The Ultimate Battle
Parasha Ki Seitzi

'not enslavé her, because You | haue afﬂzcted ‘her.
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the days of Elul are also imbued historically with HaKadosh

| Baruch Hu’s movement closer to-Am Yisrael. During this period,’

. HaShem is more intensely accessible, fof these are the days of
His good will and forgiving disposition towards the Jewish .
people. After the Sin of the Golden Calf, Moshe Rabbeinu
purged the riation of smners, and the peopl_e repented for their

sin. HaShem accepted Israel’s repentance and Moshe Rabbeinu’s

prayers, and once again rested His Divine Presence upon. Israel.

This was truly an eis ratzon, time of favor, which culminated in
the Jews receiving the second ‘set of Tablets from God and
achieving atonement on Yom Kippur.
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* very_contrasting_conclusions?—R. Yaacov to the true Torah™ .-

q SLJQ[&&— .Sh’un:m\R4/’/””U

One of the most striking concessions of the Torah is given at
the beginning of this Portion. When the Israelites go to war,
they are told that they may, if they see a beautiful woman among
the prisoners of war, take her as a wife.  There are, however,
certain preliminary processes to be undergone: the Torah stipulates
that before the Israelite may marry her, she is to be left for one
month to weep ‘for her father and her mother’; and her hair

is to be shaven and her nails allowed to grow for the colirsé

of the month. i
"This month is, according to the Zohar®, related to the month

of Ellul- %15x7 xm xo1 X7, This comparison seems rather cryptic

at first sight. Why-just the month of Ellul? Surely it could happen

in. any month of the year ?
‘ +Then, on the phrase jmx nxy mag nx ansm:z —'she shall
. weep for her fathér and her mother,” the Sifre* offers two
explanations. According to R. Eliezer, this refers literally to her

real parents, from whom the captive girl is separated and whom
she will probably never see again. R. Akiva, however, gives

another interpretation—that she should weep for her idols that
she has repudiated. This view is based on the verse in the
second chapter of Jeremiah-— sing sax yy> o»mw+ —‘They say
to a piece of wood, “You are my father”’ But this opmion of
R. Akiva does seem rather strange in the context: why should
. a_whole month be allotted, to.weep for idolatry ?
0 Let us now turn to another law contained in this week’s
 Portion : _
If you chance on a bird’s nest on your way, on any tree
or on the ground, with either fledglings or eggs in it,

and the mother bird nestling on the fledglings or the eggs,
then yau shall not take the mother with the young, but
you shall surely send away the mother and then you may
take the young for yourself—so that it may be well
with you, and your days may be prolonged.®

: We find in the Gemara® that the words ‘and your ddys'may 1 .
- be prolonged’ in this verse refer only to spiritual reward in the '

. world to-come. The Gemara then goes on to record an incident

f R. Yaakov interpreted the text.

witnessed by R. Yaacov. ‘A father told his son to climb a tree
and bring him the fledglings. The son climbed up, sent the
mother bird away, in obedience to the Mitzvah of 1pn m>»w
but, on climbing down, the boy stumbled and was killed. The

i reward of long life, assigned in the Torah both for obedience to

parents and for sending away the mother bird, must, then, refer
only to spiritual life, in the world to come; and this was how
Acher, however, another
of the Sages, witnessed a similar jincident and, we are told, -
became a heretic as a result of his experience. R. Yosef declared

that if only Acher had interpreted the text in the "same way
as R. Yaacov had done, he would not have been driven ‘tq..\l}e‘re;y.

Where, then, was the difference that led the two iren-to ;‘gc'h_;--

explanation, and Acher to a denial of resurrection and divine

providence? Should we not have expected similar events to generate . :

similar philosophical conclusions?

N

H In answer to this question, the “Oznaim LaTorah” guotes a
Gemara, which tells us that whenever Acher stood up from
" Jearning in the Housge of Study; piles of heretical literature would
fall from his lap.® Before coming to learn Torah, therefore, his
¢ mind was already imbued with heresies: the seeds. of doubt had

. already been sown, and his mind could no longer bear the

harvest of truth, Rabbenu Bachya® further develops this idea

of the importance of the basic studies to which one exposes one-
self: one should, he stresses, open oneself first of all to the

wisdom of the Torah, and only afterwards 10 other studies—
' nx mnon pewxae —The beginning of wisdom is the fear (‘>E
God.” The foundations of man’s intellect should be rock-fnrrr'x in
truth: a shifting quick-sand is a dangerous basis for construction.

