 
other than to follow the rabbinic decision.

According to R. Sylvetsky, the halakha is in accordance with position 
(b), that pikkuah nefesh to individuals cannot push aside the mitsva to 
settle the land, since this position is supported by the practice of the Jew-
ish people, who endangered themselves to create the State and defend 
it.54 Since the mitsva of yishuv Erets Yisrael trumps all other consider-
ations, it puts halakha on “automatic pilot” such that only extreme cir-
cumstances – a universally accepted military assessment that certain action 
may be futile or might endanger the entire nation – could reverse. Barring 
such circumstances, the political leadership has no wiggle room at all, 
since withdrawal from any part of the land is absolutely prohibited and 
the orders to implement withdrawal are in direct violation of the Torah. 
Any peace plan that involves relinquishing so much as four cubits of Erets 
Yisrael would have to be rejected, even if there were a sincere partner for 

52 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 30-31.
53 See R. Shapira in Hatzofeh 1994 (above, n. 16) “The claim that we have to take 

into account danger to life because of a war with the Arabs – in all wars there are 
casualties – we heard in the past from the rabbis of Satmar. This was their basis for 
their opposition to the establishment of the State.”

54 In his response to R. Yoel Amital, R. Sylvetsky claims that the second position 
that we have described is that of Ramban, which refl ects normative halakha, as dem-
onstrated by the practice accepted by the Jewish people (Nitsanei Arets, 19, 333). 
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negotiations that would lead to a stable environment that according to all 
military and political experts would save tens of thousands of individual 
lives. 

R. Lichtenstein rejects relating to the issue as a binary one. Although 
in the context of the exchange he does not systematically formulate his 
personal opinion, it is evident from his writings as well as his practice that 
in his view the establishment and protection of the Jewish State justify the 
risk of human life.55 However, there are different levels of risk, which 
must be balanced based on the prospective gain. Therefore, each situa-
tion must be judged independently. R. Lichtenstein sees the mitsva to 
inherit the land in its entirety (even in the context of a milhemet mitsva)56 
not as an imperative which puts a government on “automatic pilot,” but 
rather as a goal whose complete attainment must be weighed in light of 
military, political, social and economic circumstances: 

I move now from what you say to what is absent… the awareness of vari-
ables and the readiness to take them into account. You tend to include all 
uncertainties and risks in one single class, as if they were all alike and at 
the same level. Clearly, however, this is not the case; there is no mono-
lithic phenomenon here. When we assess risk, is there no signifi cance to 
the likelihood of its actualization, on the one hand, and its content, on 
the other? Should we not distinguish between the threat of catching cold 
and the risk of contracting AIDS, and between what parallels them on the 
national level? When defi ning objectives that may justify risk-taking, 
should we not differentiate between purchasing an apartment and adding 
a room—and between what parallels them on the national level?57

55 We note that R. Lichtenstein does not exempt yishuv Erets Yisrael from the laws 
of pikkuah nefesh, but it seems that he would agree that the return and protection 
of the Jewish people in their land would justify entering into situations which might 
endanger one’s life which otherwise would not be condoned. Clearly, he would dis-
tinguish between different levels of risk to life, some of which might not be ignored 
(barring conditions of war).

56 We are not sure if R. Lichtenstein agrees that a war to conquer the land is con-
sidered a milhemet mitsva, based on the accepted understanding of Ramban. As noted 
above (n. 24), there are those who reject this understanding of Ramban. In addition, 
a powerful case can be made that according to Rambam, such a war is not considered 
a milhemet mitsva (as noted by R. Yoel Amital [ibid.]). Nevertheless, in the context of 
the correspondence it seems that he is willing to grant this point to R. Sylvetsky, while 
insisting that this does not constitute an absolute imperative.

57 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 41-42. It is worth noting R. Sylvetsky’s response which 
is a striking expression of the binary approach: “I, therefore, fi nd kevod torato’s meta-
phor of the apartment and the room very puzzling. It does not appear to meet any 
halakhic standard, for surely there is an equal mitsva to conquer each of the rooms, 
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Thus is it is possible for R. Lichtenstein to claim that establishing a Jewish 
state even at the cost of thousands of lives was commendable while enter-
ing into similar danger in order to retain a hilltop may be foolhardy. There 
is no absolute rule of thumb governing such balancing, and there may be 
situations in which different approaches are legitimate, i.e. it is not man-
datory to abandon Gush Katif in order to save Jewish lives but neither is 
it forbidden to do so. Therefore the historical precedents quoted by Rab-
bis Shapira and Sylvetsky do not necessarily support the position that yi-
shuv ha-arets always trumps human life, but they rather are contexts where 
the particulars of the situation make such a decision possible.58 

Balancing the level of risk and the potential gain is certainly valid 
based on the formula outlined above, that it is not the mitsva of yishuv 
Erets Yisrael that neutralizes the factor of pikkuah nefesh. Rather, the con-
cern for individual life is suspended within the context of war, because the 
normal parameters of pikkuah nefesh cannot be maintained during battle. 
Nevertheless, the projected cost of life remains a legitimate concern and 
should be a primary consideration with respect to any governmental deci-
sions regarding war. 

