SOME TEXTS ON JUDAISM AND DEMOCRACY
Rabbi Gordon Tucker

Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 55a
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R. Yitzhak said: We must not appoint a leader over a community without first consulting it, as it says:
“See, the LORD has singled Bezalel out by name” (Exodus 35:30). The Blessed Holy One said to Moses:
“Moses, do you consider Bezalel suitable?” Moses replied: “Sovereign of the Universe, if You think him
suitable, all the more so is he for me!” Then God said to him: “All the same, go and consult them.” He
went and asked Israel: “Do you consider Bezalel suitable?” They replied: “If the Blessed Holy One and
you consider him suitable, all the more so is he for us.”

1Samuel 12:11-15
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When you saw that Nahash king of the Ammonites was advancing against you, you said to me, ‘No, we
must have a king reigning over us’—though the LORD your God is your King. “Well, the LORD has set a
king over you! Here is the king that you have chosen, that you have asked for. “If you will revere the
LORD, worship Him, and obey Him, and will not flout the LORD’s command, if both you and the king who
reigns over you will follow the LORD your God, [well and good]. But if you do not obey the LORD and you
flout the LORD’s command, the hand of the LORD will strike you as it did your fathers.”

| Kings 21:14-19
Word was sent to Jezebel: “Naboth has been stoned to death.” As soon as Jezebel heard that Naboth

had been stoned to death, she said to Ahab, “Go and take possession of the vineyard which Naboth the
Jezreelite refused to sell you for money; for Naboth is no longer alive, he is dead.” When Ahab heard that
Naboth was dead, Ahab set out for the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite to take possession of it.

Then the word of the LORD came to Elijah the Tishbite: “Go down and confront King Ahab of Israel who
[resides] in Samaria. He is now in Naboth’s vineyard; he has gone down there to take possession of it.
Say to him, ‘Thus said the LORD: Would you murder and take possession? Thus said the LORD: In the
very place where the dogs lapped up Naboth’s blood, the dogs will lap up your blood too.””

Leviticus 4:27-28, 22-23
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If any person from among the populace unwittingly incurs guilt by doing any of the things which by
the LORD’s commandments ought not to be done, and he realizes his guilt— or the sin of which he is
guilty is brought to his knowledge—he shall bring a female goat without blemish as his offering for the
sin of which he is guilty.....In case it is a chieftain who incurs guilt by doing unwittingly any of the things
which by the commandment of the LORD his God ought not to be done, and he realizes his guilt—



or the sin of which he is guilty is brought to his knowledge—he shall bring as his offering a male goat
without blemish.
Talmud Yerushalmi Horayot 3:2
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Rav Huna said, the entire six months during which David was in flight before his son Absalom, his sins
would have been atoned for by a female goat as for a commoner.

R. Elisha Aviner, Pirkei Mavo B’Democratiyah Yehudit, (2022) pg.2
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It is on the basis of this principle -- that the appointment of a monarch is subject to the agreement of the
people -- that R. Yitzhak of Karlin (Keren Orah on Horayot 11a) explains a statement in the Talmud
Yerushalmi (Rosh Hashanah 1:1). Here is what he said: “It seems that the matter (of legitimacy of the
ruler) is dependent on the people, and as long as they accept the ruler, they are obligated to submit to
his discipline. And in addition, the people’s will is determinative in bringing the ruler down. This is what
the Yerushalmi means when it says that for the six months during which David was fleeing from Absalom,
any of David’s sins would have had to be expiated via the hatat of a commoner, rather than that of the
ruler, even though David was first anointed by God’s word. And that, of course, is the plain meaning of
the verse (in Deuteronomy 17:15), ‘it is out of the midst of your people that you must set a ruler over
you’, i.e. that the accession of the ruler is dependent on the will of the people.” R. Yitzhak of Karlin has
here given a greatly innovative teaching in saying “in addition, the people’s will is determinative in
bringing the ruler down.” That means that the people are empowered to depose even a ruler anointed
by the divine word. In other words: The legitimacy of the ruler’s appointment is dependent on the
ongoing agreement of the people. It is not only at the moment of inauguration that the ruler requires
ratification by the people, but continuously throughout his tenure.

Yoel Bin Nun, “Hafradat Reshuyot K’ldial Dati”, in Medinat Yisrael: Bein Yahadut ve-Demokratiyah,
(Israel Democracy Institute, 2000)
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The democratic take on government -- in which there is no all-powerful human actor, in which power is
divided among different authorities, and there is no single personality who can be identified with the
government either in whole or in part -- this is the system that is closer than all other systems and all
other models to the determination (on governance) that is correct from the point of view of the Torah. It
is a resolution that is suitable and desirable because it strikes a balance between human sovereignty and
the sovereignty of heaven. This is because a democratic position can also be respectful of the
sovereignty of heaven and even subserve it.




Any Jewish government that is prior to the pure, radiant messianic government envisioned by the
prophets, can only be a democratic government, else it would infringe on the sovereignty of God, and
that would entirely contradict the Torah in the most profound way.



