himself – he lives for the community. He is nosei b’ol,
carries the yoke of achrayos, responsibility, for his
fellow.
Can we say that the blame rests solely upon
the leadership? Certainly not. When leaders are
indolent, when leaders do not seem to care, it is a
reflection on the community. This is a community that
is obsessed with itself. It does not bother turning its
head to look at the next fellow: Is something wrong? Is
something bothering him? Is it financial, emotional,
social, familial? “It is not my problem” had become the
motto in this town. As atonement, the neck the heifer,
who had never carried a yoke, is axed. Its head
represents the community whose leadership and
members did not bother turning their collective heads
to see what is wrong, how can they help. When the
zekeinim, elders, declare yadeinu lo shafchah es
ha’dam hazeh, “It was not our hands that shed this
blood;” they imply, “It was not us that committed this
outrage.” Despite our sensitivity and care, this tragedy
occurred. Tragedies happen; it is not necessarily
someone’s fault. Nonetheless, Hashem sends a
message that something is not right.
A similar idea applies to peter chamor,
redemption of the firstborn donkey. Under normal
circumstances, the donkey is exchanged for a sheep,
which, in turn, is given as a gift to the Kohanim.
Apparently, the owner of this donkey sees no reason to
support the Kohanim, since the only reason they are in
“power” is because the bechorim, first born, sinned
with the Golden Calf. Such a person maintains a strong
resemblance to a donkey; his spiritual cognition is
flawed. He should respect and support our spiritual
leaders. Doing so would alter his own spiritual persona.
If he is not learning, he should at least support those
who do.
Thus, the Torah writes that if the owner
refuses to exchange his donkey, to support the
Kohanim, to be included among those who are
spiritually ascendant – his donkey will be his
representative. He – who refused to share in the ol,
yoke, of Torah – is less than a donkey, a beast of burden
that is naturally predisposed to carrying the yoke. By
having the donkey’s head axed at the neck, he
demonstrates that he is doing this to himself. He
refuses to support, to carry the yoke. What happens to
the firstborn donkey is actually what its owner is doing
to himself. The Torah reveals his true character. In fact,
his own donkey is, by nature, better than him.

Va’ani Tefillah
 – וכל המינים כרגע יאבדוV’chol ha’minim k’rega
yoveidu. And may all the heretics perish in an instant.
Horav Shimon Schwab, zl, notes that according
to
minhag
Frankfurt,
(various
cities
in
Germany/Ashkenaz had their own customs, that were
transmitted through the years. Frankfurt Am Mein was
noted for its minhagim) the above version, which
petitions Hashem to rid us of the heretics/minim, is
retained. Nusach Sfard also uses it. The more
commonly used phrase (nusach Ashkenaz), v’chol osei
rishah, all who do evil (seemingly innocuous, something
that did not insult the church fathers), was not
instituted. Veritably, osei rishah is a veiled reference to
minim. Nonetheless, minhag Frankfurt felt the v’chol
osei rishah was too harsh, because it asked that anyone
who ever did anything wrong should perish instantly.
We do not want that. Teshuvah, repentance, is always
available. It is the heretics who undermine and attempt
to sway the uninitiated from the only true religion of
whom we want to be rid.
The term oyivei amcha, oyivecha, applies to
our enemies among whom we have lived – and who
held no shame concerning their animus towards us. The
“all-inclusive” v’chulam, and all of them, applies
obviously to all of our enemies – both from a religious
and social standpoint. We must remember that the
various levels of hatred the nations manifest towards
us is irrational. We are no threat – unless the truth is
threatening. We are a peace-loving nation who lift arms
only to defend ourselves. It would be nice, however, to
not have to pray for removal of our enemies. It would
be nicer not to have enemies.
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Parashas Shoftim

תשע"ח

על פי שנים עדים או שלשה עדים יומת המת
By the testimony or two of three witnesses shall the
condemned person be put to death. (17:6)