;:)\ The.‘vulnerability of human judgment, biassed by first impres—
sions, emerges also in _Maharal’s_presentation in ‘thh'woth
Ofam’™ of a practical legal procedure. In a civil case, the judge

is forbidden to Tisten to one side if the other party is no? also
present. In spite of all the comscious imf)artia]ity of the judge,
he will be insensibly swaved to the side of the first litigant, whose

. view of the case has been impressed on him first. It is a

natural characteristic, often unconscious, to' cling to one’s first

" impression: the mind is unawilling to admit itself wrong. And . -

unless both parties in a dispute are present together, to ba'la-ncc
each other in argument, the judge may involuntarily become biased.

12

¥ Tt _was because of this deep human characteristic that the

Torah - allotted” the captive girl a whole month to weep for her
idols. The beliefs and habits' of childhood, however false or
absurd, are not easily eradicated. For this girl, it was all her .
basic conceptions that had to be changed: and for this a month
of introspection and contemplation was not excessive.

This aspect is what moved the Sages to compare this month

.with the month of Ellul—FEllul as the .time of self-examination

and self-criticism. Thirty days are given us every year to review

‘the thoughts and attitudes, as well as the deeds of the past year:

to discrimipate betweén those that bore the stamp of truth and

“those that were tainted with falsehood. During this month, every

moment is negded for a task of such extreme difficulty and delic-
acy as the uprooting of deeply planted ideas and attitudes. At
this time of the year, perhaps more than any other, we feel the
urgency of the warning of qur Sages— 3y FvkbmM q¥p DV
—*The day is short and the work is great.” This, however, should
not depress us, but spur us on in the task of self-purification.

Elul is a time of awakening. The shofar is customarily bh%wn

every day, as it was when Moshe Rabbeinu ascended to Har .?mai
on Rosh Chodesh Elul for forty days to receive the Torah. The

Jew

must be aware of his responsibilities in this world, his potential

to bond with the Creator of the Universe, and his ability to

perfect himself and the entire Creation. The shofar arouses us,

‘ag do the auspicious days of Elul themselves, to awake from the

lethargy and insensitivity of an entire year, and once again gain

. a recognition of ourselves and our mission in this world.

i




In this light, we are given another hint to Elul in the verse:

“Umol HaShem Elokeichem Es Levavcha Ve'es Levav zarecha —
HaShem, your God, will circumcise your heart and the heart of
your offspring” (Devarim 30:6) — the first letters of which also
spell Elul. We must be responsive to this arousal which removes
all the partitions and obstacles between us and our Creator and
obfuscates our recognition and sensitivity to HaShem. To do

this, we must reorient ourselves to acknowledge both our true **

selves and our Creator.

llC) Elul i is also g time when the Jewish people reunited to
achieve the ability to once again receive the Torah, ke'ish echad
belev echad — as one person with one heart. To completely

receive qod’s Torah emanating from His Oneness, Klal Yisrael
must also be one unified entity. Moreover, the Torah itself has
different mitzvot for different people — Kohanim, Leviim, Yis-
raelim, men, women, etc. Oply as a harmonious conglomerate
can all the mitzvot be accepted and fulfilled.

\9
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Consequently; in addition to recognizing one’s own es-
sence, his ani, each individual must also recognize that part of
his ani which is reflected in all Jews. Hence the hint to Elul
imprinted in the verse, “Ish Lereieiu Umatanos Le'evyonim —
Each person to another'and gifts to the poor” (Esther 9:22) —the
first letters of which also spell Elul. The word ani itself suggests
the dual personality of the individual represented by the first
letter, aleph — one, singular, individual — and the last letter,
* yud — ten, a unit of many, representing a minyan, the commu--
nity of Kigl Yisrael. The connecting force that creates harmony
between the individual identity and communal identity is the
nun, the fifty gates of purity in character and the fifty gates of

wisdom needed to create this partnership.

1y H%L_Elwé_ﬂm_e_gf.g_;m_nge_r_meﬂeipempecm

oneself, one, s:people, and one’s God. It is true that God begins
ich.us during Elul, and it is our Beloved King Who

mitiative to draw closer to us. However, if one does

not recogmze the King, orifheis insensitive to.his own position,

the, close proxm:utv of the King will pass totally unnoticed.

