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OBSERVATIONS

J
acob spends 20 years in the house 
of lies and deceit. From the outset, 
he faces constant scheming and 
chicanery. Though slated to mar-
ry Rachel, he wakes up the next 

morning married to a different 
woman. Confronting his father-in-law 
about this fraud, he receives a lame an-
swer about local customs of not mar-
rying off younger sisters before their 
older siblings. Of course, no one ever 
mentioned the universal norm about 
being honest and not lying to your 
future family. I guess Laban forgot that 
one.

The longer Jacob remains in Laban’s 
snare, the more exploitation and dis-
honesty he encounters, as his salary is 
repeatedly and unilaterally reduced. At 
one point, Jacob generously agrees to 
relinquish all rights to healthy sheep, 
while committing himself to herding 
only sickly and damaged animals. Of 
course, this plan doesn’t work, as Jacob, 
through divine assistance, continues 
to prosper. Unable to handle Jacob’s 
financial success, Laban disseminates 
false rumors about Jacob’s unethical 
business practices.

Though Jacob and his family ulti-
mately flee this house of horrors, they 
are hunted down by Laban and, aston-
ishingly, are accused of treason. Having 
been victimized for over 20 years by un-
remitting manipulation and cheating, 
Jacob is now accused of those very same 
crimes. Pulling on everyone’s heart-
strings, Laban wails that he wasn’t even 
given an opportunity to say goodbye to 
his daughters. Ironically, by doing his 
utmost to avoid confrontation and con-
flict, Jacob has committed a humanitar-
ian crime.

Thousands of years later, Jacob’s 
children find themselves in a similar 
predicament. A coalition of Israel bash-
ers, including antisemites, ignorant 
stooges, shockingly gullible students, 
and stubborn but blind denialists, have 
all teamed up to accuse our people of fic-
titious crimes, all the while tacitly sup-
porting rape, torture, burning human 
beings, and taking babies and octoge-
narians as hostages. The more things 
change, the more they stay the same.

You would think that, especially in 
this instance, moral truth is straight-
forward. It was pretty clear-cut on 
September 11, and October 7 should not 
be any different. Just in the past decade 
the entire civilized world firmly sup-
ported the eradication of ISIS, but, as-
tonishingly, Gaza is different.

The moral calculus is clear: We are 
a nation of peace, and Arab countries 
that have normalized relations with 

us have enjoyed shared prosperity. By 
contrast, the genocidal murderers who 
continue to seek our extinction always 
look to justify their violence with false 
narratives about colonialism and with 
hypocritical accusations of immorality. 
We are literally walking in the footsteps 
of Jacob.

Defending integrity
At some point, Jacob has had enough. 

After 20 years of lies and counterfeit 
claims, he finally defends himself and 
his record. He accounts for his 20 years 
of faithful service through freezing cold 
nights and scorching hot summer days. 
You would imagine that Laban, when 
confronted with his own corruption 
and duplicity, would finally acknowl-
edge Jacob’s virtue. The facts speak for 
themselves.

However, hate and contempt leave 
little room for facts; and for those con-
sumed with rage and violence, noth-
ing is obvious. Unable to communicate 
with each other, the best Jacob and La-
ban can muster is to agree to disagree. 
Reluctantly, they sign a treaty of nonag-
gression and agree to part ways.

Exasperated, Jacob walks away, failing 
to convince anyone but confident in his 
own moral integrity. Like our forefather, 
we, too, are unlikely to convince much 
of the world of our morality in waging a 
just war. There is too much noise, hate, 
and ignorance for the truth to shine.

Yet, despite the futility of these efforts, 
we must continue to try, for the sake of 
the few who may listen. But, even if no 
one listens, we must still affirm morality 
and truth for ourselves so that we can 

maintain our own moral compass even 
though so many around us have lost 
theirs. When truth slowly dies, we must 
hold on to it even more tightly.

The battle for truth
This war has many layers. Obvious-

ly, this is a continuation of the War of 
Independence, as we continue our strug-
gle to return and resettle our ancient 
homeland. The world isn’t yet ready to 
grant us this small parcel of land award-
ed to us by God. One day they will, but 
it may take a while.

The second layer to this war is the 
battle between good and evil. A strug-
gle is being waged between an axis of 
bloodthirsty barbarians who care little 
about life and human dignity, and civ-
ilized societies that cherish life and 
condemn unnecessary violence. This 
is a clash of civilizations, and we, as 
always, are at the forefront. Good will 
always prevail over evil, provided that 
courageous people stand up and make 
a difference. God, give us courage and 
give us strength.