2) The different attitudes toward non-military considerations provide 
an additional example of the distinction between a halakhic position that 
reduces the question to a binary one and a more nuanced approach which 
sees the process as one of considering all the variables in order to arrive at 
the most informed and appropriate decision. As we have seen, R. Shapira 
and R. Sylvetsky accept the opinion of military experts only in determin-
ing that a certain action is futile. Only the military question of victory or 
defeat is relevant from a halakhic perspective and consequently binding 
on the political leadership. On the other hand, long term considerations 
which fall under the broader rubric of “national security” are halakhically 
irrelevant. Once again, the halakhic decision is black or white, based sole-
ly on one concrete issue.

R. Lichtenstein does not accept this method of adjudicating halakhic 
questions. The very defi nition of pikkuah nefesh regarding political questions 

and no room has priority over another. We are commanded to hold on to the entire 
apartment even in the face of danger, and it makes no difference whether the room is 
in Jerusalem or in the Gaza Strip.” (“A Rabbinic Exchange: Part 2,” 58).

58 Another refutation of the claims regarding the precedent of risking life in or-
der to settle the land would be to say that such risks did not reach the extent of 
danger that would be halakhically prohibited. We note that R. Sylvetsky wrote at 
length about this middle category of danger that does not constitute pikkuah nefesh 
(“A Rabbinic Exchange: Part 2,” 56). As a result, his attempts to utilize various prec-
edents to prove that the mitsva of yishuv ha-arets overrides pikkuah nefesh, are not 
very convincing.
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is complex; there are many factors that must be considered. Therefore, 
R. Lichtenstein emphasizes that the variables that must be taken into ac-
count are not limited to the implementation of the tactical decisions of 
the military. There is a need for manifold strategic considerations both 
regarding the survival and well-being of the polity as a whole and with 
respect to its individual members. 

3) The awareness of the inherent complexity of political issues and 
the impossibility of dealing with them based on objective concrete data 
leads us to an additional point. R. Lichtenstein acknowledges the necessity 
of granting authority to constituted political bodies in order to deal with 
this complexity. Weighing such factors is the very substance of political 
authority and halakha recognizes that there are decisions that in the ab-
sence of quantifi able concrete data must be taken by the powers that be. 

Therefore, according to R. Lichtenstein, the political leadership has 
the authority to decide, when confronted with an ambiguous situation 
that allows for various dissenting views. Halakha as a system, and the hal-
akhist as a legal decisor, must respect the mandate of the properly consti-
tuted leadership to make such judgments (and therefore oppose the 
notion that disagreement with governmental decisions calls for disobey-
ing orders). 

This awareness of the multifaceted aspect of reality is familiar to any-
one who has ever heard R. Lichtenstein confront those halakhic questions 
that require consideration beyond technical reference to an authoritative 
text.59 His approach is predicated on the need to refl ect all dimensions of 
a given situation in order to issue a ruling. He sees the awareness of com-
plexity as an essential characteristic of halakhic thinking and a basic attri-
bute of the halakhic personality.

This view of halakha, in which the role of the decisor is to weigh dif-
ferent aspects of reality no less than to locate and apply various texts, is 
even more evident regarding political decisions, in which complexity and 
uncertainty are common fare. Making such decisions cannot be reduced 
to a glib formula such as “shev ve-al ta’aseh adif.” Saying “when in doubt – 
do nothing” makes as much sense in politics as in chess. When dealing 
with questions of national security, speculation is an inseparable part of 
the game.

