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The Imperatives of Truth and Law
Rabbi David Horwitz 

Deuteronomy 17:10-11 states:  
You shall carry out the verdict that is announced to 
you from that place which the L-rd chose, observing 

scrupulously all their instructions to you. You shall act in 
accordance with the instructions given you and the ruling 
handed down to you; you must not deviate from the verdict 
that they announce to you either to the right or to the left.

Rashi famously comments: Even if he tells you regarding 
the right that it is left, or regarding the left that it is right, 
and certainly so if he tells you regarding the right that it is 
right, and regarding the left that it is left.

Apparently, the immediate source of Rashi’s words are 
those of the Sifre (Piska 154): to the right or to the left-
even if they point out to you that right is left and left is 
right, obey them.

This comment opens the door to many questions. If 
Torah law, as expounded by the judges, is the expression 
of God’s Will, even granting that we always must follow 
the directions of these judges, how ab initio can it ever 
be considered to be false, in the manner that it is false to 
define right as left? Bet Din can never make a “mistake”! 
On the other hand, granted that as Jews, we must live our 
lives following the truth (the seal of God is truth!), if there 
is an independent standard by which we can ascertain that 
something is true or false, how dare we not follow the truth?

Without attempting a full analysis of the issues here, 
I wish to point out that many other Talmudic passages 
present a different version of the imperative than the one 
cited by Rashi.

The Talmud Yerushlami, in the beginning of Massekhet 
Horayot, draws the exact opposite conclusion: If they tell 
you that right is left and left is right, should you listen to 
them? The Torah states… to the right or to the left: (only 
when) they tell you that right is right and left is left.

Indeed, from one vantage point, the entire premise of 
Massekhet Horayot would seem to reject the maximalist 

version of the Sifre that Rashi quotes. For if what Bet Din 
does is by definition right (=true), what room is there for 
the sacrifices that the judges bring when it turns out that 
they erred?

Numerous authorities have attempted to reconcile the 
Sifre and the Yerushalmi. Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman z”l, on 
the other hand (She’elot U-Teshuvot Melamed le-Ho’il, sec. 
3, #82), stated that there is indeed a dispute between the 
two sources. Moreover, he continued, the assumption of 
the Talmud Bavli (Horayot 2b), agrees with the Yerushalmi. 
Numerous students of Maran Harav Joseph B. Solovetchik, 
z”l, have cited his understanding of the matter, which may 
fit with one an interpretation of the Ramban’s remarks on 
the topic, found in his commentary on the Torah (Deut., ad 
loc.). The Rav distinguished between a case in which one 
thinks that probably the judges confused right with left, and 
a case where one is absolutely, positively sure that they have. 
The obligation to follow the judges even, as the Sifre writes, 
when right is left only holds in the first case, but not the 
second. In the latter instance, the Yerushalmi’s notion that 
one follows them only when right is right is operative.

Ramban first cites Rashi, and quotes the celebrated 
case (Rosh Ha-Shanah 25a) of Rabbi Yehoshua, who was 
instructed to come before Rabban Gamliel with his walking 
stick (a violation of the prohibition of carrying) on the 
Day of Atonement that occurred according to his (Rabbi 
Yehoshua’s) reckoning. These words of the Ramban seem to 
agree with the maximalist view expressed by Rashi. Even if 
Rabbi Yehoshua knew that Rabban Gamliel was wrong, he 
was obligated to disregard his own view and follow him.

However, Ramban continues: 
Now the need for this commandment is very great, for the 

Torah was given to us in written form and it is known that not 
all opinions concur on newly arising matters. Disagreements 
would thus increase and the one Torah would become many 
Torahs. Scripture, therefore, defined the law that we are to obey 
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Rationality, not Rationale
Rabbi Ozer Glickman

The most frustrating conversations are with 
those with whom we have deep fundamental 
disagreements. If conducted in the right spirit, 

without personal animus and with sincere dedication to 
the pursuit of truth, they can be very rewarding. When 
we surround ourselves only with those who see things 
exactly as we do, we limit our growth. When we surround 
ourselves only with those with whom we have fundamental 
disagreements, we never get past the same discussions. We 
need, רבותי, a balance between the two.

