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Grateful Acknowledgment is Made to the Following:

Center on Conscience & War /National Interreligious Service Board for
Conscientious Objectors (NISBCO) for permission to use portions of What
I Believe about War, Letters of Support for Conscientious Objector Claims, and
Worksheet on War Objection.

Central Committee for Conscientious Objectors (CCCO) for permission to use
portions of If There Were A Draft.

The Other Israel (POB 2542, Holon 58125, Israel) for permission to quote portions
of Dan Shohet’s letter to the Prime Minister of Israel.

Thanks to Rabbi Philip Bentley, Warner Bloomberg, Naomi Goodman, Andy Mager,
Carolyn Toll Oppenheim, Rabbi Michael Robinson, Gerson Silver, and to Stefan
Merken and Murray Polner. Special thanks to Bob Daugherty, Jim Feldman, Bill
Galvin, and L. William Yolton.

Selective Service laws and regulations are, of course, subject to
change. This booklet is current as of December 2009. While JPF is
committed to providing accurate and up to date information, this booklet
is no substitute for advice from a competent lawyer. Should you need an
attorney, JPF or the Center on Conscience & War, or CCCO, for example,
can put you in touch with one who is familiar with Selective Service laws
and regulations.

For those currently in the military: Although this book is geared
toward those facing draft registration, military law provides for the
discharge of Conscientious Objectors. The legal definition of what
qualifies, and important questions to be answered are the same, so much
in this book will be useful for you. But the process is very different, and
you will have to show how your beliefs have changed since you enlisted.
If you believe you are a Conscientious Objector in the military, you may
wish to contact CCW or CCCO for help in preparing a claim.

Dedicated in Loving Memory to: Rabbi Isidor B. Hoffman for his
concern, care, insight, and most of all his compassion for the human spirit, to
Ed Feder a man with deep convictions against war and violence who was influenced
deeply by Jewish ethics and traditions, and to Naomi Goodman, for her lifelong
devotion to family, humanity, and the Jewish tradition of peace and justice.
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This remarkably concise and valuable booklet is a road map
explaining the military obligations the U.S. government demands of
its citizens as well as a guide to the alternatives available. It is also
a guide to an ethical Jewish tradition which may help readers make
their own decisions but which refrains from taking any position on
what is the proper moral decision. Any Jewish professional, working
in or out of the Jewish community, who comes in contact with young
men and women (women, especially health care professionals, may
one day be included in this obligation) should be conversant with the
material contained here.

This booklet will also allow rabbis, religious school educators,
youth group leaders and Hillel program directors to open discussions
with Jewish youth on the broader issue of their own Jewish ethical
or religious responses to governmental obligations. These include
registration with Selective Service and the options they may legally
pursue should the draft be renewed. As Jews, we should encourage
themto grapple with and take seriously theirrelationship to government
expectations, regardless of their final decisions.

Long before they approach the age of 18, young Jews are
encouraged to discuss serious decisions facing them: driving, voting,
and sexual activity. At 18, all young men are also required to register
for a possible draft. Jewish ethics, outlined so well in this booklet,
brings to bear considerations on those crucial life. decisions no
less important than decisions about sex, voting and driving. This
booklet can serve as a guide for young people in junior high school,
high school and college and help them make thoughtful judgments.
As the opening chapter notes, to prepare to be truly adult “..this
decision should be made based on an honest inspection of your
deepest commitments and after a careful consideration of your
own tradition.”

Much resource material from our Judaic texts is collected here.
Among other things, it includes the Talmud’s strict limitations on
violence -a checklist offered for “forbidden” or “permitted” wars

— which can be understood not only for its content but also as a

wiy of being aware of the topic. Young people can learn that these
Inlmudic considerations are believed to be a model for international
humanitarian laws. Laws in Deuteronomy that outline who may or may
not be conscripted into the military are considered a basis for many
modern draft laws. Our texts and traditions show that many Jews
have long wrestled with the question of participation in war (whether
through the draft or even the paying of taxes to support war) before
reaching their decision. Indeed, Judaism compels us to be mindful of
ity teachings on war and peace.

An additional advantage of beginning this exploration several
years before the date of required Selective Service registration is that
should a young man wish to examine the option of conscientious
objection then this booklet can help. The exploration itself may well
lcad some to look more deeply into the subject well in advance of the
time a final decision has to be made.

This booklet can also be read with profit by Jewish parents who
wish to talk to their children about issues of war and peace in light
of Jewish ethics. They will find this booklet useful in its reliance on
Jewish texts and tradition. It may also lead some to ask their religious
schools and youth programs to address these issues in the context of
Jewish ethics.

At a time when society is seeking answers to how we can live
together without violence, Wrestling With Your Comnscience is a
welcome Jewish contribution.
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“This people is known by three signs:
being compassionate — conscientious — charitable”
Talmud (Yebamot 79:a)

Dear Reader:

The fact that you bothered to look inside this booklet already says
something about you. It suggests that you, like so many others, are
troubled by modern war: the weapons used, the destruction wrought,
the human beings killed, the resources wasted, the threat of world
annihilation. It suggests that at some level of your being you balk at
lending your talents, your abilities, your very self to this activity of
the modern nation-state.

You balk, and yet you may be uncertain. On the one hand, you are
aware of the satisfactions of constructive activity, of feelings of love
and compassion, of a desire to build a better world, of a reluctance to
kill. On the other hand, you know the demand of nation-states today:
that you make yourself available for military service and, in the name
of human values, be willing to kill and destroy if so ordered.

