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The Torah commands that when going out to war, one must refrain from destroying trees
around the city, for the tree is not the enemy (Source 1). The Sages derived from this that it
is not a command limited to trees in wartime, but rather that it is forbidden to destroy any
object—Bal Tashchit (Source 2).

In the Holy Temple, Levites served as guards during the night. If a guard was found sleeping
at his post, the officer in charge would burn his clothing (Source 3). This raises a question:
how was such destruction permitted, given the prohibition of Bal Tashchit?

The Rosh explains that this was not considered a violation of Bal Tashchit because the court
had the authority to confiscate property (Source 4). This power of the court is derived
from Ezra’s warning against anyone who would not attend the national assembly, that their
property would be forfeited (Sources 5-6). Yet the commentators ask: even an ownerless
object may not be destroyed (Source 7).

Later authorities answer: since the burning of the garment was intended to motivate the
guards to fulfill their duty;, it is comparable to a person who breaks vessels in his own home
to discipline his household, which the Talmud permits (Source 8).

The Rebbe rejects this explanation, since the Alter Rebbe explicitly rules that the prohibition
of Bal Tashchit applies even when one breaks vessels for the sake of disciplining the household
(Source 9).

B. Why IS FaStiNg PEIMITIEA........eeeeeeeeeeeeeseesssnneeereeessssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssees 8

When the Alter Rebbe explains the law of Bal Tashchit, he begins by stating that it applies just
as one must take care of a person’s body (Source 10). The Alter Rebbe links the prohibition of
damaging one’s body with the prohibition of Bal Tashchit regarding property.

In the laws of bodily harm, the Alter Rebbe rules that it is permitted to fast as an act of
repentance, since the suffering serves the benefit of the soul, and is therefore considered
good for the person. From this we learn that just as it is permitted to cause suffering to the
body when it brings about spiritual improvement, so too with property: if destruction is
done for the benefit and refinement of the soul, there is no prohibition of Bal Tashchit, since
it serves the person’s spiritual good.



In our case, the burning of the guard’s clothing was intended for his own benefit, to prompt
repentance, regret for the past, and resolve not to repeat it in the future. Since this was for
the benefit of his soul, there was no violation of Bal Tashchit.

C. How Could G-d DeStroy the TEMPLE?... e eeeeeeeessssssseeessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesses 12

The Rebbe asks: since G-d Himself observes the commandments that He gave the Jewish
people, how could He allow the nations of the world to destroy the Temple by His command?
This seems to contradict the prohibition of Bal Tashchit, as well as the unique prohibition
against destroying the Temple. If it was because the people were unworthy of the Temple,
it could have been hidden away, as was done with the Tabernacle and its vessels made by
Moses, and with the gates built by David (Sources 11-12).

The question is answered based on the Midrash, which teaches that the purpose of the
destruction was in order that the Temple would be rebuilt (Source 13). The destruction was
therefore not for the sake of ruin, but as preparation for a greater and eternal rebuilding. The
act of destruction was thus part of the future process of construction.



Introduction

We sometimes witness controlled demolitions of old buildings, carried out to make room
for new and larger construction. It is interesting to discover that this very principle already

appears in the Torah.
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A. The Prohibition of Wast

Laws of Siege

The Torah reading of Shoftim is the fifth portion in the book of Deuteronomy, and it deals with
various commandments and laws.

Among them are: idolatry, the judicial system, appointing a king, identifying true and false
prophets, cities of refuge, and the laws of going out to war.

The Torah writes that we should not be afraid to go to war against our enemies, for the Creator
of the world stands alongside His children.

Before going out to battle, a specially-appointed priest would strengthen the hearts of the people
so they would not fear the battle. Afterwards, those who had recently betrothed a wife, built a
house, planted a vineyard, or those who feared the coming battle, were instructed to return home.

When approaching a city to fight against it, peace must first be offered. If the people refuse, it is
then permitted to lay siege to the city and wage war.

