Reading Torah as Military History
Thank you, Rabbi Schranz, for your introduction, and for much more. I also want to thank the Program Committee, especially Carol, Harriet, and Anita for this great honor.
When I was invited to speak at this service, my first calls were to my daughters. Neither is interested in military history, but both have been patient listeners during many such talks, and each gave me essentially the same advice: first, keep the history simple and relate it to something current and famous; two, limit the details, especially names, dates, geography, and make the dry text come alive, and 3) about Veterans Day, speak from the heart, but don’t get “preachy”. I promised to try.
If one reads the Torah from the point of view of a military historian, it doesn’t take long for an incredible story to appear, quite suddenly. In the middle of last week’s parsha, Lech Lecha, Chapter 14, the text abruptly and stylistically diverges from its main narrative – the history of Abraham – to chronicle the War of the Kings, a major geopolitical struggle of the Ancient Near East that engulfed the patriarch. Abram was then a rising, but still minor tribal leader, a sojourner from southern Mesopotamia, living in Canaan at the sufferance of his neighbors. 

From that time until the rise of Rome, Canaan, the land around the Jordan Valley, south to Dead Sea, north to forests and mountains, and west to the Middle Sea - Eretz Yisrael - had a major strategic importance. It sat at the crossroads offering access and guarding the gates to the three great powers of the world of the Torah: the Hittites and their vassals to the north, Egypt to the south, and the powers rising and falling to the east, in what we call “Mesopotamia,” but which was actually a network of city-states ruled by kings and bound by blood, cultic religion, local alliances, and fealty to overlords. 
During the period described in the parsha, now held by most scholars to be the time of Hammurabi, or roughly 1,800 B.C., four Mesopotamian kings set out to reassert authority over a small confederation of Canaanite city-states which lay along a valley now covered by the Dead Sea. 
In the middle of this story about a battle among the mighty, the Torah slips in a thrilling tale of daring, boldness, and courage that dwarfs the seemingly greater struggle for imperial dominance. It describes in very brief, but telling detail, the first organized military action of our people, a daring, long-distance, night time commando raid to rescue hostages more than 3,500 years ago. As this story unfolds, I want you to recall Israel’s 1976 Entebbe Raid to rescue Jew held hostage by terrorists in Entebbe, Uganda. The parallels are beyond striking. If you need even more of a jolt of relevance, consider what happened this Wednesday, when Israeli naval commandos, probably Sayeret 13, captured a terrorist arms ship on the high seas at night.
But first, let’s turn to the Torah, pg 50 in the Chumash 

13And there came one who had escaped, and told Abram the Hebrew – now he dwelt by the terebinths of Mamre the Amorite, brother of Eshkol and brother of Aner; and these were confederate with Abram. 14And when Abram heard that his brother was taken captive, he led forth his trained men, born in his house, three hundred and eighteen, and pursued as far as Dan. 15And he divided himself against them by night, he and his servants, and he smote them, and pursued them unto Hobah, which is on the left hand of Damascus.
In spite of the brevity, the rescue of Lot evokes our history, and I don’t mean that metaphorically. Replay the TV images in your mind of the past half century, the few going out to battle against the many; the men of the household …young, mature, middle-aged … all citizen-soldiers called at a moment’s notice to fight professional, powerful armies and their proxies; and most dramatically, for purposes of this story, remember the men who flew to Entebbe, the same number as Abram’s men, well-armed, well-trained, using night and deception, to rescue hostages held very far away. 
Whatever the intention, the Torah gives us in this chapter the first example of special warfare, where cleverness, unconventional thinking, surprise, and what we call “sachel” overwhelm the defenses of a superior enemy. 
Abram was in Canaan and living among the Amorites in near modern day Hebron. He had survived by his wits, dealing with family matters, especially the dangerous consequences of his wife’s beauty, all the while building his fortune and expanding his household. He was on the threshold of a new and greater identity, more wealth and property, and real influence in the counsels of the powerful. Achieving that would be a major step towards God’s plan – which I read, at least, in part, as a military plan – the establishment of sovereignty by Abraham’s descendants in the land of Canaan, by force when necessary, a plan and goal which, I believe, remains the major strategic problem of the Jewish people. This is where we rub against the edge of politics and risk preaching, still, there is no escaping the simple truth explained by the greatest philosopher of war, Carl von Clausewitz, that there are no purely military answers separate from political questions.
Sovereignty is a political issue, but what made it possible at each major turning point in our history was success on the battlefields of Canaan, and this was our first. 
We jump to the point where a survivor of the main battle of the “War of the Kings” comes to “Abram the Hebrew” to tell of the defeat of the Canaanites at Sodom. 
What does Abram do? 
He goes after the enemy. Now, why would he do that? He hadn’t been attacked. He was living among the allies of those who had been defeated, but no obligation to muster his force is mentioned. The invaders had already passed him by on their march homeward, satisfied with their booty and slaves, having made their point to the rebellious kings. Whatever the tribal or family obligations of the time, why would Abram go to the rescue of a nephew, one from whom he had separated, and who was now a slave along with the Sodomites, people who Abram and God held beneath contempt.