I have such a dear friend, a moral philosopher who is 
a Torah observant Jew. Our fundamental disagreement, 
one which we can never get past, concerns the relationship 
between God’s Law and God’s morality. Because the 
answers to such momentous questions lie at the heart of 
one’s השקפה, we need to explore them periodically, testing 
the current state of our thinking for validity and coherence. 
.gives us such an opportunity פרשת שופטים

After stipulating that the כהנים receive Divine gifts in 
place of a tribal portion of the land, the Torah enumerates 
the מתנות הכהונה. When the meat is slaughtered for 
consumption, they receive the right shoulder, the two 
bones of the lower cheek, and the stomach or gullet. The 
 contrasts the midrashic reading on the significance רמב”ן
of these body parts to that of the רמב”ם in the מורה. The 

former identifies each of the body parts with a feature of 
the zealous act of פנחס. The right shoulder representing 
the shoulder with which פנחס took the spear in his hand, 
the cheek bones representing the prayers he verbalized, 
and the stomach representing the organs of his victims, 
penetrated by his spear. In other words, the מתנות הכהונה 
are not a sinecure for the כהנים but a reward for the acts 
of their ancestor. In the מורה הנבוכים, however, the רמב”ם 
offers a more direct explanation: each of these organs is 
the most select of the animal’s body parts, the shoulder 
being the most select of the extremities, the stomach 
of its innards, etc. The מתנות הכהונה represent then the 
recognition that the best goes to God, in this case through 
the כהנים who have been designated to serve Him.

This is not the only such explanation that the רמב”ם 
proposes. In ‘חלק ג of the מורה, we find a broad selection 
of other מצוות for which he offers rational bases. There is 
no question that the רמב”ם maintained that the מצוות each 
convey a benefit upon עם ישראל. At the same time, Jewish 
law retains its positivist basis for observance since these 
benefits are not the rationale for observance. The רמב”ם 
makes an important move that allows him to accomodate 
within his approach both the inherent rationality of the 
Law with its positivist basis for observance: the general 

the Great court that stands before God in the place that He 
chose in whatever they tell us with respect to the interpretations 
of the Torah, whether they received its interpretation by means 
of witness from witness until Moses (who heard it) from the 
mouth of the Almighty, or whether they said so based upon the 
implication (of the written words) of the torah or its intent. For 
it was subject to their judgment that He gave them the Torah 
even if the judgment appears to you to exchange right for left. 
And surely you are obligated to think that they say “right” what 
is truly right, because God’s spirit is upon the ministers of the 
Sanctuary (Ezekiel 45:4), and He forsakes not His saints, they 
are preserved forever (Psalms 37:28) from error and stumbling. 
In the language of the Sifre: even if they show you before your 
own eyes that right is left and left is right-obey them!

This portion of the Ramban seems to argue that we 
must give the Bet Din the benefit of the doubt. It is not that 
they are wrong but we must follow them anyway. It that we 
must we have every reason to assume that they know what 

they are talking about, and therefore they are right, and 
therefore we must follow them. This leaves room for the 
truly exceptional case in which one knows for sure (qim 
li) that the truth is otherwise, and the position cited in the 
Yerushalmi in Horayot comes to the fore.

Analogously, philosophers distinguish between obeying 
someone who is in authority and someone who is an 
authority. According to the latter view, which may be the 
final view of the Ramban, there is no magical ipse dixit 
rule. (Cicero, in De Natura Deorum (I, 10), refers to 
Pythagoras’s students debating, saying “ipse dixit”, that 
is, “he said it himself ”, speaking of Pythagoras, whose 
authority they considered strong “even without reason”.) 
Our recognition of those whose directives we follow is 
bounded by our realization that only God is totally free 
from error; in the meantime, we rely on those who have 
proven themselves a authorities, and try to fulfill God’s law 
as best as we can.
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The Kli Yakar notices that in Parshat Shoftim, three 
major forms of leadership are described: the judge, 
the king, and the priest. Is there any theme that 

these three leaders have in common? Consider the mitzvah 
regarding appointing the king. The Torah says: “Som tasim 
alecha melech,” “You shall place upon you a king.” Why 
then, did Shmuel subsequently become angry at the people 
for requesting a king if it is a mitzvah in the Torah? The 
Rambam (Hilc. Melachim) explains that their intentions 
were not Lshaym shamayim, rather it was a way of separating 
from Hashem, as it says “Ki lo oscha ma’asi, osi ma’asi.” The 
Kli Yakar explains that they did not want a king who would 
rule them, but rather they wanted someone they could 
control and who would follow them. The king is supposed to 
be a leader guiding the people in the path of the Torah.

