
Israel - Theocracy or Democracy? 
 
 
1. Genesis Chapter 14 

 יד פרק בראשית
 עֶלְיוֹן, אֵל אֶל-יהְוָה ידִָי הֲרִמתִֹי  סְדםֹ: אֶל-מֶלֶךְ אַבְרָם, וַיּאֹמֶר כב קַח-לָךְ. וְהָרְכֻשׁ הַנּפֶֶשׁ, תֶּן-לִי  אֶל-אַבְרָם: מֶלֶךְ-סְדםֹ, וַיּאֹמֶר כא 

 אֲשֶׁר רַק בִּלְעָדַי, כד  אֶת-אַבְרָם. הֶעֱשַׁרְתִּי אֲניִ תאֹמַר, וְלֹא מִכָּל-אֲשֶׁר-לָךְ; וְאִם-אֶקַּח שְׂרוֹךְ-נעַַל, וְעַד כגאִם-מִחוּט  וָאָרֶץ. שָׁמַיםִ קנֹהֵ
 }ס{  חֶלְקָם. יקְִחוּ הֵם וּמַמְרֵא, אֶשְׁכּלֹ עָנרֵ  אִתִּי: הָלְכוּ אֲשֶׁר הָאֲנשִָׁים, וְחֵלֶק הַנּעְָרִים, אָכְלוּ

 
 17 And the king of Sodom went out to meet him, after his return from the slaughter of Chedorlaomer and 
the kings that were with him, at the vale of Shaveh--the same is the King's Vale. 18 And Melchizedek 
king of Salem brought forth bread and wine; and he was priest of God the Most High. 19 And he blessed 
him, and said: 'Blessed be Abram of God Most High, Maker of heaven and earth; 20 and blessed be God 
the Most High, who hath delivered thine enemies into thy hand.' And he gave him a tenth of all. 21 And 
the king of Sodom said unto Abram: 'Give me the persons, and take the goods to thyself.' 22 And Abram 
said to the king of Sodom: 'I have lifted up my hand unto the LORD, God Most High, Maker of heaven 
and earth, 23 that I will not take a thread nor a shoe-latchet nor aught that is thine, lest thou shouldest say: 
I have made Abram rich; 24 save only that which the young men have eaten, and the portion of the men 
which went with me, Aner, Eshcol, and Mamre, let them take their portion.' {S} 
 
 
2. Genesis Chapter 28 

 כח פרק בראשית
 אִמֶּךָ; אֲבִי בְתוּאֵל בֵּיתָה אֲרָם, פַּדֶּנהָ לֵךְ קוּם ב כְּנעַָן. מִבְּנוֹת אִשָּׁה לֹא-תִקַּח לוֹ, וַיּאֹמֶר וַיצְַוֵּהוּ אתֹוֹ; וַיבְָרֶךְ אֶל-יעֲַקבֹ, יצְִחָק וַיּקְִרָא א

 אַבְרָהָם, אֶת-בִּרְכַּת וְיתִֶּן-לְךָ ד  עַמִּים. לִקְהַל וְהָייִתָ, וְירְַבֶּךָ; וְיפְַרְךָ אתְֹךָ, יבְָרֵךְ שַׁדַּי וְאֵל ג  אִמֶּךָ. אֲחִי לָבָן מִבְּנוֹת אִשָּׁה, מִשָּׁם וְקַח-לְךָ
 אֲרָם--אֶל-לָבָן פַּדֶּנהָ וַיּלֵֶךְ אֶת-יעֲַקבֹ, יצְִחָק הוַיּשְִׁלַח  לְאַבְרָהָם. אֱלֹהִים אֲשֶׁר-נתַָן מְגרֶֻיךָ, אֶת-אֶרֶץ אִתָּךְ--לְרִשְׁתְּךָ וּלְזרְַעֲךָ לְךָ

 וְעֵשָׂו. יעֲַקבֹ אֵם רִבְקָה, אֲחִי הָאֲרַמִּי, בֶּן-בְּתוּאֵל,
 
1 And Isaac called Jacob, and blessed him, and charged him, and said unto him: 'Thou shalt not take a 
wife of the daughters of Canaan. 2Arise, go to Paddan-aram, to the house of Bethuel thy mother's father; 
and take thee a wife from thence of the daughters of Laban thy mother's brother. 3 And God Almighty 
bless thee, and make thee fruitful, and multiply thee, that thou mayest be a congregation of peoples;4 and 
give thee the blessing of Abraham, to thee, and to thy seed with thee; that thou mayest inherit the land of 
thy sojournings, which God gave unto Abraham.' 5 And Isaac sent away Jacob; and he went to 
Paddan-aram unto Laban, son of Bethuel the Aramean, the brother of Rebekah, Jacob's and Esau's mother. 
6 Now Esau saw that Isaac had blessed Jacob and sent him away to Paddan-aram, to take him a wife from 
thence; and that as he blessed him he gave him a charge, saying: 'Thou shalt not take a wife of the 
daughters of Canaan... 8 and Esau saw that the daughters of Canaan pleased not Isaac his father; 
 