From our acquaintance with R. Lichtenstein’s attitude towards the 
political world, he clearly is informed by a deep awareness of the manifold 
considerations that must be part of the statesman’s art. Given such 

59 See, for example, “The Human and Social Factor in Halakha,” in Leaves of 
Faith, vol. 1 (Jersey City: Ktav, 2003), 171-177.
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awareness, political decisions cannot simply be deduced from general 
rules, as correct and as just as they may be. In that context, R. Aharon has 
orally expressed admiration (even if not total agreement) for the realism of 
Reinhold Niebuhr’s Moral Man and Immoral Society. Accordingly he 
does not reduce political action to realizing abstract rules, but rather (as 
in the Burkean political tradition) he values experience and contingency 
rather than striving for utopian perfection. Because of the nature of such 
decisions, it is inappropriate for the posek to present a certain conclusion 
as the halakhically correct one, as there are questions and realms of activ-
ity which are not totally governed by halakhic guidelines.60 

What are the characteristics necessary for making political decisions? 
Having the right principles and vision is not suffi cient. Hans Morgenthau 
in his book Politics Among Nations warns that “history shows no exact 
and necessary correlation between the quality of motives and the quality 
of foreign policy.” “Political realism does not require nor does it con-
done, indifference to… moral principles but it requires indeed a sharp 
distinction between the desirable and the possible.”61 We suggest that 
R. Lichtenstein rejects utopian and idealistic approaches towards the 
political world. It is not accidental that he has rarely, if ever, taken a 

60 The span of halakhic norms; the distinction between devar mitsva and devar ha-
reshut as well the relationship of da’at torah to those questions beyond the realm of 
halakhic norms, are issues that have occupied R. Lichtenstein often, and they require 
separate consideration. In contradistinction, R. Shapira believes that “there is no prac-
tical question that does not have a solution or enlightenment from the Torah,” while 
admitting that such solutions are often obscure. He does distinguish between da’at 
Torah and din Torah, but claims that the question of land and peace is in the realm of 
din Torah, in which presumably there is only one correct halakhic position (“Return 
of the Territory of Erets Yisrael,” Morasha 9 (5735), 15-21). R. Lichtenstein has 
compared the sweeping claims that all worldly questions are subject to a normative 
Torah response to the claims of legal activism that “the entire world is permeated by 
law” and that “all questions are subject to law,” claims usually associated in Israel with 
former Chief Justice Aharon Barak. See for example Barak’s “On World View regard-
ing Law and Judgment and Legal Activism” [in Hebrew], Iyyunei Mishpat 17 (1993), 
475-501. It is worth noting that R. Lichtenstein rejects the idea of a halakhic system 
that is all encompassing on ideological grounds: “One the other hand, we respond to 
the prospect of total halakha with reservation, if not recoil. The thought that every-
thing has been programmed, all eventualities anticipated, so that we can rest assured 
that if only we mine long enough and deep enough we will discover the defi nitive 
right solution, is staggering, in one sense, and stifl ing in another. It emasculates us 
intellectually and – in some respects, religiously – because it effectively denies spiritual 
choice and thus severely limits responsibility. We are reduced to deciphering possibly 
encoded messages and implementation of detailed orders.” (Varieties of Jewish Experi-
ence, [New Jersey: Ktav, 2011], 64.) 

61 Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations The Struggle For Power and Peace, 
5th ed., (New York: Knopf, 1973), 6-7.
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public position on a specifi c policy decision confronted by Israel, but 
rather has tried to describe the considerations and values which should 
guide policy makers. His opposition to the call to disobey orders in the 
name of halakha, which motivated the exchange of letters, refl ects his 
regard for the political order and his skepticism of the alternatives, even 
when based on lofty ideals.

The upshot of this attitude towards politics in general and to the 
State of Israel in particular is somewhat surprising. One would think that 
an ideology that attributes greater theological importance to the state 
would refrain from supporting disobeying the laws and rules of the state’s 
legitimate institutions. However, the Mercaz Harav school, which insists 
on emphasizing the sanctity of the State of Israel and its institutions, as-
sumes (at least regarding the territorial issue) that there is an absolute 
yardstick by which policies can be judged. If policies diverge from the 
ideal, the state has no legitimacy to enforce them. R. Lichtenstein, whose 
Zionist commitment does not attribute messianic aspects to the state and 
does not negate his awareness of the limitations of the political sphere as 
such, recognizes the authority of the state to make decisions on such is-
sues that have no “objectively correct” resolution.

