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Pidyon Shvuyim and The Ransom of Gilad Shalit: 
How do you measure the value of a life?

During the many commemorations of the 10th anniversary of the attack on the twin towers of the world Trade Center, several commentators reminisced about that warm summer day in 1974 when Philippe Petit, a tightrope walker, spent 45 minutes walking between the towers, a quarter mile above the sidewalks of Manhattan. Some described him as actually dancing on his wire rope, strung between the tallest buildings in Manhattan. One wrong step, and he would plunge to his death. Yet he crossed the abyss fearlessly, gaily, seemingly with abandon, but in reality, fully aware of the risks he took with every step.

When I think about our beloved State of Israel, perched so perilously on her little sliver of land, surrounded by hostile neighbors, I think of Philippe Petit. Israel, too, is a kind of high wire dancer, surrounded by danger on all sides, every step fraught with risk, finding her way across the abyss.


And yet, this is exactly what distinguishes the modern State of Israel from almost every Jewish community since the Bar Kochba revolt in Roman times. We now have a Jewish State which refuses to be driven from our ancient yerusha, our legacy, choosing instead to stand fast and defend her citizens and her borders, in the face of enemies who have sworn to drive her into the sea. 

In the front lines are the men and women, most of them just out of high school, children, really, who put on the uniform of the IDF, and go forth, leaving their parents’ homes, to protect their birthright and their homeland. They are willing to put their lives on the line, so that no Jew will ever again be homeless and without sanctuary in times of need; so that every Jew might have the opportunity to understand who they are and what it means to engage with God in the place made sacred through our partnership with the Divine. They face rocket attacks, suicide bombers, and sometimes kidnap. They dance on a wire, strung high above a chasm filled with danger, every step potentially their last. Gilad Shalit put on the uniform, and when he was 19, was taken captive by Hamas. 

Kidnap is an ancient crime. Abraham’s nephew Lot, is kidnapped by Canaanite kings, and Abraham is forced to rescue him. The Rabbis of the Talmud, living in Roman times, were all too familiar with the practice of kidnap for ransom, and discuss the same  issues confronting us today. our ancient teachers Considering a variety of injunctions in the Tanakh,  they conclude that we not only have an obligation to redeem captives, but that the obligation is a “mitzvah rabbah” – a great mitzvah. (BT B.B.8a) Maimonides rules that redeeming captives is even more important than feeding the poor, and himself wrote letters and collected funds to redeem captives in his own time. And in the great law code called the Shulchan Aruch, which has not yet been superseded in Jewish tradition, delay in ransoming a captive is considered tantamount to committing murder! (S.A. Y.D. 252,3). Even in our daily prayers, one of the examples of God’s ways in the world is matir asurim – freeing the captive.

Although the rule is that we must redeem captives, and as quickly as possible, our teachers ask whether there are any limits to how much ransom must be paid? Is it possible to pay too much? Is more than 1000 convicted Palestinian criminals and terrorists simply too much to pay for a single human life?


The Rabbis conclude that there must be limits on the amount of ransom paid to redeem a captive. (B.T. Gittin 45a).  The upper limit, they say, is what that person will fetch in a slave market. The reasons given are familiar to us all, and haven’t changed much, including the assertion that  if we pay too much we encourage more kidnapping. 

In the 13th century, the great Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg, who was not only a brilliant commentator on the Talmud, but also an extraordinary poet, was taken captive by King Rudolf I as part of a new wave of persecution against the Jews of Worms, in Germany. Although the community collected over 20,000 silver marks, Rabbi Meir decreed that no ransom should be paid for him, for fear of encouraging the imprisonment of other rabbis. He lived as a captive for 7 years, died in prison, and ultimately a ransom had to be paid for his body so it could be laid to rest properly. The refusal to redeem him did nothing to deter other kidnappings. 

But other sages created exceptions to the rule. A man, they said,  may pay up to 10 times her worth to redeem his wife, and a community may pay much more to redeem a scholar or a leader. And they add, a promising youth. 


How do we determine the worth of human life? When is the price being demanded, simply too much? Do we turn to the actuarial tables to determine when the demands of the captor are simply too much? Or, with the heart of every parent who has seen a son or daughter go off to war, do we pay whatever it takes to get our children back?