This explanation is still difficult to understand because 
of the principle L’olam ya’ask adam b’Torah ubmitzvot, 
shemitoch shelo lisma, bah lismah (Pesachim 50b). 
How is this mitzvah of appointing a king different than 
any other mitzvah? In truth, there is a contradiction in 
the Talmud itself even with regard to other mitzvot. The 

Talmud (Brachot 17) states, “Ha’ose shelo lismah noach 
lo shlo nivra.” How can we reconcile these conflicting 
directives? Rav Hershel Schacter explains (Ikvei Hatzon 
22) in the name of the Netziv (Meishiv Davar Cheilek 8 
Siman 46) that the principle of shelo lishma is only valid 
if the person is just fulfilling an act which has been done 
previously. However, if one is saying a novelty in Torah, 
establishing a new minhag, or building a new project, then 
the only legitimate way to do it is with pure intentions and 
no personal interest. The Netziv applied this to a case of a 
rabbi who wanted to start his own minyan because he was 
not getting enough respect in his shul, which he felt to be 
a bizayon HaTorah. The Netziv wrote to this rabbi that it 
would be wrong to start a minyan for such a reason.

From the perspective of the torah, there is a great deal of 
innovative potential attached to the kingship. The political 
leadership of the Jews is responsible for both spiritual and 
physical growth. Such an institution would certainly fit 
into what the Netziv called chiddush. Therefore, it must 
be completely leshaym shamayim, more than any other 
endeavor, as the Rambam writes, “In everything his actions 

Authority Lishma
Rabbi Yisrael Balsim 

outline of a particular precept is rational while its details 
need not be. In Chapter 26 (Pines translation):

“The generalities of the commandments necessarily 
have a cause and have been given because of a certain 
utility; their details are that in regard to which it was said 
of the commandments that they were given merely for the 
sake of commanding something.”

The רמב”ם cites שחיטה as his prime example. As he 
elaborates in Chapter 48, the general מצוה of שחיטה is 
intended to allow the people to have the good food they 
require while protecting the animals they slaughter from 
a painful death. The general מצוה, then, exhibits a rational 
purpose intended to benefit the people. The details, 
however, e.g., the particularly סימנים which must be cut, are 
“imposed with a view to purifying the people.” The רמב”ם 
is referring to a passage in בראשית רבה cited earlier that 
asks what difference should it make to הקב”ה if animals are 
slaughtered by cutting their neck in front or in back? The 
 answers: Say therefore that the commandments were מדרש
only given in order to purify the people.”

The דיוק in the מדרש is clear: What difference do the 
details make to הקב”ה? Say therefore that the [details of 

the] commandments were only given in order to purify 
the people.” The רמב”ם can therefore conceive of a 
functionalist law with a positivist rationale for observance. 
The generalities of the Law are rational; the details of 
the Law are positivist in nature. The fact that the Torah 
exhibits an interior rationality does not preclude an 
absolute mandate for observance. By asserting that the 
details serve the purpose of requiring commitment to law 
independent of rational understanding, the רמב”ם puts the 
halachic system firmly on a positivist footing.

When רמב”ם declares the Torah a reflection of the 
rational Mind of God, he does not mean to assert that 
it has lost its essential character as commandment. 
Those who interpret Jewish law as a set of social policy 
prescriptions miss the distinction between rationality and 
rationale. This confusion plagued the Wissenschaft des 
Judentums movement, leading those who saw Jewish legal 
sources as rational responses within a historical context to 
deny their binding nature. Similarly, those who cast Torah 
entirely as positivist decree may be victims of the same 
delusion, denying rationality in order to preserve rationale.
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Altars & Aspirations
Rabbi Shmuel Silber 

In the beginning of the Parsha, Moshe warns the 
people against adopting the idolatrous practices of the 
Canaanite nations.  Among the multiple prohibitions, 

Moshe states:
ולא תקים לך מצבה אשר שנא ה’ אלוקיך

And you shall not set up for yourself a monument, which the 
Lord your God despises. (Devarim 16:22)

