God and Guns
Jewish Sources Compiled by the Atlanta Rabbinical Association

Question: Recent terrible events have prompted debate about the proper role of guns in our
society. What wisdom does Judaism have to offer?

A. U.S. Constitution: 2nd Amendment
A well regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the people to
keep and bear arms, shall not be infringed.

How does the US Bill of Rights feel about guns? Who should have them, and why?
American law and ethics are expressed in terms of rights. What about the Jewish tradition?

B. The Obligation to Protect Life
B1 Mishnah Sanhedrin 3:5 (2nd century)

How do we caution witnesses in a capital case? ...[We
say] For this reason, one individual was created first,
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to teach that anyone Who causes one life to be lost. D'700 931 X0 Y1V TAR 17K 2NN
[from Israel], it is as if they have destroyed the entire |,555" 3190 1'70 A%un I8N NAK ¥i9l
world. And anyone who saves one life [from Israel] B T X9n oYiv oty

it is as if they have preserved an entire world.

Why are witnesses warned about this? If you were a witness, how would this affect your

testimony?

B2 Rabbi Moshe Isserles on Shulhan Aruh YD 116:5 (16th Century)

And so one must be careful of anything that could 15 N1D0 'T7 D'RANN DNAT 700 AT I
cause danger [to life], for danger is more serious than NI YWINT W' RII0'RN X1'MMN KN1DO
that which is prohibited, and one must be more careful DWA '"1) 1I0'K 79071 N1D0 7907
about the risk of danger than the risk of violating a (0"wn
prohibition.

Traditional Jewish practice is extremely concerned about even the faintest risk of violating
Jewish law. What does it mean that a risk of danger to life is seen as even more serious?
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C. Ethics of owning a dangerous object:
C1. Deuteronomy 22:8

When you build a new home, make a parapet around
the roof, and do not put bloodguilt upon your home,
lest someone fall from it.
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C2. Talmud, Bava Kama 15b (3rd-5th century)

Rabbi Nathan says: How do we know that a person
shouldn't raise a vicious dog in his house, and should
not keep a rickety ladder in his house? As it says
(Deut 22:8) "do not put bloodguilt upon your home."
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C3. Shulhan Aruh, HM 409:3 (16th century)

It is forbidden to raise a vicious dog, unless he is
bound with iron chains and tied with them. In a city
near the border, it is permitted to raise it, and he
should tie it up during the day and let it out at night.
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[Rabbi Isserles adds]: There are those who say that
since we are amongst the nations, all is permitted,
and go see what people are doing! However, it
seems that if it is a vicious dog, that we are afraid
may hurt people, that it is forbidden to raise it,

unless it i1s tied with iron chains.
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1. How is a gun like an rooftop with no railing or a vicious dog? How is it different?
2. Why would a dangerous object that might be permitted in one town or area might be
prohibited in another? Does it matter what is going on in the larger environment?

3. Are there obligations that apply no matter what is going on in the larger world?
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D. Is it just about weapons?

D1. Genesis 4:23-4

Lemech said to his wives, Adah and Zillah "hear my WY N2XI NTY "Y1 N9 N
voice, wives of Lemech, listen to my words, for I killed| ¥X 2 NINAN NIIND TN W1 NP
a man for wounding, and a child for injuring me. If 2 T2 NANY ToMWXaY MmN
Cain would be avenged sevenfold, Lemech would be DAy NN 1'P 0P D'NYyaY
avenged seventy-seven fold." nyaw

D2 Ramban, commentary on Genesis 4:23 (13th Century)
It seems to me that Lemech was a wise man in all 751 TNN DON W'R N7 0D D LY ARNIN

artisanal work... and taught his third son to forge wILY? 'w'wn NN ™71 ,Nawnn NOX'M
and to make swords and spears and javelins and all 123 751 nINaN 0'NNAENIN NIYYTI
weapons of war. His wives were afraid that he 13 ,W1Y' K7W NITNONN 1'W1 I'N1.AnN7nn
might be punished, for he brought swords and YOIN NIN NINI,L,071Y2 NN'XINEINN RN
murder into the world, and he was holding in his JIWRIN NXOINN 2 RIN D LT NN NYYNn
hands the deeds of his ancestor (Cain), for he was 22n7 n'nwn XMl

the descendant of the first murderer, and created a
destroyer to harm.

