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interest:
For Israel, the weapons trade has always been 
central to the country’s sense of national survival. 
It was a major driver of economic growth, which 
in turn funded further military research and 
development. But it also played an important 
role in forging new alliances in a dangerous 
world…
By the mid-1980s, Israel had firmly established 
itself as one of the world’s top arms exporters, 
with an estimated one in 10 of the nation’s 
workers employed by the industry in some way. 
All of this bought good will for Israel from select 
foreign leaders, who saw the military aid as 
essential to preserving their own power. In turn, 
those countries often voted in Israel’s favor at the 
United Nations General Assembly, the Security 
Council and other international forums. They 
also allowed the Mossad and the Israel Defense 
Forces to use their countries as bases to launch 
operations against Arab nations.2

In this article, we consider the Torah view of the 
sale of arms to non-Jews.

THE PROHIBITION
The Gemara cites a breisa prohibiting the sale 

2 Ronen Bergman and Mark Mazzetti. The Battle for the World’s Most 
Powerful Cyberweapon. The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.
com/2022/01/28/magazine/nso-group-israel-spyware.html.
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The New York Times reports:
It is widely regarded as the world’s most 
potent spyware, capable of reliably cracking 
the encrypted communications of iPhone and 
Android smartphones.
The software, Pegasus, made by an Israeli 
company, NSO Group, has been able to track 
terrorists and drug cartels. It has also been used 
against human rights activists, journalists and 
dissidents.
Now, an investigation published Friday by The 
New York Times Magazine has found that Israel, 
which controls the export of the spyware, just as 
it does the export of conventional weapons, has 
made Pegasus a key component of its national 
security strategy, using it to advance its interests 
around the world.
The yearlong investigation, by Ronen Bergman 
and Mark Mazzetti, also reports that the F.B.I. 
bought and tested NSO software for years with 
plans to use it for domestic surveillance until the 
agency finally decided last year not to deploy 
the tools.1

The Times investigation places Israel’s Pegasus 
strategy within the context of its broader use 
of arms export policy in support of its national 

1 Michael Levenson. F.B.I. Secretly Bought Israeli Spyware and Explored 
Hacking U.S. Phones. The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.
com/2022/01/28/world/middleeast/israel-pegasus-spyware.html.

It (the tzitz) shall be upon his forehead 
continually, for appeasement for them 
before Hashem. 

Shmos 28:38

And you shall place on the Table showbread 
before Me continually.

Shmos 25:30

The Gemara (Yoma 8a, Menachos 99b) 
records a dispute concerning the meaning 
of the word tamid. According to R’ Yosi, 
tamid in the second pasuk doesn’t mean at 
all times; removing the old lechem hapanim 
in the morning and placing the new ones 
in the afternoon is sufficient. The Gemara 
derives from the opinion of R’ Yosi that the 
obligation to learn Torah day and night can 
be fulfilled by learning at least once per day 
and once per night. R’ Yishma’el disagrees 
and tells his nephew Ben Dama that he may 
not learn chochmas Yevanis (Greek wisdom) 
because of the constant obligation to study 
Torah.

In discussing the permissibility of leisure 
activities, the poskim invoke this Gemara, 
as well as the one (Avodah Zarah 17) that 
forbids visiting Roman stadiums due to 
moshav leitzim (see Tehillim 1).1 The Or Zarua 
forbade hunting with dogs for these reasons, 

1  R’ Menashe Klein was strict about attending sporting events; see 
also R’ Moshe Feinstein (Igros Moshe Y.D. 4:11). 
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I toiveled a new pot, but only after reaching home did I discover that there was a sticker on it. Must I redo 
the tevilah without the sticker?