What is this matzeyva monument?  Rashi explains that it 
is an altar made from one stone as opposed to the mizbeyach 
altar, which is made of multiple, individual stones.  But why 
would God “despise” it?  After all, one need only look in 
Genesis to find many examples of great, righteous people 
building matzeyvos to serve God. What changed to make 
the matzeyva so terribly distasteful in the eyes of God that 
the Torah must warn us so strongly against its use? Rashi 
explains that the matzeyva had become central to Canaanite 
idolatrous practice.  Thus, although it was “beloved” by 
God when the Patriarchs used it, it is now abhorrent in 
the eyes of the Creator.  Still, the Torah could have simply 
stated “don’t build a matzeyva” (much in the same way it 
says, “Don’t plant an asheyra tree” - a type of tree used for 
idolatrous worship).  But to say that God despises something 
that was a staple in the religious service of the forefathers 
seems extreme. At the base of Mount Sinai, the very spot 
of incredible Divine revelation, the Torah (Shemos 24:4) 

tells us that Moshe built twelve matzeyva monuments for 
the twelve tribes of Israel. On the future site of the Beis 
HaMikdash we learn that our forefather Yaakov set up a 
matzeyva monument from the stone that he had placed at 
his head. (Bereishis 28:18) Avraham and Yitzchak built 
matzeyva altars wherever they travelled.  How can it be 
that the very thing that was beloved to God in previous 
generations had suddenly become despised?

Rav Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook ZT’L, in his 
work titled Midbar Shur (Shoftim), explains that each of 
the forefathers represented and embodied a particular 
character trait (middah). Avraham represented chessed, 
kindness, Yitzchak gevura, strength, and Yaakov stood for 
emes, truth. Each Patriarch used his middah in the service 
of God.  If you were to approach Avraham and ask how 
to come close to God, his answer would be, do good for 
others and you will achieve this desired closeness.  Chessed 
is the key for connection.  Yitzchak would advocate for 
gevurah – have the strength to sacrifice and one will forge 
a meaningful and lasting relationship with the Almighty.  
Yaakov would advise that the path to God requires 
unequivocal commitment to emes; truth must serve as 
man’s compass in finding God. 

The forefathers were unique in that they each had a 
singular approach to forging a relationship with God. 

should be l’shaym shamayim, and his direction and his 
thoughts should be to raise the true religion (Melachim 
4:10). Similarly, the Rambam writes that anyone involved 
with communal needs has to do everything leshaym 
shamayim.What we learn from the story of Shmuel HaNavi 
is that even the motivation for establishing a king must also 
be done leshaym shamayim. The leader has to be fighting 
for the cause he represents, without any of his personal 
interests standing in the way.

From the above analysis, it is clear that the king and 
the judge share similar responsibilities, i.e. to be fair, just, 
and impartial. Perhaps the same is true as well of the 
third institution of priesthood. The kohen is responsible 
for the spiritual well being of the other Jews. In the laws 
of kodshim we find many requirements of lishma. Thus, 
all three areas of Jewish leadership share in the common 
theme of acting purely le’shem shamayim.

Shaul HaMelech lost his kingship because of his 

mistakes while destroying Amalek and by not waiting 
for Shmuel. But Dovid also made mistakes, and yet he 
did not lose his kingship. Why? Even though both men 
made mistakes and both admitted their mistakes, Dovid, 
however, admitted his faults publicly, as we see similarly 
with Yehudah and Tamar. Likewise, Dovid was not 
ashamed to dance in front of the aron, and his wife Michal 
was wrong for reprimanding him. Dovid was able to have 
two roles. On the one hand he was king of the people, 
and on the other hand he was a servant of Hashem. He 
was the ideal model of what a true king, according to the 
Torah, should be. His life was full of travails in which he 
had to demonstrate his complete devotion to Hashem. 
This explains why the Melech HaMoshiach has to be a 
descendent of Dovid. The melech hamoshiach has to 
reflect the ultimate kingship of Hashem, which in essence 
is purely lishma.
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A Time NOT For Fear
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb

U-mi ha-ish ha-yare ve’rach ha-levav,” whoever is 
fearful and fainthearted, “yelech ve’yashov le’veiso,” 
let him go and return to his house, “ve’lo yi’mas es 

le’vav echav kilvavo,” and that way he won’t melt the heart of 
his brothers (Devarim 20:8). 

With all of the soldiers standing at attention and ready 
for war, the kohen mashu’ach milchamah would announce 
a number of “deferments” from army service.  

