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Our topic here is priorities. On a national scale, what might a Jewish ethic of  
prioritization look like if applied to a nation’s budget? Or on a smaller scale: In light  

of these sources, are we allowed to spend more on arms than on teachers?

I. OUR RELATIONSHIP TO WEAPONS
 A. Mishnah Shabbat 6:4
In general, one is not permitted to carry anything in the public domain on Shabbat. Here, the rabbis debate 
if there may be an exception for weapons. 

A man may not go out with a sword, nor with a bow, nor with a 
shield, nor with a round shield, nor with a spear. If he has gone out 
[with any of these] he is liable for a sin offering. Rabbi Eliezer says: 
They are ornaments for him. But the Sages say: They are nothing 
but a disgrace, for it is said, “They shall beat their swords into 
plowshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks; nation shall not 
lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore” 
(Isaiah 2:4). ...

 B. Commentary of Rabbi Ovadia of Bartenura (Jerusalem, 15th-16th c.)
”They shall beat their swords into plowshares:” If [weapons] 
were ornaments, they would not be nullified in the future. 

How does the Mishnah here understand weapons? Are they the same as any other product?  
Can they be considered as such? 

The legitimacy of the defense industry is predicated, in part, on a perception of the weapons 
produced as being tools of “defense” necessary in a dangerous and violent world. If society 
were such that wearing a sword were as innocuous as wearing a watch, would that change our 
understanding of the nature of weapons?
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is said, "They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and 
their spears into pruning-hooks; nation shall not lift up 
sword against nation, neither shall they learn war 
anymore" (Isaiah 2:4). ... 

לֹא ֵיֵצא ָהִאיׁש לֹא ְבַסִיף, ְולֹא ְבֶקֶׁשת, 
ְולֹא ִבְתִריס, ְולֹא ְבַאָּלה, ְולֹא ְבֹרַמח. 
ְוִאם ָיָצא, ַחָּיב ַחָּטאת. ַרִּבי ֱאִליֶעֶזר 

אֹוֵמר, ַּתְכִׁשיִטין ֵהן לֹו. ַוֲחָכִמים 
ָנן ֶאָּלא ִלְגַנאי, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר אֹוְמִרים, ֵאי

)ישעיה ב( ְוִכְּתתּו ַחְרבֹוָתם ְלִאִּתים 
ַוֲחִניתֹוֵתיֶהם ְלַמְזֵמרֹות, לֹא ִיָּׂשא ּגֹוי 
 ֶאל ּגֹוי ֶחֶרב ְולֹא ִיְלְמדּו עֹוד ִמְלָחָמה.

 
  

B. Commentary of Rabbi Ovadia of Bartenura (Jerusalem, 15th-16th c.) 

"They shall beat their swords into plowshares:" If 
[weapons] were ornaments, they would not be nullified 
in the future.  

וכתתו חרבותם לאתים. ואי תכשיטין 
 נינהו לא יהיו בטלים לעתיד:

 
 

How does the Mishnah here understand weapons? Are they the same as any other product? Can they 
be considered as such?  

The legitimacy of the defense industry is predicated, in part, on a perception of the weapons produced 
as being tools of "defense" necessary in a dangerous and violent world. If society were such that 
wearing a sword were as innocuous as wearing a watch, would that change our understanding of the 
nature of weapons? 

C. Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 15b 

One should not sell them either weapons or accessories 
of weapons, nor should one sharpen any weapon for 
them, nor may one sell them either stocks or neck-
chains or ropes, or iron chains — neither to idolaters 
nor Samaritans [a rival group to the Israelites]. 

אין מוכרין להם לא זיין ולא כלי זיין 
ואין משחיזין להן את הזיין ואין 

מוכרין להן לא סדן ולא קולרין ולא 
כבלים ולא שלשלאות של ברזל אחד 

 עובד כוכבים ואחד כותי
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 C. Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 15b
One should not sell them either weapons or accessories of 
weapons, nor should one sharpen any weapon for them, 
nor may one sell them either stocks or neck-chains or ropes, 
or iron chains — neither to idolaters nor Samaritans [a rival 
group to the Israelites]. 