Itis apainful conflict. Certainly all of us appreciatethe importance
of social organization for human welfare, all of us learn to respect
the nation for its potential and actual contributions to human welfare,
all of us want to be good citizens. But at the same time we know
that within us are elements we must also respect: a conscience which
forbids us to kill or injure our fellow creatures, and the powerful urge
to preserve and build a better world through constructive activity.

How, Then, to Resolve This Conflict?

If after an honest inspection of your deepest commitments, and
after a careful consideration of your own tradition, you may conclude
that because of your deeply held religious (or moral/ethical) beliefs

you cannot in good conscience participate in war in any form, your
nation recognizes your legal right to present this claim before your
draft board. You are still obliged to register for the draft but if you
come to this conclusion, and are granted CO status, you will be
exempted from fighting and/or going into the military.

What Do You Say?

In a non-dogmatic tradition such as Judaism, there is much room
for individual intuition and understanding. Even if you do not have
much Jewish education or do not regularly attend synagogue services
or do not observe Jewish dietary laws, you can still be classified as
0 CO if the beliefs you hold prevent you from participating in war.
While this booklet cannot tell you what to believe, it is possible,
however, to share some of the teachings of the Jewish tradition which
provide the basis for many of those Jews who have been COs. For
while Judaism is not in any absolute sense a “pacifist” tradition, some
of its basic teachings, when applied to modern warfare, raise grave
doubts about the permissibility of participation in war today.

You may also find it helpful to talk with your rabbi, or some other
counselor or teacher of religion who you respect, or someone to whom
the JPF may be able to refer you to.

What Does the Tradition Say?

In the Biblical period Judaism regarded peace as the most divine
fulfillment of God’s will.

“It shall come to pass in days to come . . .that they shall beat
their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning
hooks. Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither
shall they learn war any more. . . . There will be no harm or
destruction in all My holy mountain; for the land shall be full
of knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”

Isaiah 2:2,4, 11:9

This attitude, so basic to Judaism, was strikingly reaffirmed in
the classical rabbinic period.



“Great is peace, for all blessing are contained in it. . .Great is
peace, for God’s name is peace. . . . It is written, ‘Seek peace
and pursue it.” (Psalm 34.15). The Law does not command
you to run after or pursue the other commandments, but only
to fulfill them upon the appropriate occasion. But peace you
must seek in your own place and pursue it even to another
place as well.”

Leviticus Rabbah, Tzav IX, 9
Numbers Rabbah, Hukkat, XIX, 27

But the tradition contains more than general statements of ideals.
It was very specific about what it understood to be the application
of these ideals to daily life with all its conflicts. Thus for example,
Judaism regards the sanctity of life as a paramount value and expressly
prohibits murder or the shedding of blood.

“In every other law of the Torah, if a man is commanded,
‘Transgress and suffer not death,” he may transgress and not
suffer death, excepting idolatry, incest and shedding blood.

... Murder may not be practiced to save one’s life. . . . Even as

one who came before Raba and said to him, ‘The governor of

my town has ordered me, “Go, and kill so and so; if not, I will
slay thee”, Raba answered him ‘Let him rather slay you than
that you should commit murder; who knows that your blood

is redder? Perhaps his blood is redder.”

—Talmud (Sanhedrin 74a)

Nor should one think that Judaism, while insisting on the
scrupulous limitations of violence in individual cases, was willing
to forget such scruples in the case of war itself. Even when war was
fought for the most legitimate reasons, Judaism recognizes that killing
is an offense before God. For example, in the Biblical era a sin offering
was made by all soldiers.

The tradition is also specific in declaring certain strategies
impermissible, no matter what ends are being sought:

“When siege is laid to a city for the purpose of capture, it may
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not be surrounded on all four sides but only on three in order
(o give an opportunity for escape to those who would flee to
save their lives.”

Maimonides Code “Treatise on Kings and Wars,”
Chapter VII, Law 7.

This strict limitation of violence, (no matter how just the cause may
he), is one of the most basic of all Jewish ethical teachings. With the
power of modern weapons, the impersonality of long-range warfare
(do we really know whom we are killing?), and the complexity of
issues being fought about, can you imagine that a Jewish tradition
o scrupulous about shedding innocent blood and so scrupulous
ubout limiting destruction could possibly sanction war today, whether
nuclear or “conventional”?

But What About Defense?

On first consideration, such a rejection of war may seem
irresponsible. For after all, haven’t we certain responsibilities to
others and to ourselves? Are we simply to remain passive before
(yranny and injustice? Shall we not defend human values when they
nre threatened?

Such questions are reasonable and the conscientious objector
has no easy answers. (Neither has the military, it should be noted.
For is it not perfectly clear that proposed military solutions to these
problems are increasingly irrelevant and dangerous?) But even here
the tradition has something to suggest which we, in our age, may be
uble to understand and apply with new insight. We know something
of what Gandhi achieved in India by nonviolent means and what
Martin Luther King Jr. accomplished in this country by dedicated
nonviolence. We also have impressive records of Danish nonviolent
resistance to the Nazis on behalf of Danish Jews. In the village of Le
(‘hambon in France during World War II, French Protestant pacifists
protected Jews from the Nazis. Nonviolent resistance overthrew
upartheid in South African and brought democracy to the Philippines.
And we have witnessed the extraordinary nonviolent protests of Soviet
lews against oppression and anti-Semitism. In the light of these and
many other examples, the words of Isaiah may point to a better way
(o solve the world’s problems:
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