He said "I have not killed anyone as Cain did, so N71 D'WXOY7 WK "MATN K7 IR N7 KR KINI
God will not punish me, but rather will protect me NYIY' X717 NYWY QUKD NNiany 17
even more than him." He mentioned this to say 1MN ANFNANTNN N MY AR ,0un
even without a sword and a spear a person can kill DTN 712' NN QN2 K7 D 17 D Tl
with wounds and bruises, which are a worse death NV NNMA N'M'Y ,NNIANIED'YY9] ANNY
than that from a sword. The sword does not cause ['RI,NN'¥IN D12 2NN 'R0 NN
the murder, and the one who makes it is not a :NON WiV 7Y
sinner.

Lemech was a descendant of Cain who bragged about being involved in violence. Ramban
relays a story that portrays Lemech as saying that swords are not the issue. Do you think
Ramban agrees with Lemech's assessment?

Given that Lemech lived just before Noah, what happened to Lemech and his family?
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E What is the Moral Value of Weapons?
E1. Mishnah Shabbat 6:4 (2nd Century)

A man should not go out on shabbat with a sword or a NX71 NWPa X71.9'00 K7 WUINRD KX KT
bow or a shield or a mace or a spear, and if he did, he .NX' ONI.NNNA X71.078%2 X271 .00M)
is obligated to bring a sin-offering. Rabbi Eliezer [N '0'WON MNIX ITYIXR 20 .NRLVN 2N
says- they are ornaments for him. But the sages say, | MXiw .'"X127 X7X [)'R D" NIX D'MONI .17
they are nothing but a disgrace, as it is stated (in D'MX7 DNIAYN INNDI (A DY)
Isaiah) "they shall beat their swords into plowshares, 12 7R 1A XY X7 NNt on'tnimani
and their spears into pruning shears, nation shall not nnN7n Ty 1mo?' X7120n
lift up sword against nation, and they shall not learn

war anymore."

This text is about wearing weapons on the sabbath as adornments (elsewhere the sages make an
exception for a situation of war or immediate danger). What is the reasoning behind the two

points of view in this text?

E2. Exodus 2:22
When you make a stone altar for Me, you N'TA [NNX NIAN"N7 "7 NYYNA 01X NATA™DNI
should not make it of hewn stone, for if you n770m1 072V N9 20N D
apply your sword to it, you desecrate it.

E3. Mishnah Middot 3:4 (2nd Century)

For metal (as used in a weapon) was created to NATANI,OTX 7¢ 'Y X7 X121 712nv
shorten people's days, and the altar was created to MY 'T2I1'X L,DTX 7Y 1! IRNYT XN2Q)
lengthen the days of humankind. It is not right that 2INNAD 7V xpEnn
the shortener should be used upon the lengthener.

E4. Kol Bo 17, citing Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg (13th Century Germany)

Rabbi Meir (of Rothenberg) writes that it is forbidden to enter a5 1:112?:1‘5 éu;i} l]}j' 'SJ %’;}?;
[the synagogue] with a long knife because prayer lengthens the DTN 5P 1 TINA NHANW

days of a person, and a knife shortens his days "N I¥PN 12D

How do these texts see weapons? As positive or negative? In particular how do they see the
relationship between weapons and worship?
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ES. Teshuvot of Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg (13th Century Germany)

You asked about Reuven who hired Shimon to teach
him the profession of swordsmanship, and after one
day, he changed his mind. He must pay him like [he
would pay] any skilled worker whose work is
cancelled after it has begun, for this profession is no
different from any other, and sometimes this
profession has a lifesaving potential when robbers
come upon a person.
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How does this text differ from the previous quote from Rabbi Meir of Rothenburg?
Do the texts contradict each other, or can we see them as reflecting answers to two different

questions?

F. Background Checks- Who Should have Weapons?
F1. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Murderers 12:12-14 (12th Century)

It is forbidden to sell to other nations weapons of
war, nor do we sharpen their weapons, or sell them
knives or manacles, iron chains, raw Indian Iron, nor
bears nor lions, nor any thing that can harm the
masses, but we sell them shields which are only
defensive.
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As we forbad to sell to other nations, so too to Jews
who might sell to them, but it is permitted to sell
weapons to the soldiers of the state, because they
protect the Jews.
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Anything which is forbidden to sell to gentiles also

may not be sold to a Jew who is a criminal, because
you are supporting the hands of the sinner and thus

tripping him up.
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Why did the Maimonides draw a distinction between giving weapons to Jews and to other
nations? How might we understand this distinction today?

Are you surprised by the nature of Maimonides' concern for the criminal?

(How can you trip someone up by giving them what they ask for?)

Conclusions:

Having seen all of these sources, can you say anything about a Jewish view of guns and other

weapons?

What Jewish values would be most important in making an ethical decision?
Is there any gap between the ideal and the real in what our values suggest?