There is a de’Oreisa obligation to toivel metal food utensils that were owned by a gentile and are now 
owned by a Jew. If they are glass rather than metal, the obligation is deRabanan. (Contemporary poskim 
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Q&A from 
theof arms, as well as various implements of 

punishment, to non-Jews:
One may not sell [them] weapons or the 
auxiliary equipment of weapons, and one 
may not sharpen weapons for them. And one 
may not sell them stocks, or neck chains, or 
foot chains, or iron chains.3

DISPENSATIONS
The Gemara proceeds to give several 
dispensations from this general prohibition:

1. Defensive weapons and practical 
considerations (avoiding animosity)

The Sages taught: One may not sell [them] 
shields. And some say: One may sell shields to 
them. What is the reason (for the first view)? 
If we say it is because they protect them in 
wartime, if so, then even wheat and barley 
should not be sold to them. Rav said: If it were 
possible (to avoid selling produce to gentiles 
without incurring their animosity), it would 
indeed be prohibited. (Since limiting sales 
to gentiles to such an extent would cause 
great harm, it is only prohibited to sell them 
shields.4)

Although according to the first opinion, 
even defensive military equipment may not 
be sold to non-Jews, and accordingly even 
selling them provisions should logically be 
prohibited, the latter is permitted, because 
refusing to sell them provisions would trigger 
their animosity (eivah).5 (It is unclear whether 
this consideration would justify even the sale 
of offensive weapons in circumstances where 
refraining from such sales would also cause 
eivah.)
In any event, the Gemara proceeds to rule in 
accordance with the latter view that the sale of 
shields is generally permitted (i.e., even in the 
absence of eivah).

2.   Dual-use items
R’ Ada bar Ahava says: One may not sell 
[them] blocks of iron. What is the reason? 
Because they forge weapons from them. If 
so, even hoes and axes! Rav Zvid said, (R’ Ada 
bar Ahava meant only) Indian iron (which is of 
a superior quality and used only for crafting 
weapons).

The Gemara is clear that dual-use items may 
be sold to non-Jews, and only items with solely 
military use may not be sold.

3.   Customers that protect us
And as for the fact that nowadays we do sell all 
weapons, Rav Ashi said: We sell the weapons 
to the Persians, who protect us.

R’ YEHUDA DOVID BLEICH
R’ Yehuda Dovid Bleich applies this sugya to 
today’s situation as follows:

It would logically follow that the sale of arms 
is permitted not only to the armed forces 

3 Avodah Zarah 15b.

4 Ibid. 15a-b.

5 Rashi ibid. s.v. Ee efshar.

and the Mahari 
Bruna questioned 
the permissibility of 
watching jousting 
competitions. The 
Mahari Weil, Mahari 

Bruna, and other kadmonim discussed the 
practice in earlier times to play cards or gamble 
on Chanukah, and they explicitly or implicitly 
accepted it, at least grudgingly, but some 
Acharonim were strict. But the Chasam Sofer 
and R’ Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld defended the 

custom, as not everyone is capable of studying 
Torah full time.

The Knessess Hagedolah reports that his rebbi 
and other rabanim in his time sanctioned 
playing chess, and some played themselves. 
On the other hand, the Minchas Yitzchak and 
Mishnah Brurah question the propriety of doing 
so for leisure. The common custom today is to 
be lenient concerning leisure activities such 
as chess or bowling, though it is still an open 
question whether one who is able should 

(continued from page 1)

and police of one’s own country, but also to 
other nations actively engaged in protecting 
the security of a Jewish state or of a Jewish 
populace. Hence sale of arms to nations allied 
with Israel by means of a formal or informal 
security pact would be justified. Absent such 
agreement, arms sales would be forbidden 
unless absolutely necessary by virtue of other 
considerations in order to protect life, e.g., 
as part of a barter arrangement designed to 
secure materiel necessary for self-defense. 
Accordingly, the halachic propriety of the 
arrangements surrounding each Israeli sale 
of arms would have to be examined in light of 
the above factors and considerations. R’ Chaim 
David Halevi, the Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Tel 
Aviv (Aseh Lecha Rav I:19) opines (perhaps 
overconfidently) “…there is no doubt that [Israel 
engages in such sales] on the basis of security 
considerations and takes into account the 
benefit which will arise to us therefrom.”6

R’ SHLOMO AVINER
R’ Shlomo Aviner, however, flatly prohibited 
Israeli arms sales to the government of South 
Sudan during the South Sudanese Civil War. He 
stoutly rejected the realpolitik justifications of 
such sales on the grounds of their benefit to the 
Israeli economy and its diplomacy, insisting that 
“money is not everything in life” and that “even 
politics has limits”:

Q: Is this a matter of ethics or halacha?
A: Both. And anyway, everything unethical is 
also against halacha…
Q: According to this, it is prohibited to sell arms 
not merely to them, but also to all nations in 
the world and to all foreign countries?
A: If it’s a normal country, that does not commit 
crimes against humanity, but functions in 
a normal fashion, then it is permitted to sell 
to it, as per the words of the Me’iri, (that the 
prohibition applies only to) “savage pagans.”
Q: And this is the situation in South Sudan?
A: Unfortunately, yes. There is a cruel civil war 
there, going on for a long time. Each side 
murders the other. We sell weapons to the 
government. The government’s forces, they do 
not receive wages. Their wages are anything 
that they succeed in plundering, and all the 
women that they seize. They descend upon 
a small village, kill all the men, take by force 
all the women and girls to marry them, or for 
slaves…and a woman who resists is killed. This is 
frightful! And we sell them weapons and train 
fighters for them?! Oy va’avoy!…
Q: And in other countries they do not do this?
A: They, too, are not so righteous, and it 
happens there, too, and that is also frightful 
and terrible. But there are degrees of villainy…
Q: But we need parnasah. We are in a time 
of war, we must produce arms, and the IDF 
cannot acquire all the output of the military 

6 R’ Y.D. Bleich, Survey of Recent Halachic Periodical Literature–Sale of 
Arms, in Tradition, 20(4), Winter 1982, p. 359. Cf. R’ Joseph Polak, Arms 
Transfers, the State of Israel, and Halacha, ibid., 24(3), Spring 1989, pp. 
67-82.
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consider Corelle, Pyrex, and 
Duralex to be glass for this 
application. A full discussion 
of which utensils require 
tevilah is beyond the scope of 
this article.)
A chatzizah (obstruction) 
invalidates the tevilah of a 
utensil as it does that of a 
person, so stickers must be removed, as well as 
the residual glue. (WD-40, nail polish remover, 
Goof Off, Goo Gone, and similar products are 
quite effective for this application.) 
Mide’Oreisa, only an obstruction that a) covers 
most of the body or utensil, and b) whose presence 
one minds, is a chatzitzah. MideRabanan, 
an obstruction that meets only one of these 
qualifications is still a chatzitzah. Lechat’chilah, 
even an obstruction that meets neither criterion 
should be removed before tevilah.
Stickers on keilim rarely cover a majority of the 
item, but if they’re intended to be removed prior 
to use, they would be a chatzitzah mideRabanan. 
If you forgot to remove them before toiveling, 
repeat the tevilah with a bracha. If you would 
mind the sticker but most people wouldn’t, or 
vice-versa, omit the bracha.
A sticker that you’d like to keep permanently 
on the utensil, e.g., one containing instructions 
or warnings, or one that increases the utensil’s 
value by displaying the name of its prestigious 
manufacturer, need not be removed. Because 
you want it there, it is tafeil to the pot and not 
a chatzitzah.

industry.
A: Quite correct. But money is not everything 
in life…
Q: But it’s not just a matter of money, but of 
political connections.
A: Correct…This is also the reason for the 
connection with South Sudan, a Christian 
country, which is an ally of ours, as opposed 
to Sudan, which is a Muslim country, an ally of 
Iran. All this is true and settled and correct. But 
even politics has limits…7

7 From “The Sale Of Arms to Corrupt Countries–Do Not Sell Arms to 
Corrupt Countries,” an interview by R’ Mordechai Tzion of R’ Shlomo 
Aviner (translated from the Hebrew)

refrain.2

2  See also the psak of R’ Chaim Pinchas Scheinberg (https://din.org.il/
en/2016/05/10/attending-sporting-events/?lang=en and https://www.
dafyomi.co.il/azarah/insites/az-dt-018.htm), who holds that issues of 
moshav leitzim apply only where bitul Torah is a concern, not when one 
needs a break from learning. In addition, he holds that the prohibition in 
the Gemara of visiting a stadium applies only to events involving avodah 
zarah, not necessarily to sports and other leisure activities. 