The word shnayim connotes two. Yet, later in
this parsha (19:15), the Torah uses the word shnei
(eidim) to specify two witnesses. Why does the text
change from one pasuk to the other? Horav David
Cohen, Shlita, quotes the Gaon, zl, m’Vilna, who
distinguishes between shnayim and shnei (although
both words mean “two”). Shnayim refers to two people
(or objects) which come together or meld together as
one unit, while shnei refers to two individuals, separate
and/or disparate, who just happen to be together. In
other words, shnayim is a “two” which maintains a
stronger sense of unity.
With
the
Gaon’s
chiddush,
novel
interpretation, in mind, the Rosh Yeshivah cites Rashi
(Kesubos 20a, v’nafka minah) who writes that with
regard to money matters, when two witnesses testify,
each one achieves half of the judgment. This means
that if the defendant is found guilty (based upon the
testimony of two witnesses) of owing one hundred
dollars, each witness is obliged him to pay fifty dollars.
Horav Chaim Soloveitchik, zl, contends that this is true
only with regard to monetary matters. Concerning
matters of life and death (capital punishment),
however, both witnesses together act as one unit to
bring about a guilty verdict. One without the other is of
no value.
We now understand the difference between
the two terms used to express different meanings in
our parsha. The beginning of the parsha addresses the
requirement of the testimony of valid witnesses in a
case of capital punishment. The Torah uses the word
shnayim, because – with regard to capital punishment
– both witnesses are effective only as a unit of two.
Each one individually is of no consequence. On the
other hand, when the Torah addresses the laws of
monetary claims, it uses the word shnei, since each
individual witness accomplishes fifty percent of
judgment.
תמים תהיה עם ד' אלקיך
You shall be wholehearted with Hashem, Your G-d.
(18:13)

Temimus, simple faith, is not so simple. It takes
a special person, whose faith in Hashem is unequivocal,

פרשת שופטים

to achieve temimus. It requires one: to live a life of
acquiescence; to ask no questions; to believe that
everything is for the good; to maintain wholesome belief
in Hashem that everything that occurs in one’s life is
Divinely orchestrated. The tamim lives only in the
moment. The future is completely in the hands of
Hashem. Horav Pinchas Koritzer, zl, teaches that only two
mitzvos or observances are to be carried out with
Hashem: temimus, wholehearted faith; and tznius,
modesty. (Hatznea leches im Elokecha, “And to walk
humbly with your G-d” Michah 6:8). In regard to these
two religious/ethical attributes, it is easy to deceive our
fellow human being (and, by extension, ourselves). It is
easy to appear to be wholehearted in one’s belief. It is
easy to put on a show that one is modest. In both cases,
the individual acts faithfully and modestly, although,
behind closed doors, it could not be further from the
truth.
“I want no kavod, honor; no accolades; I lead a
simple life; everything I do is purely l’shem Shomayim, for
the sake of Heaven, etc.” We have all heard it, and, at first
glance, we might even fall for the deceit, until that time
that we listen to the person and do not give him the
kavod that he so passionately relishes and upon which he
thrives.
It is easy to appear wholehearted and to act
modestly, but only Hashem knows the truth about the
person. Therefore, to truly be a wholehearted man of
faith, to be modest (not just act modestly), it must be
with Hashem – because He knows who you really are.
What greater litmus test than interaction with Hashem?
A true tamim believes – under all circumstances.
In Yeshivas Ponevez, there worked a cook who was a
Romanian immigrant. His name was Reb Zalmen. His life
was the yeshivah. Day and night, Shabbos and Yom Tov –
he never left his “post” in the kitchen, the dining room.
He stood there and relished with extreme satisfaction
when the bachurim, students, would line up to get their
portions. He was serving talmidei chachamim. He was
playing a role in their spiritual growth. Suddenly, one day,
Reb Zalmen did not show up for work. This went on for
two months, until one day, just as suddenly as he had
disappeared, he appeared once again, ready to return to
work.
“Reb Zalmen – where have you been? We
missed you.” “I appreciate your concern,” Reb Zalmen
began. “There is a reason why I was gone, and there is a
reason why I have returned. You know that my life
revolves around the yeshivah. My domain might be the

