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I love to give the mezuzot that I write as gifts to people to commemorate special occasions.  For 
me it is a meaningful way to cement a spiritual relationship.  So just before the pandemic 
started, when my nephew told me he was coming to visit our family before he entered into the 
IDF to serve in a tank unit, I knew that I wanted to write a mezuzah for him.  I was and remain 
very proud to be his uncle and of his commitment to service of the State of Israel.  I 
enthusiastically wrote him a mezuzah scroll and gave it to him with a prayer that he should 
have a spiritual and physical protection from Hashem.  A few months later he sent me a very 
moving picture.  He and his tank crew had placed the mezuzah on the outside of their tank and 
he explained to me in a video that the mezuzah being on their tank is a reminder to them of the 
values that they deeply believe in and are defending as part of their service.   
 
In parashat Lech Lecha, chapter 14, Avraham leads an army into battle in order to rescue his 
nephew, Lot.  Avraham’s actions are controversial and criticized by a Talmudic sage and are 
debated right down to the present day. 
 
The Torah tells us that after Avraham entered into the Land of Canaan there was a war 
between four kings against five kings.  The four kings defeated the five kings and took Lot 
captive.  In response, Avraham rushes to save Lot. 
 
Says the Torah: 
 
“When Abram heard that his kinsman had been taken captive, he mustered his retainers 
(vayrek et chanichav), born into his household, numbering three hundred and eighteen, and 
went in pursuit as far as Dan” (14:14). 
 
The phrase vayrek et chanichav is translated above as “he mustered his retainers.”  But the 
rabbis interpret it homiletically as related to the word for education, chinuch. 
 
This is how Rashi explains it: 
 
The word is written without a י (after the כ) so it may be read חניכו “his trained one”, referring to 
Eliezer whom he had trained to the observance of religious duties. The word חנך signifies 
introducing a person or a thing, for the first time, to some particular occupation in which it is 
intended that he should remain (i. e. to dedicate or devote to some particular purpose). It has a 
similar sense in (Proverbs 22:6) “Train up (חנוך) a child”, and in (Numbers 7:84) המזבח חנוכת “the 
dedication of the altar”, and (Psalms 30:1) “The dedication (חנוכת) of the house” In old French 
enseigner; English: to teach, instruct. 
 



The word chanichav relates to chinuch, i.e. education.  Thus, Rashi explains that rather than 
Avraham “mustering his retainers,” and charging into battle, the verse means that Avraham 
took the one student that he had educated, i.e. his servant, Eliezer, and led him into battle.   
 
As it relates to the students of Avraham, the Talmud records a different position.  The Talmud 
discusses why so soon after Avraham entered the Land of Canaan is he told by Hashem that his 
descendants will become slaves in Egypt.  The Talmud assumes that Avraham must have 
committed a terrible sin and therefore records three different opinions regarding this sin. 
 
Rabbi Abbahu said that Rabbi Elazar said: For what reason was Abraham our Patriarch punished 
and his children enslaved to Egypt for 210 years? Because he made a draft [angarya] of Torah 
scholars, as it is stated: “He led forth his trained men, born in his house” (Genesis 14:14). These 
trained men that he took to war were actually his disciples, who were Torah scholars. And 
Shmuel said: Because he greatly examined [hifriz] the characteristics of the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, as it is stated: “Whereby shall I know that I shall inherit it?” (Genesis 15:8). And Rabbi 
Yoḥanan said: He was punished because he distanced people from entering under the wings of 
the Divine Presence, as it is stated that the king of Sodom said to him: “Give me the people and 
take the goods to yourself” (Genesis 14:21), but Abraham refused to take any goods either. If he 
had not listened to the king of Sodom and had allowed the people to remain with him, he would 
have brought the prisoners under the wings of the Divine Presence (Nedarim, 32a). 
 
The second opinion recorded in the Talmud is that Avraham sinned when he questioned 
whether Gd would keep the promise of Avraham becoming a great nation.  The third opinion 
was that Avraham sinned by abandoning his original spiritual mission which was to evangelize 
and bring the people of the world closer to Gd.  But it is the first opinion that is most 
controversial.  According to Rabbi Elazar, the reason why the descendants of Avraham were 
eventually enslaved in Egypt is because he forcibly took his students away from Torah study 
and had them enter into a war.   
 
This source has been cited as a justification for Torah students not serving in the present day 
IDF, as Rabbi Elazar’s opinion seems to indicate that it is a great sin to force someone to 
abandon the study of Torah in order to serve in an army. 
 
Before turning to see whether or not it is proper to apply Rabbi Elazar’s opinion to Torah 
students living in Israel today, we note that Rabbi Elazar’s opinion is but one of three possible 
explanations for why the Israelites were enslaved.  Moreover, the Talmud itself seems to reject 
Rabbi Elazar’s opinion by offering three additional alternative explanation of the phrase, 
vayarek et chanichav. 
 
Says the Talmud: “He led forth [vayarek] his trained men, born in his house” (Genesis 14:14). 
Rav said: He showered them [horikan] with Torah like someone who pours from one vessel into 
another, and Shmuel said: He showered them [horikan] with gold and gave them an abundance 
of money so that they would go to war with him. The Torah states that he took “eighteen and 
three hundred” (Genesis 14:14) men to war. Rabbi Ami bar Abba said: Eliezer was equivalent to 



all of them. There are those who say: Only Eliezer is referred to here, as the numerical value of 
the letters of his name is this amount, i.e., 318. 
 
According to the medieval commentator, Rabbenu Asher, the phrase she-horikan betorah, 
means that Avraham encouraged his Torah students to come into battle on account of the fact 
that they were students of Torah and that in the merit of their Torah study they would surely 
be victorious.   
 