Individuals who had either built a house but not yet 
dedicated it, or who had planted a vineyard and not yet 
redeemed it, or who had betrothed a woman but not yet 
married her were all exempt from battle. Additionally – and 
most intriguing – “ha-yare ve’rach ha-levav,” any soldier 
who was “afraid” was also discharged.  

The Mishna (Sota 44a) quotes a machlokes regarding 
the nature of this final deferment. Rabbi Akiva understands, 
simply, that it refers to the fear of battle. Rabbi Yossi Ha-
Galili, however, disagrees, and claims that it refers to “ha-
misyare min ha-averos she’biyado,” those individuals who 
feared that their spiritual shortcomings would make them 

especially vulnerable to the ravages of war. 
Elaborating on the opinion of R Yosi Ha-Galili, the 

Gemara explains that this fear could even be the result of 
an individual transgression, and according to one opinion, 
even if that transgression was just an issur derabanan, of a 
rabbinic prohibition.  

In light of this ruling Rav Menachem Mendel of Kotzk 
raises an obvious question: With the bar set so high, how 
large could the Jewish army have possible been? How 
many people would really have nothing – not even an issur 
derabanan – to fear? How many soldiers could honestly 
claim innocence from any and every possible wrongdoing 
and confidently head out to battle?  

The Kotzker suggests a remarkable answer by creatively 
reinterpreting the phrase, “ha-misyare min ha-averos 
she’biyado.” Clearly not everyone who sinned left the 
battle; that would be completely unrealistic. Rather, the 
exemption was specifically for someone who, despite 
having already repented, was still distressed over past 
transgressions. In other words, even though he had already 

This was necessary for they were creating our national 
foundation and in order for a foundation to be immovable, 
it must rest on solid pillars. Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov 
had to create these solid pillars of chessed, gevurah, and 
emes. These could only be established through their 
singular dedication to these particular traits. Therefore 
they each used a single-stone matzeyva representing their 
singular approach to the service of God.

However, at this juncture Moshe declares to the Jewish 
People that this is no longer an acceptable approach. After 
forty years of spiritual maturation in the desert, God 
expects us to spiritually diversify, becoming “proficient” 
in many areas of life by acquiring many different character 
traits and abilities. One has to strive to become a chessed, 
gevurah and emes Jew. We have to become people who 
engage in meaningful prayer and help the poor. We must 
be people who are able to sacrifice of ourselves and yet 
always give to others. We must be people who can stand 
for truth while being able to interact with others who 
many not share our beliefs.  The single-stoned matzeyva 
was acceptable and even desirable for the forefathers but 
it is off limits to us. From us, God demands a mizbeyach 
avanim, a multi-stone, multi-faceted altar. (Devarim 27:5)

 But God does not stop there.  Asher sanay - the one 
thing that God despises more than anything is when we 
sell ourselves short. The greatest affront to God is when we 
convince ourselves that we cannot be more.  God endowed 
each of us with such beautiful and awesome abilities and 
talents – it is our Divine obligation to discover and utilize 
them.  I have no right to tell God that I can only be proficient 
in one particular area or can only accomplish certain things 
while other achievements are simply beyond my reach. 

The single stone, single approach matzeyva gives man a 
license to be “one thing.”  Asher sanay - “I hate when you 
convince yourselves that you can’t be more.” Hashem hates 
the matzeyva because it has come to represent excellence 
and commitment in one area, whereas God asks us to be 
mitzuyanim, to excel in all we do.

Our life mission is to accumulate stones.  These stones 
represent all of the different character traits, middos 
and abilities we must possess in order to be successful 
people. We must learn to spiritually diversify and strive 
for proficiency and piety in all areas of Judaic life. We 
begin this process one ‘stone’ at a time, taking (small) 
steps towards building a beautiful, and meaningful altar of 
Divine service and connection.
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All the King’s Horses
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer 

You shall surely appoint upon yourself a Melech (King), 
whom Hashem your God shall choose...However, the 
Melech may not acquire extra horses, such that he not 

cause the nation to return to Egypt in order to amass large 
quantities of horses, for Hashem has warned you not to dwell 
in Egypt again. And the Melech shall not have a multitude of 
wives, so that his heart not be distracted. And he may not amass 
excessive amounts of silver and gold. And it shall be that when he 
assumes the throne, he shall write for himself a copy of this Torah 
from before the Kohanim, from Shevet Levi. And the Sefer Torah 
shall be with him and he shall read from it all the days of his life, 
in order that he learn to fear Hashem his God and safeguard all 
the words of this Torah and its laws, so that he observe them; 
such that he not become haughty and stray from the mitzvos, 
in order that he will have an enduring monarchy, he and his 
progeny, in the midst of Israel.” (Devarim 17:15-20)