Therefore, the essence of Elul is Am LeDodi VeDodi Li:I must
re/dxscover my ani — my essence, my identity as an individual
and as pait of Klal Yisrael. I must also identify Dodi, Who my

Beloved actually is; and then, automatically, VeDodi Li — Twill

discover that my Beloved is indeed close to me, standing at my
feet, ready to embrace me. Thus, Elul is a time of mtrospectlon
and contemplation, a time of defining perspectives and roles,

time of becoming better acquainted with our fnends, neighbors

and the community of Klal Yisrael.

2

These concepts are alluded to in the name of this

week’s Torah reading, Parshas Ki Seitzei which begins:®
“When you go out to battle against your enemies.” In the

soul's natural environment — the spiritual worlds above
— there is no conflict. When, however, the soul “Q(Lig_m'.: )
from that setting and descends to our material world, it is
confronted by challenges that may require it to engaqe in

battle

For there are two aspects to material existence. Our
world was created because G-d “desired a dwelling in the-
lower worlds,™ 1.e., the physical universe can serve as a
dwelling for G-d, a place where His essence is revealed.
But as the term “lower worlds” implies, G-d’s existence is
not readily apparent in our environment. On the contrary,
the material nature of the world appears to preclude holi-

ness. An attempt to resolve these two contradictory

thrusts is thus often characterized by conflict.

A1 This is the Torah’s conception of war, a struggle to

transform even the lowest elements of existence into a
dwelling for G-d. For this reason, the Torah commanded
the Jews to fight to_conquer the Land of Canaan, and

thereby turn a land which was notorious for its depravity’
into Eretz Yisrael, a land of which it is said “the eyes of the
Lard, your G-d, are upon it from the beginning of the year

until the end of the year.”®

K

- Furthermore, even when there is no explicit command
for war, the potentlal is there to lorcefully extend the

oundanes of holiness and enable it to encompass areas
vyhlch were prevnously governed by worldlmess 9

i

-~ i

23 A person need not fear undertaking such efforts; on the
contrary, he is assured Divine blessing. This is alluded to

by the Hebrew 72nx by; translated as “against your ene- '

mies,” in the verse cited abdve. Literally the phrase means
“above your enemies,” conveying the promise that even

o as the soul descends into our material world and confronts

challenges, it always possesses the power to overcome

. them. Since the soul is “an actual part of G.d,” it is.always
above worldly influence and has the power to overcome
all obstacles!'and transform its environment.

Moreover, it is the challenge of “battle” that brings out

the” essentigl .power which the soul possesses. For such
confrontatlon compels a person to draw.on his inner
strength. This search for strength in turn brings an aware-
ness of one’s inner G-dly nature. And when that G- dly core
is aroused, a person can gvercome any challenges, atnd

spread G-dliness in all settings. In this way, he becomes
G-d’s partner,'> making manifest G-d’s purpose in creation.

[
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The concept of battle is relevant within our own lives
as well. Commenting on the verse, “And you shall... see the
difference between one who serves G-d and one who does
not serve Him,”s our Sages define,* “one who serves G-d”
as “one who reviews his subject matter 101 times,” and
“one who does not serve Him’ as “one who reviews his

gubject matter 100 times.”

In Tanya,’s the Alter Rebbe explains that, in that era, it
was customary for students to review their subject matter
100 times. Therefore, it was the one hundred and first time
— the time when the person went beyond his normal prac-
tice — which distinguished him as "one who serves G-d.”
F_or only one who struggles to rise above his nature merits

such a title.
A person must challenge himself; and this means more

' than a commitment to gradual,progress. "Serving G-d,” in-

. volves breakim-? our individual natures, and showing that
t there atre no limits to our commitment to Him.

I Yeach a level of spiritual achievement and then
rest on his laurels.” Instead, he must continually strive to

advance further .

The mner “battles” necessarv to bring this commit-
iment to'the and unbounded Divine
1I-)otentlal each of.us possesses within our souls. And the
\effects of these efforts extend beyond our lnleldual
lselves effectmg the ‘world at large.

|
\
———

ndeavor involves a constant struggle. A person .
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