THE SOLDIER OR THE WAR?

The Torah commands that several
groups of soldiers be absolved of their
military obligation. Why? Is this for the
benefit of the war? Or maybe for some
social purpose?
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A. The Fearful and Faint-Hearted

Deuteronomy 20:1-9

When you go to battle against your
enemies, and see horses, war chariots and
an army larger than yours, do not be afraid
of them, since G-d your L-rd, who brought
you out of Egypt, is with you.

When you approach [the place of] battle,
the priest shall step forward and speak to
the people.

He shall say to them, “Listen, Israel, today
you are about to wage war against your
enemies. Do not be faint-hearted, do not
be afraid, do not panic, and do not break
ranks before them.

“G-d your L-rd is the One who is going
with you. He will fight for you against your
enemies, and He will deliver you.

The lower officers shall then speak to the
people, and say, “Is there any man among
you who has built a new house, and has
not begun to live in it? Let him go home,
so that he will not die in war and have
another man live in it.

“Is there any man among you who has
planted a vineyard and has not redeemed
its first crop? Let him go home so that
he not die in war and have another man
redeem its crop.
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“Is there any man among you who has
betrothed a woman and not married her?
Let him go home, so that he not die in war
and have another man marry her”

The lower officers shall then continue
speaking to the people and say, “Is there
any man among you who is afraid or faint-
hearted? Let him go home rather than have
his cowardliness demoralize his brethren”

When the lower offices have finished
speaking to the people, then they shall
appoint senior officers to lead the people.

Talmud, Sotah 44a

Rabbi Akiva says: “afraid or faint-hearted”
is to be understood as it indicates, that
the man is unable to stand in the battle
ranks and to see a drawn sword because
it will terrify him.

Rabbi Yosi HaGlili says: “afraid or faint-
hearted” — this is one who is afraid
because of the sins that he has; he, too,
returns. Therefore, the Torah provided
him with all these additional reasons
for exemption from the army so he can
ascribe his leaving to one of them. In
this way, the sinner may leave the ranks
without having to publicly acknowledge
that he is a sinner.
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Rabbi Akiva is “accustomed to seeing
the People of Israel in a positive light”
Therefore, when he sees a Jew heading in
the direction of repentance, he excuses
him immediately, even if his thought of
repentance has yet to positively influence
his behavior to the extent that he will
“never again to revert to folly...never
again violate the King’s command, G-d
forbid, neither a positive command nor a
prohibition”

Therefore, Rabbi Akiva cannot possibly
suggest that “one who is afraid because of
the sins that he has” is obligated to leave
the battlefield: If a Jew is afraid due to his
transgressions, he obviously recognizes
that he conducted himself improperly,
and therefore — no doubt — regrets doing
so. Thus, he considers repenting!

Even if he is not yet ready to abandon his
previous ways, it is only because of his
“external senses.” The soul-feeling which
inspired him to repent has yet to penetrate
through to his senses to the extent that
his actual behavior changes. Nonetheless,
he has contemplated repentance, and
therefore, Rabbi Akiva — who always saw
peoplein a positive light — is of the opinion
that he has already been transformed into
a righteous person!

In essence, the fact that he is afraid of
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his sins serves to absolve him of them
altogether, and he therefore has no reason

to fear the battlefield!

Likutei Sichos vol. 9 pg. 121

Recently, a frightening event has taken
place — something which shook the
entire world... Dozens of Jews were
saved from the opposite of life, and were
brought back to the Land of Israel, “the
good and spacious land,” “the land which
G-d’s eyes are upon from the beginning
of the year until its end.” This was despite
that from a logical perspective, they were
not sure if they would be successful.

In this operation, we have clearly
witnessed how quality overcomes
quantity. There were many more [enemy]|
soldiers than the rescuing force.

...The soldiers who risked their lives to
save their brethren deserve our thanks
and commendation; my G-d bless them
with all good, and many times over...

12 Tammuz 1976
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I repeat my statement without regard
for all the naysayers:

The soldiers that flew to Uganda and
risked their lives to save the hostages —
and G-d granted them success — have
earned their reward in the world-to-
come without a doubt, because they
risked their lives to save their brethren
(as the Talmud states regarding Papus
and Lulianus and others).

These are individuals who have an
unimaginable merit. They didn't request
recognition and they didn't get paid.
Some of them are newly married. They
flew thousands of miles on their own
accord and out of their own goodwill to
rescue dozens of Jews from the opposite
of life. The greatest proof of their merit
is that G-d made them successful and
over one hundred hostages are now safe.
What other miracle of that magnitude
has occurred in recent years?

It's quite a shame that there are those
who attempt to conceal the G-dliness
that was revealed in this story.

20 Av 1976
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B. Preserving One's Dignity

Deuteronomy 20:8

The lower officers shall then continue
speaking to the people and say, “Is there
any man among you who is afraid or faint-
hearted? Let him go home rather than have
his cowardliness demoralize his brethren”

Rashi

Afraid or faint-hearted: Rabbi Yosi HaGlili
says that [it means] one who is afraid
of his sins. Therefore, the Torah gives
him the excuse of attributing his return
home because of a house, a vineyard, or
a wife, to cover up for those who return
because of their sins, so that people
should not understand that they are
sinners. [Consequently,] one who sees this
person returning would say, “Perhaps he
has built a house, or planted a vineyard, or
betrothed a woman.”