Finally, the Torah adds two verses about another law, a fundamental principle even outside the
context of war:

Source 1 peuteronomy 20:19-20

When you besiege a city for many days to 0°27 D712 Y 2% 9D 0D
wage war against it to capture it, you shall X7 ,msn? %y onbiy
not destroy its trees by wielding an ax 1YY R ALY DX NoIYD
against them, for you may eat from them, iNXY 298N 3311 D — 111
but you shall not cut them down. Is the tree Yy DIXT D ,nhon XY
of the field a man, to go into the siege before Aixna Foien K27 7o

you? ; .
¥y X7 92 Y0 WK Y 7

However, a tree that you know is not a food Dnwn IR — NN ‘?;&j;
tree, you may destroy and cut down, and you YR Py TiXn 021,079
shall build bulwarks against the city that  §na?R 2y NEY X7 WK
makes war with you, until its submission. ARTY Y
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Rashi

Is the tree of the field a man. The word 0 TR Y DIND 02
“ki” here is understood as [a rhetorical] NPT qiga wnwn 03
“perhaps.” “Perhaps the tree in the nIen Yy DIND XY
field is a man, to be included in your  7°38n 9i¥n7 7in2 01277
siege, and suffer famine and thirst 7 Men2 1@213:!’?
along with the city’s inhabitants? w7 YD OWIRD XYY
Why must you destroy it?” 771D°NUN

When you go out to war against a city, you might want to cut down the trees surrounding the
besieged city—either to take them as spoils, to use for building a wall or rampart, or to prevent
the inhabitants from sustaining themselves with their fruit, escaping under their cover, and
resupplying from outside. The Torah tells you that you must not do this. Is the tree of the field a
human being, that you should wage war against it? The war must be directed against people, not
against nature.

Source 2 sefer Hachinuch 50291

Under the rubric of this prohibition is a rule NPW 90 N7 DOp 0391 12 i
against causing any destruction, including i AhiY 1ia0 70D DY Ny
burning or tearing clothing, breaking 77127 °72 92W7 WX 132 Y7
vessels for no purpose, and anything else D2 X¥i*d 7221 9K D21y 292
similar to that. SDOUD 0n2 Y

Our Sages taught that this is not a commandment limited only to wartime, but something relevant
to every person in daily life. We are forbidden to burn or tear clothing for no reason, for we are
not allowed to destroy the world of the Creator.

Guarding the Temple

After learning what the commandment of Bal Tashchit entails, we will now study a law concerning
the Temple and see if any question arises.

The commandment of guarding the Holy Temple is a positive commandment that requires the
Levites and priests to safequard the Temple site. The guarding was carried out by the priests and
Levites in 24 locations and took place throughout the night.
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Source 3 mishnah, middot 1:1-2

The priests guarded three areas ... and the
Levites guarded 21 areas.

The officer of the Temple Mount used to
go around to every watch, with lighted
torches before him, and if any guard did
not rise at his approach and say to him,
“Shalom to you, officer of the Temple
Mount,” it was obvious that he was asleep.
He would then hit him with his rod. He
also had permission to burn his clothes.
People would say: “What is the noise in
the courtyard? It is the cry of a Levite
who is being beaten and whose clothes
are being burned, because he was asleep
at his watch.” Rabbi Eliezer ben Yaakov
said: once they found my mother's brother
asleep, and they burned his clothes.
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The immediate question that arises is: how could they burn the clothing of the poor guard who fell
asleep? Surely this is a violation of the prohibition of Bal Tashchit! Couldn’t other penalties have
been used instead?

Indeed, the Rosh asks this question, and answers:

Source 4 rosh, mishnah, Middot

Student’s Here, there is no concern of violating the

P97 prohibition of wanton destruction because

the court has rendered it effectively
ownerless.

OIYR 22 DR XD P
T PT D02 RRNT own
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What does this concept mean? It means that the court has the authority to declare one of your
possessions, or a particular garment of yours, as ownerless. From that moment, it no longer
belongs to you. This authority of the court is derived from the Torah itself.
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Ezra the Scribe’s Penalties
Source 5 tamud, sittin 36

Rava said: “If the court renders something
ownerless, it is ownerless. Rabbi Yitzchak said,
‘From where do we derive this law? The verse
states: “Whoever does not come by three days
according to the counsel of the chiefs and the
elders, all his property shall be confiscated, and
he shall be separated from the congregation of
the exile.”
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The Book of Ezra begins with the story of the return to Zion after the Babylonian exile. King
Cyrus granted the Jewish exiles permission to return to the Land of Israel and establish Jewish
autonomy in the region, even encouraging them to rebuild the Temple.

