God is a Man of War

The overwhelming majority of the world sees the images of Israeli tanks waging war in West Bank cities and stands up and condemns Israel.  And now too, moral and theological arguments are being hurled against Israel. How are we to respond to such accusations?


On these very days more than 3,500 years ago was the greatest revelation of God’s might in history.  On the seventh day after we left Egypt, God split the sea and the Jewish people crossed over the sea.  Meanwhile, the sea closed up on the Egyptians who all drowned to death.  In celebration of this great victory, the Jews burst into song and sang Az Yashir.  In commemoration of this great moment, we read yesterday, on the seventh day of Pesach, the song, Az Yashir.  In fact, so great was the moment that we actually include this song every single day in our daily prayers.

In looking at Az Yashir, there is one pasuk that demands careful attention.  Right at the very beginning of the song, we proclaim: Hashem ish Milchamah, Hashem Shemo.  This pasuk literally translates as, Hashem is a man of war, His name is Hashem.

This pasuk presents serious theological problems.  This pasuk seems to glorify God as a warrior.  We are praising 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 of us would like to believe in a softer God; a God who is all-loving, and all-compassionate.  And yet, this pasuk seems to tell us that above all, God is not a lover, but a warrior.  God is a man of war.

In fact, this song as a whole is very troubling.  Look closely at the words.  Yardu Vimtsolot kemo even.  Pharaoh and his officers sank like stones into the sea.  This is a God who inspires tremendous fear in the people of the world: Az nivhalu alufei edom, Edom’s chiefs panicked; eili moav yochazemo ra-ad, Moab’s heroes were seized with trembling; namogu kol yoshvei kenaan, Canaan’s residents melted away. 

One difficulty with this pasuk is that it presents a disturbing picture of God.  It shows God as warrior and fear monger.  

Aside from this theological question there is another problem with this pasuk.  There is an internal contradiction in this very pasuk.  In Tanakh God has many names.  One of those names is the Tetragrammaton, spelled as a yod and then heh and vav and heh.  This name is the name of God that appears here in this pasuk.  (Hashem ish Milchamah, Hashem Shemo.)  Our rabbis teach us that this particular name of God is associated with God’s attribute of mercy.

Since Hashem as it is used in this pasuk refers to a merciful God, how does our pasuk make any sense at all.  Hashem is man of war, His name is Hashem.  But if Hashem here means merciful, then why is God described as a warrior!  There are many images that come to mind when reading Az Yashir, but merciful is not one of them.  God is a warrior here, who inflicts tremendous pain upon his enemies.  Why does the Torah also call Him merciful?

Our two questions are: How can the God whom we love so much be described first and foremost as a warrior and why is God the warrior described in the very same breath as being a merciful God?

One approach within Judaism is to read this pasuk in such as way as to negate the very idea of God as a Warrior.  This is a common approach.  For example, Rashi writes, “Hashem ish Milchamah, God is a man of war, but Hashem shemo, God fights this war only through his name.  God’s weapons are ideas; God fights though the spread of the concept of peace and not through military battles.  Abrabanel goes so far as to read this pasuk as a question:  Hashem ish milchamah?  Is God a man of war?  Hashem shemo.  Absolutely not.  His name is Hashem, which means peace.  God is a peacenik, not a warrior.  So Rashi and Abrabanel read the text in a way that refutes any possibility of God as a warrior.

But for me, especially this year, those answers ring hollow.  I prefer to answer both of these questions with one very simple idea suggested by R. Ovadia Sforno (1470—1550).  Sforno explains the proper way to read this pasuk:  Af al pi she-hu ish milchamah u-makhrit ha-reshaim be-midat hadin, mikol makom hashem shemo be-midat ha-rachamim ki bazeh hu notenhavayah u-metziut leolamo.  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 pasuk teaches us that God is merciful because he visits his wrath upon the evil forces of the world in order to protect the innocent.

I want to reinforce this last point.  Az Yashir is in many ways a unique text.  But perhaps its most unique aspect is the way it begins, az yashir moshe u-venei yisrael, Moshe sang this song with children of Israel.  This is the only time in the entire Torah that Moshe actually says something with children of Israel.  In fact right before and right after az yashir the children of Israel argue and fight with Moshe.  But this they agree on.  They united only around Az Yashir.

They united around Az Yashir because they were telling the world that to use forceful acts of war to remove evil is not a contradiction to the Godly image.  It is God.  It is God in His greatest splendor.  It is God the merciful removing evil from the world.

The Jews rejoiced in their knowledge of God when they left Egypt because they understood that their knowledge of God was not a disturbing knowledge but a beautiful knowledge.  Egypt was pure evil.  They were murdering Jewish baby boys; they were targeting children.  About such a society, it is a blessing for God to wage war upon them.

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.  Our rabbis summarize this idea as it applies to us with the phrase, Kol hamerachem al haachzarim, besofo yachzer al harachamim, 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 US decided to allow Sadaam 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 US 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 is being attacked in such a horrible way.  Yet, we are living in a world that condemns severely the restrained military actions of our brothers and sisters in the land of Israel. In his Easter Sunday address, Pope John Paul II, strongly opposed any military acts at all.  The Pope was arguing that Israel has no theological basis to respond to the terror attacks with military actions.  The pope addressed the world and said to Israel, “Nothing is resolved through reprisal and retaliation.”  The Pope wants Israel to refrain from acts of violence.  With all due respect, to my mind the pope is dead wrong.  He is wrong politically.  And from a Jewish perspective, he is wrong morally and theologically.  

The text of Az Yashir teaches us that sometimes the most merciful thing to do is to wage war upon the evil enemy.  This is the message of Hashem Ish Milchamah, Hashem Shemo.  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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