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Just prior to Operation Iraqi Freedom, the National Security Council held a peculiar closed-
door meeting. Gathering representatives from several previously clandestine government 
departments, the meeting was intended to flesh out the principle of pre-emptive warfare for 
the new National Security Strategy. New Voices has been able to reconstruct what transpired 
by filching an audio recording advice placed under the conference table by overzealous 
Attorney General John Ashcroft:  
 
President Bush calls the meeting to order.  
"Ladies and Gentlemen, please turn to Chapter V: ‘Prevent Our Enemies from Threatening 
Us, Our Allies, and Our Friends with Weapons of Mass Destruction.’ Specifically on page 14 
we state our purpose as to be prepared ‘to stop rogue states and their terrorist clients before 
they are able to threaten or use weapons of mass destruction against the United States and 
our allies and friends.’ Any objections?"  
Though most heads bob support, one hand rises. "Mr. President, this is Judah HaNasi, 
Mishnah Division. It appears you are asking the U.S. to intervene on behalf of friends who 
suffer the threat of attacks. Certainly this reflects the biblical injunction not to stand idly by 
on your neighbor’s blood (Leviticus 19:16). But I wonder if all kinds of threats are worthy of 
our intervention."  
"I’m glad you noticed my biblical reference," the president responds, beaming with pride. "I 
believe all American policy ought to be based on firm religious sensibilities, don’t you 
agree?"  
"Here! Here!" chimes the Attorney General, stroking his leather-bound pocket bible.  
"Now, shouldn’t we use our military muscle against any potential attack?" asks the president. 
"You, there."  
"Maimonides, Mishneh Torah Department. We should do what we can to protect allies and 
friends. In fact, we would be legally culpable if we did nothing to prevent an attack we 
foresee."  
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff pipes up. "But certainly we cannot intervene in 
every conflict, regardless of the issues at stake."  
"True," says Rav Judah, Talmud Department, Babylonian Division, Eruvin Section. "In fact, 
I think we should not intervene if the attack is motivated by economic concerns, like food 
and oil. Only if the attackers come to kill citizens should we go out to battle."  
"I disagree," interrupts Maimonides. "I think we should be commanded to aid anyone who is 
going to be attacked, regardless of the motivation of the attackers, and even if this attack is 
to occur on our holidays."  
"I agree with Maimonides. By the way, I’m Karo, Shulchan Aruch Department."  
Swaying under the intensity of the discourse, the president turns to the vice president and 
whispers, "Hey, Dick, who are these guys? They sound really smart. And why are they here, 
of all places?"  
"Well, sir" coughs the vice president, "we thought it important to capture the Jewish vote, so 
we appointed them."  



"Without my consent?"  
"You really don’t need to be concerned, sir," the Secretary of Defense leans in. "Dick and I 
are taking care of everything."  
"Besides," weasels Wolfowitz, nudging his way across the table, "I hear Maimonides makes a 
mean kreplach."  
"Guys!" interjects the president. "Aren’t we against big government and wasteful 
bureaucracy?"  
The rabbis bristle.  
"Mr. President," Maimonides replies, "wisdom is never a waste."  
Nonplussed and a bit confused, the president resumes the meeting. "So we agree that we go 
to bat for our friends, at least in certain situations. What about the phrase: we have ‘long 
maintained the option of preemptive actions to counter a sufficient threat to our national 
security.’ Any comments?"  
"The principle of anticipatory self-defense is so important, we would want to say that it is 
has explicit biblical support," says Rava, Talmud Division, Sanhedrin Section. "Alas, it has 
no literal basis in Torah. Nevertheless I believe such a principle can be inferred from the 
text."  
"I’m not sure I quite agree," says a man with a heavy French accent. "Rashi here, All Things 
Commented On Department. Exodus 22:1 states that if a thief breaks into your house, there 
is no guilt in killing him. But that only supports the principle of lethal self-defense, not 
anticipatory killing to defend oneself against an attack that has not happened yet."  
"Hey! Is that a frog loose in my Cabinet? Git!" the president shrieks.  
"No, no, Mr. President," the Secretary of Defense coos soothingly. "He’s one of ours." The 
president relents, returning to the discussion at hand.  
"Listen. You boys might have more book learnin’ than me, but if a fox is comin’ for my 
hens, I’m sure as hell gonna get my gun."  
"Yes," Rashi replies. "But how do we determine whether the threat is ‘sufficient’ to justify 
preemptive action?"  
"I dare say that’s my job!" harrumphs the Director of Central Intelligence.  
"And I’m sure your intelligence is absolutely sound," says another bearded man at the table. 
"For me, ‘sufficient’ means if we suspect an enemy will attack us sometime in the near 
future. Therefore, we should make war now against an enemy to diminish them so they 
won’t have the physical strength to fight."  
"Now that’s more like it!" cries the president. "What’s your handle, friend?"  
"Oh, sorry. I’m Frankel, Shiyure Korban Addenda to Korban Ha’Edah, Attaché to Talmud 
Department, Jerusalem Division."  
"Not so fast Frankel," Maimonides grumbles. "Preventive war is different from pre-emptive 
war. The first is a war against an opponent we think might be a threat in the future. The 
second is a war against an opponent who is a real and imminent threat."  
"So are you saying I can’t send the boys to fight yet?" asks the president, exasperated.  
"Not exactly, Mr. President," Maimonides replies. "The majority in the Mishnah Department 
has ruled that anticipatory military action is a matter of discretion. That means we cannot 
force all people to go and fight. But I think it would be safe to conclude that pre-emptive 
military action against an imminent and real threat is obligatory."  
"So we’ve got to go to war!" the president shouts triumphantly.  
"Well, it’s a little more complicated than that," chirps Karo. "We should go to war if the 
threat is imminent and real. But even then our military action must be proportional to the 
level of danger we face. Any use of force beyond the minimum that is required renders us 



culpable for the damage we inflict."  
"Ah," laments the vice president, "but how can our pre-emptive action be proportional to 
something that has not yet happened?"  
"Whoa! That’s complicated, and I’m bushed," moans the president. "Let’s adjourn. I want to 
go skeet hunting."  
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