The Torah’s sequencing of the mitzvos of the Melech is 
quite perplexing, as the prohibition to acquire extra horses 
is presented first, followed by the prohibition to have a 
multitude of wives, followed by the prohibition to amass 
excessive amounts of silver and gold, followed by the 
command to write a Sefer Torah so that the Melech should 
learn from it, fear Hashem and safeguard and observe 
the mitzvos. This last command would seem to be more 
fundamental and essential to the Melech’s general role, 
whereas the prohibitions of having an excessive number of 
horses, a multitude of wives, and amassing silver and gold 

are preventative and somewhat ancillary to the Melech’s 
leadership persona and his religious identity. In fact, the 
Rambam presents the requirement for the Melech to write 
a Sefer Torah and keep it with him before he presents the 
prohibitions of the Melech relating to horses, wives, silver 
and gold. Furthermore, the Rambam describes how the 
Melech should interact with the nation prior to presenting 
any of the above mitzvos. (Hil. Melachim 2:6, 3:1-2)

Why, then, does the Torah first present the prohibitions 
relating to horses, wives, silver and gold, and only then 
present the requirement for the Melech to write a Sefer 
Torah and keep it with him? It would appear that the 
former group of mitzvos, which are preventative and 
seemingly ancillary, are placed before the mitzvos that are 
more essential to the Melech’s role.

The impact of the Melech upon the nation is 
inestimable; his tasks of ruling over, guiding and tending to 
the people, coupled with his expansive extralegal powers, 
render his every word and decision of seismic importance. 
Likewise, the Melech’s mandate to always maintain an 
unwavering concentration on Torah and to reflect and 
embody the heart of the nation at all times injects a sense 
of immense gravity and intensity into his position. (V. 
Rambam ibid. h. 5-6.)

It is difficult to appreciate the extreme significance of the 
Melech’s role and tasks without being provided a context 
that indicates the required focus and the inherent sensitivity 

done teshuvah, nevertheless he still felt like “averos 
she’biyado;” the memory of the transgression was still 
“in this hand” and it was still haunting him to the extent 
that he remained distraught and discouraged. A person 
who could not move beyond past transgression lacked the 
necessary inner strength and confidence to be a warrior in 
the Jewish army and was, therefore, sent home from battle. 

In addition to explaining the law of military exemption, 
the Kotzker’s insight also touches on a larger and 
incredibly important component of religious life. Clearly 
genuine repentance requires that we be honest with 
ourselves and confront past mistakes; otherwise there can 
be no charatah, sincere regret, a necessary component of 
the teshuvah process. At a certain point, however, we must 
have the confidence to “pick ourselves up” and move on 
with self-assurance and pride.  

There is a time and place for everything. Certainly there 
is a time for cheshbon ha-nefesh, introspection, and there 
is even a time, pre–teshuvah, to fear the results of sin. 
But there is also a time when we must move forward. If 
we are forever focused on previous indiscretions we risk 
becoming paralyzed by them. If a person dwells too much 
on the mistakes of the past he will never be able to create 
a better future. There comes a time when we should no 
longer be “misyare min ha-averos she’biyado” and instead 
we must be focused on going forward and the many 
inevitable opportunities to perform new mitzvos.  

With less than a month remaining until Rosh Hashanah 
this is a timely and crucial message to internalize. 
Achieving this delicate balance of past and future is not 
only a requirement for soldiers in the Jewish army; it is an 
essential component of every person’s avodas Hashem.



7 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 

UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTUREShoftim 5774
Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

of all that the Melech does. It is precisely for this reason that 
the Torah first presents the prohibitions upon the Melech 
relating to horses, wives, silver and gold, before addressing 
the details of his role, for these prohibitions elucidate 
the intense focus that the Melech must maintain and the 
incredible sensitivity involved with carrying forth his role.

