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As we start the Jewish New Year with religious tradition on our minds (and/or in our souls), here's an unusual religious issue from Israel to think about.


The Israeli Army has always sought to be a "people's army" -- a cross-section of Israeli society. To a certain extent this is still true, although the level of "draft deferments" (for medical and to a lesser extent conscientious objection reasons) has been steadily rising. The real problem with this picture is that it was not really true at the start -- and in a starkly different way, it is not true now either.


The important question is not so much who serves in the army but rather who are the combat fighters and who are the officers? For the first few decades after 1948 the answer was clear: the preponderance of officers, as well as the elite air force pilots, were members of the kibbutzim (collectivized settlements) and moshavim (communal settlements). There were three main reasons for this: political connections, Zionist motivation, and (in the case of the pilots) techno-mechanical experience and skills.


Over the last two decades, however, the picture has changed radically -- the kibbutzim are no longer in the forefront of Israeli society: not in demography, economics, politics, or even industry (despite a few impressive success stories). Who, then, has begun to "take over" its army leadership role? The religious-Zionist camp! (Note: these are not the anti-Zionist, ultra-Orthodox, haredim. While the religious Zionists have always served in the army, it is only with their recent greater integration into general Israeli society -- media, literature, academia etc. -- that they have begun to view the army as well as a possible career option. To this one must add their stronger nationalist-Zionist feelings than many "post-Zionist" secular Jews. But whatever the sources of their transformation, the facts of the matter are clear, Haaretz recently quoted a senior officer: "In the current [officers'] course, the proportion of religious cadets is 42 percent." This is a remarkable number given that the religious-Zionist camp comprises 10% of Israel's population, at most!


Where's the problem. First, it is never a salutary situation when such a disproportion captures key positions in what is supposed to be the key institution for national integration -- not in the 1950s and not today. Second, and even more potentially problematic is what might happen if the army is called on to remove tens (if not hundreds) of thousands of settlers in the administered territories from what these settlers view as Judea and Samaria, the historic heart of Israel. As is well known, a very large proportion of the settlers are religious Zionists; can their brethren in the army be counted on to obey such orders? True, a cardinal halakhic tenet is dina de'malkhuta dina -- the Law of the Land [i.e. the Government] is the Law, and must be obeyed -- but the army is well aware of the dilemma facing these religious soldiers and officers if the government should decide on such a policy in the name of peace with the Palestinians.


That such worries are not baseless can seen from the third problem that has arisen in the recent past: religious soldiers who find themselves facing a contradiction between "normal" army activity and religious law. One example: nine religious, officer cadets walked out on an evening educational seminar that had a cultural event in which two male and two female singers starred. The reason? The halakha forbids listening to women sing (kol isha)! There have also been demands lately on the part of the more religious soldiers not to have women serve in their units at all (the army is very equal opportunity-minded, with women serving as combat trainers, intelligence officers, combat pilots, and in other highly responsible positions). And as a particularly problematic sing of the times, in a recent very high-level meeting between several generals and important haredi rabbis regarding drafting ultra-Orthodox boys into the army, the Chief of Staff chose not to bring along the most relevant general of all regarding this issue: the army's head of Human Resources. The reason? You guessed it: that officer is a woman whose very presence might offend the rabbis!!


The Israel army is walking a tightrope between the need for such highly motivated, extremely capable officers -- who "just happen to be religious" -- and the need to maintain the democratic values upon which Israeli democracy, and its army, is based. This is a very delicate balancing act. It is to be hoped that none of the actors snaps the rope, or starts refusing to get on board to begin with.  
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