As the war unfolds, a third layer is 
becoming apparent. We are waging a 
battle to preserve the concept of truth. 
The world around us has gone mad, los-
ing its ability to identify truth. Facts are 
recklessly tossed around, and preposter-
ous claims are weaponized to attack and 
discredit our people.

Postmodernism
The popular movement known as 

postmodernism asserts that all truth 
is subjective and context-dependent, 
and therefore there is no objective 
right and wrong. This has generated 
the concept of moral relativism and the 
belief that we must always study a di-
versity of opinions while appreciating 
multiple competing narratives. Under 
the terms of moral relativism, there are 
no absolute moral positions, and any 
set of moral codes is merely a cultural 

convention.
The absence of objective standards 

is eroding moral clarity and leading to 
the moral free-for-all we are all suffer-
ing through. It is a disgrace to share a 
planet with human beings, presum-
ably equipped with brains and hearts, 
who can actually celebrate incinerating 
other human beings. These people are 
the hideous monsters of postmodern-
ism.

Tower of Babel and the Flood
Tragically, when we abandon absolute 

moral truths, we also lose dialogue. If we 
can’t agree on universal moral values, 
our conversation degenerates into 
shouting matches in which we lodge 
opposing cultural narratives at each 
other. Social media exacerbate the rack-
et by providing mock communication 
but no real dialogue. Social media plat-
forms merely goad opinionated people 
into hollering their opinions as they 
spar with one another in cyberspace. 
The Tower of Babel has returned, and 
this time, though we share language, 
we do not possess a common baseline 
of values. If we can’t speak with one 
another, we can’t live side by side.

Moral relativism also diminishes mor-
al accountability. Absolute moral values 
provide us with a conscience through 
which we inspect our behavior. Once 
every heinous act can be contextualized 
and justified, all moral accountability 
vanishes. The next step after the loss 
of moral accountability is moral indif-
ference in which people do not feel the 
responsibility of ethical decision-mak-
ing and do not consider the impact of 
their actions on others. Moral relativ-
ism is destroying communication and 
extinguishing moral sensibility.

Without communication, we inhab-
it the Tower of Babel. Without moral 
sensibility, we are the generation of the 
Flood.

Finally, when we lose sight of truth in 
the public arena, it becomes more dif-
ficult to locate inner truth. Once truth 
disappears from the broader world, 
it also fades from human hearts and 
souls. So many in our generation suffer 
from impostor syndrome in which 
they doubt their accomplishments and 
their talents. In the modern swirl of dis-
honesty, fake news, and untruth, is it 
any surprise that people feel that they 
themselves are frauds?

Our opponents are attacking the con-
cept of truth. Hold fast and hold tight to 
truth. We know what truth is, and that 
is enough.  ■

The writer is a rabbi at Yeshivat Har 
Etzion/Gush, a hesder yeshiva. He has 
smicha and a BA in computer science from 
Yeshiva University, as well as a master’s 
degree in English literature from the City 
University of New York.
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 HOLD FAST to truth, despite the noise. (Michael Carruth/Unsplash)

The world around us 
has gone mad, losing 
ability to identify truth
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Should terrorists receive medical 
treatment in Israeli hospitals? 

S
ince the horrific October 7 attacks 
and war with Hamas, Israeli 
medics and hospitals have dealt 
with terrorists taken to them for 
medical treatment. This distress-

es healthcare professionals, who have no 
desire to treat terrorists who minutes or 
hours beforehand might have been kill-
ing and raping Israelis. In several Israeli 
hospitals, the staff protested treating such 
patients, and Israel’s Health Ministry or-
dered that terrorists should be treated in 
the prison service’s clinics. 

The cases raised two fundamental 
questions: 

1) Should wounded terrorists be treated 
at all? 

2) Who should get priority of treatment 
in triage circumstances? 

Some outspoken rabbis, including Rabbis 
Shlomo Aviner and Shmuel Eliyahu, as-
serted that Israel should not be providing 
any medical care for these terrorists. They 
might be seen as clear and present threats 
to the state – in halachic terms, a rodef (pur-
suer) – and do not deserve any help toward 
their recovery. As the Talmud states about 
grave evildoers, eino ma’alin (‘we don’t do 
anything to save them”). 

 The claim that a severely wounded 
terrorist remains an active “pursuer,” however, is difficult to maintain, since they 
have been physically disabled. One might retort that since they are fighters who 
would return to action once they are healed, they do not lose their status as “pur-
suers.” This approach might further deter Hamas members from attacking in the 
first place.