When Ezra arrived in Jerusalem at the head of a large group of Jews, he found the city in a state
of great neglect, both spiritually and materially. He then called for a general assembly, intending
to gather all the Jews, organize the community, and plan the reestablishment of the Jewish people
in their land and the rebuilding of the Temple.

To ensure that everyone would attend and to emphasize the importance of participation, he
threatened that anyone who did not come would have their property confiscated.

sSource 6 txra7-8

They issued a proclamation in Judea and 72 2ip 177297
Jerusalem to all the people of the community of 7737 2 73% Y%2wm
the exiles to assemble in Jerusalem. alri/2 n L = vy

"Whoever does not come by three days
according to the counsel of the chiefs and the
elders, all his property shall be confiscated, and

nYowh Xi X2 UK 99"
D ngyy  oown
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he shall be separated from the congregation of
the exile."

Mavian Yo 712 N

The threat worked: everyone came to the assembly, and Ezra indeed succeeded in his important
mission.

The Talmud derives from this for all generations that the court has the authority to declare a
person’s property ownerless. The Rosh explains that this is the source for permitting the burning
of the garment of a guard who fell asleep. Even though it belongs to him, and even though it would
normally be a violation of Bal Tashchit, the court still has the power to declare it ownerless.



>> The Rebbe

St“deggg The question has been raised: The prohibition of %3 %w 910°%# ™77 ;1771 5y Wpm
“do not destroy” also applies to ownerless items. 29577 D 9272 03 2R NURwn

Source 7 pevar avarahm vol. 2, p. 176

Student'g I asked: How does the court rendering something 12 2¥in mn =pwpm
P ownerless assuage this concern? Is one allowed to DIYn O L,PT 0°2 R
destroy possessions of another person, or ownerless iy YN Wwen 12T
property? MNYH 922 92

The Rosh indeed explained how it is permitted to remove the garment from the guard’s possession
without his consent, because this is the power of the court. But how could they burn it? Even
ownerless property may not be destroyed! They could have confiscated the garment and donated
it to the Temple or to the poor. Why destroy and burn a perfectly good garment?

Destruction for intimidation

>> The Rebbe

s‘“deg;l'g Anotherexplanationisgivenbylatercommentators  ,qo11 ¥1°0 *D1NN2 RN
for why it was permitted to burn the garment.  sq53 nXY AW 7TW ONY
Since it was done in order to keep the guards a5 g7 >3 0w DR T
alert, it is comparable to breaking vessels in order by R LY Y9 WNY
to instill fear in the members of one’s household. Ampey o9

Source 8 raimud, shabbat 105b

Student's Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar says in the name of Chilfa MIR MY 12 1Y 021
P34 bar Agra, who said in the name of Rabbi Yochanan  mg% XK 72 X991 DY2

ben Nuri: One who rends his garments in anger, or P72 unt ' own

who breaks his vessels in anger, or who scatters his N2 PTI2 DR YR
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Student's your eyes, for such is the craft of the evil inclination:
pg. 4 Today it tells him do this, and tomorrow it tells
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him do that, until eventually, when he no longer
controls himself, it tells him to worship idols and
he goes and worships idols. Rabbi Avin said: What
verse alludes to this? “There shall not be a strange
god within you, and you shall not bow to a foreign
god” (Psalms 81:10). What is the strange god that is
within a person’s body? This is the evil inclination.
One may not rend his garments in anger, because
in doing so he is deriving pleasure from satisfying
the evil inclination.

..It is only necessary to discuss this in a case
where one does so to instill fear in the members
of his household. In order to show them that he
is very angry, he tears and breaks objects even
though he is not really that angry. In that case he
maintains control of himself and is not in danger
of succumbing to the evil inclination.