kitchen, but my life is the yeshivah. My wife,
murder of a Jew whose death came about possibly due
Shoshanah, became ill and, after undergoing a battery
to communal neglect or indifference. A public ritual is
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used to the fact that Shoshanah is not long for this
HaTurim notes that the laws of eglah arufah are placed
world.’
between “two wars”, the parsha of going out to war
“What does one do upon hearing such terrible
which is in Parashas Shoftim; and the war at the
earth-shattering news? I went to Rav Shach (reference
beginning of Parashas Ki Seitzei.
to Horav Elazar M. Shach, zl, Rosh Yeshivas Ponevez). I
Horav Elchanan Sorotzkin, zl, offers a practical
asked him, ‘Rebbe, I have a question on the way
reason for this placement. During times of strife and
Hashem “runs things.”’ The Rosh Yeshivah looked at me
war, the lone individual does not play an eminent role.
with sort of a smile on his lips and a twinkle in his eyes.
Under normal circumstances, the concerns of the
Rav Shach is quite aware that I am devoted to my job. I
communal leadership are focused on the collective
am trustworthy; I take no vacation. Indeed, I go
community. The fellow who is all alone, who has
nowhere, because my first and foremost achrayos,
personal issues with which he is dealing, does not make
responsibility, is to the yeshivah. We prepare the food,
it to the top of their wish list. It is not that they do not
so that the bachurim can study Torah. We want them
care; it is just that there are more important and
to be healthy students of Torah, so we do everything to
greater issues to address. The little guy, the lonely
see to it that their meals are tasty, nourishing and
fellow, the kid at risk, the family at risk, just get lost in
satisfying. Now, the doctors have informed me that my
the shuffle for the greater good.
Shoshanah will soon die. Is this right? Where is the
The Torah teaches us that despite the many
koach, power, of Torah? This is the least that the
casualties of war, we are exhorted not to forget the
yeshivah owes me. I do not care about money. I go
individual. His death is of equal importance – even
nowhere. I only need for my wife to be healthy. Is that
though he was not a soldier. If we could somehow have
so much to ask?’
prevented his death – and we did not – then we are
“The Rosh Yeshivah closed his eyes. After a few
culpable.
minutes, it seemed to me that he had fallen asleep. So,
Hashem is unlike a mortal king of flesh and
I said, ‘Fine, I have my answer. I need nothing from the
blood. As Rashi states (commentary to Shemos 15:3),
yeshivah. I will make it on my own’, and I prepared to
Hashem ish milchamah, Hashem Shemo, “Hashem is
leave. As soon as I said this, the Rosh Yeshivah opened
Master of war – His Name is Hashem.” This is unlike a
his eyes and said to me, ‘Reb Zalmen, where are you
king of flesh and blood whose primary concern during a
going? Sit down. Tell me, will you continue to work for
time of war is the battlefield. The individual citizen
the yeshivah?’ I replied, ‘Rebbe, I have nothing else in
plays no role when the king is otherwise occupied with
my life other than the yeshivah. The bachurim study
the war effort. Hashem, however, is Master of war, but
Torah in the Bais Hamedrash, and Zalmen and
He is also Hashem, the Name reserved for the Attribute
Shoshanah work in the kitchen. This is the way it has
of Mercy. He still “makes time” for His creations, to
always been.’ ‘If this is the case,’ Rav Shach continued,
feed and nurture them.
‘why worry? Do you think that Hashem will hold back
Much has been written about the perils of
the reward you rightfully deserve for your total
indifference. It is a lack of emotion whereby the
devotion to the yeshivah? Your wife will be healthy!’
individual demonstrates neither hate nor anger, but
“I became a bit angry, and I asked, ‘How will
simply a lack of caring, a lack of acknowledgment.
she be healthy, if the doctors have already despaired
When one is indifferent to another’s plight he is
for her recovery?’ The Rosh Yeshivah said, ‘This is no
implying, “your suffering is not even worth my
problem. Take her immediately to the Kupat Cholim
consideration. You are nothing to me.” With this in
and turn to the first doctor that you meet. Whatever
mind, imagine a poor fellow, down and out, no friends,
medication he gives her will work, and she will be
a mind filled with troubles (some self-induced; others,
healed!’
the result of hard luck) comes to town, and everyone
“This is exactly what happened. Now I and
ignores him. They look right through him. It is only after
Shoshanah have returned to the only life that we know
a tragedy occurs that we wake up that “he” was the
– the yeshivah.”
fellow that was sitting in the back of shul, to whom no
Reb Zalmen is an example of a person whose
one gave the time of day – not because they did not like
wholehearted faith in Hashem was unequivocal. He was
him, but rather, because they did not care.
not a great scholar, but he certainly was not a “simple”
We see signs along the side streets, “Drive as
Jew. His faith was peshutah, simple, but that was the
if your children live here.” I am sure it serves as a
only thing about him that was simple.
speeding deterrent the first time one notices it. After
that? Indifference. In a conversation with the
superintendent at a state correctional facility, where
כי ימצא חלל באדמה
some of the guards and staff act in a denigrating, almost
If a corpse will be found on the land. (21:1)
hateful manner to those interned under their care, I
The Torah relates the halachah of eglah
suggested placing a sign at the entrance to the guards
arufah, the axed heifer, which is used to atone for the
locker room stating: “Make believe it was your own son