However, fundamentalists don’t get so easily deterred, especially in cultures 
that promote becoming a shahid (martyr). More fundamentally, to argue that neu-
tralized Hamas terrorists still have the status of a pursuer would mean, conversely, 
that any Israeli citizen who could be called up for reserve service would be a legiti-
mate military target. After all, if called up, they would become legitimate fighters. 

These are the reasons that we place moral limits on warfare. We don’t exaggerate 
who represents a real threat so that we can minimize unnecessary bloodshed. Israel 
thus signed various international conventions to provide medical care to captured 
enemy soldiers. Once the threat is neutralized, we treat them. 

Additionally, others fear that such selectivity will open a dangerous slippery 
slope. Once we start deciding who to treat and not to treat, we open a Pandora’s box. 
No one wants to treat murderers, wife-beaters, or rapists. Yet the job of healthcare 
professionals is to treat people, independently of their national origins or moral 
liability. Questions of moral and legal liability are addressed by other authorities at 
a later time. 

The rabbinic decisor for Shaare Zedek Medical Center, Rabbi Asher Weiss, add-
ed two other factors. First, Hamas terrorists who are kept alive can be used as bar-
gaining chips for hostage swaps. As such, treating these despicable patients might 
ultimately help save Israeli captives. Secondly, in the realm of public diplomacy, 
it helps Israel in the court of public opinion to perform such humanitarian ges-

tures. Preserving our reputation can help 
us maintain critical political support from 
foreign countries. 

THAT SAID, it is fully reasonable for Israel 
to establish that when medically feasible, 
terrorists should be treated at designated 
medical centers for prisoners. The staff 
and patients of public hospitals do not 
need to be unnecessarily subjugated to the 
presence of such despicable killers. 

Another potential dilemma is whether 
medics or hospitals should prioritize treat-
ing severely wounded terrorists over more 
moderately wounded victims. During the 
so-called “knife intifada” of 2015-2016, the 
heads of the Israeli Medical Association 
and the Magen David Adom ambulance 
service announced that professional 
protocol mandates treating the wounded 
exclusively on the basis of their medical 
condition. The heads of the Hatzalah 
ambulance service and the ZAKA rescue 
organization disagreed and announced 
they would give priority to victims when 
they were sufficiently wounded to require 
immediate care, even if the terrorist was 
more severely wounded. 

This passionate debate ultimately rests 
on questions of triage in which societies 

must prioritize how to allocate scarce medical resources (in this case, third-par-
ty rescue by a public servant). Who should get priority? The Mishna states that a 
man receives preference over a woman when it comes to sustenance, but a woman 
takes precedence when it comes to being redeemed from captivity. Elsewhere, the 
Talmud argues that a high priest sent to lead the troops in war (Kohen mashuah mil-
hamah) received priority over a vice Kohen gadol. 

However, many 20th-century scholars have questioned the relevance of these 
sources in the contemporary era. First, some noted that the rule giving preferences 
based on gender was not codified in the great Jewish legal codes. Other scholars 
marginalized the Mishna by asserting that these priorities would only apply when 
all other factors are equal. Yet if one patient begins treatment earlier, he/she should 
not be abandoned for someone else. 

Alternatively, if one patient’s health situation is significantly worse than anoth-
er’s, then that patient gains preference, irrespective of his/her social position. Ac-
cordingly, Rabbis Moshe Feinstein and Shlomo Zalman Auerbach contended that 
the Mishna is of limited relevance in contemporary triage circumstances, in which 
we correctly tend to treat people equally based on medical criteria. 

That said, it remains problematic to apply such egalitarian notions when one 
patient is a citizen and another is an enemy terrorist. This basic social distinc-
tion would be made in the context of any battlefield triage care. It’s not clear why 
national interests suddenly disappear once these patients arrive in the hospital. 

The medical association has argued that we are dealing here with non-mili-
tary medics and that introducing social distinctions into healthcare will lead to 
a dangerous slippery slope. Nonetheless, it ultimately remains difficult to justify 
prioritizing national resources for an enemy when a citizen needs it at that mo-
ment.   ■

The writer is executive director of Ematai and author of the forthcoming book Ethics of 
Our Fighters: A Jewish Perspective on War and Morality (Maggid). 

HAMAS MONSTER Yahya Sinwar, instrumental in the Oct. 7 attacks, was the 
recipient of lifesaving brain surgery at Tel Aviv’s Shamir (Assaf Harofeh) Medical 
Center in 2004. (Mohammed Salem/Reuters)
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