>> The Rebbe

However, this answer is problematic. Some
authorities, including the Alter Rebbe, maintain
that the prohibition of Bal Tashchit applies even
when one’s intention is to display anger and
instill fear in the members of one’s household
who are not conducting themselves properly.
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The commentators explain that here too, since the entire purpose of burning the clothes is to
frighten the other guards so they will not fall asleep, it is permitted.
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Source 9 shuichan Aruch Harav, Laws Governing Personal Safety and the

Preservation of Property, 14

student's Just as we must take care of our bodies
95 and not destroy them, damage them, or

harm them, so too must we take care of our
property and not destroy it, damage it, or
harm it.

Anyone who breaks utensils, tears garments,
demolishes a building, dams up a spring,
destroys food or drink, renders them
distasteful, throws away money in a manner
causing it to be lost, or ruins any other
entity that could benefit people, violates a
negative commandment, as reflected by the
verse: “Do not destroy its trees.”

If the Torah warned against destroying the
trees of non-Jews who do battle with Jews,
how much more so does the prohibition
apply with regard to property belonging to
Jews, or even to ownerless property.

This applies even when one’s intent is
only for educational purposes—when he
[demonstrates anger externally in order
to] instill a sense of seriousness or fear in
household members who are not conducting
themselves properly, [while he himself is not
actually angry.|
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B. Why is Fasting Permitted?

>> The Rebbe

Destruction of body and destruction of property

To understand this we need to first consider what
the Alter Rebbe writes as an introduction to the law
that “whoever breaks utensils or tears clothing...
transgresses a prohibition, as the verse states, ‘Do
not destroy.” The Alter Rebbe writes as follows:

"Just as we must take care of our bodies and not
destroy them, damage them, or harm them, so too
must we take care of our property and not destroy
it, damage it, or harm it."

With the wording of “Just as we must take care of our
bodies, so too must we take care of our property,’
the Alter Rebbe advances the novel theory that
these two prohibitions share the same basis.

13°27 205w AN TP T 1AM
55" P9 nIpPn INa) P
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The Alter Rebbe takes two laws that seemingly have no connection and links them together. He
says that just as there is a law forbidding a person from harming their body, so too there is a
law forbidding a person from destroying things. The Rebbe learns from this that the Alter Rebbe
wants to teach us that the source of both laws is the same. One must not destroy the things that
the Creator made in the world. One must not harm the body, and likewise, one must not destroy

property.

There is an interesting detail in the law regarding bodily suffering:
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Source 10 wid,

A person has no authority at all over his own %72 91 2y mw oIX? X
body: not to strike it, nor to shame it, nor to Y N9 Liwha? N9 Linion®
afflict it with any pain, even by withholding TN DNYUIn2 APEX WY DIW2
some food or drink—unless this is done as 12 OX NPX ,7DWn X P9KD
a path of repentance. For such suffering nowRY awn 9772 iy
is a benefit to him, to save his soul from ,nnin iwpl 2oun? 2 X0 n2iv
destruction; therefore, it is permitted to fast 379X n21WN? NiaYNT? 0n 197)
for the sake of repentance, even for one who Diynn 990 PRy on
is [physically] unable to fast.

"Good for them”

>> The Rebbe

In his Laws Concerning Personal Safety, the Alter an> w1 713 7P N9 I
Rebbe writes that “it is permitted to fastasanact  npyuynad nm"w P 1
of repentance,’ since “this suffering is beneficial sy 1 qyy” 5 ,"mAWNS
for the person, to save their soul” That is, although 7,710 WDl Db 15 X
the benefit (saving his soul) comes about through (WDl %5 ALY MANbY
suffering, it is nevertheless permitted, because M DM 937 R TED XA
this suffering is ultimately for the person’s good. B

At first glance, why is fasting permitted? After all, it causes suffering to the body, and that is
forbidden. Yet in practice, we see the custom to fast. Some fast because of a communal calamity,
some fast to atone for sins, and some fast to increase holiness. For example, the Rebbe fasted many
times. So much so that his father, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, repeatedly wrote to him not to fast. It is
told that once someone entered the home of the previous Rebbe and saw the Rebbe and discussed
matters of Torah learning with him for a while. It was already near sunset when suddenly the
Rebbetzin, the Rebbe’s mother-in-law, entered and exclaimed: “Enough! How long can one fast!” At
that moment, the guest realized that the Rebbe had been fasting since morning.