 
 
3. 1 Samuel Chapter 8 

 ח פרק א שמואל
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 שִׂימָה-לָּנוּ עַתָּה, בִּדְרָכֶיךָ; הָלְכוּ לֹא וּבָניֶךָ, זקַָנתְָּ, אַתָּה הִנּהֵ אֵלָיו, וַיּאֹמְרוּ ה  הָרָמָתָה. אֶל-שְׁמוּאֵל, וַיּבָאֹוּ ישְִׂרָאֵל; זקְִניֵ כּלֹ וַיּתְִקַבְּצוּ, ד
 }פ{  אֶל-יהְוָה. שְׁמוּאֵל, וַיּתְִפַּלֵּל לְשָׁפְטֵנוּ; מֶלֶךְ תְּנהָ-לָּנוּ אָמְרוּ, כַּאֲשֶׁר שְׁמוּאֵל, בְּעֵיניֵ הַדָּבָר, וַיּרֵַע ו  לְשָׁפְטֵנוּ--כְּכָל-הַגּוֹיםִ. מֶלֶךְ

 ח  עֲלֵיהֶם. מִמְּלֹךְ מָאֲסוּ כִּי-אתִֹי מָאָסוּ, אתְֹךָ לֹא כִּי  אֵלֶיךָ: אֲשֶׁר-יאֹמְרוּ לְכלֹ הָעָם, בְּקוֹל שְׁמַע אֶל-שְׁמוּאֵל, יהְוָה, וַיּאֹמֶר ז
 ט  גַּם-לָךְ. עשִֹׂים, הֵמָּה אֲחֵרִים--כֵּן אֱלֹהִים וַיּעַַבְדוּ וַיּעַַזבְֻניִ, הַזּהֶ, וְעַד-הַיּוֹם מִמִּצְרַיםִ אוֹתָם הַעֲלֹתִי מִיּוֹם אֲשֶׁר-עָשׂוּ, כְּכָל-הַמַּעֲשִׂים

 }ס{  עֲלֵיהֶם. ימְִלֹךְ אֲשֶׁר הַמֶּלֶךְ מִשְׁפַּט לָהֶם, וְהִגַּדְתָּ בָּהֶם, תָּעִיד כִּי-הָעֵד אַךְ,  בְּקוֹלָם: שְׁמַע וְעַתָּה,
 
4 Then all the elders of Israel gathered themselves together, and came to Samuel unto Ramah. 5 And they 
said unto him: 'Behold, thou art old, and thy sons walk not in thy ways; now make us a king to judge us 
like all the nations.' 6 But the thing displeased Samuel, when they said: 'Give us a king to judge us.' And 
Samuel prayed unto the LORD. {P} 
7 And the LORD said unto Samuel: 'Hearken unto the voice of the people in all that they say unto thee; 
for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected Me, that I should not be king over them. 8 
According to all the works which they have done since the day that I brought them up out of Egypt even 
unto this day, in that they have forsaken Me, and served other gods, so do they also unto thee. 9 Now 
therefore hearken unto their voice; howbeit thou shalt earnestly forewarn them, and shalt declare unto 
them the manner of the king that shall reign over them.' {S} 10 And Samuel told all the words of the 
LORD unto the people that asked of him a king. {S} 
 
 
4. Babylonian Talmud: Sanhedrin 20b  
Rabbi Yehuda says: Three commandments were commanded [to the people of] Israel upon their entry into 
the land: To appoint for themselves a king, to destroy the seed of Amalek, and to build for themselves a 
Temple. Rabbi Nehorai says: This passage [to appoint a king] was only stated in response to their 
complaint, for it is stated: "And you shall say, I will set a king over me."  
 