Here the Talmud does not forbid the production or sale of weapons, but it does forbid selling 
weapons and their accessories to certain groups of people (“neither to idolaters nor Samaritans”). 
In general, Jewish concern with who purchases something relates to either the potential of that 
product to be used in a forbidden religious manner (like wine to be offered to an idol) or the sale 
of a product that is already forbidden for a Jew to use (like unkosher food). Why might these two 
categories matter? Do weapons fit this paradigm? How might this view of weapons apply to the 
mass production of weaponry and participation in the international arms trade?

II. THE ROLE OF VIOLENCE AND WAR IN SOCIETY
 A. Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 421:13

You are allowed to defend yourself, but the response must 
be measured; where it is possible to use moderate means 
but he chooses to inflict serious injury, he is guilty.

The Shulchan Aruch here teaches that self-defense still requires a measured response. Is that idea 
limited only to the actual amount of force utilized in the moment? How might we read this text  
more broadly and in a society-wide context?

 B. Chayei Moharan 546 (Biography of Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, written c. 1810-1830)
[Our master] said that many of the foolish practices of 
earlier generations, which they would do through error and 
confusion, are now gone. For instance, idol worship through 
child sacrifice to Molech and so on, many foolish practices 
that were done in earlier generations and now are no more. 
He would make fun of the wise and say to them clownishly 
that they are great and wise indeed, that they invent and 
research in their wisdom how to make astounding weapons 
that can kill thousands of souls in a single instant. Could 
there be greater foolishness than that, to destroy and kill 
many souls [scot] free?!

In the 19th century the production and nature of weapons of war was changing dramatically. What 
is Rebbe Nachman’s view on the application of science to the production of weapons? How do his 
thoughts relate to the view of the Mishnah in Shabbat?

III. SETTING SOCIETAL PRIORITIES
 A. Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 21a

... Joshua b. Gamala came and ordained that teachers of 
young children should be appointed in each district and 
each town, and that children should enter school at the age 
of six or seven. ...

How does the Talmud consider the communal responsibility to educate children? Is it an option?
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in a forbidden religious manner (like wine to be offered to an idol) or the sale of a product that is already 
forbidden for a Jew to use (like unkosher food). Why might these two categories matter? Do weapons fit 
this paradigm? How might this view of weapons apply to the mass production of weaponry and 
participation in the international arms trade? 

 

II. The Role of Violence and War in Society 
A. Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 421:13 

You are allowed to defend yourself, but the response 
must be measured; where it is possible to use moderate 
means but he chooses to inflict serious injury, he is guilty. 

ומיהו צריך אומד אם היה יכול 
להציל עצמו בחבלה מועטת וחבל 

 בו הרבה חייב
 

The Shulchan Aruch here teaches that self-defense still requires a measured response. Is that idea 
limited only to the actual amount of force utilized in the moment? How might we read this text more 
broadly and in a society-wide context? 

B. Chayei Moharan 546 (Biography of Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, written c. 1810-1830) 

[Our master] said that many of the foolish 
practices of earlier generations, which they 
would do through error and confusion, are now 
gone. For instance, idol worship through child 
sacrifice to Molech and so on, many foolish 
practices that were done in earlier generations 
and now are no more. He would make fun of the 
wise and say to them clownishly that they are 
great and wise indeed, that they invent and 
research in their wisdom how to make 
astounding weapons that can kill thousands of 
souls in a single instant. Could there be greater 
foolishness than that, to destroy and kill many 
souls [scot] free?! 
 