We may suggest that this perspective on politics in general informs 
R. Lichtenstein’s understanding of the role halakha may play in statecraft. 
Of course, the political ruler like anyone else is subject to halakha and 
does not have a carte blanche to arbitrarily go against the law. On the 
other hand, it is hard to accept that halakha would affect the political 
process itself to the extent that it leaves no room for considerations that 
are part and parcel of the political dimension of human life. It is also 
diffi cult to believe that halakha would dictate policy at odds with com-
mon sense and universally accepted morality. Torah must refl ect a moral 
standard and an appreciation of human life no less sensitive than that of 
other nations.62

The combination of realism and morality is also refl ected in R. Lich-
tenstein’s argumentation. Thus, R. Sylvetsky’s statement that only a defi -
nite danger to the existence of the State itself would justify withdrawal 
(whereas a questionable danger would not permit such a transgression) is 
seen by R. Lichtenstein as unacceptable from the perspective of the 

62 See Leaves of Faith, vol. 2, ch. 2, “Halakha and Attitudes,” (above n. 2)  and 
“Morality and War” [in Hebrew], Tehumin 4 (1983), 184-185. It is worth noting 
that R. Shapira is quoted in that volume as adopting the opposing view that: “There is 
not and cannot be any contradiction between halakha and morality since it is halakha 
that defi nes what morality is,” ibid. 181.
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halakhic and moral conscience.63 Similarly, he rejects the very suggestion 
that the government should ignore possible loss of life and even “whole-
sale letting of blood.” R. Lichtenstein says that: “No civilized country 
ignores it; should the world of halakha wipe it out completely?”64 
R. Lichtenstein refuses to entertain the notion that halakha could de-
mand retaining an isolated settlement if it would require hundreds of 
thousands of casualties, and rejects reading the sources in a way that 
would create a “halakhic morality” far removed from what is seen as mor-
al by most human beings. This, of course, is not surprising for those who 
are familiar with R. Lichtenstein’s writings on the interface between eth-
ics and halakha.65

We hope that we have shown how the topics that we have dealt with 
here (as well as his discussion of the possible repercussions of mass insub-
ordination) illustrate R. Lichtenstein’s masterful way of showing how 
Torah can confront complex reality with intellectual clarity and moral 
insight. 

Unfortunately, the State of Israel continues to be confronted with 
dilemmas of peace and security and with questions of the interface of 
halakhic pronouncements and the political system. The approach and in-
sights of R. Lichtenstein are important guideposts that have challenged 
and enriched both the Rabbinic and communal dialogue with respect to 
these vital issues. 

63 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 40.
64 “A Rabbinic Exchange,” 41.
65 See, for example, “Halakha and Attitudes” quoted in n. 2 above. 
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APPENDIX: R. SOLOVEITCHIK’S LETTER TO 
PROFESSOR ERNST SIMON

יום�הששי

ערב�ש"ק�י"ד�מרחשון

תשכ"ח

כבוד�ד"ר�ע.�א.�סימון�שיחי'‚

שלו'�וברכה!

אני�מודה�לו�על�אגרתו.�לאמתו�של�דבר�קשה�עלי�הכתיבה.�אני�רצוץ�ושבור�בגוף�וברוח,�ולבי�מאד�יהמה
�לרעיה�נאמנה�שעזבה�אותי�לאנחות.�ניסוח�של�עשתונות�והגדרה�של�רעיונות�המה�עכשיו�בעדי�לא�מן�

הדברים�הקלים.�אולם�לא�אוכל�בלי�לענות�על�אגרתו�של�מע"כ...�

�ביחס�ל"הצהרתי",�אמרתי�מה�שאמרתי�בכינוס�התשובה�שנערך�בניו�יורק�בין�כסה�לעשור.�כל�הדברים
�נאמרו�בבחינת�מאמר�המוסגר,�דרך�אגב.�תוכן�דברי�היה,�כי�כל�ההחלטות�בדבר�גבולות�המדינה�צריכות
�לבא�מפי�מומחים�לעניני�בטחון�על�יסוד�שיקולים�מדיניים,�כי�הכל�תלוי�רק�בדבר�אחד:�שלות�העם�היושב
�בציון�והגנת�חייו.�לדעת�שארץ�ישראל�נתונה�לנו�בשלמותה�לא�צריכים�להיות�רב�ומורה�הוראה�בישראל.
�גם�תינוק�של�בית�רבן�הלומד�פרשת�"לך�לך"�יודע�ע"ד�הבטחת�הארץ�לאברהם�אבינו�ועל�אודות�ההלכה
�כי�ארץ�ישראל�מוחזקת�היא�בידינו�מאבותינו.�את�זה�ידע�גם�רבן�יוחנן�בן�זכאי�בשעה�שבקש�יבנה

