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Ancient and Modern Dilemmas

Under what circumstances may someone be exempt from battle? How might this impact on
the troops that remain? These questions have been asked by Jewish tradition since ancient
times and continue to be asked, perhaps with greater urgency, even today. We will carefully
study the innocuous Torah passage that introduces the subject and then follow the heated
discussion that ensues, up until the present day.
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1) Deuteronomy - Chapter 20
1 When you take the field against your enemies, and see horses and chariots—forces larger
than yours—have no fear of them, for the Lord your God, who brought you from the land of
Egypt, is with you. 2 Before you join battle, the priest shall come forward and address the
troops. 3 He shall say to them, “Hear, O Israel! You are about to join battle with your enemy.
Let not your courage falter. Do not be in fear, or in panic, or in dread of them. 4 For it is the
Lord your God who marches with you to do battle for you against your enemy, to bring you
victory.” 5 Then the officials shall address the troops, as follows: “Is there anyone who has
built a new house but has not dedicated it? Let him go back to his home, lest he die in battle
and another dedicate it. 6 Is there anyone who has planted a vineyard but has never
harvested it? Let him go back to his home, lest he die in battle and another harvest it. 7 Is
there anyone who has paid the bride-price for a wife, but who has not yet married her? Let
him go back to his home, lest he die in battle and another marry her.” 8 The officials shall go
on addressing the troops and say, “Is there anyone afraid and disheartened? Let him go back
to his home, lest the courage of his comrades flag like his.” 9 When the officials have
finished addressing the troops, army commanders shall assume command of the troops.
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2) Ibid - Chapter 28
29 You shall grope at noon as a blind man gropes in the dark; you shall not prosper in your
ventures, but shall be constantly abused and robbed, with none to give help. 30 If you pay
the bride-price for a wife, another man shall enjoy her. If you build a house, you shall not
live in it. If you plant a vineyard, you shall not harvest it. 31 Your ox shall be slaughtered
before your eyes, but you shall not eat of it; your ass shall be seized in front of you, and it
shall not be returned to you; your flock shall be delivered to your enemies, with none to
help you.
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3) Jeremiah - Chapter 29
1 This is the text of the letter which the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the
priests, the prophets, the rest of the elders of the exile community, and to all the people
whom Nebuchadnezzar had exiled from Jerusalem to Babylon— 2 after King Jeconiah, the
gueen mother, the eunuchs, the officials of Judah and Jerusalem, and the craftsmen and
smiths had left Jerusalem. 3 [The letter was sent] through Elasah son of Shaphan and
Gemariah son of Hilkiah, whom King Zedekiah of Judah had dispatched to Babylon, to King
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. 4 Thus said the Lord of Hosts, the God of Israel, to the whole
community which | exiled from Jerusalem to Babylon: 5 Build houses and live in them, plant
gardens and eat their fruit. 6 Take wives and beget sons and daughters; and take wives for
your sons, and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters.
Multiply there, do not decrease. 7 And seek the welfare of the city to which | have exiled
you and pray to the Lord in its behalf; for in its prosperity you shall prosper. 8 For thus
said the Lord of Hosts, the God of Israel: Let not the prophets and diviners in your midst
deceive you, and pay no heed to the dreams they dream. 9 For they prophesy to you in My
name falsely; | did not send them—declares the Lord. 10 For thus said the Lord: When
Babylon’s seventy years are over, | will take note of you, and | will fulfill to you My promise
of favor—to bring you back to this place.
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4) Rashi — Deuteronomy 20:5
BUT HAS NOT DEDICATED IT - has not yet dwelt in it. The term 7111 denotes beginning a
thing (here, it means beginning to live in it). AND ANOTHER MAN DEDICATE IT — which is a

matter that causes grief of the spirit.
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5) Ramban — loc cit

While the Kohen who serves God charges them concerning His dread and assures them, the
officers speak of the way of the world: “lest he die in battle...” The nature of things is that in
every war there are casualties even among the victors. These three are therefore
commanded to return from battle because their hearts are concerned with their homes,
their vineyards and their wives and they will flee!
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6) Mishna — Sotah, Chapter 8

