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: Gam offensive, critics contend, rabbinical prop-

- Israel’s decision to use overwhelming force.
Legal opinion: Before the assault, the
army’s legal office issued an opinion saying that
Israel was entitled to use artillery against civilian
hoods from which Hamas was launch-
ing rockets. And after the 22-day operation, a Tel
. Aviv University philosophy professor with close
 tiesto the military, Asa Kasher, said the decision to
shell Gaza's cities stemmed from an anti-terrorism
doctrine he had helped draft a few years ago. It
stated that in Gaza, as in other areas the army does
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not control, there is no justification for endanger-
ing soldiers’ lives in order to avoid killing civilians
in the proximity of targeted militants.

That doctrine appears to be at odds with the
military code, which obliges the army to avoid

civilian casualties, and it was never formally pa
‘may that Israeli nationalists, like their Hamas

adopted. However, it was echoed in religious
terms in literature distributed in Gaza by mili-
tary rabbis. “Our ancestors did not always fight
with a sword and at times preferred to use a bow
and arrow from a distance,” one text read.

*Actions must be taken from a distance in order
The reserve ser-
geant, an observant Jew who spoke to The
Times on condition of anonymity, said that he
and a fellow soldier in his 15-man unit were
troubled by the “children of darkness” sermon,
but that other troops seemed receptive. In one of
several postwar testimonies given at a left-lean-
ing military institute, a squad commander iden-
titied only as Ram complained that army rabbis

 tried (o press what he called a “religious mis-

sion” on his men.

“The military rabbinate brought in a lot of
booklets and articles and their message was very
clear: We are the Jewish people, we came to this
land by a miracle, God brought us back to this
land and now we need to fight to expel the non-

Jews who are interfering with our conquest of
this holy land,” Ram said. As a conunandesr, he

said, he tried to explain to his men that “not
everyone in Gaza is Hamas [and] wants to van-
quish us [and] that this war is not a war for the
sanctification of the holy name, but rather one to
stop the Kassams” - a type of rocket fired from

Gaza. Danny Zamir, director of the institute that -

ellclted the testimoniés and leaked them to Israeli
papers, was: ‘quoted in 4 transcript as voicing dis-

enemies, are using faith to justify violence.

“If clerics are' anointing us with oil and
sticking holy books in our hands, and if the sol-
diers in these units aren’t representative of the

on Gaza rellglous colour

whole spectrum of the Jewish people, but rather
of certain segments of the population, what can
we expect?” he said. Ofer Shelah, military cor-
respondent for the newspaper Maariv, said the
rising profile of religious nationalists in the
army has helped them in two showdowns with
the high command.

After Israel withdrew its settlers and sol-
diers from Gaza in 2005, graduates of two pre-.
military academies associated with the settler
movement said they would refuse to obey future
orders to disband West Bank settlements. The
army threatened to cancel its certification of the
schools, then backed down. During the Gaza
assault, the chief military rabbi, Brig. Gen.
Av:c,ha; Rontzki, was called in to answer criti-
cism that his department was distributing war
propaganda, He demed knowledge of it, and a
subordinate was given “a slap on the wrist” by
the Defence Mimstry, Shelah said.

Rabbi David Hartman, a leading Jewish
philosopher who has lectured thousands of offi-
cers at his Shalom Hartman Institute, said the
religious nationalist belief in holy war is still a
minority view in the army. “But it has to be
fought with a rational religious ideology that
takes into account the living reality of two g,o-
ples.” he said. Otherwise, he added, “you have
these rabbis volunleenng in the army, and it’s
not necessarily the people the army wants.
There’s a vacuum, and it gets filled by crack-
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