�וחכמיה.�ברם�ישנה�הלכה�כללית�אחרת,�כי�פיקוח�נפש�של�יחיד�דוחה�את�כל�התורה,�והדברים�קל�וחומר
�לפיקו"נ�של�שני�מיליון�וחצי�יהודים,�כן�ירבו.�הלכה�זו�צריכה�להיות�עמוד�התווך�בכל�משא�ומתן�ושיקול
�הדעת�הלכתיים�ביחס�לגבולות�הארץ.�סנטמנטים�היסטוריים�בלי�להתחשב�בנימוקי�ושיקולי�הגנה�אינם
�מכריעים�בשאלת�בטחון�המדינה�ויושביה.�הוספתי,�כי�אני�לעצמי�רוחש�אמון�לחברי�הממשלה�וראשי
�צה"ל,�כי�יעשו�הכל�למען�הגנת�הישוב�בהכרעותיהם�הגורליות.�ברם�אסור�לרבנים�או�למי�שהוא�לדבר
�בשם�התורה,�כי�אין�להחזיר�אף�שעל�אחד�של�אדמה�בשעה�ששלום�יציב�יכול�להציל�אלפים�ורבבות
�מאחינו�היושבים�בציון.�הלא�ההלכה�אמרה,�כי�חולה�ביוה"כ�מאכילים�אותו�על�פי�מומחים�(רופאים),
�והמומחים�לעניני�בטחון�המה�אנשי�הצבא�ולא�רבנים�היושבים�על�מדין.�אין�אני�מתערב�בכל�אותו�ענין,
�ואין�לי�רשות�לחוות�דעה,�ואני�מניח�את�זה�לחברי�הממשלה�הישראלית�שהכריעה�בשעתה�להלחם�(וה
�היה�בעזרה)�וגם�עכשיו�תכריע�על�דבר�תנאי�השלום,�אם�דבר�כזה�הוא�בכלל�בגדר�האפשריות...�בטוח

�אני�שהקב"ה�ינחה�את�אלה�העומדים�בראש�המדינה�בעצה�טובה.

�ואני�חותם�בברכה�ובכבוד�רב,

��יוסף�דוב�הלוי�סולוביציק
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English translation:66

Friday

Erev Shabbat 14, Marheshvan

5728

Honored Dr. A. E. Simon may you live,

Greetings and blessings!

I thank you for your letter. In truth, it is diffi cult for me to write. I am 
crushed and broken in body and spirit and my heart strongly yearns for 
the faithful wife that left me to sighs. Articulation of thoughts and formu-
lation of ideas are, at the moment, not things that come easily. However, 
I cannot but respond to the letter of his esteemed honor...

With regards to my “declaration,” I said what I said during the [an-
nual] teshuva conference held in New York between Rosh Hashana and 
Yom Kippur. Everything was said in a parenthetical manner, as an aside. 
The content of my comments was that all decisions regarding the State’s 
borders must come from the security experts based on considerations of 
statesmanship, for everything is dependent on one factor: the welfare of 
the people dwelling in Zion and the protection of their lives. One does 
not have to be a Rabbi or a posek to know that the land of Israel was 
granted to us in its entirety. Even a young school child studying the por-
tion “Lekh Lekha” knows about the promise of the land to our patriarch 
Avraham and about the halakha that the Land of Israel is considered our 
possession from the time of our ancestors. R. Yohanan ben Zakkai also knew 
this when he requested Yavne and its scholars. However, there is another 
[overarching] general halakha, that preservation of a single life pushes 
aside the entire Torah and this is certainly true regarding the preservation 
of two and a half million Jews, may they multiply. This halakha must be 
the central pillar in all discussion and considerations regarding borders of 
the country. Historical sentiments, without accounting for reasons 
and considerations of defense, are not binding with regards to the ques-
tion of the security of the State and its inhabitants. I added that I person-
ally have faith in the members of government and the heads of the IDF, 
that they will do whatever is necessary for the defense of the yishuv in 

66 We would like to thank R. Nathaniel Helfgot for his help in the translation.
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their fateful decisions. However, it is prohibited for Rabbis or anyone else 
to declare in the name of Torah that it is forbidden to return any part of 
land, when stable peace can save the lives of thousands and tens of thou-
sands of our brethren who dwell in Zion. After all, halakha states that one 
who is ill on Yom Kippur may eat on the instruction of specialists (doc-
tors) and the specialists with regard to defense are military personnel, not 
rabbis who sit in court. I do not meddle in the entire issue and have 
no right to express an opinion and I leave it to members of the Israeli 
government that decided, at that time, to wage war (and Hashem came 
to their aid), so too now should decide on the conditions for peace, if this 
is in the realm of possibility... I trust that Hakadosh Barukh Hu will guide 
the leaders of the State with wise counsel.

I end with a blessing and great respect,

Yosef Dov Halevi Soloveitchik
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