In a collection of commentaries on the Talmud called the Tosafot, the sages teach that ever since the Destruction of the Temple, the refusal to pay the ransom will not deter kidnapping, and paying a ransom that is too high will not encourage a practice that was, in their time, already wide spread. Throughout our history, though the rule has always been that one may not redeem captives for more than their value, in practice, the Jewish community has often paid whatever it cost to save the lives of her people. (Golinkin, David, How Far…, Shechter Institute of Jewish Studies). 

Ya’acov Katz, a journalist and writer for the Jerusalem Post, spoke here at Shir Ami on Sunday, and described the many times in recent history that Israel has agreed to unequal prisoner exchanges to redeem the soldiers who have offered their lives on behalf of all of us, and sometimes, simply to recover their remains. But now we are not speaking about simply paying a ransom, merely money after all, to redeem the captives. Rather, the price being demanded may be more Jewish blood, spilled, perhaps, by some of the same terrorists, known and convicted terrorists who have vowed to kill again, and who have been released in the prisoner exchange. Are the lives that may be saved not worth at least as much as the life to be redeemed? 


Yet over 70% of Israeli’s favored the exchange.(Forward, citing JPost poll of Oct. 18, 10/19/11), while many American Jewish leaders expressed their frustration and disapproval of the terms of the deal. 

Katz described the relevant political factors which may have played a role in Prime Minister Netanyahu’s decision to go forward now with what seems like such an unbalanced transaction. Some of the reason’s given include the uncertainties resulting from the so called “Arab Spring,” and a fear that Israel’s isolation may only worsen. 
Hamas’ new found willingness to negotiate may also be a result of the unrest in the Middle East, given that its primary benefactors, including Syria, are facing upheavals among their own people. Hamas, too, may be facing criticism among its own constituencies in Gaza and the West Bank. In addition, Hamas must contend with a resurgence in popularity of Mahmoud Abbas and his governing Fattah party, due to their efforts to gain U.N. recognition for a unilateral declaration of Palestinian Statehood. Under the circumstances, some say, Netanyahu recognized that there may not be another opportunity to make a deal, and that this may be the best deal and the last chance the Israeli’s will get to make one. 


Nevertheless, our hearts ache for the agony of the victims of terrorism, and the question must be asked: will it be worth it? 


The same question had been asked in 1985 when the deal on the table was a proposed swap of 1,150 Palestinian and Lebanese prisoners for three Israeli soldiers. Although the deal ultimately fell through, the chief Ashkenazic rabbi of Israel, Rabbi Shlomo Goren, who had also been the chief rabbi of the Israel Defense Forces, had opposed it. Though empathizing with the anguish of the soldiers and their families, he ruled that based on Jewish law, it was forbidden to swap three soldiers for over a thousand terrorists. Such a swap would “imperil all Israeli citizens and only fuel Arab attempts to capture more Jews in the future.” (Ellenson, op ed, http://www.jta.org/news/article/2011/10/18/3089876/op-ed-shalit-israel-and-rabbinic-debate,10/18/11). 

In his response, Rabbi Haim David Halevi, the chief Sephardic rabbi of Tel Aviv-Jaffa pointed out that these kidnappings were different from any of the examples given in our sacred text. These kidnappings were motivated not by greed and the hope of financial gain, but by political goals. Israel was now a sovereign state, and these were acts of terror against the state itself. Echoing the arguments of the Tosafists, he asserted that acts of terror against the state would continue whether or not the prisoners were released.

The real choice, as Rabbi Goren saw it, was between, on the one hand, strengthening the  terrorist regime by releasing the prisoners, or on the other, strengthening the morale, and the resolve of every IDF soldier and their families, now and in the future. Such swaps are justified, he argued, as long as the State of Israel continues to ask its citizens to defend her existence. They must be assured that no effort will be spared to liberate a captured soldier. 


I believe that terrorism will end only when the parties find a way to negotiate a peaceful resolution to their differences. Until then, for every soldier dancing on the tight rope stretched taut over the abyss of Middle East politics, the Israeli resolve to “provide unlimited support to it’s citizen soldiers” is their only safety net. (Ellenson, ibid). 


Together let us pray that the day will come, speedily and in our own day, when reason will prevail and a secure and sustainable peace will come to all the peoples of the Middle East, Arab and Israeli, Muslim and Jew and Christian and Druze and so many others; to all who send their husbands and wives, sons and daughters,  scholars and promising youth out to dance on a wire high above the abyss.
Ken Y’hi ratzon – May this be God’s will.

Shabbat Shalom