Sifsei Chachamim!
Rabbi Yosi HaGlili said...:

In other words, Rabbi Yosi is of the
opinion that death is always a result of
sin. Therefore, if a person does not sin, he
has no reason to fear warfare. Thus, the
Torah’s description of someone who fears
is clearly about someone who fears due to
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! Sifsei Chachamim is a supercommentary on Rashi’s commentary on Chumash. Written by Shabbtai ben Yosef Bass (1641
1718) in Amsterdam, it is mostly a collection of other commentaries, in addition to the author's own insights, meant to give
a basic understanding of Rashi. It is printed in almost all editions of Mikraot Gedolot. An abridgement of this work, entitled
Ikar Sifsei Chachamim, appears in many editions of Chumash with Rashi.



his transgressions. This raised a question
for Rashi: Since there is no death without
sin, why are exemptions given to those
who married, planted a vineyard and built
a house? If they have no sins, they have no
reason to be absolved, according to Rabbi
Yosi HaGlili. Therefore, he answers that
despite having no sins to worry about,
they return home to cover for those who
leave because of their sins.

It is worthy to point out that further on,
in the Mishnah, we find an even greater
expression of Ahavat Yisrael:

After explaining the various details
regarding those who return from the
battlefield — those who have a new
house, vineyard or wife — the Mishnah
continues regarding those who return
due to their own fear:

“Rabbi Yosi HaGlili says: ‘Afraid or faint-
hearted’ — this is one who is afraid
because of the sins that he has” He adds:
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“Therefore, the Torah provided him all
these additional reasons for exemption”;
as Rashi explains, the Torah absolves
those with other reasons (marriage,
business and a new home) for the
express purpose of allowing the fearful
to leave the ranks of the army without
being ashamed; “Someone who sees him
leaving will say, perhaps he built a home
or planted a vineyard or betrothed a
wife”

This is an amazing lesson in Ahavat
Yisrael: The Torah is so careful to
preserve the dignity of every Jew, that
it allows the Jew who is ashamed of his
sins to leave with a pretext that he built
a house, married, or planted a vineyard.

The terminology of the Mishnah
indicates that the people in these
categories (with a new marriage,
business or home) would not have been
normally absolved of military service. It
is only he who is fearful for his sins that
is fundamentally absolved. Nonetheless,
the Torah instructs those other people
to leave as well, for the express purpose
of preserving the dignity of the person
who sinned.
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Think about it: On one hand, being
ashamed of transgressions can be a
positive thing. It contributes to the
wholesomeness of the repentance,
and it helps a person avoid similar
transgressions in the future — knowing
that he will be ashamed when leaving
the battlefield. On the other hand,
adding three categories of people
(those with new homes, vineyards and
wives) to those who leave the battlefield
diminishes, to some extent, the power of
the military. We are commanded to wage
war inalogical, physical way, and sending
home three categories of people can do
nothing but weaken the army — thereby
endangering, at least from a physical
perspective, the rest of the soldiers.

Nonetheless, due to importance of
Ahavat Yisrael, the Torah is so careful
to preserve a person’s dignity that it
creates three new categories of people
who are absolved of battle duties, to
avoid shaming the those who are afraid
of their sins by allowing them to mingle
with the other groups.
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Talmud, Sotah 44a

If someone speaks between tefillin and
tefillin, it is considered a transgression
and he leaves the battlefield.

Rashi

Between tefillin and tefillin: Between
donning his head tefillin and his hand
tefillin.

Also: A person is absolved of warfare
for any type of transgression, whether
major or minor. Even if someone “speaks
between donning his head tefillin and his
hand tefillin,” he can leave the battlefield,
because this transgression alone may
cast doubt in his spiritual ability to be
victorious in the war. Therefore, his life
is at risk in battle (unlike the individual
with a new home, vineyard or wife).
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This teaches us about the importance
of Ahavat Yisrael — in two ways: First
of all, even someone who transgressed
the most severe sins is given a way to
leave the battlefield without disclosing
his actions. On the other hand, the
absolution is granted even to he who
transgressed merely by speaking in-
between donning the two pairs of Tefillin.
This implies that the rest of his behavior
is impeccable — for example, with regard
to Tefillin, his mind and his heart are fully
dedicated to G-d, and his only deficiency
is that there is a disconnect between
the commitment of the mind and heart
(this is the spiritual reflection of the
above-mentioned transgression). The
shame and embarrassment from such a
transgression is minimal. Nonetheless, to
allow him to avoid such a minor shame,
the Torah instructed that another three
categories should return from the
war. That's how careful the Torah is to
preserve the dignity of a Jew!

Shavuot, 1986
Toras Menachem 5746 vol. 3 pg. 512
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