What is the explanation for this? How is it permitted for a person to afflict their body? The Alter
Rebbe explains that because the fast is for the benefit of the person’s soul, it is not considered
suffering.

It is similar to a person who exercises or follows a specific diet for health. Although at the moment
it may seem difficult or even painful, everyone understands that it is good for the person and will
improve their health.

.7"0.10
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As noted, the prohibition of Bal Tashchit shares
the same basis as the prohibition against
causing harm to one’s body. It therefore follows
that when a person destroys something for
the benefit of someone under their authority,
as in our case, where the benefit to the guard
not falling asleep again comes through the
destruction of their garment this does not fall
under the prohibition of wanton destruction,
because it is for the person’s benefit.
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From this we also learn the principle in our context: when a person destroys something for a good
purpose, it actually means that the loss is beneficial. Just like fasting. Just like a diet.

In the unedited transcript of this talk the Rebbe elaborates on this further:

We have established that the prohibition of
Bal Tashchit regarding possessions is akin
to the prohibition regarding a person’s own
body. It follows, that just as in the laws of
harming the body there is a principle that if
one afflicts himself “as an act of repentance,
it is considered beneficial for his soul and
outweighs the suffering of the body—so that it
is not called destruction but, on the contrary,
an act of good—the same reasoning applies to
wanton destruction of possessions.

When the Temple officer burned the garment
of a Levite in order to bring him to repentance—
so that he would truly regret his past actions
and, most importantlyy, make a genuine
resolution for the future—then the benefit to
the Levite’s soul outweighs the damage to his
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C. How Could G-d Destroy the Temple?

In another talk, the Rebbe asks a similar question—this time addressed to G-d Himself.

The Prohibition Against Destroying Part of the Temple

>> The Rebbe

There is a clear Halachic ruling: “Whoever
breaks utensils, tears clothing, or destroys a
building in a destructive manner transgresses
the prohibition of ‘do not destroy.”

Furthermore, in addition to this prohibition,
there is a special law regarding the Temple
that one must not damage any part of the
Temple: “One who smashes a single stone
of the altar, the sanctuary, or between the
entrance hall and the altar in a destructive
way receives lashes, as the verse states, “You
shall tear down their altars... do not do so to
the L-rd your G-d” It is certainly forbidden
to destroy the Temple in its entirety, and
this prohibition is even listed in the count
of negative commandments by Maimonides:
“Not to destroy the Temple, synagogues, or
houses of study”

This raises a question: Since “G-d tells His
words to Jacob, His statutes and judgments to
Israel, and G-d Himself, so to speak, observes
all the Mitzvot, how could He have allowed the
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nations of the world to destroy the Temple?
This is especially difficult because the
destruction was executed as a Divine mission,
as the prophecy states: “Behold, I will send
and take... Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon,
My servant.”

If the Jewish people were unworthy of the
Temple, G-d could have simply buried it, just
as we find regarding the Tabernacle, that “the
Tent of Meeting was hidden.” Even regarding
the Temple itself we are told “Her gates sank
into the earth” and several of the sacred
Temple vessels were also buried.

Source 11 taimud, sotah 92

Rav Chinana bar Pappa interpreted a verse
homiletically: What is the meaning of that which is
written: “Rejoice in the L-rd, you righteous, praise is
comely for the upright [nava tehilla]” (Psalms 33:1)?
Do not read the conclusion of the verse as: Praise is
comely [nava]; rather, read it as: A house [naveh] of
praise. This is referring to Moses and David, whose
enemies did not rule over their achievements, as they
each built a naveh, a house for G-d, and this house
remained in existence.

