
  
 
 

 
    

 

 

 

 

    My Rebbe, Rabbi Berel Wein, 

related an apocryphal anecdote 

about an emergency meeting 

convened in the Knesset some 

years ago to discuss the dire state 

of the Israeli economy. 

Unemployment was rampant, the 

shekel was dropping, and the 

national deficit was burgeoning. 

The Knesset members debated 

their options, but every idea was 

voted down. Finally, one member 

proposed a radical idea. “My 

friends, I know this will sound 

crazy, but desperate times call for 

desperate measures. I propose 

that we declare war on America.” A gasp escaped the room but the MK continued, “As soon 

as we strike, the Americans will strike back with punishing force. As soon as we surrender the 

Americans will pump billions of dollars of aid into Israel for reparations and recovery. It is an 

infallible plan. The country will be rebuilt by American dollars, no less than Iraq, 

Afghanistan, and Lebanon.”  After a few moments of discussion it was agreed that the crazy 

plan was their best option. There was an almost unanimous vote to move ahead with the plan 

until one aged Knesset member raised his hand to ask his question which stumped the room: 

“What if we win?” 

 

    War is never pleasant or as glorious as it is depicted. Even in victory a nation suffers 

destroyed land, tremendous financial strain, and most importantly broken lives and families. 

The Torah addresses the idea of warfare, “When you will go out to war against your enemies, 

and Hashem, your G-d, will place them in your hand, and you will take captives.” 

    Rabbi Wein mused that the American Jewish community is less than one hundred years old. 

An overwhelmingly disproportionate number of congressmen are Jewish. Jews are 

indistinguishable in law, medicine, media, and control much of Hollywood. Jews have 

achieved unprecedented levels of wealth, glory, and power. But nationally, the Jewish 

spiritual focus is almost negligible. Out of few million people who admit to being Jewish, 

perhaps a million can identify who Rashi is, and know what Shabbos is about. 
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    In Eretz Yisroel today it is also frustrating. The Israelis were victorious in four bloody and 

costly wars despite being outflanked and out-manned by numerous hostile Arab enemies. Not 

including oil, Israel’s economy is far superior to all of the Arab countries combined. Yet as a 

country, the spiritual influence in Eretz Yisroel is poor. Despite the heroic and successful 

efforts of the many kiruv organizations, the overwhelming majority of the country is devoid of 

much connection to Torah and mitzvos. 

    In the hamlets and shtetles of Europe, life was extremely difficult to say the least. Poverty 

was rampant, food was scarce, and Jews were persecuted. But Jews understood what being 

Jewish meant. 

 

    Parshas Ki Setzei begins with the discussion of three seemingly unrelated topics. The 

parsha commences by speaking about a soldier at war who captures a beautiful woman and 

desires to marry her. The Torah prescribes the process that would allow him to marry her. The 

Torah then discusses the inviolable right of a firstborn son to a double portion of his father’s 

inheritance
1
. The third concept discussed is that of the incorrigibly wayward and rebellious 

son, who is put to death before his thirteenth birthday.  

    Rashi explains the juxtaposition of these three topics. Although the Torah allows the soldier 

to marry the beautiful woman, the Torah is only doing so in order to satisfy and quell the 

soldier’s desires. In the vernacular of Sifrei, “The Torah only spoke in response to the Evil 

Inclination.” The Torah seeks to warn a person what can happen if he adopts such a desperate 

measure in order to satisfy his desires by demonstrating what the consequences of such a 

union can be. The implication is that there is a chain reaction here. Improper infatuation with a 

captive woman will lead to the man hating his wife which, in turn, can lead to rebellious and 

wayward children. 

     If a nation is vanquished in war there is no discussion of what to do with the losers, as there 

is no fighting about how to divide the spoils. Victory and success, on the other hand, brings all 

sorts of complications. The danger is magnified by virtue of the fact that those challenges are 

often not realized until it’s too late. 

