The Pope is Dead Wrong

Pope John Paul II theologically attacked the actions of the state of Israel.  In devoting his Easter Sunday address to the subject of the Middle East, he declared, “Nothing is resolved through reprisal and retaliation.” With these words, he was warning the state of Israel, which was preparing to militarily respond to the horrific actions of Palestinian suicide bombers over the first three days of Passover.  

From a Jewish perspective, the Pope’s comments are theologically difficult.  Moreover, his argument negates a straight reading of the text of the Hebrew Bible.

On the seventh day of Passover, Jews throughout the world read from the Torah the text of Exodus 15: 1-19.  In looking at this passage there is one verse that demands careful attention.  Verse 15:3 literally translates as, God is a Man of War, His name is Hashem.

This verse presents serious theological problems, for it glorifies God as a warrior.  The text praises God for being a Man of War.  Is this a good God, a God that we are comfortable with?  Is this really the way we want to teach our children about God?  Today, many would like to believe in a softer God, a God who is all loving, and all compassionate.

Aside from the theological question there is another problem with this verse.  There is an internal contradiction in this text.  In the Hebrew Bible, God has many names.  One of those names is the Tetragrammaton, spelled YHWH, and translated as Hashem.  This is the name of God that appears here in 15: 3.  According to the Talmud, this particular name of God is associated with God’s attribute of mercy.

Since Hashem as it is used in this verse refers to a merciful God, how does our verse make any sense at all?  “God is Man of War, His name is Hashem.”  If Hashem here means merciful, then why is God described as a warrior?  There are many images that come to mind when reading Exodus, 15:3, but merciful is not one of them.  God is a warrior here, who inflicting tremendous pain upon His enemies, Pharaoh and the Egyptian army.  Why does the Torah also call Him merciful?

A great Italian rabbi, Ovadia Sforno (1470—1550) answers both of these questions.  Sforno explains the proper way to read this verse: “Even though God is a man of war, nevertheless His name is Hashem, which indicates that He is merciful.  For by His acts of war He grants being and existence to His world by removing the thorns from the vineyard.  Since those who are wicked destroy the world.”   

Sforno is arguing very powerfully that God is Merciful precisely because He is a Man of War. When there is evil in the world, the most merciful thing God can do is to remove the evil.  God the warrior does not contradict the Loving and Compassionate God that we know.  This verse teaches that God is Merciful because He visits His wrath upon the evil forces of the world in order to protect the innocent.

The idea that waging war upon an enemy is sometimes the most merciful way to act does not only apply to God, it also applies to humanity as well.  The rabbis summarize this with the phrase, “Whoever will have mercy upon the cruel in the end will be cruel to the merciful.”

Take two examples from recent history.  In 1981, Israel attacked Iraq’s nuclear reactors and was loudly condemned by the world.  The New York Times called it an act of “inexcusable and short-sighted aggression.”  In 1990 after waging war on Saddaam Hussein the United States decided to allow Saddaam to remain in power by not attacking him further.  Which action was more merciful?  At first glance, the answer is the action of the United States.  But we now know that the opposite is true.  How many lives did Israel save in 1990 be removing Saddaam’s nuclear capabilities?  How many lives has Saddaam taken since the United States left him in power?  If you ask the thousands of Kurdish people upon whom Saddaam inflicted his chemical warfare after 1990, they will tell you to have mercy upon them and remove Saddaam from power.

Today, Israel faces the horrible threat of terror attacks on a daily basis.  Prime Minister Sharon has declared that Israel is in a war.  Yet, the world severely condemns the very concept of a military response by the Israeli government.  In this sense, the pope’s address is indicative of a worldwide failure to take to heart the words of Exodus, 15: 3.  The Pope comments from the safety of the Vatican, “Nothing is resolved through reprisal and retaliation.” With all due respect, the Pope is dead wrong.  He is wrong politically.  He is wrong theologically.  He is wrong morally.  

Sometimes the most merciful thing to do is to wage war upon the evil enemy.  This is the message of God is a Man of war, His name is Hashem.  God too, must sometimes be a warrior.  His people too, must sometimes be warriors: it is the merciful thing to do.    
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