...ְוָאַמר ֶׁשְּכָבר ִנְתַּבְּטלּו ַּכָּמה ְׁשטּוִתים ִמן 
ָהעֹוָלם ַמה ֶּׁשָהיּו ּתֹוִעים ּוְנבֹוִכים ַּבּדֹורֹות 

, ]ְּכגֹון ִעְנְיֵני ֲעבֹודֹות ָזרֹות ֶׁשָהיּו ָהִראׁשֹוִנים
ׁשֹוֲחִטים ְּבֵניֶהם ַלֹּמֶלְך ְוַכּיֹוֵצא, ִעְנְיֵני ְׁשטּוִתים 

ַהְרֵּבה ֶׁשָהיּו ַּבּדֹורֹות ָהִראׁשֹוִנים[ ְוַעְכָׁשו 
ִנְתַּבְּטלּו ַהְרֵּבה ְׁשטּוִתים. ַוֲעַדִין ָטעּות ֶזה 

ּוְמבּוָכה זֹו ֶׁשל ִמְלָחמֹות לֹא ִנְתַּבְּטלּו. ְוָהָיה 
לֹוֵצץ ִמן ַחְכֵמיֶהם ְוָאַמר ִּבְלׁשֹון ֵליָצנּות ִמְת 

ֶׁשֵהם ֲחָכִמים ְּגדֹוִלים ְוחֹוְׁשִבים ְוחֹוְקִרים 
ְּבָחְכָמָתם ֵאיְך ַלֲעׂשֹות ְּכִלי ַזִין ִנְפָלא ֶׁשּיּוַכל 

ַלֲהֹרג ֲאָלִפים ְנָפׁשֹות ְּבַפַעם ַאַחת. ְוִכי ֵיׁש 
 ְׁשטּות יֹוֵתר ִמֶּזה ְלַאֵּבד ְוַלֲהֹרג ְנָפׁשֹות ַרּבֹות

 ְּבִחָּנם: 
 

In the 19th century the production and nature of weapons of war was changing dramatically. What is 
Rebbe Nachman's view on the application of science to the production of weapons? How do his 
thoughts relate to the view of the Mishnah in Shabbat? 
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 ְּבִחָּנם: 
 

In the 19th century the production and nature of weapons of war was changing dramatically. What is 
Rebbe Nachman's view on the application of science to the production of weapons? How do his 
thoughts relate to the view of the Mishnah in Shabbat? 

  

III. Setting Societal Priorities 
A. Babylonian Talmud, Bava Batra 21a 

... Joshua b. Gamala came and ordained that 
teachers of young children should be appointed in 
each district and each town, and that children 
should enter school at the age of six or seven. ... 

]ש[בא יהושע בן גמלא ותיקן שיהו מושיבין 
מלמדי תינוקות בכל מדינה ומדינה ובכל 

 עיר ועיר ומכניסין אותן כבן שש כבן שבע...
 

How does the Talmud consider the communal responsibility to educate children? Is it an option?  

B. Rabbi Shlomo Goren, Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel, “The Doctors' Strike in Light of Halacha,” 
1983. 

Thus, the concrete question arises again whether the 
doctors' community has the right to leave the 
hospitals and not to respond to the calls of the sick, 
even when their [financial] claims are just and their 
salaries are low. It is true that the government carries 
the responsibility for the health of the community, 
and not the doctors, who are not enslaved to 
anyone... 
 
Therefore, the government cannot free itself from its 
responsibility towards the sick, because it is 
responsible for the health of the people, and not the 
doctors.  

לכן שוב מתעוררת השאלה ...
הקונקרטית, האם ישנה רשות לציבור 
הרופאים לנטוש את בתי החולים ולא 

ענות לקריאות החולים, גם כאשר להי
טענותיהם צודקות ושכרם מקופח? נכון 
שהממשלה נושאת באחריות על בריאות 

הציבור, ולא הרופאים, שאינם 
 משועבדים לאף אחד...

 
ולכן אין הממשלה יכולה להשתחרר מן  

האחריות שלה כלפי החולים, משום 
שהיא אחראית לבריאות העם ולא 

 הרופאים.
 

Here Rabbi Shlomo Goren is addressing (in the context of a national health system) the ability of doctors 
to go on strike. In making his argument, he focuses on the responsibility the government holds for the 
"health of the community," and that even in the face of a strike there is no running away from that 
responsibility. How might this apply to our society and the decisions our government makes regarding 
allocations of funds to defense vis a vis healthcare or other social programs? 
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