 
5. Abravanel, Commentary to Devarim 17:24 
There is no mitzva here whatsoever, for the Blessed One did not command that they should say this and 
ask for a king. Rather, it is a foretelling of the future. That is to say, once you are in the chosen land, and 
after the conquest and all the wars, and after the division [of the land] – this being what it says: "And you 
shall possess it, and shall dwell in it" – I know that you will be ungrateful, that you will say of your own, 
"I will set a king over me." [You will ask for a king,] not because of the need to fight the nations and 
conquer the land, for you will have already conquered it. Rather, [you will want a king] in order to be like 
the nations who set kings over themselves… And He states that when this happens, they should not 
appoint a king of their choice, but rather him whom God will choose from among their brothers. This is 
the true essence of the mitzva, namely: "Then shall you appoint a king over you from among your 
brethren." [God] is not commanding them to ask [for a king], but rather that when they ask of their own 
accord, they should not choose [a king] on their own, but rather him whom God will choose from among 
their brethren. According to this, the matter of [appointing] a king is a positive precept that is contingent 
upon optional behavior. It is as if the verse said: When you want to do this, even though it is unbefitting, 
you should do it only in this manner…  
​ It is not impossible for a nation to have many leaders who gather together, unite, and agree upon 
a single policy, and for authority and judgment to be exercised in accordance with what they say… Why 
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shouldn't their leadership extend for a year or for three years like the years of a hired worker or less than 
that? And when the turn of other justices or officers comes, they should rise up in their place and 
faithfully investigate the offenses of their predecessors, and whoever is found guilty should pay in 
accordance with their guilt… And why shouldn't their powers be limited and regulated by laws and 
customs … Why should we have to adduce rational arguments? Surely experience overrides reasoning: 
Look and see those countries governed by kings, and today we see countries governed by judges and 
temporary rulers elected from among them… Now under the elected governments there is nothing crooked 
or perverse, no man raises his hand or foot to commit a crime, and they conquer countries with wisdom, 
understanding and knowledge. 
 
6. Netziv, Ha'amek Davar, Devarim 17:14 
 
Indeed, this formulation implies that appointing a king is not an absolute obligation, but rather a permitted 
option, just like, "And you shall say, I will eat meat" (Devarim 12:20). Surely, however, we know from 
the words of Chazal that there is a mitzva to appoint a king! Why, then, does it say, "And you shall say"? 
The reason seems to be that states are governed in different ways, either by a king, or by the people and 
their representatives. Some states cannot tolerate a monarchy, while others, without a king, would be like 
a ship without a captain. This matter cannot be mandated by a positive commandment, for issues of 
government involve danger to human life that would set aside any positive commandment. For this 
reason it is impossible to issue an absolute imperative to appoint a king, as long as the people have not 
agreed to bear the yoke of a king, after seeing that the countries around them are governed with greater 
order. Then there is a positive commandment upon the Sanhedrin to appoint a king. Therefore, the verse 
says, "And you shall say," that the people should ask for it, and then "You shall appoint."  
 
7. Rav Kook: HaRabbanut, Ma’amarei HaRe’iyah, pp. 52-54 
 
The rabbinate is that great spiritual force, that crucial force which always shaped public opinion in the 
Jewish world… In our era, however, it has been greatly damaged, and its influence has waned. This 
development has had a detrimental affect on every aspect of our collective lives…  
 
Now that we desire to re-establish and thoroughly repair our national lives, we must also implement deep 
and penetrating reforms into the rabbinate of Eretz Yisrael, to breathe new life into this essential, spiritual 
force… [into] a significant force that will influence every aspect of our national revival… 
 
Rabbis must play a prominent role in Israel’s revival. They must work with the people in every facet of 
the building and the national restoration… A continuous, mutual connection must exist between the 
rabbinate and every productive force in the land. 
 
[Rabbis must] constantly strive to bring people closer to each other and introduce a spirit of peace 
between all factions and parties, by way of the holy sentiments that are equally shared in every Jewish 
soul.  
 
Rabbis must stay far away from all factional disputes and differences, they must view everything in a 

3 



positive light, focusing only on this side of every faction and every event. This way, they will be able to 
infuse a spirit of sanctity, faith and pure Jewish awareness into the nation’s entire collective existence, 
materially and spiritually. 
 
 
8. Rav Soloveitchik: Community Covenant and Commitment, pg. 209-211 
 
​ Interview in Boston Jewish Advocate, April 2, 1964: 
 
​ The whole idea of separation is against our philosophy and our faith in the fulfillment of the 
prophetic promise leading to complete redemption… [Regarding legislation] more might have been 
accomplished had there been total separation… It is not for the sake of religious liberty but for pragmatic 
reasons… The secularists would not have been able to blame us for interfering in Israel’s way of life… If 
there are no buses on shabbat, the Orthodox and Judaism as such are blamed…  
 
​ These venomous and vitriolic attacks are disturbing to me. When I suffer from insomnia at night 
and lie awake in bed, I frequently think of this and ask myself: Was it necessary to have this?… It would 
have been the State, not religion that would have suffered by separation… its own image would have been 
tarnished… [I have in the past advised the leaders of the Mizrachi not to press for religious legislation for 
practical utilitarian reasons.  
 
​ In cultural, educational and spiritual projects we could manifest to the secular community that 
Judaism consists both of halachic disciplines and an all-embracing Judaism, giving self fulfillment and 
meaningfulness to their lives. People would have looked to us religious leaders and would not have 
accused us of acting like politicians…  
 
​ I frequently debate with myself whether, indeed, we were obligated to make the great sacrifice of 
exposing ourselves to vilification and slander in order to save some secularists from contracting 
halachically illegitimate marriages. Ninety five percent of the population would comply with the halachic 
code of marriage and divorce even if it were not sanctioned by the authority of the State…  
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