1 The anointed for battle, at the time he talks to the people, he would speak in the holy
tongue, as it is said, “And it shall be, when you draw near the battle, that the priest shall
approach” (Deuteronomy 20:2)—this refers to the priest anointed for battle. “And speak
to the people” (ibid) — in the holy tongue. “He shall say to them, 'Hear, O Israel, you are
about to join battle with your enemy" (Deuteronomy 20:3)— “with your enemy” but not
against your brother, not Judah against Shimon nor Shimon against Benjamin, that if you fall
into their hand they shall have mercy on you... Rather against your enemies do you march,
so that if you fall into their hand they will have no mercy on you. “Let not your courage
falter, fear not, and do not tremble or be in dread of them” (Deuteronomy 20:3) “Let not
your courage falter”-- at the neighing of the horses and the sharpening of swords; “Fear not”
--at the crash of shields and the tramp of the soldiers boots; “Do not tremble” -- at the
sound of trumpets; “Or be in dread of them” -- at the sound of battle cries. “For it is the Lord
your God that goes with you”--they come [relying] upon the might of flesh and blood, but
you come [relying] upon the might of the Omnipresent... “Then the officers shall address the
people saying: ‘Is there anyone who has built a new house but has not dedicated it? Let him
go back to his home’ (Deuteronomy 20:5). It is the same whether he built a house for
straw, a house for cattle, a house for wood, or a storehouse; it is the same whether he built,
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purchased, inherited, or somebody gave it to him as a present. “/Is there anyone who has
planted a vineyard but has never harvested it?”” (Deuteronomy 20:6). It is the same
whether he planted a vineyard or planted five fruit-trees and even of five different species;
It is the same whether he planted, bent or grafted it, or whether he purchased, inherited or
somebody gave it to him as a present. “/Is there anyone who has betrothed a woman [but
who has not yet married her]?”” (Deuteronomy 20:7) It is the same whether he had
betrothed a virgin or a widow, or even a woman awaiting levirate marriage, or even if a man
heard that his brother had died in battle, he returns home. All these hear the priest’s words
concerning the battles of war and return home, and they supply water and food and repair
the roads.

2 The following do not return home: He who built a gatehouse, a portico or a porch; He who
planted four fruit trees or five trees which are not fruit-bearing; He who took back his
divorced wife. If a high priest married a widow, or an ordinary priest married a divorcee or a
woman who had been released from levirate marriage, or an Israelite married
a mamzeret or a netinah [member of a caste of Temple servants, historically descended
from the Gibeonites], or the daughter of an Israelite married a mamzer or a natin, he does
not return home. Rabbi Yehudah says: even he who builds a house upon its [original]
foundations does not return home. Rabbi Eliezer says: even he who builds a brick-house in
the Sharon does not return home.

3 The following do not move from their place: He who built a new house and dedicated it,
He who planted a vineyard and redeemed its fruit, He who married his betrothed, He who
brought in his dead brother's wife; As it is said, “He shall be exempt one year for the sake of
his household [to give happiness to the woman he married]” (Deuteronomy 24:5) “His
household,” this refers to his house; “Shall be” refers to his vineyard; “To give happiness to
the wife” refers to his wife; “He married” to include his dead brother's wife. These do not
supply water and food and repair the roads.

4 “Then the officers shall go on addressing the troops and say, ‘Is there anyone afraid and
disheartened, go and return to his house’” (Deuteronomy 20:8). Rabbi Akiva says: “afraid
and disheartened” is to be understood literally, that he cannot stand in the battle lines and
see a drawn sword. Rabbi Yose the Galilean says: “afraid and disheartened” —this is the one
who is afraid because of the transgressions he has committed; therefore the Torah
connected all these with him that he may return home on their account. Rabbi Yose says: a
high priest who married a widow, an ordinary priest who married a divorcee or woman
released from levirate marriage, an Israelite who married a mamzeret or netinah, and the
daughter of an Israelite who married a mamzer or a natin—behold this one is “afraid and
disheartened.”

5 “And it shall be, when the officers have finished speaking to the people, they shall appoint
captains of hosts at the head of the people” (Deuteronomy 20:9). And at the rear of the
people they station guards in front of them and others behind them, with iron axes in their
hands, and should anyone wish to flee, they have permission to strike his thighs, because
the beginning of falling [in battle] is fleeing, as it is said, “Israel fled before the Philistines,
and the people also suffered a great slaughter” (I Samuel 4:17) and elsewhere it states,
“And the men of Israel fled before the Philistines and fell down slain” (I Samuel 31:1).

6 To what this apply? To a voluntary war. But in a war commanded [by the Torah] all go
out, even a bridegroom from his room and a bride from her canopy. Rabbi Yehudah says:
to what does this apply? To a war commanded by the Torah, but in an obligatory war all
go out, even a bridegroom from his chamber and a bride from her canopy.
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