
Bamidbar tells us of the census that Moses conducted, under Divine command, of men of military age: He 
counted all men capable of serving in the army, men of the age of twenty and over. There was one exception to 
this rule — the tribe of Levi: “But the tribe of Levi you shall not count, and their sum you shall not take 
among the children of Israel." Levi was not included in the general count, it was numbered in a special census. 
Why this exception? The Midrash gives us one answer: The private legion of the King is of such dignity that it 
ought to be counted separately. That is a good answer, but it does not account for a major difference between 
the general census and that of Levi — other Israelites were numbered from the age of twenty years, whereas 
the Levites were numbered from the age of thirty days. 
A contemporary Israeli Rabbi (Ben Zion Firer) offers an answer that is full of insight: Levi was excluded 
from both the military census and service precisely because this tribe was most prone to fight, most 
anxious to take to the sword! 
This was an ingrained characteristic of the Levites inherited from the founder of the tribe, Levi himself. 
When his sister Dinah was ravished by Shechem, it was Levi together with Simeon who avenged their sister’s 
honor by destroying Shechem and his entire tribe, much to the displeasure of their father Jacob. Later when the 
children of Israel danced about the Golden Calf and Moses wanted to turn to those who were loyal to God to 
cut down the idol worshippers, he addressed the tribe of Levi: kill each man his brother, his friend, and his 
relative. Levi was perfectly suited to the task—they were courageous and strong, precipitous and determined. 
What the Torah meant by the exclusion of Levi from military service was this: in the Jewish conception, 
when an army is necessary it must serve a higher and nobler end; it must never become an end in itself. 
Put a sword in the hands of Levi on a sustained basis, and you have moved from military to militarism! 
Momentary zeal, passion for a righteous cause, moral indignation, the use of armed might to achieve idealistic 
ends, all this is some times necessary and excusable. But as a general policy — never!  
That is why Phineas, who slew those who defiantly and publicly broke the moral code of Israel, was 
acknowledged by God to have done a marvelous thing. But when God gave him a special covenant as a result, 
the Torah says:"I will give him my covenant of peace." I will give him peace — the opportunity to express his 
idealism and his zeal, not in a one-time, bloody fashion, but on a sustained and peaceful basis. 
Therefore, the rest of Israel were numbered from the age of twenty years. But Levi — who were dedicated to 
the Mishkan, teaching, and the ideals of peace — were numbered from the age of thirty days. Man must learn 
to temper his martial spirit with the pursuit of peace, and this lesson must begin from the cradle itself. 
The State of Israel today has been forced by circumstances to live by the sword. This is not natural or normal 
for the children of Jacob; the sword is more characteristic of Esau and his descendants. So this is a new 
phenomenon in Jewish history, almost unknown in the last 2000 years. 
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In many ways, this is a positive development. Jews have determined that never again will they allow 
themselves to be led like sheep to the slaughter, and that they will, if necessary, defend themselves 
individually and collectively. Thank God for that! We are willing to dispense with the world’s pity, and prefer 
their respect. We have nothing to be ashamed of in Israel’s military accomplishments which have attracted the 
world’s admiration. After all, it was David who both authored the Psalms and declared the necessity to teach 
the children of Judea the art of the bow and arrow. Theologically, this has signified the re-emergence of power 
as an element in Judaism, and has added a new dimension to the collective Jewish personality. How we use 
this new-found power is key. 
But in truth, and no one knows this better than the leaders of the State of Israel themselves, we must constantly 
beware of a creeping militarism, especially in the sense of a military mentality. We now have a generation of 
youngsters in Israel who have been born into a situation of military stress, of feeling surrounded and 
beleaguered. It is very easy for them to grow up with the feeling that the bomb, the bomber, the grenade, are 
all a normal part of life. This military mentality is but one step away from militarism. 
Let me make it absolutely clear. We ought to be extremely proud that despite all these distressing and 
depressing conditions, such military mentality and such militarism have not yet reared their ugly heads. The 
typical Israeli soldier, even if he is a professional officer, is a different breed of army man. He is someone of 
whom the Jewish tradition and Jewish people can be proud. Three and a half thousand years of Jewish history 
have gone into making him the particular kind of human being that he is. And we can be even more proud at 
the national sensitivity of Israel that it is worried specifically about the possibility of militarism. Of how many 
nations can this be said? But the worry is there, and it is justified.  
Now, I do not want to enter into a political debate. As one who is reluctant to become involved in the politics 
of this country I certainly do not want to take it upon myself to utter judgment about the inner political 
controversies in Israel. However, this I will say: we must all beware of ideology. 
Now is not the time for ideology to influence the military and diplomatic policy of the State. Ideals — yes; 
ideology — no. Now is the time for pragmatic wisdom, aimed exclusively at the honorable survival of the 
State of Israel. 
I fear the way-out liberals who have become the professional doves of the State of Israel. I do not trust them. 
They must be reminded of Chamberlain at Munich.  
I have no sympathy with the religious expansionist. It’s true that there is a commandment to settle the Holy 
Land. But it is one amongst 613 commandments, and, as Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik has pointed out, just as 
the principle of pikuach nefesh, danger to life, overrides all but three of the commandments for an individual, 
the same is true of our national life. If the leaders of the State should decide that keeping certain territories 
may endanger the survival of Israel, then unquestionably the Torah would demand that we suspend the mitzvah 
of settling certain parts of the Holy Land so that we retain the rest of it and continue as a people and nation. 
But most of all I am concerned about the Greater Israel Movement. I confess that emotionally I identify with 
them. But intellectually I fear them. I am afraid of militant nationalism which tends to become militaristic 
jingoism. And when you wed arms to ideology, you have placed a sword in the hands of Levi! 
Perhaps the best way to avoid an incipient militarism and military mentality in Israel, is the way the Torah did 
it, by educating the most vibrant and zealous and dynamic element of Israel — its youth — in the ways of 
Torah. Levi was set aside to the service of the Mishkan and teaching Torah precisely because of its great 
emotion, passion, and courage, and in our tradition, both Mishkan and Torah are symbols of shalom, 
peace.

Learning and Growing Together as a Community   •   Learning as Legacy  
Click here to see past issues of The Collective Conversation

The            Collective Conversation is a project of the  
Young Israel of Scarsdale and the YIS Living Torah Fund

Reserve a favorite parsha • Celebrate a family simcha • Honor a legacy • Sign-up HERE

https://www.yisny.org/academy-of-jewish-studies.html
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1eAm0CaELatYpR8vH7zovDUpCaRczQTPjBl8pVOYljkc/edit#gid=0