    There are numerous accounts of families thrust into fortunes that were torn asunder by 

vehement arguments about how to deal with their newfound wealth. 

     Rabbi Wein concludes that we all have a plan for defeat. People, and especially Jews, 

know how to bond together in times of need. However, when life is less demanding and there 

is an atmosphere of success and complacency, humanitarianism and spirituality often are left 

at the wayside. 

    The parsha begins with a discussion of victory. The question is how does one respond to 

success and blessing? Does he use it for his own selfish aggrandizement and pursuits, or to 

seek and promote greater Torah adherence and love of G-d. 

 

    “When you will go out to war”  

    “And Hashem will place them in your hand” 

(Stam Torah by R' Dani Staum) 

 

 
1
 The Torah mentions the law specifically in regard to a scenario where a man had a polygamous marriage and the eldest son 

was from a wife that the man hated. 





    When you go out to 

war against your 

enemies and HASHEM 

your G-d will deliver 

them into your hands 

and you will capture its 

captivity. (Devarim  

21:10) 

    The Torah only 

speaks versus the 

“negative inclination” 

(Rashi) 

If it wouldn’t be that 

HASHEM helps him 

(against his “negative 

inclination”) he would 

not be able to be 

victorious. (Sukkah 

52B) 

     

    With strategies you should wage for yourself war. (Mishlei 24:6) 

    To fight effectively and to emerge victorious versus the Yetzer Hora one needs a few important “things”.First 

of all, one needs incredible Siata D’Shemya- help from heaven. How to attain that is a whole discussion, but let 

us at least give some credence to Davening-prayer. It helps more than we can measure for more reasons than we 

can mention. Secondly a person needs as many tools in the toolkit as possible. Abraham Maslow, a famous 

psychologist, wrote, “To a person with a hammer, every problem is a nail!” Here’s a pair of tweezers! 

    The Talmud Sukkah 52A gives the following surrealistic account of what is in store ahead: “Rabbi Yehuda 

learns that in the future The Holy One Blessed Be He will bring the Yetzer Hora-the evil inclination and 

slaughter him in front of the righteous and in front of the wicked. To the righteous he will seem like a mountain 

and to the wicked like a strand of hair. These ones will be crying and these ones will be crying. The righteous 

will cry and exclaim, “How were we able to conquer such a high mountain?” The wicked will be crying and 

saying, “How is it that we could not overcome a single hair?”” 

    What’s this metaphor of the hair and the mountain about? Is it a hair or a mountain? Whose perception is 

correct, the wicked or the righteous? One valid approach is that the of course the righteous are right? Since they 

saw it as a mountain, recognizing the size of the challenge and the profundity of the risk they mustered the 

requisite strength to conquer rather than be conquered. The wicked, too casual in their estimate of the opponent, 

were grossly underprepared and overmatched in the end. 

    Alternately, maybe it really is a hair and a mountain too. How so? With a searing insight the Maharsha points 

out that the archetype opponent of Yaakov, Essav eventually settled in a place called Har Seir or literally the 

Mountain of Hairs. How does that help? The wicked are bemoaning, in that moment of ultra-clarity, that what 

had prevented them from making personal and moral progress was something as light as a hair. 

    People too often hold themselves back from Mitzvos and other good things in life, because of some 

unfounded peer fear like”what other might say” that “it’s not cool”, only to understand ultimately how 

proportionately miniature it really is in the grandest scheme of things. The righteous, on the other hand stand 

back in awe and can hardly believe that they were able to accomplish so much in a lifetime. How did they do it? 

What is so remarkable about this tall mountain is that it is a mountain of hairs -constructed one small yet 

courageous deed at a time. 

    Even the Vilna Gaon, not unlike other mortal men, learned one word at a time, just as a marathon runner 

continually places one foot in front of the other for a long distance. In the end, the cumulative mileage covered, 

when added up, can be astounding as when the total Mitzvos generated by a man mount up to a mountain.  

 

(By Rabbi Label Lam)  



 



 