With regard to David, the citadel that housed his
home and city was not destroyed, as it is written:
“Her gates are sunk into the ground” (Lamentations
2:9), as the gates of Jerusalem built by David were not
destroyed by enemies, but sunk into the ground and
were buried there. This is also so the case with regard
to Moses, as the wise said: When the first Temple was
built, the Tent of Meeting was sequestered, including
its boards, its clasps, its bars, its pillars, and its
sockets. The Gemara asks: Where is it sequestered?
Rav Chisda says that Avimi says: Beneath the tunnels
of the Sanctuary.
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Source 12 raimud, Yoma 52

When the Ark was buried, along with it was
buried the jar of manna that was next to it, and
the flask of oil used for anointing, and Aaron’s
staff with its almonds and blossoms.

And who buried the Ark? Josiah, king of Judea,
buried it. And what did he see that he decided
to bury it? He saw that it is written: “The L-rd
will bring you, and your king whom you shall set
over you, to a nation that you have not known”
(Deuteronomy 28:36). Since he knew that the
Jewish people would ultimately be exiled, he felt
it was better that the Ark should not be disgraced
in exile, and therefore he arose and buried it.
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Destroyed by a lion, so it will be rebuilt by a lion

To understand this, we need to read a short section from the midrash on the destruction of the

Holy Temple:

Source 13 vakut, beginning of eremiah:

“A lion arose in the zodiac sign of Leo and destroyed
Ariel. This lion refers to Nebuchadnezzar, as it
is written: ‘A lion arose from its thicket, in the
zodiac sign of Leo, until the exile of Jerusalem in
the fifth month (the month of Av), and destroyed
Ariel.’ Ariel refers to the city of King David (the
Temple).

This was so that a lion would come in the zodiac
sign of Leo and rebuild Ariel. This lion refers to
G-d, as it is written: ‘The lion has roared—who
will not fear? In the zodiac sign of Leo I will
turn mourning into joy, and Ariel will be rebuilt.
G-d will gather the exiles of Israel.”
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1§ We can explain that this is the reason for the

Midrash’s precisely worded statement: “A lion
arose... and destroyed Ariel... so that a lion will
come... and rebuild Ariel”

This emphasizes that the purpose of the
destruction of the Temple was not for the
sake of destruction, but rather “so that a lion
will come... and rebuild Ariel” Meaning, the
purpose of the destruction was to rebuild.

It is now clear that there was no violation
of the prohibition against demolishing the
Temple; on the contrary, “that demolition
[itself] is called construction” The destruction
and tearing down itself was, in essence, an act
of building.

This is the reason why the Midrash repeats the
phrase: “A lion arose in the zodiac sign of Leo
and destroyed Ariel... so that a lion will come
in the zodiac sign of Leo and rebuild Ariel” In
this way it clarifies and emphasizes that the
intent of the destruction is construction. So
much so that the very name of the event of
destruction—the force that brought it about—
is identical with the name of the rebuilding of
the Temple in the literal sense: “A lion will come
in the zodiac sign of Leo and rebuild Ariel”

(For “the name by which something is called in
the holy tongue indicates its essence.’)
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Key Points:

e In the Temple, a guard who was negligent and fell asleep on duty was
punished by having their garment burned. This raises the question: isn't this
a violation of Bal Tashchit?

* Some explain that this was an educational action meant to discipline the
guard, similar to a person breaking vessels at home to educate their family.
However, the Rebbe rejects this, since the Alter Rebbe rules that even in such
a case, the prohibition of Bal Tashchit applies.

* The Rebbe answers: when the Alter Rebbe writes about the prohibition of
Bal Tashchit, he explains that it is “just as one must be careful with regard to
a person’s body.” The Alter Rebbe teaches thereby that the two prohibitions—
causing bodily suffering and destroying property—share the same underlying
principle.

 Accordingly, just as the Alter Rebbe rules that it is permitted to fast for
repentance, even though it causes bodily suffering, because it benefits the
soul and is therefore “good for the person,” so too in matters of property it
is permitted for the Temple official to destroy the guard’s garment in order
to prompt him to repent. Since this benefits his soul, it is considered for his
good.

* In a similar case, the Rebbe asks: since G-d fulfills the commandments given
to Israel, how could He allow the nations of the world to destroy the Temple
through His agency, despite the prohibition of Bal Tashchit?

e The answer: the purpose of the destruction was not mere ruin, but
preparation for a future, higher, and eternal rebuilding. Therefore, the
destruction itself is part of the building process.
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