This was clearly a political decision, perhaps his most important. God is not mentioned. Risking all for a nephew is not persuasive. A bold intervention on the side of the Canaanite kings, however, especially after their defeat, if it worked might be worth what we would call an “existential risk.” Defeat meant not just the slaughter of his men, but leaving the women and children completely unprotected and a prize for his supposed “allies”. Abram gambled everything for victory and power. He must have sensed that there was an opportunity for success in attacking the unsuspecting enemy while it was withdrawing, and that would enhance security for his people in Canaan. Without such security his death would mean the end of his people. At that moment, Abram became a great leader and a great commander. 
He took his men out to battle organized into three companies of a hundred men each, divided into ten platoons, and grouped by households. Abram and 18 of his closest companions formed the headquarters section and commanded the operation in the field. Eliezer, trusted steward of his household, remained behind to coordinated logistics. The elder, experienced men led the companies, the gifted young led the platoons; the best, were scouts and silent killers. All - free men and slaves - were in some way related. 
Armed and trained as light infantry, their weapons were typical middle bronze-age: metal-tipped battle axes, curved swords, and thrusting daggers, but the key was intelligence. Each platoon had a reconnaissance section, of 2 or 3 men, trained in commando tactics and gathering information. For days, they shadowed the long enemy column, its rear encumbered by loot and moving slowly. Abram’s alliance with the Amorites meant he could travel quickly, supplied along the march by friends, without risk to his rear, or his flanks. 
At night, the Hebrews drew closer, observing the enemy forces, the location of the prisoners, how they were guarded, where the gaps in the columns were, and other tactical information. The enemy was spread out in widely separated trains, and at the rear, the prisoners were under the guard of the Elamites.

When he was ready, Abram struck from three directions simultaneously and quietly. It was probably late in the night – rather than near dawn. That would maximize the surprise and help delay the enemy from reorganizing. Sentries were killed and then the real horror began. It was not combat, but butchery – killing sleeping men up close. The pitch hauled from Sodom was particularly effective, spreading a vicious fire, like modern napalm. Vehicles were wrecked, horses scattered, the captives and loot quickly secured. Shock and fear among the enemy gave way to panic followed by rout. The pursuit, by half his men, lasted for days and secured Abram’s withdrawal south. The mission was a complete success, an overwhelming victory. There is no mention of casualties, but Hebrew losses must have been light. 
The outcome that really mattered was political. When Abram returned, kings welcomed him as a great hero and vaunted ally, toasted him with wine, offered him his rightful reward – the slaves and loot - which he declined. What I read here is the first source of the modern Israel Defense Forces concept of “the purity of arms”. It holds that wielding weapons as a soldier is such an awesome obligation, laid on us by God, terrible in its effects on the innocent, and subject to strict rules. There can be no material gain in it. Abram is no mercenary; he asks his new allies simply to resupply his forces. The slaves are set free. The loot goes back to Sodom.
Abram’s life or death gamble paid off. His influence in the counsel of the Canaanite kings grew directly from the victory. The alliance with the Amorites made the military action possible. That was at the heart of his long-term strategy. Time. Time for his people to become strong enough to conquer Canaan and hold it. He succeeded. He became Abraham. Never again in his lifetime were the Hebrews in mortal danger. He emerges from the story as the ‘patron saint’ of Special Forces, especially America and Israel’s reconnaissance and commando units. 
Think again about Entebbe. Had not Israel diplomatically cultivated Kenya, which was a staging base for the Entebbe raid, the military option would not have existed. The airplanes, the hostages, the men, would never have made it back.
And what of the losers of the “War of the Kings?” In the parsha, one name is mentioned more than the others, and at the end, Che dor lao mer, the chief warlord, first among kings on the battlefield, and the one who suffered the main defeat. While Hammurabi of Babylon was overlord to the Canaanite kings, he was overlord to Babylon. His domain, Ee-lam, was a mighty and already ancient empire, centered on Susa, where Esther lived, in what is now western Iran. Elam was conquered by the Babylonians but they would all be back.   
In closing, I’d like to say a few words about Veteran’s Day. The remembrance on November 11 was for decades called Armistice Day, to mark the silence of the guns in World War I. Now we honor all veterans from all wars, but the Great War was the first American conflict where Jews counted. 250,000 served in our armed forces. A million worldwide. Many thousands were killed, wounded, missing. Half of NY’s 77th Infantry Division were Jews. 
But the defining event in American Jewish military history was World War II. More than half a million Jews served, far greater than the percentage of any group. 11,000 fell. But the numbers only hint at the impact of the war on the lives of American Jewish veterans and their families. All of us. 
When I grew up in Metuchen NJ immediately after the war, those veterans were everywhere. My dad, of blessed memory, pointed them out to me, especially the combat veterans, in the synagogue. Teddy Simkin, a tank commander who lost a leg during the Battle of the Bulge; Nat Kammer, my violin teacher, a quiet, gentle soul, who fought in the infantry in the Philippines, and had bloody Japanese war souvenirs in his closet, and many others. I wish I could interview all of them now. After fifty years, I’ve figured out the questions I would ask them.
How I discovered and wrote the biography of Major General Maurice Rose, the highest ranking American Jewish soldier ever killed in action, owes a lot to those veterans, and others, especially Don Marsh, and is dedicated to them, all of them, but that, as they say, is another story.
As I promised my daughters, no preaching, but please indulge one last belief. The study of our military history - of our great country, America, and of the people of Israel - is as vital to our survival as peacemaking or preparing for war, or any of the domestic things we do to strengthen our republic. In our time, all military affairs are suspect, but we ignore the importance of inspiring our nation, or learning how to think better by knowing our history, at our peril. Nor should we be uncomfortable with our legacy as a warrior people, or the martial virtues that insure our freedom. We still need them. 
And, then, of course, there are the real world aspects of close study and analysis of our military past. It just might lead to an inspired and practical military answer to a pressing political problem, say, for instance, over the skies of Elam.
Thank you for listening, and Shabbat Shalom.
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