For example, the Ramban (on Devarim 17:16) 
explains that an excessive interest in horses on the part 
of the Melech can result in the establishment of Jewish-
run horse businesses based in Egypt in order to provide 
for the Melech’s equestrian desires. In other words, the 
Melech’s indulgent interest in horses, due to his supreme 
role as Melech, can end up facilitating mass transgression 
of the prohibition of dwelling in Egypt. This is illustrative 
of the grand and profound impact of the Melech and 
the unintended consequences should he not exercise 
extreme care with his decisions and interests. Likewise, the 
Rambam writes: “The Melech is not permitted to drink in 
an intoxicating manner…Rather, he is to be immersed in 
Torah and the needs of Israel day and night…He likewise 
is not to be very involved with women, as the Torah was 
particular regarding the Melech’s heart being distracted…
for his heart is the heart of the entire Congregation of 
Israel, and for this reason did the Torah require that he be 
attached to the Torah more than the rest of the nation.” 
(Hil. Melachim 3:5-6) The prohibitions of the Melech 
pursuing the material and the earthly are hence not at all 
ancillary; rather, they frame the Melech’s intense focus and 
the profound ramifications of his actions, and are therefore 
presented by the Torah as an introduction to the persona 
of the Melech and all that the Melech represents. This is 
why the prohibitions of the Melech relating to horses, 
wives, silver and gold are specifically presented before 

the requirement for the Melech to write a Sefer Torah 
and keep it with him, as these prohibitions introduce and 
frame the import of the Melech’s larger role. It is very 
likely for this same reason that the Rambam dedicates the 
second perek (chapter) of Hilchos Melachim to detail the 
immense honor that must be accorded the Melech – before 
the Rambam presents the halachos of the Melech’s daily 
conduct – as only with an appreciation of the gravity of the 
Melech’s persona can one properly understand the impact 
of his role and the necessary intensity of his focus.

Let’s conclude with two more quotes from the Rambam 
in Hilchos Melachim, which are very revealing as to the 
Torah’s concept of Jewish monarchy, and which can inspire 
us to try to embody these ideals as well:

“Just as the Torah accords the Melech great honor and 
commands everyone to honor him, so does the Torah command 
that the Melech’s heart be exceedingly humble…The Melech 
must not demonstrate an excessive air of pride before the people...
He must be gracious and merciful to young and old, going and 
coming to provide for their desires and for their wellbeing. And 
he must be sensitive to the dignity of even the lowliest. And when 
he speaks to the public, he must do so with softness…The Melech 
must conduct himself with extreme humility…And he must bear 
the burdens and complaints of the people, like a person tending 
to an infant. The Torah calls the Melech a shepherd, to guide the 
Flock of Yaakov…” (Hil. Melachim 2:6)

“And his actions shall always be for the sake of heaven, and 
his goal and focus shall be to promote the true faith, and to fill 
the world with righteousness, and to destroy the wicked and 
wage the battles of Hashem…” (Ibid. 4:9)  

May we soon again merit to have the special persona of 
the Melech in our midst, and may we each individually strive 
to embody the required traits of the Melech in our own lives.

Egypt: Off Limits to Jews
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

In this week’s parasha, parashat Shoftim, we learn of the 
Torah’s prohibition for Jews to return to the land of Egypt. 
In Deuteronomy 17:16,in the midst of the portion in 

which the issue of appointing a king for Israel is discussed, the 
Torah states, “ Lo to’see’foon lah’shoov bah’derech ha’zeh ohd,” 
You shall no longer return on this road [to Egypt] again.

Unexpectedly, the issue of returning to Egypt is raised 
in the context of appointing a king because of the Torah’s 
concern that the Jewish king not have too many horses, 
which will lead him to return the people to Egypt where 

horses were bred and raised in those days.
The many restraints placed upon the Jewish king that are 

found in Deuteronomy 17:17-20, are intended to ensure 
that the Jewish king devote the throne of his kingdom 
entirely to G-d. In addition to not having too many horses, 
the king shall not have too many wives, so that his heart 
not turn astray. Nor may a king greatly increase silver and 
gold for his coffers. The king is required to write for himself 
two copies of the Torah, that are to be with him at all 
times. He is to read from the Torah all the days of his life, 
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so that he will learn to fear G-d, and observe all the words 
and decrees of the Torah and perform them. With these 
restraints, it is hoped that the king not become haughty 
over his brethren and turn from the commandments right 
or left. His loyalty to the Al-mighty, will ensure that his and 
his family’s reign over Israel will be prolonged.