or daughter that was incarcerated here.” The response
was incredulity and mirth. Nobody cares.
We are different. Klal Yisrael cares about the
individual. Regardless of how much is on our plate, we
always make room to help someone in need. This is
what eglah arufah teaches us. The following story is
special, because it demonstrates the empathy manifest
by a young girl for a friend. While some might have
been indifferent, out of fear of the unknown,
something which they could not understand, this girl
considered the feelings of her friend and took action.
A family decided to switch to a totally vegan
diet. It all went well until the mother began to
experiment with the many recipes that she had
obtained. One day, she prepared a dish made from
broccoli. Everyone ate, except for their twelve-year-old
daughter, who absolutely refused to touch it. The
mother attempted to convince her – to no avail. She
would not eat.
Suddenly, the girl said, “I will do what you ask
of me – on one condition: that you allow me to do
something that I want to do.” The parents figured, what
could a young girl want anyway? So, we will allow her
the one thing that she asks, and, in return, she will listen
to us. The parents agreed – until they heard her
request. “I want to shave the hair off my head!” she
declared. The reader can very well imagine what went
through the parents’ minds. “You have such beautiful
hair. Why would you do this to yourself?” they asked.
She was adamant, unwilling to change her mind. This is
what she wanted. The parents realized that if they
refused her request, she would lose her trust in them.
Reluctantly, they deferred to her request and allowed
her to have her head shaved.
The next morning was a school day, and the
young girl put on a cap to cover her bald head. Her
father took one look and said, “I will accompany you to
school today.” He knew that his daughter would be
subject to stares and possibly, ridicule. He wanted to be
there for her. As they pulled up to the school, another
young girl, obviously a child who had gone through a
round of chemotherapy, pulled up at the school and
entered the building accompanied by her father. The
man looked at the father of the first girl and said, “Your
daughter is a tzadeikes, righteous. She has been visiting
my daughter every day since she was diagnosed. She
brings her homework from school and works with her.
Now that, Baruch Hashem, the treatment has ended,
my daughter was ready to return to school, but
ashamed because of her bald head. Your daughter
offered to have her hair shorn, so that my daughter
should not be the only one in school who looked
different.”
This young girl was prepared to suffer personal
humiliation, so that she could in some way ease the
pain that her friend was experiencing. This action,
which bespeaks the meaning of nosei b’ol im chaveiro,
carrying the yoke together with one’s friend, stands in
contrast to the indifference of those who turn their
collective heads away, so that they should not be
compelled to see the misery of their fellow – and
impugn their sensibilities.

ידינו לא שפכה את הדם הזה
“Our hands have not spilled this blood.” (21:7)

Chazal (Sotah 45b) ask: “Did anyone suspect
the elders of committing murder?” They mean to say
that they did not see the traveler (deceased) and had
no part in allowing him to go on his way – alone,
without food or escort. If the elders would have been
guilty of this neglect, they would be considered as
having (his) blood on their hands. The elders/leaders of
a community have an enormous responsibility. When
they renege their responsibility, and, as a result,
someone is hurt – they have blood on their hands.
The commentators debate whose blood the
elders are atoning. Rashi writes that this is about the
neherag, deceased. Perhaps because we did not give
him a proper welcome – no food, no drink – he was
compelled to steal. In the course of his violating the
community he was killed. [Rashi is teaching us that if
someone resorts to theft/violence and worse – it is our
fault. If someone falls into depression and acts in a
manner unbecoming to himself, because no one
reached out to him, it is the fault of those who should
have opened up their hearts to him.]
The Yerushalmi contends that the blood refers
to the murderer. Apparently, this man had a record
and, due to the indolence of the judges, the verdict was
not carried out. As a result, this murderer attempted to
victimize another Jew. Only this time, he ended up on
the receiving end, and he became the victim. Whether
the deceased is a man who was ignored and had to
resort to violence in order to obtain food for himself, or
he was the murderer who ended up being killed in a
holdup gone wrong, all due to the uncaring laziness of
the judges, the leaders require atonement. It is their
fault that a Jew met a violent death. The atonement
must be a heifer that had never worked, never had a
yoke over its neck. It is axed, rather than slaughtered.
This ritual occurs only twice in the Torah – eglah arufah;
and peter chamor, when a firstborn donkey is
redeemed from its holiness by exchanging it for a
sheep. If the donkey’s owner refuses to have his animal
redeemed, it too is killed via the medium of areifah,
axing. Obviously, the choice of ritual to effect
atonement in these two isolated instances begs
elucidation.
Horav Elchanan Sorotzkin, zl, illuminates these
dinim pragmatically. The eglah arufah atones for
indolence and indifference on the part of the rabbinical
leadership of a community, which resulted in the loss
of life. This applies regardless whether the victim was
himself a murderer who was still around because the
judges were lax in carrying out the verdict; or whether
he was a poor, depressed person about whom no one
seemed to care, who succumbed to his frustration and
attempted to rob someone. He robbed the wrong
person, and he was killed for his efforts. The identity of
the deceased not withstanding, if he met his sorry end
because of the indifference of the nearest town’s
communal leadership, they are at fault. This is the
lesson of eglah arufah. An ol is a yoke; it symbolizes a
sense of responsibility. One who carries the ol of a
community is a person who does not live only for