If we follow Rosh’s explanation, we see that far from endorsing Rabbi Elazar’s opinion, the 
Talmud is suggesting just the opposite: the more Torah one studies, the more of an obligation 
one has to serve. 
 
Indeed, the early modern commentator, Torah Temimah, writes that Avraham showered 
(horikan) his students with words of Torah in order for them to understand the importance of 
going into battle and saving lives (14:14:7).  
 
A leading contemporary rabbi, Rabbi Eliezer Melamed argues that even if we accepted Rabbi 
Elazer’s opinion, it should not be applied to the current day discussion regarding Torah students 
serving in the IDF.  In his opinion, the reason why Avraham was punished is because unlike the 
current day IDF, Avraham drafted Torah students into a battle that was not a war for the entire 
Jewish people.  It was a personal war and for this reason it was not appropriate for scholars to 
interrupt their Torah studies. 
 
Rabbi Melamed writes:  
 
In the Talmud, Rabbi Eleazar is of the opinion that for having enlisted his students to fight in the 
war against the four kings, Avraham Avinu received the punishment that his offspring would go 
into exile and be slaves in Egypt for 210 years (Nedarim 32a). Some people use this to support 
their claim that students of Torah do not have to serve in the army. However, in that instance, 
the war was not over the conquest of Eretz Yisrael or saving Israel from its enemies. That’s why 
it was inappropriate to interrupt their Torah studies, according to Rabbi Eleazar. However, when 
the war comes to conquer Eretz Yisrael, or save the Jewish People, it is a milchemet mitzvah, 
and Torah students must close their books to join the fight, just as we find in the time of 
Yehoshua and King David. 
 
The reference to Yehoshua and King David is explained by Rabbi Eliezer Malamud: 
 
The mitzvah of learning Torah does not override the mitzvah of serving in the army in order to 
rescue Israel from her enemies. The Torah permits certain soldiers to return home before setting 
off to war, such as one who built a house and did not consecrate it, or planted a vineyard and 
did not harvest it, or who became engaged but did not marry, but this concerns a “milchemet 
reshut” (a non-obligatory war for economic gains). However, in a “milchemet mitzvah” (a war to 
conquer the Land of Israel), or to rescue Israel from an enemy: “Everyone goes out, even a 
groom from his wedding room, and a bride from her wedding canopy” (Talmud Sotah 44b). This 



is also how the Rambam ruled (Laws of Kings and Their Wars, 7:4).  The students of Yehoshua 
bin Nun and King David went out to war and were not concerned about the neglect of Torah 
study (bittul Torah, https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/must-torah-students-serve-in-the-army/).  
 
There are three main reasons why Torah students should not be exempted from national 
service.  First, when it comes to a national need, then there are almost no exemptions for 
anyone to serve. Everyone must serve in whatever way we can.  Second, because one is a 
student of Torah, it means it is not less important for that person to serve in an army, but more 
important, as the Torah student will be able to bring the sensitive values of Torah to an area 
where sensitivity and morality are very much needed.  A person who spends one’s life engaged 
in religious and spiritual texts will be trained in making ethical and spiritual decisions on the 
battlefield and with the importance of carrying oneself with tremendous dignity at all times. 
Third, many religious Jews believe that the more one studies Torah, the more spiritual 
protection one receives from Heaven.  For this reason, the spiritual protection of soldiers who 
are also Torah scholars is very beneficial to the army that they are serving.  
 
The Talmudic passage quoted above recorded an opinion that Avraham did not actually take 
318 soldiers into battle.  Instead, he only took a single man -- his servant, Eliezer: “It was Eliezer 
alone whom he armed and it (318) is the numerical value of his name” (Nedarim, 32a). 
 
The Maharal asks the question, since Avraham only took Eliezer into battle, why wouldn’t the 
Torah mention Eliezer’s name explicitly? Maharal explains that Eliezer was not the only soldier 
in the battle.  Avraham did take a total of 318 people with him in order that the miracle not 
appear obvious.  Thus, all those 318 people were saved only in the merit of the Torah 
scholarship of Eliezer who was fighting alongside them in battle. 
 
This week the Nobel Prize in Economics was given to Joshua Angrist, an Israeli-American who 
served as a paratrooper in the IDF.  It calls to mind a tragic story about another Israeli winner of 
the Nobel Prize in Economics, Professor Robert (Yisrael) Aumann. 
 
One of the great Talmudic scholars of the twentieth century, was Rav Yitzchak Ze’ev Gustman.  
Rav Gustman was himself a Holocaust survivor, whose only son, Meir, was murdered as a child 
by the Nazis.  After Meir’s murder, Rav Gustman traded Meir’s clothing for food which he 
handed out to starving people in the ghetto. 
 
During the 1982 Lebanon War, Professor Aumann’s son, Shlomo, who was both a yeshiva 
student and also a soldier, died while serving in the IDF.  Rav Gustman insisted on paying a shiva 
visit to the Aumann family.  At the shiva visit, Rav Gustman said: “Now I will tell you what is 
taking place in the World of Truth. My Meir is saying to your son Shlomo, ‘Fortunate is your lot, 
Shlomo! I did not have such a great merit! I did not have the merit to die in battle for the 
Nation, fighting against the enemies of Israel, in defending the Jewish People. You achieved 
that incomparable honor!’”  
 

https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/must-torah-students-serve-in-the-army/


When Professor Aumann heard this, he stood up from his cushion on the floor and hugged Rav 
Gustman.  He said, “You have comforted me. You have comforted me” (as told here, 
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/must-torah-students-serve-in-the-army/) 
 
You can now watch a YouTube recording of Rabbi Herzfeld’s D'var Torah at: 
https://youtu.be/253quz99GYg 
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