The Yalkut May’am Lo’ez notes that even before the 
above references, the Torah had previously alluded to the 
prohibition of residing in Egypt. Prior to the Splitting of 
the Red Sea, G-d tells the Jewish people (Exodus 14:12), 
that the way they see Egypt at that time (powerful and 
mighty), will never be seen again. In the Tochacha , 
G-d’s reproof of the Jewish people, the Al-mighty warns 
(Deuteronomy 28:68) that if the people misbehave, they 
will be sent back to Egypt in boats, on the very path which 
G-d had said they would not see again.

The injunction against returning to Egypt is understood 
to mean that a Jew may reside in any place in the world, 
with the exception of dwelling permanently in Egypt. 
Therefore, one may return to Egypt for business reasons or 
to participate in the conquest of other nations. If the land 
of Egypt is conquered by a Jewish king with the approval of 
the Jewish Court of Law, Jews may then live there freely.

The Ramban underscores that due to the profoundly 
degenerate lifestyle in Egypt, Jews may not live there, lest, 
they too, adopt a decadent lifestyle.

Despite the clear Torah prohibition of living in Egypt, 
for many centuries, Jewish communities flourished in 
Egypt, especially in the city of Alexandria. The great sage 
and physician Maimonides resided in Fostat (old Cairo) 
Egypt, where he served as the court physician to the 
Egyptian sultan, the great Saladin.

Varied explanations are offered by the commentators 
and interpreters, in an effort to explain the fact that, despite 
the prohibition, many noted Jews settled in Egypt.

Rabbeinu Bachya felt that the prohibition of living 
in Egypt was not meant to be permanent. Rather, it was 
to be in effect only in Biblical times, when the period of 
Egyptian bondage was still a recent memory. By the time 
of Alexandrian Jews and of Maimonides, the prohibition to 
reside in Egypt had lapsed.

Another view propounded by some authorities, is that 
the prohibition applied only to those Jews who specifically 
left the land of Israel to settle in Egypt, and did not apply to 
those who came from other countries.

Radbaz rejects that suggestion, and concludes instead 
that Jews may have gone to Egypt initially for the purpose 

of business, and subsequently found it unsafe to return to 
their homelands. They, therefore, remained in Egypt. Both 
Bachya and the Radbaz point out that Maimonides was 
called by the king to be his personal physician, and that his 
residence in Egypt was involuntary.

A most interesting footnote to this discussion may 
be found in a brief review of the history of the Jewish 
community of Alexandria.

Jews settled in Alexandria in the third century before 
the Common Era, when that metropolis became a major 
seaport and the center of commerce and culture. The city 
was named after King Alexander the Great, who was a great 
friend of the Jews. Fully one-third of the 300,000 residents 
of the city were Jewish, which is a greater proportion of 
Jews than is found in New York City today. So large were 
the synagogues in Alexandria, that the leaders would have 
to wave flags for the people in the rear of the synagogue 
to know when to say “Amen” to a blessing. Nevertheless, 
many Jews attended synagogue only one day a year.

The Jews of Alexandria were enamored with Greek 
culture, language, and especially the philosophy of Plato. 
They gave their children Greek names. The Bible was 
known only from the Greek Septuagint. Hebrew was 
hardly ever used, except for the presence of the word “ 
Shalom,” found on tombstones. Apparently, not even the 
great Hellenistic Jewish philosopher, Philo of Alexandria 
(20 BCE–50 CE, also called Philo Judaeus), was familiar 
with the Hebrew Bible in the original.

Soon after their arrival, the Jews of Alexandria gave 
up most of their Jewish rituals, and instead developed a 
minute acquaintance with the Greek culture and lifestyle. 
They were prominent in literature, philosophy, theater 
and drama. Eventually, the Jews became so assimilated, 
that, but for archeology and the Christian scriptures, there 
would be no record of their presence in the city. To such 
an extent had they assimilated, that Tiberius Alexander, 
a nephew to Philo, served as the Chief of Staff to Titus, 
during the siege and the destruction of Jerusalem!

Although the Torah prohibition of dwelling in Egypt 
applies specifically to Egypt, the lessons that may be 
derived from that prohibition are universally applicable. 
The prohibition is intended to convey a warning not only 
about residing in Egypt, but to serve as a firm reminder 
to all Jews of the dangers of residing in any locale where 
immoral living prevails. Those who wish to learn from that 
lesson, must take heed.


